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      The great gun battles of the Old West hadn’t occurred yet. Deadwood, South Dakota; Dodge City, Kansas; Lincoln, New Mexico; and Tombstone, Arizona, where “Wild Bill” Hickock, Wyatt Earp, Doc Holliday, Billy the Kid, Pat Garrett, and others were immortalized.

      The Indian territories and the Oklahoma Panhandle, known as no-man’s-land, hosted many such battles. The difference was, they were fought by lesser-known men in a land nobody cared about.

      Consequently, none of those gunslingers rose to fame.

      Or did they?

      This is the story of one of those battles and the men who fought it.
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            TILTED T RANCH

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun ascended from its sub-horizon slumber, sending purple and orange hues into a clear yawning blue sky. Creatures filled the prairie with the sound of dawn-breaking rituals. Jack Ryker paid no attention to nature’s miracles as he roared across the untamed landscape. Years of sitting in prison dulled his senses to such marvels. Today, Ryker’s focus was dedicated to paying a valuable debt. The pounding hooves of nineteen charging horses roared like thunder from a broken sky. Ryker had assembled a gang of murderous and thieving men. He’d waited a long time for this day when he would descend upon his victim’s ranch with the wrath of a rabid wolf. In less time it would take Judge Parker to hang them, Ryker and his lawless bunch would cross the Oklahoma border from No Man’s Land into Texas and prey upon the man responsible for stealing ten years of Ryker’s life. He would even the score and profit from it at the same time.

      Moses Barber strolled out of the barn and was met by Elizabeth, who appeared to be in a heightened state of excitement.

      “Where’s Dad? I can’t find him anywhere!” she shrieked in a voice sounding more like a rusted train wheel than a nineteen-year-old girl. Moses stopped and smiled. Had Elizabeth been home for more than a few days, she would know where her father, retired US Deputy Marshal Joel Thornton, was every morning about this time.

      “Miss Elizabeth, you only been home for a couple days, and already you’re fixin’ to jump out of your skin!” exclaimed Moses.

      “I know! I know!” she cried, short of breath.

      Elizabeth Thornton had recently returned from Philadelphia, where she’d lived with her aunt and uncle for the past seven years. Her father sent her to live with them after her mother died. He had tried to explain to his then twelve-year-old daughter that she needed to experience the lifestyle of educated and sophisticated folks back east. His young daughter resisted, but Joel Thornton stood firm and insisted that the opportunity was one they couldn’t refuse. Besides, he had decided to leave the marshal’s office soon and needed to concentrate on getting his cattle ranch up and running. Thornton knew if his daughter chose to return to this God-forsaken territory, he’d need a few years to prepare. On top of that, he knew his only child was on the verge of becoming a fine young lady, and she would require a woman’s touch along the way.

      Moses nodded his head to the right and motioned for Elizabeth to follow him around to the front of the barn. Dutifully, Elizabeth followed the man who had cared for her father since their days together in the war. Once in front of the barn, they could see a good portion of the five hundred acres her father named the Tilted T Ranch. Moses stopped, and with a leathery right hand, pointed into the distance.

      “There he is, up on that hill out yonder by the big mesquite tree. You can find him there just about every morning at this time.”

      Elizabeth shaded her eyes and peered out beyond the corral, pasture fences, and clumps of sagebrush to see her father, tall in the saddle on King, his Steel Dust horse. King was majestic, standing motionless, but for the occasional flinch of his tail.

      “What’s he doing out there?” Elizabeth asked.

      “Thinkin’, just thinkin’ about the old days, I guess. He rides up there and takes some time for himself before the day gets goin’. Been doin’ that for quite a time now. He’ll be down in a bit, take a bite of breakfast, then start the day. That reminds me, I best get a-cookin’ before he gets back.”

      “I already finished the biscuits,” Elizabeth announced through a wide smile.

      “Yep. Smell mighty fine too.” Moses chuckled.

      As Moses headed to the house and his breakfast duties, Elizabeth turned and watched her father for a moment.

      Thinking about the past? Elizabeth hoped he wasn’t out there worrying about what he was going to do now that she had returned home. She was a big girl who could take care of herself, although her father wouldn’t know that…yet.

      Joel stepped through the front door, pausing briefly to stomp the dust off his size twelve bull-hide boots, then made his way to the kitchen table where he was greeted with a basket of hot biscuits and black coffee. Moses was intently working the frying pan. According to the powerful aroma that hit Joel in the face like a punch in the nose when he entered the house, Moses was cooking eggs and bacon. Elizabeth, clad in a fine-print dress that brushed across her ankles, hurried from her room. Soaring across the kitchen, she wrapped her arms around her father’s sunbaked neck before Moses set a full plate in front of him.

      “Good morning, Dad!”

      Thornton smiled and returned the greeting.

      “Sleep good, I presume?” he asked.

      “Wonderful! I had forgotten how quiet it can be out here.” Her eyes darted around the room. “The house looks fabulous. You and Moses must have been awfully busy.”

      “Well, we had seven years to work on it! Also had some fine help from Jake Rawlings. We added on here and there and put up the paneling after I sold last season’s herd. It was a good cattle season, and the market paid top dollar. Looking like this season may be as strong and we have twice the head to sell,” her father reported.

      Elizabeth gazed at her father over a scrunched nose.

      “Jake Rawlings?”

      Thornton smiled and leaned back in his chair as Moses filled his empty cup with black coffee.

      “Yes, dear, that Jake Rawlings from the Double R. His father was kind enough to let me hire him to help out around here since Moses and I aren’t getting any younger.”

      “Speak for yerself, old man!” Moses cracked, unable to hold back a loud laugh.

      “Fine-looking young man that Jake Rawlings has turned out to be,” Thornton added. “Darn near as tall as me with shoulders I only wish I still had.” Thornton looked up at Moses, who was leaning forward and looking hard out the front window. “What’s wrong, Mose?” Thornton quickly asked, turning his head toward the front window.

      “Riders comin’ fast,” Moses answered quickly, heading for the den.

      Thornton sprang to his feet and followed Moses to the den where the guns were secured in fine oak cabinets mounted on the wall.

      “Elizabeth, go to your room and lock the door until we find out what these riders are up to!” Thornton called back over his shoulder.

      Elizabeth had already started for her room, but locking the door and hiding was the last thing on her mind. If trouble were coming, she would be ready. Thornton strapped on his gun and grabbed a Winchester from the cabinet. Moses did the same and took up a position next to Thornton at the den window.

      “Looks like fifteen, twenty riders, boss,” Moses stated under his breath.

      “Yeah, and something tells me they’re not coming for coffee.” Thornton exhaled. “You stay here, crack the window and cover me, but stay out of sight until we figure out who they are and what they want.” Thornton waved his right hand downward, letting Moses know he wanted him below the window.

      Thornton stepped onto the front porch, leaving the door open behind him. His boot heels struck hard on the wood planks, producing echoes underneath. Riders crossing the ranch wasn’t uncommon, but these were coming fast, which Thornton found odd. Squinting to get a better look at the men, Thornton could see the front rider was a big man with a full beard and long black hair tumbling from under a black flat-brimmed hat.

      “Mose, you recognize any of them yet?”

      “No, boss, can’t see ’em good enough.”

      “Okay, stay quiet, and don’t fire unless you have to.”

      “Yes, sir, I’m ready.”

      The riders came to a stop, throwing chunks of turf into the air. They kept their distance from where Thornton stood, his Winchester leveled and ready. Several of the horses stomped their hooves and snorted after their long, fast ride. The lead rider walked his horse a few feet closer.

      “Morning!” the bearded man shouted.

      “Morning, what can I do for you fellas?”

      “Well, we’re on our way to town and decided to stop and see the town’s namesake,” said the big man with a hint of sarcasm.

      “Believe y’all need to ride on then,” Thornton stated in a forceful tone.

      “Not so fast, not until you take a closer look at who you’re talkin’ to, Marshal,” said the big man, showing rotted teeth framed by a gaping smile.

      Thornton froze at the word marshal. No one had called him that in years.

      “Now then,” the big man continued, “I reckon it hasn’t been that long that you can’t recognize me and a couple of the boys here, Marshal.”

      Thornton narrowed his gaze and took a closer look at the big, bearded man. He couldn’t be certain, but—a bolt of lightning shot down his spine. Astride a horse in front of him appeared to be Jack Ryker, one of the most dangerous outlaws he’d ever brought back to Fort Smith.

      “Ryker? That you? You look and sound different than I remember. The hair and beard hide you a bit,” Thornton muttered.

      Three of the other riders moved forward, taking positions next to Ryker. Thornton looked them over, recognizing Jake Morgan, Blackie Gillum, and Carlton Baines—all former fugitives of the law who had been hunted down back in the day by Thornton’s fellow Marshals.

      “Morgan, Gillum, and Baines,” Thornton acknowledged. “Well, Ryker, I see you’re still picking your friends poorly,” Thornton stated. “Y’all made your point, now get off my land.”

      “Not until we take what we came for, Marshal Joel Thornton!” Ryker yelled out.

      Thornton saw Ryker lean back in his saddle. Before Thornton could raise his Winchester and fire, he heard the crack of a rifle to his far left coming from a huge purple sage and felt the power of a bullet explode in his left side. The impact felt like a blacksmith’s hammer and fire erupted inside his rib cage. Falling, Thornton caught a glimpse of the outlaws scattering and heard Moses open fire from the den window. Thornton slammed against the wooden planks with a rousing thud, and then rolled onto his back, getting off a wild shot with his rifle. Thornton’s eyes darted up and fixed on Ryker, still on his horse, pistol in hand, pointed directly at him.

      “Greetings from Yuma Prison!” Thornton heard Ryker yell just before he saw the flash from the gun barrel and another hammer hit to his chest, ending the gunfight for retired Marshal Joel Thornton.

      The outlaws were firing a fusillade of bullets toward Moses, who was doing his best to match the onslaught. Bullets pounded the window, sending shards of glass and splintered wood in every direction, including Moses’s eyes and face, rendering him somewhat helpless. Kneeling on the floor, Moses dropped his Winchester and frantically attempted to clear the shrapnel from his eyes and face. Blood was streaming from his forehead down into his eyes, further complicating his efforts.

      The gunfire stopped. The cannonading gunfire turned to an eerie silence. Moses heard the wisp of the afternoon breeze brush past the broken window. Several riders dismounted, their boots hitting the dry turf with a thud. His vision still hindered, Moses heard boots of several men hit the porch, then enter the house. A single gunshot sounded, and one of the outlaws hit the floor. Moses heard a second shot and Elizabeth scream.

      “Miss Elizabeth!” Moses yelled from his perch in the den.

      Moses heard quick footsteps coming toward him and a man yelling, “The old man is still alive!”

      Moses cleared leather with his Colt and fired at the faint image of the outlaw coming through the doorway. Moses’s bullet hit Jake Morgan in the neck. Morgan stumbled through the doorway and fired point-blank at Moses, hitting him in the chest. Moses Barber, former slave, and civil war soldier would not see his sixtieth birthday. Morgan then collapsed to the floor while the life oozed out of his severed artery, courtesy of Moses’s final shot.

      Blackie Gillum followed Donnie Smith through the door when Elizabeth fired from her bedroom door, striking Smith in the chest. Gillum ducked behind a chair and fired back at Elizabeth with a shot that creased the flesh of her right arm just below her shoulder. The bullet was just enough to knock her off balance. She fell to the floor and dropped her Colt Peacemaker. Ryker walked into the Thornton house, paused, and surveyed the scene. Dead on the floor a few feet inside the doorway was Smith, whom Ryker barely knew. To his left lay Jake Morgan, dead on the floor next to Thornton’s cowhand, who also appeared to be done for. In the corner of the kitchen, crouching on the floor clutching a bleeding wound to her right shoulder was a young woman Ryker had not planned for. Ryker walked toward Elizabeth and retrieved the Colt .45 Peacemaker from the floor.

      “Yours?” Ryker asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m Elizabeth Thornton,” she defiantly stated while blood streamed between her fingers, turning the sleeve of her dress a bright red.

      “Elizabeth Thornton?”

      “Yes, I’m Joel Thornton’s daughter.”

      “I see,” Ryker answered with a wide grin, putting his rotted teeth on display again. “I didn’t know Marshal Thornton had a daughter. Had I known, I would have killed him anyway, but I would have enjoyed it more,” Ryker snarled.

      Elizabeth squeezed her eyes shut tight, fighting to hold back tears. She didn’t want to give this murdering beast further satisfaction.

      Ryker turned to Blackie Gillum and Carlton Baines, who had joined them in the house.

      “Tell the rest to take the horses from the corral and herd the cattle we saw on the ride in. Forget about the others in the east pasture. Then we’ll head back to the border,” Ryker ordered. “I have some business here with Marshal Thornton’s daughter before I leave.”

      Gillum turned to Baines, who nodded and left the room.

      “Now, Miss Thornton, where did your father keep his safe?” Ryker asked as he reached down, squeezed Elizabeth’s bloody shoulder, and pulled her up to her feet.

      “I won’t help you,” Elizabeth managed through clenched teeth.

      Ryker said nothing. He leaned over and pulled a large knife from inside his right boot. Ryker placed the sharp business edge of the blade next to Elizabeth’s throat and pressed enough to draw a line of blood. Elizabeth winced as the blade separated her skin.

      “Don’t think I won’t cut your throat if you don’t do as I say. I’ll find the safe and take what’s inside anyway. Your decision…make it now,” he demanded in a guttural voice, his black eyes narrowing with each word.

      Elizabeth gasped at the evil in his eyes and the stench of his breath. Her survival instincts erupted. She wanted to stay alive, if for no other reason than to make this retch pay for what he’d done.

      “I believe the safe is inside a wooden cabinet in the den next to the gun rack,” Elizabeth admitted.

      Blackie Gillum hurried into the den, stepping over Morgan’s body. He located the safe next to the open gun cabinet and checked the handle.

      “It’s locked! Need the combination!” Gillum hollered.

      “Combination?” Ryker asked, edging his face closer to Elizabeth’s. She closed her eyes and tried to pull herself free from the fiend’s grasp. Ryker tightened his iron grip and grunted, spewing tobacco spittle onto her face. She gulped. Her lips trembled as she battled the need to vomit.

      Ryker drew the knife away from her neck and loosened his grip. Elizabeth pulled herself away from Ryker’s grasp. Thornton had given Elizabeth the combination to the safe shortly after she arrived in the event she needed any of its contents. She was now both saddened and relieved that she could open the safe, even though she didn’t know the entirety of its contents. She retrieved a small piece of paper containing the three numbers from a cup inside the kitchen cabinet, then deliberately walked to the den with Ryker following close behind. After spinning the dial completely around to clear its mechanism with her bloodied hand, she began. Right 19, left 25, right 16. She pulled down on the lever, releasing the hardened steel catch. Ryker pushed her out of the way and opened the heavy door, exposing stacks of cash bills neatly wrapped in brown paper bands, several pieces of jewelry, a silver pocket watch, and what appeared to be a locket on a silver chain. Ryker grabbed the stacks of cash and the pocket watch. Elizabeth couldn’t tell for certain, but there appeared to be several thousand dollars in crisp bills. Ryker told Gillum to get a saddlebag. Gillum hurried out and returned in a matter of seconds. Ryker filled the bag with the cash, placed the watch in his vest pocket, then scanned the remaining items. Ryker pulled the locket from the safe and opened it. As Elizabeth expected, the locket contained a faded picture of her mother.

      “Your mother, I suspect?” Ryker flippantly asked. Ryker threw the locket back into the safe and spun toward Gillum. “Get Smith and Morgan out of here and tie them over their horses. We’ll take them with us,” Ryker ordered.

      “What about her?” Gillum sneered.

      “Don’t need the hassle of a woman along,” Ryker declared.

      Elizabeth sat on the floor next to the safe and glanced into the gun cabinet. I can’t get them all, but maybe I can kill him.

      No! Don’t be a fool, Elizabeth! Just wait for them to leave. Your time will come.

      After the two dead men were removed, Ryker came back into the room.

      “Who are you anyway?” Elizabeth asked with tears beginning to stream down her face.

      “Name’s Ryker. I had the misfortune of being arrested by your father ten years ago. Went to prison for doing the same thing your famous father did, only I wasn’t wearing a badge when I did it.”

      “My father is a great man!” Elizabeth shouted. “He was a federal marshal who tried to keep the likes of you away from decent people!” She sobbed, burying her face in her hands.

      “Really?” replied Ryker. He leaned in toward Elizabeth. “Your father wasn’t the lawman hero his reputation claims. How do you think he got the money to buy this ranch and get a town named after him? Marshal’s pay? Your father wasn’t any better than the outlaws he chased down and brought back to ole Parker in Fort Smith.” Ryker laughed, licked his bearded lips, then stood up.

      Elizabeth glared at Ryker with cold, hard, flinty eyes. Fury rose from her quivering body, reddening her once-insipid face. Her pulse raced.

      “You’ll pay for saying that.”

      “Maybe, maybe not, but he already has.”

      Ryker laughed, spun around on his heels, and stomped out of the house. Elizabeth waited in the den until she heard Ryker mount his horse and ride away with the rest of the gang. She forced deep breaths in an effort to calm herself, then struggled to her feet and hurried to the doorway to see the outlaws riding through the pasture, pushing Tilted T horses and cattle north toward the border. Looking down, she saw her father lying motionless on the porch.

      Can it be? Is he really dead?

      Elizabeth knelt next to her father, then leaned toward his face to see if he was still breathing. She felt his chest through his bloodstained shirt. The faint beat of his heart sent pulses of life to her hand. Excitedly she leaned closer to his face. A soft wisp of a breath touched her cheek.

      He’s alive!
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            ELIZABETH THORNTON - TILTED T RANCH

          

        

      

    

    
      Blood rushed to her head, causing her eyesight to dim for a moment.

      “Dad, Dad, can you hear me?” she asked in a muffled tone. No response. Thornton was on his back atop bloodstained planks. Elizabeth raced into the house and grabbed a pan of water and a rag. She ran back to her father and with trembling hands, began dabbing his face with the wet rag. Realizing that he was still bleeding from his wounds, she quickly retrieved towels and bandages from the kitchen cabinet where, just an hour ago, she was preparing to clean breakfast dishes. Swiftly, she returned to her father’s side and tore his shirt away from the wounds. She then applied a thick bandage to each wound.

      How can I secure the bandages to his body?

      Elizabeth scanned the area. Her gaze fell upon her father’s belt. Sure, she could use his belt to press the bandage on his side toward his body to stop the bleeding. Elizabeth popped the buckle and attempted to roll her father over onto his right side in order to place the belt under his body and pull it around his waist. It was then that Elizabeth felt the sharp pain in her right shoulder from her own gunshot wound. The shock of witnessing her father and Moses being gunned down, and the fear of what Ryker would do to her had dulled the pain in her arm.

      Elizabeth examined her wound and determined it wasn’t too bad. She folded a rag and stuffed it inside her shirt sleeve over the wound.

      That will have to do. Elizabeth then leaned low on the porch planks and pushed as hard as she could. Her father rolled over onto his side. She slid the belt under his body as far as she could and then rolled Thornton onto his back. She pulled the belt around and latched the buckle tight on his stomach, making sure the belt was over the top of the bandage on his left side. She examined the other wound. It was high up on the left side of his chest near his shoulder. Looking around the porch again, she saw a lariat neatly rolled up hanging on a post. She took the lariat and formed a makeshift sling around the belt, over the shoulder, and behind her father’s back, tying it to the belt again. That will have to do for now. When she finished with the lariat, she looked at her father and was shocked to see him gazing up at her.

      Joel Thornton forced a slight smile and raised his left hand. Elizabeth clutched his hand and smiled back with tears falling from her flooded eyes.

      “I’m here, Dad,” Elizabeth softly assured him. Thornton swallowed hard and then turned his gaze from his daughter’s face to her bloodied sleeve.

      “You’re hurt,” Thornton said in a weak voice.

      “Just a scratch, no worries,” his daughter replied.

      “Mose?” Thornton asked.

      “She shook her head. They shot him.”

      Thornton closed his eyes, squeezing them hard in an attempt to fight his sorrow and anger.

      “I need to get you into the house and onto your bed.” Elizabeth’s words brought Thornton back from his grief. “Can you help me move you? Do you think you can walk?”

      “If you can get me up some, I think I can walk with your help.”

      Thornton used his left arm as best he could while Elizabeth pulled up from behind her father’s shoulders with all the strength she could muster. Thornton got to his knees, and with Elizabeth’s bracing, he made it to his feet. Before he could take a step, he collapsed back onto the bloodstained planks. Pain like he’d never felt before shot through his side and shoulder. Elizabeth let out a loud gasp.

      “Are you okay?”

      Anger flooded the big rancher’s body and masked the pain.

      “Get me back to my feet,” Thornton called out in a wincing voice.

      Elizabeth pulled up on her father’s left shoulder again with all the strength she could and watched in amazement as her father stood and slowly walked into the house. He made it to his bed and collapsed onto its blankets.

      “Check on Moses again,” Thornton told Elizabeth. “Just in case.”

      Elizabeth nodded and went to the den where Moses lay face down in a pool of blood—gun still clenched in his right hand. Elizabeth knelt and moved Moses’s body slightly but knew that it was no use. Another wave of sadness fell over her. She allowed herself to briefly reminisce. She remembered the first time she saw Moses. She was about seven. It was right after the war when her father returned. Her father explained to her mother that Moses had fought with him and had nowhere to go, so he brought him home as a ranch hand, even though there wasn’t much of a ranch to tend to.

      A smile came to Elizabeth’s lips as she recalled her mother questioning her father about hiring a ranch hand when there was no ranch work to do.

      “Patience, Carol, patience. There will be a ranch to tend to soon enough,” she recalled her father promising. Her father kept his promise. There was a ranch, but now her mother was gone, and her father was clinging to life. Elizabeth ran her hand over Moses’s face. She stood and looked again, then returned to her father.

      Thornton looked over at this daughter as she entered the room. The look on Elizabeth’s face told him all he needed to know. Elizabeth shook her head, then pulled a chair next to the bed and sat down.

      “I’m going to town to get Doctor Langdon,” Elizabeth told her father.

      “Wait, tell me what happened first.”

      Elizabeth ran the sequence of events as she remembered them through her mind, then began, “I heard you talking to the men, then a shot was fired. Moses began shooting from the window, and the men started shooting at Moses and the front of the house. The shooting stopped, and two men came in through the front door. I shot the first one, but the second one shot at me and hit me in the arm. I dropped my gun and fell to the floor. Another⁠—”

      “You shot one of them?” Thornton couldn’t believe his ears.

      “Yes, Dad, I shot one. I know how to use a gun pretty well, actually, but we don’t have time to get into that.”

      Thornton forced another weak, but wide smile. Elizabeth continued.

      “Moses called to me from the den, but the second one shot him before the one called Ryker came in. He forced me to open the safe. I’m sorry, but I’m certain he would have killed me if I hadn’t. They stole the money, the horses, and the cattle.”

      Elizabeth’s words hit Thornton like another bullet.

      “Sky should be in the barn,” Thornton said dejectedly. “Hook the buckboard to him and use that to go to town. I need some water.”

      Elizabeth quickly brought her father a cup of water, then rushed to the barn where she found their big draft horse, Sky, in his stall, casually eating hay. Elizabeth tethered Sky to the buckboard and returned to the house, where she found her father coughing violently.

      “Are you okay?” Elizabeth cried. “What can I do?”

      “Get Doc Langdon as quick as you can. I’ll hang on until he gets here—I promise.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Elizabeth stated. She leaned down and kissed her father on the forehead.

      Thornton squeezed her hand. “Find Ben Chance, Elizabeth. Find Chance and tell him what happened. He’ll know what to do.”

      Elizabeth was confused. Ben Chance? She didn’t know where to find him or what he even looked like. She hadn’t seen Uncle Chance in ten years.

      “Last I heard,” Thornton continued, struggling to breathe, “he was down in Canyon Creek near Oneida. Take the stage. It will get you there,” Thornton blurted before falling unconscious.

      Elizabeth checked her father and confirmed he was still alive, and then she collected her Colt Peacemaker from the table, tucked it inside her satchel, and headed for the buckboard.

      She’d only been to the town named after her father once since returning home. The way was easily found following the well-worn road from the ranch to Thornton. Elizabeth recalled that it was about ten miles from the ranch. Having a big draft horse pulling the buckboard would mean at least an hour of travel time each way. Elizabeth slapped the reins and shouted at Sky, hoping for the best. The big horse moved along in a canter that was the best she was going to get. The heat intensified as the noon sun set high overhead, sending beams of fire downward. Elizabeth slapped the reins again and hoped Sky wouldn’t fade beneath the oppressive heat.

      Elizabeth kept the pressure on Sky, snapping the reins and encouraging him along.

      About halfway to town… Elizabeth watched the road vanish under the buckboard. Suddenly, a lone rider up ahead came into view. Elizabeth fanned her hand over her eyes, shading the sun’s brilliant light, and squinted for a better view. No doubt about it. It was a lone rider coming toward her. Since she didn’t know anybody from Thornton, she could only hope it was friend and not foe. She noticed that the rider had sped up to a gallop, so she slowed Sky down to a slower gait. As the rider drew closer, she noted it was a man dressed in brown leather chaps, leather vest, and a red shirt with a tan hat pulled down low to shield his eyes from the sun. Elizabeth also noticed a gun tied down to his right leg. She stopped the buckboard. The rider approached, his horse now walking.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I’m Jake Rawlings,” he said in a pleasant voice.

      “I’m Elizabeth Thornton, and I’m on my way to town to get the doctor. My father’s been shot, and he needs the doctor really bad.”

      “Mr. Thornton’s been shot?”

      “Yes, he’s in bad condition. Can you help me get to town faster?”

      Jake noticed the bloodstain on Elizabeth’s sleeve.

      “What about you! Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m okay, but I need the doctor quickly!”

      Jake swung his horse around. “You head back to the ranch. I’ll get Doc Langdon!”

      Rawlings sped off without waiting for an answer. Elizabeth froze for a moment, not knowing if she should trust this stranger. Then his name hit her.

      Jake Rawlings? Dad had said that he helped him out at the ranch and was the same boy she played with at parties their parents had when they were kids.

      Elizabeth turned the buckboard around and headed back to the ranch, praying her father would still be alive when she got there. She snapped the reins and yelled for Sky to pick up the pace. Elizabeth needed every ounce of energy the horse could muster. A feeling of relief crept into her knowing help was on the way. She pushed Sky along the best she could. After about thirty minutes, she brought the buckboard to a stop in front of the house. Elizabeth ran into the house to check on her father. He was still alive, and it appeared to her novice eyes that the bleeding had stopped. She felt his forehead. It was on fire.

      If the doctor can get here in time.

      Elizabeth ran back out to the water trough where Sky was doing his best to drain it. She dipped a bucket into the tepid water, then splashed it everywhere as she rushed back to the house. Plunging a towel into the bucket, she wiped down her father’s face. He was breathing in short breaths and remained unconscious. All Elizabeth could do now was make her father as comfortable as possible and wait for the doctor.
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      Jake Rawlings charged down the road, his horse’s hooves pounding the dirt into dust beneath him. His horse was a good sprinter and was making his owner proud. Leaning forward with his head down, Jake yelled encouragement to his mount. Thoughts of Joel Thornton flew around in his head like a horde of sage hens flushed by a coyote. If Mr. Thornton died because of him, he would never forgive himself. It was Thornton who had first treated Jake like a man and cowhand. It was Thornton who taught him how to rope a calf, bring a stray back into the herd, and brand a hide. And then, much to his mother’s dismay, but with his father’s approval, Thornton taught him how to draw and shoot a gun. Jake’s father had never been much of a cowboy and knew little about handling a six-shooter. His family were farmers with a couple of oxen, a mule, and a few horses. His father preferred a rifle and shotgun for hunting or a show of authority when it was needed, but a six-shooter. No, that was Mr. Thornton’s expertise.

      Jake saw the edge of town up ahead and knew a shortcut to Doc Langdon’s place. He pulled on the reins to his left and cut through the rough terrain, doing his best to avoid the occasional rock or rut. Jake swung his horse in between McNally’s General Store and Mrs. Owens’s boarding house, knocking over a barrel of grain perched next to the store in the process. He then cut across the street, nearly colliding with a wagon bringing goods to the store. The wagon’s horses stopped and reared up, nearly causing the wagon and its driver to roll over. Jake swung off his horse with his boots hitting the ground before his horse came to a stop in front of Doc Langdon’s office. Jake cleared the steps leading up to the door with one leap, not taking time to tie his horse to the hitching post. Jake’s boot heels crashed onto the porch planks at the same time he hit the door with his shoulder, exploding into the front room, losing his balance, and crashing to the floor like he’d been kicked by a mule. Jake looked up and saw Mrs. Owens sitting on a chair, eyes bulging from their sockets and mouth wide open.

      “Jake Rawlings! What are you doing rushing in here like that?”

      “Mr. Thornton’s been shot at his ranch! He’s in bad shape!”

      Doc Langdon opened the door of his treatment room and saw Jake getting up from the floor.

      “Joel Thornton’s been shot?” Langdon asked.

      “Yes sir! I saw his daughter on the road, and she told me. She also had blood on her dress! You’re needed right away!”

      Mrs. Owens’s son followed Langdon out of the treatment room with a large bandage wrapped around his arm.

      “Mrs. Owens, Billy will be fine. I cleaned the cut and applied an ointment that will help it heal. I’ll check on him in a few days,” Langdon hurriedly explained.

      Byron Parker and Club Smith appeared at the doctor’s door, looking to see what all the excitement was about.

      “Joel Thornton has been shot at his ranch. Can you two ride out there with Jake and me to see what happened?” Langdon asked Parker and Smith.

      “Sure enough!” both men yelled in unison, then turned to get their horses.

      “I’ll get my bag and horse, then meet you in front,” Langdon told Jake.

      Jake paused, excused himself to Mrs. Owens, then rushed outside. As Jake mounted his horse, he heard Club Smith yelling in the street that Joel Thornton had been shot. Doc Langdon met Jake, and they rode over to the saloon where Club and Byron were swinging up into their saddles. The four of them then charged out of town heading for Thornton’s Tilted T Ranch.

      

      Elizabeth finished wiping down her father’s face and neck with a wet cloth, then went to the kitchen to boil water in anticipation of the doctor requiring a sterile amount. After relighting, the stove and filling a pot, Elizabeth hesitantly walked into the den where Moses lay in a pool of blood. The window he’d been defending was obliterated and would need to be boarded up. There were several bullet holes on the wall opposite the window opening. Elizabeth didn’t know if there was wood for the job or not. She hoped that Jake Rawlings would come back with the doctor and help her take care of Moses and the repairs. She gazed down at Moses through tear-blurred eyes. She had known him a long time. He had been a member of the family. Again, she thought back to the day when her father returned from the war. She hadn’t known what the war really was; all she knew was that it was scary, and men died. Moses became much more than a farmhand. The memory was quite clear since Elizabeth had never seen a black man before. Her thoughts carried her away to moments of friendship, safety, and laughter with Moses. Now he was gone, killed because he was trying to keep her safe. She fought the urge to cry again. She decided her grief would have to wait. Anger was swiftly taking its place. Anger and the need to find Ryker to see him pay for what he had done.

      I’ll make him regret he didn’t kill me when he had the chance.

      Her father told her to find Ben Chance, that he would know what to do. Once her father was cared for, she would find her father’s old partner. The man she used to call uncle, even though he was no real relation to her. Elizabeth’s arm began to throb with pain.

      I hope the doctor gets here soon.

      Jake was frustrated. He wanted to move much faster than the doctor was able to ride.

      “Come on, Doc!” he yelled again as he, Club, and Byron slowed their horses in order to let Langdon catch up.

      “I’m doing the best I can, Jake. We’re almost there if I remember correctly,” Doc calmly replied.

      Sure enough, Jake could see the ranch house in the distance.

      “We’ll ride on up,” Jake called out before spurring his horse into a full gallop. Byron and Club did the same. Doc Langdon looked ahead as his escort hurried off. Langdon felt hollow inside. He was terribly concerned. He didn’t know how long it had been since Thornton had been shot, nor how severe the wounds were. All he knew was that with each passing minute, Thornton’s chances of survival were diminishing. He wanted to ride faster, but he had never really mastered the art of being on horseback, and he was paying for it now. He only hoped that Joel Thornton wouldn’t pay for it with his life.

      Jake, Club, and Byron rode up to the house with Club taking the reins of the three horses and heading for the corral. Jake and Byron hurried to the front door where they were met by Elizabeth, who waved for them to come in.

      “Doc Langdon is right behind us,” Jake assured Elizabeth.

      “Howdy, ma’am. I’m Byron Parker.” Byron introduced himself to Elizabeth. She accepted his handshake with a faint smile.

      “I’m Elizabeth Thornton. Thank you for coming out with Jake.”

      Jake went to the door and waved Club Smith into the room.

      “This is Club Smith,” Jake announced. “Club, this is Mr. Thornton’s daughter, Elizabeth.”

      Club removed his hat, pinned it to his side with his left arm, and cautiously approached Elizabeth with his head slightly bent down, offering his right hand.

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am.”

      Elizabeth accepted Club’s hand and gently shook it, noticing that he did not have a left hand, but a stump starting just above the wrist.

      “Thank you for coming, Mr. Smith,” Elizabeth stated in a fluttered voice.

      “Oh, just call me Club, ma’am, like everybody else. They call me Club since I don’t have a left hand, and I sort of use my arm as a club, when need be,” he explained. “I don’t rightfully know what my real last name was, so everybody just calls me Club Smith.”

      Elizabeth managed a soft laugh, then heard Doc Langdon ride up to the front of the house. Elizabeth met the doctor at the door and motioned him to her father’s room without taking the time for introductions. Jake, Byron, and Club followed and stood behind Langdon, who put his bag down and removed his vest.

      “What happened to you?” Langdon asked Elizabeth, noticing the blood stain on her sleeve.

      “I was grazed by a bullet, but it just cut my skin. I’m okay for now.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Just after breakfast, around seven thirty. I found two gunshot wounds. One in his left side above his belt and another at the top of his chest.”

      Langdon was already at work cutting away the clothing surrounding the wounds.

      “Do you know what type of guns fired the shots?” Langdon asked in a hopeful tone.

      “No, not really, but I think the bullet in his side came from a rifle and the chest from a pistol,” Elizabeth stated. “I boiled water in case you need it,” she advised.

      “Good, bring it in here with a clean towel. You fellas leave the room,” he ordered. Jake followed Elizabeth to the kitchen.

      “Anything we can do, Elizabeth?” Jake asked. Elizabeth turned and noticed Jake was remarkably close. She looked up and met his blue eyes.

      “Yes, could you take care of Moses. He’s in the den. He’s dead, and I don’t know what to do.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know ole Mose was killed. I forgot about him,” Jake replied, his voice fading.

      “We’ll take care of Moses; you help Doc Langdon.” Jake turned and met Byron and Club in the front room. Both men were looking at Moses’s body on the floor in the den.

      “Let’s take Mose out of here and bury him,” Jake stated.

      Elizabeth quickly washed her hands, then carried the bowl of clean water to her father’s room and set it on the bed table next to Langdon.

      “Was he unconscious when you found him?” Langdon asked.

      “Yes, but he came to, and I spoke to him for several minutes before he went unconscious again. He hasn’t been awake since.”

      “He’s lost a lot of blood, but your bandaging helped a great deal. I need to try to remove the bullet from his chest first. You may want to wait in the other room,” Langdon suggested.

      “No, I’ll stay here in case you need help.”

      With his patient already unconscious, Langdon didn’t need chloroform and chose not to inject morphine. There would be time to do that when Thornton awoke, if he awoke. Taking his bullet probe, he sunk the tip deep into the wound, moving the instrument in a slight circle as it traveled through the wounded flesh. Careful not to push the bullet further into the body, Langdon found the back side of the lead object. Slowly spreading the probe’s tips apart, he caught the edges, squeezed, and slowly began the withdrawal. As the bullet left Thornton’s body, the wound began to bleed again. Langdon applied a mixture of ergot to the wounded area and pressed a thick layer of gauze, holding pressure on the wound.

      “What was that substance you put on the wound?” Elizabeth whispered as if not to wake her father.

      “It’s a mixture that includes ergot. It helps to slow bleeding by closing the blood vessels,” Langdon explained. “Here, place your hand over the bandage and press down, keeping the pressure on,” Langdon instructed. “I need to take a closer look at the wound in his side.”

      Elizabeth followed the instructions while Langdon examined the wound on Thornton’s left side. The side wound was much worse. The skin was severely damaged with purple colored bruising already surrounding the entry point. Langdon felt the area and located a broken rib—no, two. The wound was still bleeding slightly. Langdon feared the bullet had penetrated the rib cage and damaged organs. He pressed firmly on the surface around the wound. It appeared that the bullet had missed the bottom of the lung and possibly entered below the stomach.

      “Did you notice any blood in your father’s mouth when he spoke to you?” Langdon asked.

      “No.”

      “Good, the bullet may have missed his lung and stomach.”

      That leaves the kidney and the pancreas. “I need to turn him onto his right side. Keep pressure on the chest,” Langdon instructed Elizabeth as he pushed Thornton over onto his right side.

      “I’m going to need to cut open the wound area to see if any organs have been damaged. Is that okay with you?” Langdon asked as a matter of courtesy, knowing what had to be done whether she granted permission or not. Elizabeth looked down and nodded in agreement. Scalpel already in hand, Langdon made an incision above and below the entry point to allow a larger open area to observe. Langdon instructed Elizabeth to leave the chest bandage and retrieve a candle for additional light. Elizabeth returned with the candle and held it as close as she could to the gaping wound, turning away from the ghastly scene. Langdon slowly probed the area until he located the bullet. Clamping onto the back end as he had done in Thornton’s chest, he extracted the chunk of lead, then inspected it to see if it had broken into fragments. Satisfied it had not, he dropped it into a small container with the other. Unable to determine the extent of the damage the bullet had done, he commenced to suturing the wound.

      

      Club and Byron carried Moses from the house and brought his body to an elevated area behind the barn where Mrs. Thornton was buried. Jake went into the barn to see if there was wood to build a casket. Since there was no undertaker in town, Jake figured it best if he and the boys just did the best they could. Jake located enough wood, a hammer, and nails and began to construct the casket. Moses wasn’t a big man, so the coffin would be on the small side. Club and Byron grabbed a shovel and pickax from the shed next to the barn and began to dig the grave. After about an hour of silent labor, Jake brought the makeshift casket out back where the grave-digging had been completed. Club and Byron placed Moses inside the box, and Jake nailed it shut.

      “Wait here a moment,” Jake told the boys, then headed for the house. Once inside, Jake saw that Doc and Elizabeth had finished with Thornton and were washing in the kitchen.

      “How’s Mr. Thornton?” Jake asked.

      “He’s breathing normal, but fever has already set in which isn’t a good sign,” Doc Langdon offered.

      “We won’t know much for a while,” Elizabeth added.

      “I built a casket for Moses, and the boys dug the grave out back of the barn. I hope that was okay, Elizabeth,” Jake said.

      “That’s fine.”

      “We can bury him now if you like,” Jake asked, looking to Elizabeth for approval. Elizabeth looked at Doc Langdon.

      “Would you join us, Doctor?”

      “Certainly.”

      The three of them joined Club and Byron for an abbreviated funeral service, with Elizabeth managing a few words and a Bible verse before Club and Byron lowered the casket and filled the grave. The area was now the family graveyard instead of her mother’s burial place.

      Doc Langdon cleaned and bandaged Elizabeth’s arm, then instructed her to keep her father comfortable and warm. He promised he would return tomorrow before noon to check on his patient. Jake asked Club to stop by his parents’ farm on the way back to town, tell them what had happened and where he was. Byron joined Club and Doc for the trip back to town. Jake returned to the barn and found wood planks that could be used to cover the shot-up window in the den and tackled the task without Elizabeth having to ask.

      Elizabeth returned to the kitchen and began to clean the dishes that had been left on the table since this morning. The events of the day began to drift through her mind.

      Who is this Ryker? What did he do to go to prison for ten years? Why is he so bent on revenge against my father? Why would he come to the ranch?

      It isn’t just to shoot my father, kill Moses, and steal what he can, is it?

      She knew her father had many enemies from his time as a marshal, but she never expected something like this to happen. And why did her father just walk out on the porch with his guard down? Didn’t he recognize Ryker? Suspect trouble? He had sent her to her room anticipating trouble, and yet he left himself out in a position to be shot. That didn’t make sense. Despite being gone for several years, she knew her father was a cautious man. Elizabeth wanted answers, and she didn’t know if her father would ever recover to provide them. Her thoughts were shattered like breaking glass by Jake’s voice.

      “Elizabeth, you, okay?”

      Jake’s words caused her to jump, sending the coffee mug in her hand to the floor, shattering in pieces.

      “I’m sorry!” Jake said. He was standing in the front room near the table, still holding her father’s hammer.

      “No, that’s all right. I was lost in what happened today and didn’t hear you. Yes, I’ll be all right. Just worried about Dad is all, and I’m trying not to think about Moses.”

      “I’ll bring in some water and clean up in the den if you like.”

      “You don’t have to do that, Jake. I’ll take care of it shortly.”

      “Nope, you sit down and rest. I’ll deal with the den,” Jake insisted. “The window has been boarded up, and I’ll finish the den before I go.” Elizabeth smiled and nodded, realizing she was too exhausted to argue. Jake hurried off to the job at hand. She took Jake’s advice and sat down at the table. Immediately, she found herself staring at the basket of biscuits she had made this morning that no one had time to eat. The morning seemed like forever ago. She reached over and picked up a cold biscuit and looked at it. A simple day. It was going to be a simple day, started by a good breakfast and then maybe a trip into town to meet some people and shop at the general store. That’s all she wanted today. Another day to find comfort in her new home and town. Then Ryker came and changed everything.

      Who were all those men with him? Did they all have a grudge against Dad? Why so many of them? She couldn’t see them all, but she knew there were many. Answers, she wanted answers. Elizabeth began to eat the biscuit, comprehending that she hadn’t eaten all day and it was getting late. She would find her answers no matter how long it took or what she had to do.
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