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Introduction:

Step into the rugged heart of Arizona with Cactus and Cattle: Tales of Arizona, a captivating story that brings the Wild West to vivid life. Set against the backdrop of a sweeping desert landscape, this anthology follows the trials and triumphs of the men and women of the Lazy S Ranch.

From the heat of the desert to the cool shade of the evening, these tales weave together adventure, resilience, and the unyielding spirit of the frontier. The crew faces off against outlaws, navigates the complexities of ranch life, and builds their homesteads with grit and determination. Their lives intertwine with the land they love and the challenges they must overcome.

Meet Pearly, the stalwart ranch foreman with a heart of gold; Benny, a young man with a troubled past seeking redemption; Gerty, a strong-willed woman with a tender side; and Andy, the rancher with a deep sense of duty. Their stories are filled with action, camaraderie, and the occasional surprise twist, capturing the essence of life on the frontier.

Through gunfights, personal struggles, and the bonds of friendship, the Lazy S Crew shows that true strength lies in unity and resilience. As they face both human and natural adversities, their journey is a testament to the enduring spirit of the Old West.

Cactus and Cattle: Tales of Arizona is a tribute to the pioneers who carved their destiny in the untamed land, blending historical authenticity with richly imagined characters and dramatic storytelling. Saddle up and join the crew on their unforgettable journey through the Arizona frontier.
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Chapter 1: Holding the Herd
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Andy Elliot couldn’t find a comfortable spot in his bedroll. A rock, or at least that’s what it felt like, was digging right into the middle of his back. He twisted one way, then the other, but the sharp protrusion refused to let him sleep. Finally, with a grunt of frustration, he sat up. The pre-dawn air was crisp, with just a hint of moisture from the cool desert night clinging to the breeze.

Over by the chuck wagon, the cook, known as Belly Cheater, worked with quiet precision, placing his Dutch ovens into the glowing bed of mesquite coals. The smell of the wood smoke was thick, almost sweet, mingling with the earthy scent of the dry desert. Andy watched as Belly Cheater heaped glowing coals onto the lids—he knew that meant biscuits were coming.

"Aw hell," Andy muttered under his breath. Reaching into his bed, he fished out his pants and tugged them on. His boots sat at the head of his bedroll, and as always, he gave them a good shake, just in case a scorpion or snake had taken shelter during the night. Satisfied they were empty, he pulled them on. His shirt hung from a low mesquite branch, still cool to the touch from the night air. He shrugged it on, the rough fabric scraping against his skin. His wide-brimmed hat, already slightly worn from countless days under the Arizona sun, was jammed on his head without much thought.

With the bedroll secured by two piggin’ strings he kept for just that purpose, Andy tossed it into the wagon’s front. The sky was still a deep indigo, just starting to hint at dawn, and the stars twinkled faintly overhead.

Next to the wagon, Belly Cheater had set up a makeshift bench, a washbasin, and a bucket of water. A well-used towel, now stiff from days of use, hung on a nail driven into the wagon. Andy poured water into the basin, the cold liquid jolting him awake as he splashed it on his face. He ran wet fingers through his dark hair, now streaked with gray, and combed it roughly with a piece of wood fashioned into a comb. His hair was damp, and the smell of water mixed with the ever-present scent of dust.

Just as he finished, he threw the water out into the night—and was greeted by a muffled curse from someone nearby. “Sorry,” was all he offered, his voice low and gravelly from sleep.

Belly Cheater’s lantern threw a warm, flickering glow around the chuck wagon, the smell of frying steak and potatoes filling the air, mixed with the ever-present tang of coffee brewing in the pot. Andy grabbed a tin plate, coffee cup, knife, and fork, stepping into line near the Dutch ovens. Belly Cheater served up a hearty portion of steak, potatoes, and gravy, the fried egg on top gleaming in the lantern light.

When Belly Cheater raised a large spoonful of boiled prunes, Andy quickly shook his head. “No, thanks,” he muttered, taking his plate away before more could be added.

Sitting against the wagon wheel, Andy ate in silence. The coffee was scalding hot, bitter, and just strong enough to kick the rest of his sleep away. Around him, men were slowly waking, rolling up their bedrolls and making their way to the chuck wagon in ones and twos. The sound of boots scuffing in the dirt, the clink of tin cups, and the occasional cough echoed through the camp as the men shook off the night. All of them were younger than Andy, though none were greenhorns.

A stocky, blond-headed man joined Andy, his hat tipped low over his eyes. Pearly Anderson, the roundup boss, ate silently for a moment, watching Andy from under the brim. The two men sat in a comfortable silence, broken only by the sounds of the camp coming to life.

“I want you to stay with the hold-up today,” Pearly said finally, between bites. “I’ll leave the Indian and Belly Cheater to help hold them when the drive comes in. Once the cattle settle, Belly Cheater can come back to his pots and pans.”

Andy looked over at him, chewing the last bit of his biscuit thoughtfully. “Why me? I can handle my end of the gather just fine,” he said.

Pearly set his plate down, dusting his hands. “You’re the best roper we got, and you’ve got more sense than these kids. If something busts loose, I trust you to rope it without causing a bigger mess. Those boys... they’ll be too eager, and before we know it, the whole herd could scatter. In truth, Andy, you oughta be ramrod of this gather.”

Andy gave a small grunt, standing up. “Well, oughta or not, I don’t want it. I’ll do my part, get paid, and go home. We’ll hold the herd, but you make sure those kids don’t run their gather right through it.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure of it,” Pearly said, rising and scraping his plate into the slop bucket before tossing it into the wreck pan filled with soapy water. Andy followed suit, his mind already on the day ahead.

Heading toward the rope corral, the sounds of horses snorting and shuffling in the early morning light filled the air. The night wrangler had penned the remuda, and as Andy called out the name of the horse he wanted, Pearly expertly tossed a loop, snaring the horse in one smooth motion.

Andy bridled the horse, feeling the worn leather of the reins beneath his calloused fingers. The rest of the crew was lined up, waiting for their mounts. Off in the distance, on a flat spot just beyond camp, about forty head of cows and calves stood together—the hold-up. Every puncher had taken their turn during the night, watching over the herd, keeping them together.

Andy mounted up, riding alongside Bisnic, the Apache Indian, who would be helping him hold the herd. The morning was still quiet, with only the occasional lowing of cattle breaking the stillness. Belly Cheater, too stiff in the joints to help much anymore, was saddling a gentle horse, preparing lunch for later in the day.

It would be hours before the rest of the crew drove the cattle in. Until then, it was just Andy, Bisnic, and the open range.
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Chapter 2: Stag on the Run
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Andy and Bosnic had allowed the holdup herd to spread out and graze while they waited for the gather to come in. The two men sat together on the far side of the herd, talking in low tones as they watched the landscape around them. Bosnic, the Apache, kept his eyes trained on the mountainside, scanning for movement. His sharp senses were rewarded as he silently pointed toward the slopes, where patches of red and roan began moving through the brush, signaling the cattle's approach. Without a word, both men rode out to begin bunching the herd, knowing the roundup was about to kick into high gear.

Andy and Bosnic stepped off their horses, tightening the cinches in anticipation of the chaos to come. Both men slipped the horn knot end of their lariats over their saddle horns, securing them in place. The air was tense with expectation, the distant lowing of cattle carried on the wind. Andy grinned over at Bosnic. "In a minute, they’re gonna kick the lid off hell for sure," he quipped. The Apache gave a quiet nod and moved into position, leaving Andy to sit in the middle, flanked by Bosnic and the cook, who was also on his horse.

The first cattle to arrive were wild-eyed and slobbering, crashing into the herd and skidding to a stop when they spotted the riders. They turned tail and hid among the rest, their arrival signaling the beginning of the steady stream of cattle trickling into the holdup. For the next half hour, cows, calves, bulls, and steers of every kind slowly joined the herd. The ranch hadn't been worked in years due to the Great Depression, so some of these cattle were wild as mountain lions. The bank, which held ownership, had let the place sit until the market turned, and now they were looking to reclaim some of their investment.

Out of the brush came a group of cows, led by a massive dun stag. This one was a sight—a sharp-horned, battle-hardened beast with deep wrinkles around his eyes and a long tail that dragged the ground, tangled with a branch of manzanita. The cows settled into the holdup, but not the stag. He plowed through the herd like a freight train, snorting and bucking as he charged between Andy and Bosnic. The Apache was closer and reacted instantly. With a snap of his wrist, Bosnic sent his lasso flying, and it looped neatly over the stag’s horns.

At a full-tilt run, Bosnic reined his horse, Hammerhead, sharply to the left, and the stag’s head was yanked to the side. His legs shot out from under him, flipping him through the air in a perfect fairgrounding maneuver. Before the stag could even hit the ground, Bosnic was off his horse, racing to tie the animal’s legs together. The stag lay still, stunned, but Bosnic knew better than to relax too soon. He worked quickly, tying the beast with three piggin strings.

Bosnic mounted Hammerhead and returned to the stag, intending to remove the rope from its horns. But as he bent to grab the rope, he heard a sharp POP—the piggin string snapped, frayed from wear. In a flash, the stag was on its feet, and Hammerhead spooked, moving sideways to avoid Bosnic. The stag, wild with fear and anger, charged headlong into the horse. One of his sharp black-tipped horns drove into Hammerhead’s rib cage, piercing the heart. The horse crumpled to the ground in a heap, blood spilling from the wound.

The stag, now maddened, turned his attention to Bosnic, who ran for the cover of a nearby juniper tree. The tree was too small to climb, but it offered enough of a barrier to keep the stag from goring him. The beast chased Bosnic around the tree twice before finally bolting away into the brush.

Meanwhile, Andy and the cook had managed to hold the cattle with no further incidents, but Andy grew concerned when Bosnic didn’t return right away. A few of the other cowboys had arrived by now and were helping keep the herd in check. Just as Andy was about to search for his partner, he spotted the Apache walking back toward the camp, his saddle slung over his shoulder.

"Hoss dead, devil gone," Bosnic muttered as he passed, his voice flat. He continued toward camp without another word.

Pearly, who had been working the outermost part of the roundup, rode in last. His face split into a pleased grin as he took stock of the herd, which had swelled to nearly 300 head. "No wrecks, huh?" he said, riding up to Andy.

"One wreck," Andy replied. "Bosnic’s horse got killed. Bad ox got him, but that’s the only one."

After a brief pause, Pearly nodded. "Bosnic go to camp?"

"Yep."

It was three miles to the gate of the ranch’s only holding pasture. After the men had eaten and switched to fresh horses, they drove the herd to the gate. Pearly cut back the gentler cattle from the holdup and turned the rest into the pasture. Then they drove the gentler cows and calves back to the bedground, leaving three men to hold them for the next day’s gather.
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Chapter 3: The Stag Returns
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The next day, Andy was assigned the same job as before, but Bosnic refused to stay, claiming that the devil was in the area. Pearly, sensing the seriousness in Bosnic’s words, assigned one of the younger cowboys, Dave, to help Andy and Belly Cheater. Together, they let the hold-up herd scatter across the flat to graze while they waited for the drive to start.

High up on the mountain to the west, the crew could be seen riding across the ridge of the circle. As they descended, the brush seemed to come alive, cattle emerging from the cover and moving toward the hold-up below. The peaceful scene was suddenly interrupted by a deep growling and bawling sound from behind Andy and Dave.

Belly Cheater was still working around camp when the familiar dun stag appeared, trotting back toward the camp. His massive body heaved as he charged forward, and Andy quickly told Dave to hold the herd while he made a dash to warn the cook. Andy rode hard, shouting as he approached camp. Belly Cheater, finally realizing what was happening, scrambled to the safety of the wagon, crawling up onto the seat just in time.

The stag barreled into camp, wreaking havoc. Dutch ovens were sent flying, and the slow-cooked food was scattered everywhere. The stag hooked anything within reach, bellowing in rage as he rampaged through the camp. At one point, he snagged a Dutch oven by its bail, the lid falling off and dumping half-done beans all over the stag’s head. Scalded and furious, the beast thrashed wildly, bawling and shaking his head to rid himself of the pot.

Andy arrived just in time to witness the chaos. Belly Cheater, still perched on the wagon, hollered at Andy to do something. Andy had already built a loop in his rope, ready for action. When the stag spotted Andy, it charged, head still slinging beans in all directions. As the beast closed the distance, the Dutch oven finally fell off one horn, but the stag didn’t slow down.

Andy turned his horse toward the herd, leading the stag away from camp. He rode just fast enough to keep the animal chasing him, but not so fast as to leave it behind. As they neared the edge of the hold-up, Andy drew his reins and let the stag come in close. With expert timing, he threw his loop backward, catching the stag. He took the slack and spurred his horse forward, jerking the stag to its knees.

Dave, seeing the situation unfold, rode in and tossed a heel loop under the stag’s hind legs. The stag leaped forward, but Dave’s loop caught both legs. Turning his horse away, Dave stretched the stag out, held taut between the two cow ponies. The stag, now flat on the ground, kicked and struggled, but couldn’t escape.

Andy dismounted, running down the rope to the stag. He quickly tied a front leg and a hind leg together in a crosstie, making sure his piggin string was in good condition this time. As the stag lay panting, cattle started pouring into the hold-up. Dave and Andy worked fast, stopping each group of cattle, ensuring they didn’t lose a single head. It was a frenzied half-hour, but they managed to keep everything under control.

The stag still lay on the ground, breathing heavily and clearly furious. Andy knew the animal couldn’t stay tied down for too long, or it would die from the heat and stress. But it was still dangerous, even in its weakened state.

When Pearly and Bosnic arrived with their gather, they rode over to inspect the situation. The hold-up was settling down, and the crew had the cattle bunched up. Andy took a folding saw from his saddle boot and approached the stag. Pearly tossed his rope over the stag’s horns, and Andy went to work, sawing off six inches of the sharp points on each horn. Blood spurted from the newly shortened horns, mixing with the bean-covered mess on the stag’s head.

Andy then fashioned a loop of stout rope around the stag’s horns, securing it so it wouldn’t slip. He pulled the front leg up and tied it to the rope, ensuring the stag’s head would stay down when it stood. When they released the animal, it staggered to its feet, but with its head tied low, it could only move in short, jerking steps. The once proud and fierce stag now looked pitiful, its horns dulled and its movements restricted.

The crew moved the hold-up closer to the stag, and though he was still angry, the shortened horns and bound leg kept him from doing any more damage. Belly Cheater, meanwhile, grumbled and muttered as he cleaned up the mess in camp. When Pearly saw the destruction, he nearly burst out laughing, but managed to hold it back.

"Tell ya what, Cookie," Pearly offered, "we’ll take these to the holding pasture while you get something going. Need any help?"

Belly Cheater, still grumpy, shook his head. "No, I’m okay. Just gonna take a while longer to get something fixed."

Without a proper noon meal, the crew started the herd toward the gate, moving slowly to accommodate the hobbling stag. The animal jerked its head with each step, but it managed to drive along with the rest of the herd.

At the gate, Pearly decided not to cut the gentle cows out this time. "We’ll work the whole bunch tomorrow," he said. "I think we’ve got enough to make a drive to Holbrook and the railroad in a day or two. We’ll see what we have when we work them."

Everyone was happy with the plan—no night guard for once. Bosnic watched the stag as it hobbled off behind a couple of cows.

"Still think he’s the devil?" Andy asked with a smirk.

"You haven’t taken the rope off his foot yet," Bosnic replied. "We’ll see."
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Chapter 4: Cherry Creek Camp
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The following morning, Andy and Pearly watched as Bosnic saddled his personal horse and his packhorse. Pearly broke the silence first, saying, "He don’t want to go to Holbrook. Said if we take the devil, it’ll be a bad trip. I paid him off, and he’s going home to San Carlos."

"That’s too bad," Andy replied, shaking his head. "We sure could use him, but I get it. That dun stag is bad news. We took his weapons away and slowed him down, though. I can’t see how he’ll be that big a problem now."

Andy paused, then added, "If I can draw some cash, I’d like to send it home with Bosnic, if that’s possible."

As Bosnic finished packing his bedroll on the packhorse, Andy stepped up, handing him a folded letter with cash inside. "Will you drop this off at my house for the wife? She might need it before I get back."

Bosnic tucked the letter into his jacket pocket with a nod. "You bet. Want me to tell her anything else?"

"Just that I’ll be home as soon as we deliver these cattle to Holbrook. Thanks, friend," Andy replied.
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