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The war was not civil, as it would be referred to, nor was my part in it of any real value, since I was on the losing side.  Still, at seventeen I had felt compelled to fight for what my side said was right, and I did so for three years until the war ended.  It is never good to be on the losing side of a war, but there is always one side that loses.  Having been born and growing up in Alabama, there was really little of my former way of life left, so I had to decide what to do next.  So many of my family had died in the war, so there was no one waiting for my return and the way of life that had existed there was now gone.  Not that we had been slave owners.  We were too poor for that, but what we did have was now gone.  It was with these thoughts that I decided to head west.  

After three years of drifting, I found myself working on a ranch in New Mexico.  Though I had not been a cowboy in Alabama, along the way to New Mexico I had become more than a fairly decent one.  Now, I was working on one of the nicer ranches in the area, but still was unsure of what the future held.  I knew I wanted to be more than just a ranch hand but had not yet figured out how to accomplish this.  I guess it would be good to tell you my name.  I am Justin Matthews, and I have always tried to live in a way that would make my family proud of me.  

Today, I am helping ride herd on around a thousand head of ornery cows as we attempt to gather them to take to the railhead and ship them east.  Lately, the price of cattle has been somewhat low, but it is nearly impossible to feed this many all winter long when the snow comes, and the grass disappears.  It is hard work, but it is honest work.  There is also the question of whether there will be a job for all the hands after the cattle have been sold.  Having been one of the last to be hired, if there wasn’t, then this might be the end of my job, and I really liked the area.  So far, I had no desire to return to Alabama.  There really was nothing there for me but memories, and not all of those were good.

I was caught up in my own thoughts when Bill Johnson cried out to me, “Justin, you need to be paying more attention to what you are doing.”  

“Thanks for waking me up from my thoughts,” I replied as I drove a few straying cows back into the herd.  For the most part, we all got along pretty well, but there was no room for anyone who was not pulling his share of the load.  We were moving through a canyon with high mountains on each side.  This was the easiest way to the railhead, and we normally went this way with little problem.  We were a little short-handed with only seven cowboys for the drive, but it was a short drive with cows that were fairly domesticated as long as there were no loud noises.  We had made it about halfway through the canyon, with Bill, Sam Smith and me the closest together.  Since I hadn’t been riding for the ranch that long, I didn’t know the others that well.  On the other hand, they really didn’t know me that well either.
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Suddenly, several shots rang out from both sides of us, and I saw Bill jerk as he was thrown from his saddle, and Sam went down at the same time.  I am not sure I heard the next shot, as suddenly I found myself slammed in the head with some unseen force and leaving the saddle in the midst of the now stampeding cattle.  I was certain that this was the end, and though I had never been a very Godly person, I found myself crying out to God for help.  I went down about the same time as one of the cows did, and the last thing I remembered was landing right in front of the cow as the rest of the herd was stampeding over us, and then everything turned black.  

I don’t know how long I was out, but when I finally came to, Bill and Joe were dead and the other four cowboys had disappeared with the herd.  There were also four or five dead cows, and our horses were gone.  I had to ask myself how I had been fortunate enough to survive but realized I had likely looked as though I had been killed as well.  If I hadn’t fallen just in front of the dead cow, I would have likely been trampled.  If the bullet had been a quarter of an inch to the right, I would have died before hitting the ground, and as I considered these two things, I remembered my quick prayer to God.  Had He really saved me from an untimely death when Bill and Joe had not been?  

I didn’t have a lot of time to ponder this because I needed to get back to the ranch and tell Mr. Williamson, the owner of the ranch, the Bar W, and my boss what had happened.  He and Mrs. Williamson only had one child, a daughter Miranda who was nineteen and back east at finishing school as they were called.  I was sure that they would want to get a posse together and chase after the rustlers and find out if their men had been in on the rustling or forced to go along with the rustlers.  

It was a fairly long walk back to the ranch house, and I was still somewhat injured, but I set out resolutely.  As I walked along, I did have time to ponder about God and my relationship to Him.  I had gone through two plus years of fighting in a war without getting injured, much less killed.  I wondered why I had survived a cattle rustling attack when the intention had been to kill everyone who would not be of use while Bill and Sam had died.  I knew I wasn’t a better person than either of them, so why had I lived.  This was not an easy question to answer, so it weighed heavily on my mind as I struggled along.  Cowboys were never noted for walking long distances, and cowboy boots were not made for walking in either.  Still, I wasn’t going to give up.  
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It took me a few hours, but the ranch house finally came into view, and I could tell that something was wrong immediately.  First, there were no horses in the corral, and second the door was wide open and looked to be broken.  I ran as much as I was able the rest of the way to the ranch house.  There were bullet holes near the door, so I hurried inside.  I saw Mr. Williamson lying in the living room next to the window where he had evidently been firing in defense of the house.  He was beyond help, having been shot several times.  I knew I had to find Mrs. Williamson, so I headed on into the house.  Then, I saw her next to the kitchen door where she may have gone trying to escape, but she hadn’t made it.  She also appeared to have been shot several times.  I had to wonder why someone would have felt it necessary to kill them when the cattle were already on the way to the railhead.  The only reason I could think of was that maybe they figured it would be a few days before anyone realized what had happened if all the cowboys were either dead, captured, or involved in the rustling.  

Still, it took a great degree of cruelty to kill a woman, so I knew that bringing the men responsible to justice was going to be a difficult task, but I resolved then and there to be a part of the ones who did so.  My immediate concern was getting into town to notify the sheriff, and without a horse, this was going to be difficult enough.  

Then, I realized that someone was going to have to inform Maranda, their daughter, whom I had never met, about what had happened.  This was going to be very hard on her, and my compassion went out to her.  I was not sure about what other family members there might be.  I wasn’t even sure how to get in touch with her or if she would be able to make it back before the funeral, or even if she would be able to come.  I figured that she would inherit the ranch for whatever it was worth having had the cattle stolen, not that it was any of my concern.  Of course, it did mean that I might or might not have a paying job anymore, but I did have a job of finding those who were responsible, with or without pay.  I knew that I could make it for a while without needing to be paid, since I really hadn’t spent much of my salary at any time.  I had never been a gambler, a drinker, or one who chased after women, and since my jobs usually included meals and a place to stay, I had very little need to spend money.  

All the thinking was not getting anything done, so I took off walking toward the next ranch, which was a little closer than town.  Still, it would be a long walk, especially as bruised up and tired as I was already.  I was not sure where my horse got off to, but the horse and saddle were mine, and I intended to find and reclaim them, even if I had to go through someone to do so.  I have never considered myself a violent man, but I was also one who did not want to be pushed, and someone had definitely pushed me when they shot me off my horse.  Of course, the cowboy boots did not make the walking any easier or faster, but I continued to put one foot down in front of the other.  The headache from the bullet grazing my scalp didn’t help either, but I was determined not to give in to pain.  After about three hours of walking, by my estimate, the next ranch house came into view.
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I had met Mr. Hendricks a couple of times at church, and I had also seen him in town a few times, but I didn’t know him that well.  I did know that his Circle H ranch had a good reputation and that he and his wife were friends with Mr. And Mrs. Williamson. One of his ranch hands saw me while I was still a ways off and came out to meet me.  I didn't remember his name, but I did recognize him as someone I had seen around.  

“I recognize you,” he said, “and why are you coming here on foot? You do know that this is Mr. Hendrickson’s ranch and not the Bar W, don’t you?”

“I came here for some help,” I replied.  “We were driving Mr. Willianson’s cattle to the railhead when we were attacked and at least two men were killed.  The other four disappeared.  I was hot out of my saddle and would have been trampled if not for falling almost under a cow that died.”

“So, you are here to report a rustling then,” he said.  “Was it closer here than to the Bar W?”

“No,” I answered.  “I went to the Bar W, and there had been a break in, and I found both Mr. And Mrs. Williamson shot to death. The horses were also all gone.  This was the closest place that I knew I would find help, so I walked here.  I worked for them only a short period of time, but I will not rest until I find the men who did this and bring them to justice.  My name is Justin, by the way.  Justin Matthews.  Bill Johnson and Sam Smith were killed during the attack.”

“My name is John Prescott,” he said, “but everyone calls me Sonny.  Let’s get up to the house and tell Mr. Hendricks what is going on.  I am his foreman by the way.”

He gave me a hand up, and we rode double the rest of the way, which was a relief after all the walking.  My feet were beginning to protest by now, not being used to that much walking in a week, much less a day.  I hated to have to bear the news, but I also would be glad to let others know so we could begin to hunt down those who had done this terrible thing.  We made the rest of the way to the ranch house pretty quickly.  Even as we were dismounting, Sonny was calling out for Mr. Hendricks.

Mr. Hendricks came out of the house and looked at us.  “What is all the hollering about Sonny?” he asked.  He was looking me up and down like he couldn’t quite place me.  

“This is Justin Matthews,” Sonny replied.  “I will let him tell you what is going on.”

“I have some terrible news to tell you,” I said.  “While we were driving the herd to the railhead for Mr. Williamson, we were attacked.  Bill Johnson and Sam Smith were killed, and I was hit a glancing blow in the head by a bullet and fell and would have died if it hadn’t been for a cow falling at the same time and protecting me.  I am not sure where the other four hands are.”

When Mr. Hendricks started to ask a question, I held up my hand to stop him and went on.  “That is not even the worst of the news though.  I walked back to the ranch, found all the horse gone, and Mr. And Mrs. Williamson shot to death in the house.  I then walked here to look for help.”

Mr. Hendricks looked shocked and said, “Sonny, go to town and get the marshal.  Before you go, saddle a horse for Justin, and we will go back to the Bar W and begin to take care of things there.  Someone will also need to figure out how to get in touch with Miranda,” he said.  

Then, almost as an afterthought, he seemed to notice the crease on the side of my head and asked, “Are you okay to ride, Justin.”  I assured him I was, and that I would have been going back anyway, even if I had to walk again, so the horse would be very welcome.  

Soon, the horse was saddled, and we were on our way, Mr. Hendricks having already been out that day and having a horse already saddled.  He may have been the owner and boss, but as with most ranchers, he was actively involved in the everyday running of the ranch.  Knowing what awaited us there, I dreaded the ride, but also knew that we had to get back as soon as possible. The Johnson’s deserved to have their remains treated with respect, and the sooner we got there, the sooner that would happen.  By now, I was really questioning God as to why He allowed this to happen to two such fine people, and that was not to mention Bill and Sam.  I was also asking even more why I had been spared.
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The ride back to the Bar W was made in near silence.  There was an overriding sense of sadness and sorrow with an undercurrent of anger over what we knew awaited us at the ranch.  There was also a powerful desire to get on the trail of those who had done this terrible thing.  It is not easy to hide a thousand head of cattle, so we were hoping to catch up to them soon, but with so many cattle from other ranches being driven up the trail as well, their tracks would soon blend with the others.  

First, though, we needed to deal with the bodies of Mr. And Mrs. Willamson.  We also needed contact information for their daughter.  No one was quite sure where she was going to school at.  This would need to be a priority.  We would also need to make sure that the ranch house was clean and secure so that Miranda would not have to see the evidence of her parent’s death when she arrived.  
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