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           ENDORSEMENTS FOR TOBY RYKER

“A very interesting concept for both a book and a screenplay.” Johnny Western, singer-composer of the “Paladin” theme song from CBS TV’s series, Have Gun, Will Travel.
“TOBY RYKER’S hero harks back to the likes of Wallace Beery, old and fat, yet raunchy and ready to fight, a man who strangles a buzzard just for the fun of it. Ulmen’s novel has humor and movement, and a fine story telling technique, which weigh much in its favor.” Elmer Kelton, author of 40 western novels, winner of seven Spur Awards, four-time winner of the Western Heritage Award from the National Cowboy Hall of Fame, and voted all-time best western author by the Western Writers of America.

“It’s 1885. East and west are linked by steel rails and the buffalo are almost gone. Nevertheless, old Toby Ryker still has a lot of fight left in him. It’s a good thing he does, because he has a past about to return to haunt him. You’ll be captivated by the story, enjoy the humor and the western caricatures, and come to love tough, gentle, irascible old Toby Ryker.” Suzanne Schrems, Ph.D., author of Uncommon Women, Unmarked Trails and Who’s Rocking the Cradle?

“TOBY RYKER is the kind of premier novel that earns its author a hearty welcome to the family of western writers. Steven Ulmen creates believable, real-to-life characters we feel we have met along the trail and incorporates them into a seamless story that leaves the reader looking forward to his next work. Congratulations, Steven Ulmen, wonderful job!” Ralph Cotton, author of 25 western novels, Pulitzer Prize nominee, and best selling USA Today author. 

“I love a good western! In fact, my favorite movie of all time is Lonesome Dove. Just as Larry McMurtry seems to have a way with cowboy dialog, the excerpt from TOBY RYKER peaked my interest in much the same way and I hope to see it published soon. This one looks like it has much promise toward satisfying the ongoing hunger in me for another Augustus McCrae or Woodrow Call!” Beverly R. Jones, author of All Things Sacred.

“TOBY RYKER is a lightening-paced, granite-touch western told in the classic mode. Steven Ulmen’s style cracks like a whip, and his characters remain with you a long time after you come to the end, which you won’t want to. As a reader, I anticipate many more hours of pleasure from this author; as a writer, I need to get cracking before he runs me over.” Loren D. Estleman, author of 53 novels and scores of short stories and articles. An expert in both criminal history and the American west, he writes in both genres and has received numerous writing awards including the Spur Award, the Shamus, and has been nominated for the Pulitzer Prize. He also writes book reviews, authored Writing the Popular Novel for Writers Digest Books, and recently authored The Undertaker’s Wife.  

Author website: www.EagleEntertainmentUSA.com
Author Email: sulmen2001@yahoo.com
Thank you for purchasing this book, and pleasant reading. 




           DEADLY HUNT
“Do you have any idea where this McQuiston is now?” David asked.

“Sure do. He’s lurking somewheres out yonder.” Ryker gestured to the vast wilderness surrounding them. “Got away from him once, but he’s still out there, you can bet your bottom dollar on that. I’ve seen his kind before. I can almost smell him, and he smell’s me, too. Got the scent of my blood burning in his brain, and he won’t stop until he collects the reward or until he’s dead, one or the other.”

“Toby, you and I are more than a match for any bounty hunter,” David assured him.

“I reckon you’re right, if we know when he’ll show up, but we don’t. He’s got surprise on his side.”

         To Ida Mae, both Matthews, Angela, Amanda, Laura, and Pauly

           

 CHAPTER 1

 The bounty hunter was edgy. He had been trailing the murderer far longer than he intended and was anxious to get back to the comforts of Deadwood. Rather than pass the time with his fellow passengers, he sat alone and even jerked, startled, as the Union Pacific engineer blasted the whistle to clear the buffalo from the track. Pulling the wanted poster from his coat, he studied it yet again, the part that said the reward was five hundred in gold, dead or alive. All they knew in Deadwood was that the bank officer’s killer was a big drink-of-water who looked like a mountain man, and sure enough, this murderer was headed toward the mountains. Folks where the train took on water a few hours back recognized the nameless face on the poster. They said it was weeks since the buckskinned giant rode through, however. Whoever he was, he wasn’t trying to cover his trail and enjoyed making his presence known. He didn’t seem a bit concerned that he killed a man, but a lot of crazy murders were like that. Clenching his jaws, the bounty hunter fingered the grips of his pistol while staring at the smiling face on the poster. The outlaw would turn up any day now and when that happened, he would shoot him down like a wolf.

Two hundred miles west of the moody bounty hunter, lively strains of She’ll be Comin’ Round the Mountain poured forth from Kelly’s Saloon as darkness settled over Laramie. It was Indian summer in Wyoming Territory with every day bringing a wide range in temperature. Sunup brought heavy dew and a chill to the air that prompted folks to stoke up the fireplace or stand a bit closer to the cookstove while sipping their morning coffee. By noon, the dew would burn off as temperatures soared into the seventies or even low eighties, making it as hot and dusty as a day in July, although rarely a hundred and two degrees like it got to today. Not until well after sundown would the thermometer plunge once again, making an extra quilt a necessity on every bed.

It was still muggy from the heat of the day as the mountain man rode into town, checking out the place. Laramie looked dull, he thought, dull and quiet, just like all the other sleepy towns on the high plains. Although a few townsfolk loitered on the boardwalks gabbing or just listening to the crickets, most had already retired from the heat. It was only the music drifting through the batwing doors of a place called Kelly’s Saloon that held any promise of an evening of fun. Reining his horse to a halt out front, the man tied the gelding to the hitching post, ambled up to the saloon, dug his britches out of his butt where they had wedged, and pushed the batwings aside.

Inside Kelly’s, the evening was just getting started. The man paused in the doorway and put on his orneriest scowl before moving directly to the bar where he ordered a bottle. He saw at a glance that the saloon was packed. 

“You got a room full of drunks in here already and it’s barely sundown,” he growled at the bartender. “Is this all you yahoos do in Laramie? Just sit around all day and guzzle rotgut whiskey? Don’t nobody ever work?” He knew his words were like the pot calling the kettle black, but laid them out anyway to test their effect.

If the bartender was the least bit offended by the big man’s remarks, he didn’t let on as he grabbed a bottle and set it on the bar. “They’re the boys from the Double Bar Z, a big spread west of town. Just came off a drive to the railhead with five hundred head of grass-fat cattle. I reckon they got wages to spend.” He glanced at the buckskin-clad man. “They might as well spend it here, don’t you think?”

The man shrugged. “Well, I suppose so. Selling much?”

“I already restocked the house whiskey once tonight, and tapped a fresh beer keg an hour ago. What the Double Bar Z boys aren’t drinking, the Swedes from the road crew and the rest of the locals are taking care of.” The bartender squinted at the man. “My name’s Sylvester Kelly, the owner of this fine establishment. And who might you be, stranger?”

“I might be Toby Ryker, not that it’s any of your affair. And I might be stranger than you think.” The man calling himself Toby Ryker flipped two silver dollars on the bar, grabbed the bottle, and turned to find a table. 

“Hey, you forgot this!” 

Ryker looked at the bartender who was holding up a shot glass. “Didn’t forget anything, sonny boy,” he snorted. “Don’t need to measure my poison. Them there little glasses are for sissies, not men like me.”

“Whatever you say, sir,” said the bartender.  

The way he said “sir,” it sounded like he was peeved. Ryker knew he had gotten under the bartender’s skin, and that was just fine. As the bartender picked up the coins, Ryker turned from the bar and studied the crowd. 

 Three games of poker were already in full swing with the players wagering lustily as though they were the cattle barons instead of just cowpokes. While he watched them, the mountain man inhaled the earthy smells of cigar smoke mingled with that of sawdust and beer. Like many of the depravities of humanity, it smelled good. 

Several girls hustled drinks tonight to keep the men in a spending mood. They all moved gaily from table to table, pausing to share a joke or take a pinch on the fanny. Their trademark was laughter, endless laughter, and they knew how to do it up right, to make it look like they were really having a good time. Ryker figured that some of them actually were. Free drinks, lots of attention, generous tips – an easy life for a good looking girl, or even an ugly one, who could forget about yesterday and let tomorrow take care of itself.

In another corner, the piano player banged out the seven familiar tunes in his repertoire over and over again. Ernie, the tickler of the keys, was handsome in his white shirt and bow tie, red sleeve garters, black dress pants, and bowler hat. His hair was neatly combed, and if one didn’t know better, they’d think he was playing for a scrubbed-up crowd at a classy St. Louis hotel rather than in a two bit frontier saloon. Ryker guessed Ernie was a traveling piano player. He’d seen the like before. They played every crowd the same. Next to the piano, a few tables were pulled back to create a small dance floor. Three of the girls entertained half a dozen or so of the pokes who competed for their favors. Ernie had a shaving mug atop the piano and no sooner did he finish one tune than a few more coins would be tossed into it. For a half dollar, he played a special request, but any less than that got the next tune in his set.

Spotting a poker table at the edge of the dance floor, Ryker headed for it. Toby Ryker was powerfully built with a full beard and graying red hair that flowed down from his head in shaggy curls. He stood six-foot-four, was dressed in buckskins that were burnished darker than fawny-brown, and which were now also covered with dust from the wind-swept plains. Piercing blue eyes peered from behind a lock of hair that fell carelessly over his forehead. His shoulders and upper body looked broad, bold, and very strong. His face, that visible around the eyes, had leathered and carried the wrinkles of an aged one who lived a hard life on the western frontier. Under his jacket, thick, red suspenders held his britches in place beneath a protruding belly. At three hundred and eighteen pounds, give or take ten, and pushing hard on his sixty-seventh year, he looked like what he was, an old rogue of the frontier; the last of a breed. It was an image he enjoyed, even cultivated, whenever he came in from the wild as he did today.

After approaching the poker table, he stopped abruptly and watched a young cowhand back up to the same table and sit down. The fellow rested his hand next to a beer and tapped his fingers on the table in time with the music as he joined in the laughter around him. Being the only person at the table and concentrating on the girls like he was, he neither saw Ryker advancing on the same table nor realized the old man was sizing him up. This cowboy was a strapping, husky chap who ought to be able to handle himself pretty well in a fight, Ryker thought.

Reaching for the beer and raising it to his lips, the cowboy swung around in his chair. At first all he saw was a mammoth, dark object blocking the light coming from the bar. He slowly raised his eyes as he took in the full view of the man before him, his eyes widening as he studied the face. 

Ryker looked mean. His face continued to carry a deep scowl as he stared a hole through the poke. He looked like around him, painful things were bound to happen. Paying absolutely no heed to the merriment about him, he said, “I came here to drink, boy, and I aim to sit at this table, all by myself, and do it.” His voice wasn’t loud. In fact, he said it gently, but as a challenge. 

Without a word, the cowboy got up and retreated to the far corner of the saloon, not wanting any part in crossing the angry-looking giant. Gritting his teeth, Ryker watched the departing man. No sand; no sand at all. What the heck did a guy have to do to stir up these lazy yahoos, anyhow? 

After swinging the chair around so his back was to the dancers, Ryker planted himself, heavily.  Staring at the rest of the crowd a moment, daring them in a silent standoff, he finally shook his head, disgusted, before going to work on his bottle. He pulled the cork and dropped it on the floor, knowing full well that he wouldn’t use it again. Tipping the bottle straight up, he slugged down several heavy gulps of the burning liquid. Lowering the bottle, he tipped his head downward ever so slightly and again looked around at the others in the room. Somewhere in the joint there must be a scrapper.

To his left were the Swedes, big, beefy men who were hard as iron. They were laborers under contract to keep both the roads and the rails in good repair. Older than the pokes, they contented themselves to play poker and drink beer. One, about fifty years old or so, looked to be the leader. The others called him Ingamar and turned to him frequently for advice. Ingamar sensed Ryker’s presence and glanced over at his table. Their eyes locked for a moment as though each was trying to figure out the intentions of the other. The Swede showed neither frown nor smile, choosing instead to maintain a straight poker face. Then abruptly he dropped his gaze back to his table, murmured something to the fellow next to him, chuckled, and played a card. It was as though he told a joke about the mountain man before dismissing him entirely from his mind. The thought riled Ryker more than a bit.

With a slow, sweeping glance, he took in the rest of the characters in the saloon. Directly ahead of him were three tables of what appeared to be farmers, men with calloused hands and dirty fingernails. None of them packed a sidearm. They drank only coffee and paid no attention to those about them but rather, talked busily among themselves while scratching things on a piece of paper. Standing next to them was a short Mongoloid fellow who nursed a glass of buttermilk. His eyes sat behind thick glasses, and tucked behind his belt, he toted a mean-looking revolver, about a hundred caliber or better, that someone had painstakingly whittled out of wood. A ten-gallon hat was pulled down over the pretend-cowboy’s ears. The group offered no action; they weren’t drunk or anything.

To the right of the farmers were a half dozen old soaks, drunkards bent solely on guzzling as much alcohol as they could lay their hands on. Some of them moved around the tables begging a few coins or offering to bring more beer for those seated, hoping they could snitch a sip. Beer, wine, whiskey – it didn’t matter. They drank anything that made them feel good or at least eased the tremors that racked their bodies. They disgusted Ryker. One in particular caught his eye. Frail and crippled up, one of his legs was missing and an old Johnny Reb cap rested on his head. He sat on the floor next to the bar and was so drunk that he was helpless, sometimes falling over like a baby. He had obviously wet himself. Whenever he tipped over, some of those around him would laugh and prop him back up, then pour a little more beer into the tin cup that he held. Seeing him helpless like that made Ryker look away. 

The Double Bar Z boys, about ten of them, occupied the tables surrounding him and the dance floor. They were the noisiest and, next to the bums, the drunkest, and offered the best promise of a good, friendly fight.

Except for that big Swede named Ingamar.

Turning again, Ryker saw that Ingamar had left his table and stood at the bar. The Swede made him curious. What kind of man was he, and what would it take to get him lathered up? Unlike most of the others in the room, he looked like he feared nobody. The possibilities excited Ryker, and for a moment, he smiled. Leaving his bottle at his table, he went after the boss of the road crew. Ingamar had just paid for a fresh mug of beer when Ryker caught up with him at the bar. “From watching, I reckon you’re the leader of the Swedes, huh?”

The road boss poured some salt in his beer and licked his lips as he watched it foam. “I’m Ingamar Tollefsen, and I do-ont rightly know dat ya can lead a Svede,” came the heavily-accented reply. 

“I suppose you fellers can handle yourselves pretty good in a fight, working hard on the roads and rails like you do.”

“Oh, yah, vee takes care of ourselves okey-dokey.”

Leaning against Ingamar, Ryker looked down his nose at him. “I also heard tell that you guys are mighty dumb. In fact, people tell me a Swede doesn’t know enough to come in out of the rain. That true?”

Ingamar moved one step down from Ryker, took a slow, deliberate draw on his beer, slammed the mug down heavily, and turned to face his heckler. His face was sober, his eyes unsmiling, as he looked straight up at the mountain man without so much as flinching a muscle. The guy was squaring off, getting ready to make his play! Ryker felt his heart beginning to race and could not resist a grin as he prepared for action. The Swede would most certainly take a swing at him.

“Vee Svedes know enough ta spot a setup ven vee see von, I can tell ya dat,” Ingamar said. “But vee’s smart enough ta back avay from trouble venever vee can. Save our muscles for da roads and da rails, do-on’t ya know, vere ve get paid real good for using dem.”

The two studied each other silently for a moment. It was Ryker who finally broke into a grin. “You spoke that real fine Ingamar and yup, I was a-baitin’ you. I hoped to get you riled up, so we could thump on each other. I just wandered in from three weeks out yonder on the plains, you see, and I’m all heated up for a good fist fight.”

Ingamar grunted. “Why don’t ya stir up da cowhands? De’re young and fulla da vinegars.” Now it was the Swede’s turn to lean against the large man. “Fact is, peoples tell me dat da cowhands are even dumber den us Svedes.”

Ryker chuckled again. “Ingamar, it’s plain to see you and your bunch are a good crew, so I’ll leave you be and won’t be bothering you again.”

“Dat’d be nice,” came the reply. “I sure hope ya find somevon vit da sand ta clobber da daylights outa ya.”

“Well, I sure hope somebody tries to, anyway.” Slapping Ingamar on the back, Ryker returned to his table, his smile disappearing as he faced the crowd.  He sat down again, looking around as he did so. Several blank faces stared back just for a moment before they turned nervously away. None of the pokes wanted to move against him, or so it seemed. Finally, he grasped the bottle of rotgut and took another deep slug. Gutless yahoos! There wasn’t a fighter in the whole place! What did a fellow have to do to get a man in here to throw a punch, anyway? He looked down at the table and frowned. What a stupid joint this was. 

An hour later, a young poke named Garrett finally decided to goad Ryker into action. Garrett was one of the first to notice the mountain man when he came in, but the cowboy was sober then. Taken aback by Ryker’s size, he saw in him a manly challenge; however, he lacked the grit to go up against him just then. Now, an hour and eight beers later, Garrett eyed him again. He was big, yes, but somehow not unbeatable anymore. He was so doggone old, how much fight could he have left in him? Oh sure, he looked ornery enough, but at his age, he just couldn’t be that tough. Strictly rocking chair material. Garrett hoisted his mug and studied the man some more. 

He came in off the plains judging from the looks of him. There was a Bowie knife sheathed to his waist and although none was visible, he probably packed a Peacemaker as well. That big, geez, he just couldn’t be that fast. His joints must be all full of the rheumatiz, and probably the most damage he could deliver was to squash a man if he fell on him. 

Someone slapped Garrett on the back causing him to jerk around. It was another poke from the Double Bar Z who was hanging onto a very drunken bar girl. “What do you want, Buck?” He motioned to the girl. “Who in blazes is she?”

“Don’t you remember Belle?” Buck said. “She’s done up a little different is all. Bleached her hair and shaved off her moustache, but it’s still her.” 

“Got me a new pair of boots, too,” Belle said, posing to show off her footwear. “What do you think of them, boys?”

“Our ramrod has a pair just like them,” Garret said. “They look prettier on him.”

“Oh, Rett, you’re funnier than a three-legged cow.” Buck pretended to laugh hysterically, slapped his hand on the bar, and then stopped abruptly. “Get over here and buy us a drink, you cheap horse’s ass.”

Belle laughed, snorting as she inhaled. “Yeah honey, it’s time to have fun, not to be thinking about some old cows.”

 “Ain’t thinking about no cows.” Garrett jerked his thumb toward the mountain man. “Thinking about him.”

Buck and the girl turned in the direction Garrett pointed and really looked at Ryker for the first time. He was sitting two tables away and was still staring at his bottle, so they figured he wouldn’t know that he was being talked about. Truth was, Ryker was very aware of their presence, and as loud as they were talking, he caught every word.
 Belle nodded at Ryker and giggled. “Him? Why, that old buffalo isn’t worth working up a sweat over.” 

“Yeah, come on, Rett, leave the old buzzard bait be,” Buck said. “Let’s get a few more drinks in Belle, here, so she’ll take us upstairs and clean our pistols.”

“Old and soft, huh?” Garrett looked at the other two, the gleam of the devil in his eyes. “Yeah, I suspect you are right. That’s why this will be so easy.”

“What are you talking about?” Buck said. “What are you aiming to do that’s so doggone easy?”

“The three of us are going to go over there and fire him up,” Garrett said. “Then, when we show him up to be nothing but a tub of lard and make a fool out of him in front of everybody, we’ll throw him outside with the dogs.”

Buck hesitated. “Aw, I don’t know. Besides, he ain’t hurting anybody.”

“He sits there like he owns the place,” Garrett said. “I saw him talking to that old Swede foreigner, and he’s stinking dirty besides.”

“Sounds like fun to me,” chirped Belle. She slipped her right hand through Garrett’s arm and rubbed her left one over Buck’s crotch as she smiled coyly at him. “Are you coming?”

“If you don’t get your hand off my carrot, I will be,” Buck replied.

The three stepped over to Ryker’s table, purposely bumping into him as they did so. The mountain man continued to look down, so they were unable to see the slight grin form under his whiskers. It was there for just a second before it disappeared. “Hey, old-timer, here’s something better than that whiskey to suck on,” taunted Garrett as he pushed Belle in front of him.

“Yeah, we got her all primed up for you,” Buck said. “Even you look pretty good to her now, that is, if you can still get it up and can remember what to do with it.” The trio laughed as Buck pointed to his head, proud of his witty remark.

“No need to bother thanking us though,” Garrett said. “Just show her a good time, because she’s already tuckered us out. She’s a regular hellcat, she is.” Belle laughed giddily and leaned closer to the old man, planting a sloppy kiss on his face. 

Seeming at first not to hear any of them, Ryker ignored her as he continued to stare at his bottle. Only when the two cowboys began to lean against him did he show any reaction at all. His eyelid twitched a few times before he gritted his teeth and looked slowly up at the three yahoos grinning stupidly at him.  

Suddenly he was standing and facing them. The movement was so fast that Garrett and Buck scarcely followed it. With an effortless flip of his hand, he flung aside the table that, along with the whiskey, went crashing to the floor. At the sound, all talking, even the honky-tonk, fell silent as every head in the saloon turned to watch the action. 

Pulling himself to his full height, Ryker planted his feet, spread-eagled, on the floor. He clenched his fists and took a long, deep breath, his piercing eyes ablaze. He looked ready to rip the place apart, to make mincemeat out of the two cowboys and out of anyone else with the poor judgment to get in his way. Still, he made no move toward either of the cowboys or the girl. “I didn’t invite you here!” he bellowed. “Now go away and let me be!” Come on, suckers, take the bait.

Buck didn’t need to be told twice. He turned to leave, scared shitless by the big man. The order proved too much for Garrett, however. Angered by the old man’s show of fight, he kept his eyes on him, grabbing Buck as he passed. “Get back here. You’re seeing this one through, Bucky boy.”

Garrett started to seethe. He was a hothead when he got mad and if he was also drunk, whatever common sense he did have went right out the window. It was not supposed to happen this way at all. It was the old man who was supposed to be afraid, to start babbling and slink away into the night. Now that the whole saloon was watching, Garrett’s pride would not allow him to back away. Instead, he shoved against Ryker, grabbed a handful of buckskin, and tried desperately to pull him off balance. When that didn’t work, he snarled, “Someone your age should have learned some manners along the way,” and slammed a punch square into the old man’s belly. 

The blow pushed the mountain man into another table, tipping it and sending the card players seated there sprawling as he slid heavily to the floor. Garrett looked at his fist and kissed his knuckles, proud of the damage he figured he had done. Indeed, Ryker dropped like a stone. 

Bonita, a bar girl standing nearby, screamed, prompting Belle to approach her and toss a drink in her face. “Shut up, Bonita,” she yelled. “I never did like you!”

“Tramp,” Bonita whined. “You started this, you stupid whore!”

“Yeah, and I can finish it, too,” answered Belle as she grabbed a handful of Bonita’s hair, spun her around, and belted her square on the jaw. Both women went down, taking another table with them. The men sitting around it grabbed the two women and flung them into a third table, causing the entire saloon to erupt in a brawl. Even the Swedes and the farmers joined in the fun.

The bartender had stepped out into the alley to toss a tub of dishwater and returned just in time to duck as glasses, bottles, chairs, and bodies started flying around the saloon. Not seeing the humor in this situation, he made his way to the bar, took out his sawed-off shotgun, pointed it at the ceiling, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened; it just made a metallic click. He shook his head, disgusted with himself. He forgot to put new loads in after he shot that cowboy last weekend! Although he reached for the shell box, he was too late, for just then, the back mirror came crashing down and knocked him forward against the bar, causing him to drop the shotgun over the side. 

Garrett looked down at the old man and grinned, thinking he was done for. At the same time, Ryker sat up, shook his head to clear the cobwebs, and bounded lightly to his feet. He moved quickly now and didn’t try to hide the smile that crossed his face. He rubbed his hands together, pretended to spit into them, and headed straight for Garrett and Buck. “Okay fellers, now it’s my turn,” he said.

The two pokes stared at the giant moving toward them. “Geez, Rett,” said Buck. “Look at the size of him! He’ll kill us!”

Garrett swallowed hard. “I guess maybe you did bite off more than we can chew. I told you we should leave him be, but oh no.”

“Me!” Buck huffed. “What do you mean me? You’re the –”

“Never mind,” Garrett interrupted as he and Buck turned to leave. “Let’s get out of here while the getting is good.” Before they could do so, Ryker reached out and clamped a big arm on each of them, spun them around, and thumped them with two alternating backhands to the jaw. Taking them one at a time, he rammed them with a head-butt to the chest, Buck first, then Garrett. Down they went, the wind knocked out of them.

 Jumping them while they lay in the sawdust, Ryker grabbed them by the hair and banged their heads together. He smiled at the pleasant, clunking sound their heads made. It reminded him of thumping a ripe watermelon. Ah, the sweet sound of flesh hitting on bone…On days when he was in a fighting mood, it just didn’t get any better than this. Since there was no way he could improve on the maneuver, he did it again. This time when skull whacked against skull, he left Buck and Garrett motionless, knocked unconscious by the powerful old codger they dared to tangle with.

While this was going on, Belle managed to unwind herself from Bonita and was about to sneak out the back door when Ryker caught up with her. She turned and saw him as he approached her, the grin on his face growing even wider. Belle was too scared to say a word so she started to cry instead. She always did that when her big mouth got her backed into a corner, knowing that when all else failed, such a ploy usually worked to her advantage.

 Blinking at her as though stunned, Ryker reached out and pulled her protectively into his arms. “Girl,” he said, “aw, come on now, don’t do this to an old – what was that you said – to an old buffalo like me. I can’t stand it when a pretty little thing cries, and here we were having such a good time of it, too. I was just fixing to growl at you some more, and now, you done gone and took all the sport out of it.”

Belle continued to whimper as Ryker held her, actually snuggling up to his big, heaving chest while the fighting continued all around them. “Sorry,” she said between sobs that would melt a good sized stone. “Buck and Garrett and me,” she took a deep, halting breath, snorting several times. “We had no right treating you like we did. You can’t help it you’re a sorry old man.” She said it with a hint of pity in her voice.

Others called him old, and Ryker referred to himself as old, but something in the way Belle said it didn’t set right with the old man. He winced then decided to let it pass. “Hush now,” he replied. “This is all in fun and I know it. Come over here out of the way of things, so you don’t get yourself hurt.” So saying, he led her toward the edge of the dance floor, pausing once to deflect a flying chair, and further on, to help her step over two unconscious bodies. He eased her into one of the few unbroken chairs around and chucked her playfully under the chin. “Plant your cute little fanny here and enjoy the show. There’s some popcorn up yonder at the bar if you want to munch on something.” He glanced at the bar, which was in shambles. “Least, there was popcorn there a few minutes ago.”

Wiping the tears from her eyes, Belle managed a smile before Ryker’s gallantry was rewarded by a crashing blow to the back of his head. He slapped at his head like one does when waving away a pesky fly and turned to find Ingamar standing there, a wild look in his eyes. “Ingamar! You?”

“Yeah-sure, got to tinking, hated to see ya go home disappointed, so figured I’d do some beatin’ on ya first ta cheer ya up.” Ingamar scoffed, eyeing him up and down. “Ya low-down, greasy old turd!”

“I resent that,” Ryker retorted. “I ain’t that old.”

“Ya ain’t…Huh?”

While Ingamar puzzled this one out, Ryker made a fist and bashed him square in the face. “Take that. I might be a turd, but I ain’t that old.”

Although the stocky Swede reeled backward, he did not lose his balance and topple over. Bright red blood exploded from his nose and ran freely down onto his checkered flannel shirt as he gritted his teeth, moved toward Ryker, and planted his two big hams on him. Before Ryker could react, the Swede swung him around and put a bear hug on him, squeezing his ribs until they hurt and forcing the breath from his lungs. 

Throwing an elbow backward with all the strength he could muster, Ryker caught Ingamar in the side just long enough to break the hold. Then he put a headlock on the shorter man and headed toward the honky-tonk, determined to deposit his sparring partner inside the instrument. He never made it there with Ingamar, for two cowpokes stepped into their path, blocking them. Ryker whirled and threw the only thing he was holding, which happened to be Ingamar, clear into the air and square into the two pokes. All three went crashing to the floor, with the pokes thinking better of the situation and staying down. Not Ingamar. He jumped up, unfazed, and headed for the mountain man again. Just then Ryker caught the glint of a blade out of the corner of his eye and saw another cowboy rushing him from the right side. 

“A knifer!” Ryker roared. “Never did like knifers! They’re lower than the belly on a swayback snake!”

“You talk tough, you old goat!” The cowboy was as angry as he was drunk. “Let’s see how easy you bleed.” He lunged forward as he spoke, thrusting the knife toward Ryker’s belly. The old man sidestepped and dropped his arm on the man’s knife hand, knocking the weapon to the floor as the fellow moved past him and right into Ingamar. The Swede grabbed him and moved behind him, pinning his arms and turning him back to face Ryker. 

“Do-on’t like knifers edder, by yiminy,” Ingamar said. “Here, I’ll hold him while ya rearrange hiss face, ah…Say, vat in da dickens iss yer name, anyvays?”

“Ryker. Toby Ryker’s my handle.”

“Val, Toby Ryker, giff him vhat for.”

Ryker obliged, pounding the man with a rough one-two action to the gut until he hung limply in Ingamar’s arms. The Swede dropped him unceremoniously on the floor, placed a boot on his chest and stepped onto him, growing a foot in height as the poke let out with a groan. He slapped his hands together like one does after a job well done and stepped down to face Ryker again. “Ya vant to go at it some more?” He said it with an easy voice.


Breathless after the fight, Ryker wheezed like a rusty pump. He was amazed at the stamina of the Swede. That Ingamar was one tough old bugger! He wasn’t even breathing hard! If it wasn’t for the blood all over him, he’d look like he just awakened from a siesta. Ryker wanted to call it quits, but before he could form a reply, a chair splintered over him from behind. A second later, the lights in his head began to flicker, and he sank from view under the rubble as the fighting continued around him.

“Vell, shut my mout’, I reckon he’s had enough,” Ingamar said as he turned and headed back toward what was left of his table. 

Ryker wasn’t sure how long he lay there, but it didn’t seem like more than a few seconds. When he opened his eyes, there was a broken table covering him. He pushed it to one side just in time to see the batwing doors fly open and a man wearing a badge come in. He decided to stay down and see how efficiently Laramie’s lawman handled this mess. 

A tall wiry man, the lawman seemed to have and a knack for breaking up brawls. Although he packed a .45 Colt, it remained in his holster. In his hand he held a stubby wooden nightstick that he knew very well how to use. One of those things came in mighty handy for clubbing a bar full of fighting men and usually was all the persuader a handy bouncer needed to restore order. One crack aside the head with a nightstick was guaranteed to raise a welt the size of an onion, and the lawman demonstrated how to deliver a blow that would bring a fighting man to his knees.  He dove right into the thick of it, whacking heads and tossing people to the right and left as they crossed his path. He put down eight of them as he worked his way toward the center of the saloon. Once there, he drew the Colt and fired a round through the plank floor. 

The effect was instantaneous. Closed fists raised high froze in mid-air, men strangling each other released their grips, and curses fell silent as all turned to stare at the lawman. 

Glaring back at the pack of rowdies, gun in hand but hanging loosely at his side, the lawman muttered, “Not a night can go by,” more to himself than to anyone else. “Kelly,” he hollered at the bartender, “this is getting old!” He returned his gaze to the men surrounding him. “All right, which one of you hell-raisers started this ruckus, anyway?”

Ryker knew that the chance of the lawman getting an honest answer was about the same as if he was talking to himself in an empty room. The fighters stood quietly now, subdued, shifting uneasily under the lawman’s steady gaze. Their reactions were mixed. Some stared back, stupidly. Others looked indignant, like the lawman, as they wiped bloodied lips and glared at those who had pounded on them. Still others looked sheepish, embarrassed. For them, the only comfortable thing to do was to look down quietly at the floor. 

“Hello, sheriff.” The pretend cowboy with the thick wire-rimmed glasses pushed through the crowd, ran up to Jesse, and hugged him.

“Why, Pudge Bumper! Does your mama know you’re in here?”

“I’m on a job for my Mama to get some groceries, but I didn’t get to Mister Jonas’s yet,” Pudge said. “I didn’t start this fight, honest. There is a giant Davy Crockett man that did it.” Glancing around, he didn’t see Ryker lying on the floor. “He’s gone now.”

“I’m sure you didn’t start this, Pudge,” the sheriff said, putting his arm protectively around the Mongoloid man and pointing him toward the batwings. “I’m obliged to you for telling me about the giant man. Now, you best run on to the mercantile so you don’t get hurt.” 

“Okay, sheriff,” Pudge said as he hugged Jesse again. “Bye,” he waved as he banged through the batwings and disappeared out the saloon. 

As he watched the harmless, perpetual child leave, Ryker was saddened to know that when no one was left to care for him, he would undoubtedly end up in the Insane Asylum they were building when he passed through Evanston. Taking a deep breath, he reckoned it was time to face the music. “Just working off a little steam, sheriff, that’s all.” His voice was uncommonly chipper and seemed quite out of place amongst the wreckage. 

Turning to identify the speaker, the sheriff saw Ryker, grunting and wheezing, appear from under a pile of broken furniture and glass. He managed to crawl to his feet, a bloody, dirty mess, but grinning from ear to ear. The sheriff’s jaw dropped. What manner of man was this?

 “What’s the matter, sheriff?” Ryker said, bursting out with a roar of laughter and motioning to the shambles about him. “Don’t you approve?”

Eyeing the mountain man, the sheriff paused before approaching him. His manner changed from one of surprise to one of hardness, his eyes unsmiling. “Take out the knife, easy. Pass it to me handle first.”

“My toad stabber here? Sure thing, but be careful. You can shave a peach with her.”

“Now, open your coat. Slow.”

“Gottcha,” Ryker replied, unbuttoning the front of his buckskins to reveal the butt of a pistol sheathed in a holster.

The sheriff righted an unbroken table and set it next to him. “Throw it on there.” As Ryker’s gun fell with a heavy ker-plunk onto the poker table, the lawman moved up to face him. “You prepared to pay for your fun?”

Breaking into a boyish grin, Ryker looked around the saloon. The other townsfolk and the pokes stood quietly, watching, as he slipped his hand into his pocket. The lawman tensed and moved his hand to the butt of his revolver. Catching the movement, Ryker halted, looking deep into the sheriff’s eyes. “No need to get skittery. Don’t have nothing in here that I can hurt you with.” He looked offended. “I wouldn’t hurt you anyways.” After pulling out a roll of currency, he said, “Sure, I’m prepared to pay for my fun. Ain’t nothing what’s fun gets done for free no more, I reckon.” He turned the money over in his large hands before pitching it onto the bar top. “There’s just under three hundred dollars here. That ought to cover all our fun tonight with enough left over to buy a round for the house.”

The silence broke as everyone surged toward the bar, laughing and talking amongst themselves. Most of them paused long enough to slap Ryker on the back or shake his hand as they passed him and the sheriff, who still faced each other. 

Ernie worked his way over to the honky-tonk and wiped it clean of glass and beer. He hummed a C-note, holding it as he plunked the corresponding key on the instrument. The piano was flat, but not so much so that it bothered Ernie. He simply flattened his hum until it matched the piano. “Perfect,” he grinned, and then he began to pound out a lively version of Old Dan Tucker. It was number six in his set; number five he finished just before the fight broke out.

When Kelly finished counting Ryker’s money, he nodded at the sheriff. A cheer went through the crowd as the bartender grabbed a bottle of house whiskey from a case below the bar that hadn’t been destroyed during the brawl and started pouring drinks.

 The sheriff relaxed his grip on the revolver. “Okay old timer, looks like you’ve bought your way out of trouble this time. Three hundred dollars is a good-sized stash, especially in these parts. You come by it honest?”

“There’s no need for you to fret about that, sheriff. It’s mine, all right, all square and legal” He glanced at Kelly. “Er, it was mine, I mean.”

“For another hundred, you could have bought the place.”

“Suppose, but then I’d have to act respectable. Ain’t any fun to busting up your own saloon.”

“True, does kind of take the sport out of it.” Jesse picked up Ryker’s weapons and handed them to the old man. “Where did you ride in from, anyway?”

“Just drifted in off the plains is all. Been moseying around out there a few weeks or so all by my lonesome and got thirsty. Smelled this watering hole when I was still about five miles out.”

“And you figured you’d honor us with your presence, huh?”

“You’re smart for a lawman. Yes sir, I’ll tell you, though, if those two dudes and that pretty skirt hadn’t come along…Say, where are they, anyway?” 

He spotted Garrett, Buck, and Belle at the bar. The two cowpokes’ faces looked like they got run over by the Wells Fargo stagecoach, but swollen as they were, they still could open their mouths to sip some more whiskey. “Hey, there they are. Barkeep, set up a round of your best stuff for my three friends there.” 

The trio hoisted their glasses in salute to Ryker, smiled as best they could, and turned back to the bar. “Anyways,” Ryker continued, “if they hadn’t come along and livened things up, I’d been plumb disappointed. For a while there, I was afraid I wasn’t going to see no action at all.”

Jesse didn’t think he heard the old man right. “Are you saying you came all the way into Laramie looking for a fight?”

 “Why sure! After several days talking to nobody but Wino, that’s my horse, you know, a fellow wants a cheap bottle of whiskey and a good fist fight. It aids the digestion and restores the spirits.”

Jesse shook his head, running his fingers through his hair. “You’re a character, Mister, ah, what did you say your name was?”

“Ryker. Toby Ryker, is my handle.”

“And I am Sheriff Jesse O’Brian, the law here in Laramie.”

“Pleased to meet you, Sheriff O’Brian.”

The two men visited a few minutes longer, giving Jesse more time to size up the burly old man. Ryker was a sight, with skinned up knuckles and blood drying in his matted hair. He reeked of whiskey and weaved ever so slightly as he spoke. Standing here now, calm and relaxed, Jesse came to understand what the old man meant when he said a cheap jug and a good bar fight could restore his spirits. Ryker exchanged pleasantries easily with the lawman, like they were long time friends visiting at a church social instead of two men who, minutes before, faced each other in a saloon brawl. 

The sheriff couldn’t help but like the old codger, troublemaker though he was. He pegged Ryker to be a twinkly-eyed old grandpa without a vicious bone in his body, but who still had enough grit to be a rascal once in a while. He enjoyed people in a rough-and-tumble way, and it showed. Jesse understood such a man.

As he visited with the sheriff, Ryker started to grow light-headed. He figured it was the rotgut, and recalled that while showing off, he managed to drink almost a quart of snakehead whiskey. Bidding Jesse farewell, he headed toward the door, weaving unsteadily as he walked. Several men and even the bar girls stopped him en route, shaking his hand and wishing him well. His grand gesture of paying for the damages had bailed them all out of a passel of trouble, even kept a few of them out of jail, and they knew it. The locals would talk about this night for some time to come. That was fine with Ryker. He wanted it no other way.

Once outside, he paused and drew in a deep breath. The night air had cooled and felt good against his face. He listened to the honky-tonk and the cheerful noise of the crowd inside, smelled the cigar smoke, and chuckled. Everything turned out fine with no hard feelings. He liked that. Rubbing his sore head, he started down the boardwalk. When he reached the corner, he drew up short. Something didn’t feel right.

The pain came into sharp focus within his chest. He clutched at his throat as the tightness increased. It felt like he couldn’t breathe, like he wasn’t getting air. For a moment he felt a panic arising within him, but it didn’t last long. Losing consciousness, Ryker slipped to the ground.

       
CHAPTER 2

As he drifted back to consciousness, Ryker’s first sensation was of darkness, cool and silent. At first, he thought he was dead. Maybe he was buried, lying stretched out beneath the sod. Before he had time to dwell on it, the sound of metal clanking against metal came from afar off. The sound drew closer until he forced his eyes open and saw that he was in a large room. The ceiling was unfamiliar, but the room, wherever he was, was airy and filled with sunlight. Looking down, he saw walls covered with glass-enclosed cupboards filled with bottles of stuff and odd looking, shiny tools. He lay on an examining table dressed only in a white gown. He saw that his clothing had been laundered, folded, and stacked neatly on a chair next to him. On top of the clothes lay his holstered .45 and his Bowie knife, wrapped colorfully with his red suspenders. 

Across the room a man stood by a basin in front of an open window, his white shirtsleeves rolled up halfway to his elbows. He was cleaning some gadgets, and that was where the clanking sound came from. After drying them, he placed them carefully in a black leather case that stood open by his side. From the looks of him and this place he was in, Ryker figured the man was a doctor.

The doctor’s back was to him, so he was not aware his patient had awakened. Ryker watched as the slightly-built man continued to clean up his tools. He looked to be in his late fifties, with snow-white hair and rumpled clothes that looked like they had been slept in. The man turned his head slightly so that his face was visible. It was an old face, wise looking, but crisscrossed with worry wrinkles. And tired; the face looked tired.

Blinking, Ryker glanced around the rest of the office and struggled to raise himself until he rested on his elbows. “Who are you? What are you fixing to do? How in tarnation did I get here? What day is it, anyways?”

The physician turned around. “Well, now, Tobias Ryker, you’re just loaded with curiosity this morning, aren’t you? These are surgical tools, and they need to be sterilized, a word I doubt you would understand. I planned to do it all last night and then get some sleep, so I’d be all set for this morning’s rounds, but when they dragged you in here, it changed my schedule.” He approached and reached for Ryker’s wrist to check his pulse. “I’d think a seasoned pioneer, mountain man, and cavalry scout…did I leave anything out? You babbled about all those things and a few more while you were out of your head last night. You talked about your prowess with all your whores and then I knew you were out of your head, because with a gut as big as yours,” he tapped Ryker’s belly with his knuckle, “you couldn’t get close enough to a woman to do her any good anyway. I’d think such a man would have more sense than to drink himself half to death.” After he finished his examination the physician said, “I am Doctor Magnus Swensen, M.D., the best darn doctor in Laramie.”


“Didn’t see any other shingles hanging out when I rode in, and to answer your question, you ornery old sawbones, if whiskey was a-going to kill me, I’d been dead a powerful long time ago.” Ryker moved to sit up but winced as the pain hit. “Did you do some cutting on me while I was snoozin’?”

Doc moved in quickly to support Ryker’s massive head and shoulders. “Now take it easy! You’ll mess up my handiwork, and no, I didn’t operate on you, but you are all full of bruises, and that’s what you feel. I cleaned you up a bit. Well, actually, I cleaned you up a lot. I took a few stitches and gave you some medicine. Spent the rest of the night, when I should have been sleeping, checking on you and listening to you snore.” The doctor took a deep, exasperated breath. “Ryker, you’re an old man, and that means you ought to know better than to act like a frisky colt. You carry way too much weight. I reckon you don’t eat right or on a regular basis, and the most exercise you get is hoisting a whiskey bottle to your mouth. It’s all catching up with you. Your lungs, your heart, they’re nearly worn out. That’s why you collapsed last night, and why you ended up here.”

After Ryker moved to a sitting position, the doctor walked around the examining table so he faced the old man. For a moment they stared at each other in silence, like two old buffalo bulls fighting for dominance. 

“If you do what I tell you and slow down, you stand a fair chance of recovery,” Doc said.

“Yeah, and I suppose you have just the idea on how I can slow down, too, huh?”

Returning to his tools, Doc commenced putting the rest of them in his bag. “The boarding house up the street, the one run by Mrs. Germschied, has a vacancy. If you have the money you can stay there until…well, for a while, anyway. Mrs. Germschied runs a nice clean place. It is set up quite comfortable, and you can take your meals there. She has put up my patients before.” Doc closed the leather case, picked it up, and faced Ryker. “Think about it.”

“Don’t rightly know that I want to think about it. You called me your patient, and that doesn’t square with my plans at all. I got things to do and places to go, and I aim to make tracks from here, pronto.


“Do that, and the next time they can haul your carcass next door and toss you on the undertaker’s slab instead of bringing you to me.” Doc squinted at Ryker. “Are you listening to me? I’m telling you that your heart is bad.” The physician grabbed a small mirror from a nearby table and held it in front of Ryker’s face. “See your lips, how blue they are? Your lips are not supposed to be blue! That means you are not circulating blood the way you should. The spell you had last night was a heart attack! You’re plumb lucky I was in town when they brought you in, otherwise you’d be up on Boot Hill now hosting the maggots instead of sitting in my office.” 

“Aw, come on, Doc, you don’t expect me to believe all that baloney, do you? Got drunked up is all. Been a-doing that since before I can remember, and it never hurt my ticker none.”



Doc shook his head. “Ryker, how old are you, anyway?”

“Not that old.”

“How old?”

“Sixty-seven come February.”

“You’re already ten years older than you have a right to be, just based on the way you live alone. Sure, you are a tough old Jasper, I’ll grant you that, and that’s what saved you last night. But believe me, I know what I’m talking about when I say you are a real sick man. What happened to you last night is about as serious as it can get. It’s your body’s way of telling you things have to change, right quick.”

Ryker looked wide-eyed at Doctor Swensen. “Are you telling me I’m dying?”

Doc wasn’t sure even he wanted to be that blunt. Then he figured, what the hell. “Ryker, I’ve been tending to stubborn old pioneers like you for nigh onto thirty years now. Nobody has ever praised my bedside manner, but I know that characters like you need to hear it flat out, otherwise you figure your life will return to normal in a few days. Yes, you are dying.” He let the words sink in. “But it doesn’t necessarily have to happen right away. It is somewhat within your power, with my help, to determine if you die right quick or if you go on to enjoy life a while longer. For my part, I’ve got medicine that can help. As for you, the days and nights of hard riding, hard working, drinking, fighting, and chasing around are over. You got to slow down, take life easy, get plenty of rest, and I mean lots of it, if you want to be around come spring.”

The physician’s words made Ryker boil inside. “Dagnabbit, I don’t need to listen to this! You don’t know what it is you’re a-talking about, so just shut up your darn old mouth!”

“Listen to me,” Doc retorted. “I know what I’m saying. I’ve treated lots of folks like you over the years and sent lots more next door to the undertaker, and like it or not, you heart’s been damaged. Even now, rested up like you are, your pulse is irregular. It’s going to get a whole lot worse, until one day your heart will stop altogether. And getting mad about it won’t stop it from happening. In fact, it might make it happen that much sooner.”


“You’re just trying to drum up some business, you old quack!” Ryker glared at the physician with hostile eyes, eyes that also tried to mask the fear he felt.  “A pill pusher! Seen plenty of your type before.”

 “I don’t need any more business,” Doc replied. “But like I said, you can probably enjoy a good many more days if you take my advice.” Pulling a watch from his pocket, the physician added, “It’s time for me to make my rounds. You lie back and take a little nap. We’ll talk some more when I get back.” Before Ryker could reply, Doc moved to the door and was gone. 

Rather than follow the doctor’s orders, the mountain man slid off the examining table and, feeling better, headed for his trappings. He gathered up his clothing, dressed quickly, and sat down to pull on his boots. That done, he grabbed his gun and knife and strode toward the door, telling himself all the while that there was nothing wrong with him. He just drank too much at the saloon, that was all, and shucks, a man owes that to himself after several weeks on the trail. The nerve of that doctor, saying such dreadful things! He was trying to make some money off of him, no doubt. He probably was part owner of that boarding house he yapped about too. Quacks! All of them!

As he reached for the door latch, it occurred to him that the doctor put him up for the night and tended to him. That was worth something. Digging into his buckskins, he pulled out a ten-dollar gold piece and flipped it onto the examining table. “Don’t bury me yet, Doc. There’s still a lot of life left in this old boy.” 

Throwing open the door, Ryker stepped out into the bright morning sun. He stood on the boardwalk for a few moments and looked up and down the street. Wino, his horse, was nowhere in sight. Several doors up and immediately across from Kelly’s Saloon, he saw a livery with a hand-painted sign over it that said: “Smitty’s Stable. Horses Bought – Sold – Boarded. Horses and Pigs for Rent.”  Under that was a quote from the bible, “Matthew 18-20 – Where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” After he finished reading it, Ryker removed his hat and scratched his head. It was a darn big sign! He ambled in that direction.

    
 CHAPTER 3  

 It was a short walk to the stable. The liveryman planted his pitchfork in a bundle of straw as he saw Ryker approach. “Was hoping I’d find my horse over here,” Ryker said. “Left him out on the street last night. When I eyeballed your sign out front, I figured this was a livery or a church, one or the other.”

Smitty looked at Ryker, quizzically. “A church? Oh, you must be referring to the scripture reading on the sign. That’s my wife Clara’s idea, not mine. She’s a dear woman, but a little bit daft for the bible. Claims she saw a vision once.”

“Well then, I’m glad I’m a-dealing with you,” Ryker said. “No offense to her, but I’m not what you would call a bible thumper. I have my Almighty, but he lives in the wilderness, the hills and the mountains, not in a church.” He motioned toward the entrance. “The last time I saw a sign as fancy as yours was down Texas way a few years back. A cattle outfit run by a couple of retired Rangers had one. Your sign says you’ll rent pigs. Their sign said they wouldn’t.”

Smitty, with Ryker following, stepped outside and looked up at the sign. “My sign says what? No, not pigs, rigs. I have horses and rigs for rent.”

Ryker eyeballed the sign again. “Oh, yeah, I see now that’s an “R” and not a “P.” The tail on the ‘R’ isn’t very long, though. That’s why I thought it was a ‘P.’” 

The two men, snouts wrinkled and mouths hanging open, stood side by side a moment, silently contemplating the huge sign. Ryker then glanced at Smitty. “Who made that sign, anyway?” 

“I did.” Smitty nodded at the sign and smiled.

“Oh.” Ryker thought about commenting some more on the dumb “R” on the sign, but he changed his mind. Smitty seemed like a nice enough fellow. No sense antagonizing him. 

 “You said those Texas Rangers wouldn’t rent pigs,” Smitty said. “What I want to know is why anybody would want to rent a pig.” 

“I wondered that too, so I stopped and asked one of them. Augustus was his name. We drank some whiskey and jawed for a while, but I don’t recall he ever did tell me why it was they wouldn’t rent pigs.” Ryker moved over to Wino and patted the gelding’s nose. “Anyway, I got to be moseying on, Smitty.”


“The time comes for us all, sooner or later. Do you want me to save the stall?”

“Naw, reckon not, but maybe there is something you can do for me. I’m looking for a friend of mine who settled in these parts. His name is David Stewart. You ever hear of him?”

The liveryman nodded his head.  “I sure have. Stewart lives on a ranch southwest of town along the Big Laramie River off the Woods Landing road. He ranches and operates a swing station for Wells Fargo. The guy pays his bills, I know that. He’s well respected around Laramie.”  

“That sounds like the David Stewart I remember,” replied Ryker. “I suppose the tomcat even eats with a fork.”

Smitty laughed as he entered a small room off the stable where the tack was kept. “Your gun is here, too. The sheriff brought it over to put with your pack.” He set all the riggings down and wiped his brow on a handkerchief. “Whew! Toting this stuff doesn’t get any easier.” Bending down again, he pulled the rifle from its scabbard. “Is this what I think it is?” He turned it over admiringly in his hands. “An old Hawken gun?”

“Yeah, fifty caliber,” Ryker replied, taking the gun from Smitty. “Best gun they ever made.”


“Say, how come you know the Stewarts, anyway?” 

“I’ve known David for many a year. Met him in the cavalry back in the days when we both should have known better, but young enough that we didn’t give a hoot.” 

Smitty threw the saddle blanket across Wino’s back and proceeded to ready the horse for the trail. As Ryker watched, he thought back to his cavalry days when he and David Stewart rode together. Although those were long, hard trails, the two shared many an adventure along the line. “Here he is. All ready.” Smitty handed the reins to the old man, who led the gelding out of the stable.

“What do I owe you?”

“Comes to two dollars and fifty cents for bedding, hay, and oats. I curried him out for you, too. Threw that in for free.”

“Obliged, and Wino is, too.” Ryker counted the money and handed it to the liveryman. “Well, time for old Toby to make like horse turds and hit the trail.” He patted Wino’s strong neck. “Thanks for looking after this old bucking bronco.” 

“Think nothing of it,” answered Smitty. “And don’t make yourself a stranger around Laramie. Folks won’t soon forget what you did at Kelly’s last night.”

“Were you there? I didn’t see you.”

“Nope, my wife keeps me on too short a leash for that. But I heard tell. Word is you kept more than one fellow out of the pokey by covering all the damages.”

“I figured it was the least I could do, since I was the one who started the ruckus in the first place.” Ryker mounted up, leaned over, and grinned at Smitty. “Had me a grand old time of it. Well worth the three hundred it cost me.”

“For another hundred, you probably could have bought the place,” replied Smitty, surprised.

“So I’ve been told, but reckon I wouldn’t make a good barkeep. I like to stay on the move.” Ryker tipped his hat to Smitty and turned to leave.

“Keep the wind to your back,” Smitty called after him.

“Always,” came the reply.

The Woods Landing road out of Laramie led to slightly rolling plain, mile after mile of it, which eventually led to the Big Laramie River and beyond, to the Medicine Bow Mountains. Ryker spotted a herd of antelope as he rode and seriously considered shooting one to present to the Stewarts, but then thought the better of it. The herd was over a thousand yards out from the trail, and he didn’t want to take the time. Besides, on a day like this, he wanted to keep riding and enjoy all the natural wonders about him. Wildflowers blanketed the ground in thick, multi-colored patches, filling the air with their sweet perfume. Overhead, majestic cumulus clouds ascended into the sky in great billowing columns, high and puffy white. Beautiful day, he thought. Yes it was. Plumb beautiful.

Setting an easy pace, he continued south until mid-afternoon. The temperature climbed until it reached the low nineties. It turned into another scorcher of a day on the plains, so danged hot that when he spotted a prairie chicken feeding beside its nest, Ryker knew the bird was just this side of well done. Why, those eggs had to be soft-boiled even before they were laid, for cripes sake! How the bird could even walk in this heat, much less lay eggs, was a wonder to him.

The road followed the Big Laramie River just like Smitty said it would. Both the road and the river meandered in and out of ravines containing creeks of varying sizes, most of which were dried up this time of year. It was at one of these wooded spots, under some cottonwoods, that he stopped to rest Wino and grab a bite to eat. After rummaging around in his saddlebags for a while, he was able to come up with a couple pieces of jerky. The dried meat certainly didn’t fill him up, but it calmed the hunger pangs at least for a while.

 Somewhat refreshed, he mounted up and returned to the Woods Landing road. As he rode on, he began to dwell on what Doctor Swensen told him; how he had to slow down, maybe even move into town. Now, out here, like this, riding along on a hot, sunny afternoon, he felt in fine fettle. Well, maybe just a little hung over from last night, he had to admit that, but basically, fine. The nerve of that doctor! Trying to make out like he was really sick or maybe even dying, and that he might become a burden on others or worse, like that one-legged cripple in the saloon. 

Glancing skyward, he spotted a vulture circling high above him and reined in Wino to study the bird. “Well now, that about tells the story, doesn’t it? I suppose you figure I’m a-dyin’ too, huh?” 

The vulture soared above the plain looking for carrion, however, what pickings it did find was nothing more than a dehydrated pelt. It spied the fat horseman below and judged him ready to tumble from the saddle, paralyzed by the heat. 

 Swinging a stubby leg over Wino’s rump, Ryker stepped uneasily to the ground, staggered a few feet, and grabbed the bandanna that hung around his neck. He removed his wide-brimmed hat and while he mopped his sweaty brow, Wino nickered. Turning his attention to the animal, he wheezed and said, “I reckon it’s turned into another cooker of a day, ain’t it, Wino. Heat stroke weather it is, hotter than a chili pepper.” The horse nodded in response then dropped its head to nibble at a few dried weeds.

 Withdrawing the canteen from the saddle horn, Ryker hoisted it high and took in a mouthful of the tepid water. Two swallows was all he took. The rest he poured into his hat and offered to Wino, who drank it gratefully until only a few drops remained. Ryker tipped the canteen and shook it, then tossed it against a bleached buffalo skull. “That’s the last of it, Wino.” 

He glanced back at the sky where the buzzard continued to circle. Still eyeing the bird, he stumbled away from the gelding about thirty paces then began to shake as though having a fit. Squinting around the barren plain, trying to focus his eyes, he gestured toward nothing in particular. The demon within him persisted, forcing him to stumble, dizzily. “Ah-h,” he cried, “alkaline water…poison…I’m done for!” Sinking to his knees, he clutched at his throat and let go with a long, piercing wail then rolled over onto his back, his eyes gazing blankly at the sky. 

The horse raised its head to observe Ryker lying on the ground. It blew, switched its tail then arched it, tightened its rump, and passed gas. It was as though this was the most it could muster as a final farewell for its master of so many years. Rather than run away from itself as a less sophisticated horse could be excused for doing, it simply eyed the motionless, buckskin-clad figure. The horse snorted and returned to grazing.

With a raucous cry, the buzzard began to descend toward the prostrate figure below. Ryker lay unmoving and did not twitch even as the shadow of the long wings slid across his face. A few yards downwind, the large, ugly bird thumped to the ground. It lost its balance before coming to a stop and fell grotesquely forward, scraping its red-skinned head against the sandy clay. With a squawk of annoyance, the bird tucked its legs under its body, ruffled its feathers, and turned to eye its next meal. 

Buzzards like the tender underbelly the best. One like this man sported, all bloated up and holding within it the promise of tender, succulent innards, was a temptation no self serving buzzard could pass up. Maintaining a cowardly distance, the bird eyed the motionless form that continued to stare, bug-eyed, at the sky. His mouth hung slack as his tongue thickened in the hot afternoon sun. A fly buzzed down from nowhere and landed on his lifeless face. As though on command, the bird stepped forward, waddling stiff-legged through the weeds until it came to rest about two feet to the left side of the body. There it preened and ruffled its feathers before turning its attention once again to the body on the ground. It gave a hungry squeak of approval and clacked its beak.

This bird was enormous, even for a vulture. Its round, beady eyes darted quickly up and down Ryker’s mortal remains. Pieces of dried flesh stuck to its featherless red head, fragments no doubt from a previous gorging. Its talons, scuffed from grasping and tearing, had some meat stuck to them also, and now, grass from the high plains. Finally satisfied that the right time had come, the buzzard stepped forward and stopped alongside the fat man. It touched him with the edge of a talon then bent low as it braced itself to poke a hole in the flabby belly.

With lightening speed, Ryker revived, dropped his left arm, and knocked the buzzard’s legs out from under it, sending it sprawling back onto its tail feathers. A growl arose from deep in his throat, rumbling ever louder until it became a fierce, primal roar. The bird was so taken by surprise that it sat dumbly for a second, witless, allowing Ryker time to roll over onto his knee. He grabbed the buzzard’s legs just above the greasy talons and hoisted the bird off the ground in a quick motion that caused its head and wings to fall backward. With an astonished squawk, bird and man came eyeball to eyeball, a second after which it went ass-over-teakettle upside down, legs in the air. The buzzard flapped helplessly just once before a huge knee pinned its neck to the ground. Ryker stretched the bird out from legs to neck and let go with another primal roar.

“Ah-ha, thought you were going to feast on my gizzard today, didn’t you? Figured I’d cashed in my chips, eh? Well, not today, you dirty old scavenger. I done slickered you this time!”

The buzzard thrashed in earnest now. It beat its wings and tried to pull its talons from the strong grasp. Ryker moved his other hand to the legs and straightened up, stretching the hapless bird another three inches. A strangled croak escaped from the beak as the bird voided, terror replacing the laziness in its eyes. 

“Maybe I’ll just bite off your dumb head and bake you on a spit for supper, you red-necked old crow! Scared the stuffing out of you, didn’t I? Thought I was just a pudding-bellied old man for you to stick your head into, eh? Well, reckon I showed you a thing or six.” Ryker burst into rowdy laughter as he held the bird pinioned against the ground. His laughter grew more intense as he looked at the stupid thing, stretched so helplessly now between his hands and knees. “Truth is I know for a fact that a few miles beyond that rise yonder sits David Stewart’s ranch, and Wino and I will be a-moseying in there inside of the next couple of hours. Sounds like fun, huh, bird?”

The buzzard hung quietly now, body relaxed, totally played out, so he released it and watched it slump to the ground. “No, I ain’t planning on killing you, bird, although if’n I had me a cage I’d put you in it and give you to my old Granny Ryker for a pet. She’d make a homing buzzard out of you in no time. Nope, just wanted to teach you a little respect is all. When you’re flying around up there and see an old rogue like me lying on the ground, remember that he might just be working on a suntan. I’m Toby Ryker, bird, and there ain’t nobody that can take me down.”

Recovering at last, the buzzard crawled to its feet and stretched its wings. “There you go, bird. Say howdy to your woman buzzard for me. Now get your lazy carcass out of here!” He kicked the bird in the rear end as it spread its wings and prepared to take to the air. “Remember this day, bird. You just met Toby Ryker. I’m half crazy, half full of buffalo crap, and tough as they come.” He thumbed his chest. “And my ticker is just fine.” Turning back toward Laramie he shouted, “My ticker is just fine! You hear that, doc? You old quack!”

With that, the buzzard took to the air as Ryker ambled over to his horse. “Well, Wino, are you ready to tote your stout master and his healthy ticker to the Stewart ranch?” He laughed and shook his finger at the quarter horse gelding. “And don’t think I didn’t hear you fart in my direction back there, you old windsucker, you.”

Wino looked at Ryker and nickered. To the old man, it seemed like he smiled. The horse ambled over to him and stood patiently as he climbed, or rather, lumbered, gasping and wheezing, up into the saddle. Ryker decided right then and there it ought to be against the law for doctors to make people fret like that, to tell them they were dying even, especially over nothing. He dismissed Doctor Swensen and his ominous message from his mind and began to whistle, a bit out of tune, as he and Wino sauntered on down the road.

About an hour before sundown, he came over a rise and reined Wino up short. Below him lay the Stewart homestead, settled next to a draw with a freshwater creek flowing by. The place looked to be well maintained, with a two-story house elevated above the outbuildings on a small knoll. To the right of the house stood a small barn and corral with a remuda of several horses contained therein.  To the left, close to the creek, was a large garden with a water wheel to keep precious water ever handy for irrigation purposes. 

What really impressed Ryker was that all the buildings were painted, actually painted white, in stark contrast to the dried out weeds and grasses of the high plains that surrounded them. Most homesteads in these parts were nothing more than log cabins, but not the home of David Stewart. His was built of real milled wooden board that obviously had to be hauled to this plain from a sawmill somewhere. Leave it to David Stewart to do up a homestead right. “My friend David created quite a spread out here,” he explained to Wino. “I never thought he’d be able to sit still long enough to sink roots. But then, he’s surprised me before.” He kicked the quarter horse’s back ribs. “Come on, Wino, let’s go in.”

The serene view from the ridge top gave way to the hustle and bustle of a working ranch as he approached it. Two youngsters scurried in and out of the buildings, and a woman walked toward the dwelling, toting a bucket of water. A slender lad of about twelve years appeared from the barn, hefting a pitchfork full of manure that looked to be nearly as heavy as he was. Not seeing Ryker, the boy returned to the barn after dumping the load. Ryker decided to have some fun. He decided he was going to try and get that kid worked into a sweat. Kicking the gelding, he headed toward the barn at full gallop.

At the sound of hooves, the lad appeared in the barn entrance, shielding his eyes from the sun so he could see the approaching figure. He headed for the house when he realized the rider was a stranger. Ryker thought boy looked just like David only fresher, less tanned and wrinkled, and in a smaller version. There was no doubt this was the right place. 

“Ma! Pa! A rider’s coming in,” the boy shouted.

Before he got halfway to the house, Ryker was upon him, pulling the gelding to a sudden halt in a cloud of dust. There was a moment of hesitation in the lad as Ryker was having his desired effect. He and the boy sized up each other for a second as Ryker let Wino blow. Actually, it only took Ryker a second to size up the boy; it took the boy three or four seconds to size up the huge man on the horse. Ryker positioned Wino at a half angle between the boy and the house and laid his left hand on the Bowie knife hanging from his belt as he glared down, fiercely. “Sonny, been looking for an ugly, ornery galoot named David Stewart for quite a spell now,” he growled. “Folks hereabouts tell me this be his spread. That the truth?”

The boy looked uneasy, shifting his weight from one foot to the other while holding his ground against this stranger. Without taking his eyes from Ryker’s, he answered, “What is your name, sir, and what is the nature of your business with Mister Stewart?”

Ryker was impressed. The kid was not only brave, but polite, too. He must have learned those fancy words from his ma, or in school, along with his ciphering. 

“So, this is the Stewart place, huh?”

“I asked you what your name was, sir.”

“So you did. So you did. Figure this is where David Stewart is hiding out, or you wouldn’t be bothering to want to know so much about me.”

“I am not saying this is the Stewart place, and I’m not saying it isn’t. I need to know who you are first. Those are my orders.”

Ryker feigned impatience. “Oh, all right boy, name’s Jim Bowie.” He patted his knife. “You heard of my famous skinning knife, ain’t you?”

The boy remained expressionless. “Yes. I also know that Jim Bowie was killed many years ago at the Alamo.”

Ryker was taken aback. Bested at his own game of bluff, and by a snot-nosed kid yet! He started to laugh, shaking so heartily that he nearly toppled off Wino. “Well boy, I got to hand it to you, you got grit, and that’s good. My name’s Toby Ryker, an old friend of your Pa, and I come to pay a visit.”

The mere mention of the name had an instant effect on the boy. “Mister Ryker,” he whispered, then turned to the house and shouted, “Ma! Pa! He’s here!” He moved again toward the door, but before he got there, it opened, and the boy’s father stepped into view.

David Stewart, a large, rough-hewn man, looked to be one with the land. Now in his thirty-seventh year, he was broad-shouldered and powerfully built like Ryker but without the paunch. David squinted as though he couldn’t believe his eyes. “Why, Toby Ryker,” he hollered, stepping out of the house. “I figured the buzzards would have picked your bones a long time ago.”

“Actually, one tried to a few hours back.” 

“Huh?”

“Aw, nothing,” replied Ryker, chuckling. “It’s a long story.”

As David extended his hand in greeting, Ryker reached down to shake it, then leaned into the left stirrup and dismounted. “I heard there was a big old amigo that rode into Laramie yesterday, got drunked up, smashed up Kelly’s Saloon, and bailed everybody out of trouble by paying for the damages. How much did that cost you, anyway?”


“Three hundred.”

“Three hundred! Well shucks, for another hundred you probably could have –”

“Yeah, yeah, could have bought the place,” Ryker interrupted. “You’re the third person that’s told me that. How did you hear about that ruckus, anyways? It just happened.”

“The Wells Fargo stage line comes through here every morning and stops at our place to switch their six-horse hitch,” David replied. “Most of the horses in the remuda belong to them. The big Percherons are all theirs except for two matched teams that we raised and Matthew and I broke to harness. Our place is a swing station, so we have a contract. Matthew, my son, helps me harness the teams. It was the westbound driver this morning who told me about the ruckus at Kelly’s. I had an inkling it might be you, and when I saw you ride over the ridge a few minutes ago, I was dead certain it was you.”

Ryker looked surprised. “You saw me coming?”

“Yup,” David answered, “a long ways off. Don’t you remember teaching me to always be on the alert?”

“Well I’ll be darned. I suppose your boy knew I was a-coming too, huh?”

“No, he didn’t,” David said. But I wanted to see how he handled you when you rode in.”

“He handled me just fine.” Ryker grinned then shook David’s hand again. “Gee willackers, it’s good to see you again after all this time.”

“Likewise,” said David. “But where have you been? Last I heard tell you were prospecting up Oregon way. That must have been ten, maybe eleven years ago.” 

“It was all of that,” Toby agreed. “More recently I’ve been mining gold with a partner in the hills of Dakota Territory.”

“So, what brings you to these parts? I didn’t figure there was anything interesting enough around here to bring you back.”

“We led a lot of cavalry patrols through here in the old days, out of Fort Laramie, that’s for sure.” Ryker removed his hat, wiped the sweat from his brow, and chuckled as he replaced it. “Oh, I did real fine at prospecting for a while until my claim thinned out and I got tired of it. Managed to put away eighteen thousand in dust and nuggets before I turned the rest of it over to my partner. Since then, I’ve been drifting, sort of seeing the sights, you might say.” He walked around a bit, stretching the riding strain from his back. “But you, old coot,” he said, “you’re looking bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as ever! How long you been out here, anyways?”

“Long enough to marry and start a family,” David answered.


Two youngsters tumbled out of the house as David spoke, followed by Ida Mae Stewart.  She was David’s wife, although judging from her appearance, no one would guess her to be a pioneer woman. She was trim and youthful with long, brown hair done up in a fancy bun, and she carried herself well.  Straight and proud she was, like some fancy society lady from back East. Actually, she came from the east, from Maine, where she had been trained as a school teacher. She moved out West with her family and was a schoolmarm in Laramie when she met up with David, who at that time had just mustered out of the cavalry.

The two children were Laura, age nine, and her five-year-old brother Pauly. Laura, tall and gangly like her older brother, was somewhat shy in the presence of the stranger. Not so with little Pauly, a blond and barefoot waif with a tussled, playful look about him. He grinned broadly at Ryker, displaying a gap where a baby tooth had been lost.

“This one just came out today,” he said proudly, as he pointed to the hole.                                             

“That looks right smart. If you’re lucky like me, you’ll have a few missing when you’re all growed up, too. See?” Ryker opened his mouth and stretched his lips wide to reveal several spaces where top and bottom teeth once belonged. 

“Ida Mae, Laura, Pauly,” David exclaimed, his voice full of excitement, “I want you to meet the Toby Ryker.”

As handshakes and greetings were exchanged all around, Ryker studied the family with approval. They were fine and wholesome, all of them. No man would want for more.

Taking him by the arm, David guided him around until he faced his oldest son. “And this is my right-hand man, Matthew, who helps me with the teams. I guess you two have already met.”  

Matthew, who had been gazing in awe at Ryker ever since learning his identity, grinned as his father’s words broke the spell. “You had me going there for a minute, Mister Ryker.”

Ryker threw his head back and roared with hearty laughter. “You done yourself proud, young man. Proved to me right off you got grit.” He bent to eye level with the boy, resting his hands on his knees. “That’s really fine. Can’t start that too soon.”

Always the perfect hostess, Ida Mae stepped forward. “Mister Ryker, David has delighted us all with stories about you over the years. You must stay on and visit with us for a spell.”

Before he could reply, Laura and Pauly crowded around him. 

“Please, Mister Ryker?” asked Laura.

“Yeah,” chimed in Pauly, “you got to stay, and don’t worry, Mama knows how to cook good vittles.”

 “Why thank you, Pauly,” Ryker said, sharing a chuckle with David and Ida Mae. “I planned to ride another fifty, sixty miles yet tonight, but if your Mama can really cook, why, that’s a whole different story.” Looking at Ida Mae, he continued with a respectful tone, “And thank you, ma’am, I appreciate your kind offer, but are you sure this is okay with David? What I mean is, a handsome cuss like me staying here, well, we don’t want to make him jealous.”

Ida Mae played it straight. “That’s okay,” she replied. “It’s good for David to be reminded every once in a while that he’s not the only bull in the pasture.”

Hooting and guffawing, Ryker slapped his knee and reddened from ear to ear. Ida Mae joined in the laughter as David, shaking his head, feigned disgust. “Honestly, Toby, not here ten minutes, and already, you’ve corrupted my Ida Mae.” He smiled and shook hands with Ryker again. “It’s settled then, my friend. You really didn’t think I’d let you get away, did you?”

“Was sure hoping you wouldn’t, and that’s the truth.”

Just for a second, Ryker’s eyes flickered behind his wide smile. David caught the movement and sensed that this visit held a very special importance for the old man.  The two of them savored a moment of silent friendship before returning to the business at hand.

“Okay, everybody,” David said, slapping his hands and rubbing them together. “There’s still plenty of work that needs to be done around here before sundown. Laura, Pauly, check the coop. See if any late eggs came in.”

Laura was still looking at Ryker shyly as her father spoke, when Pauly came up and pinched her. She let out with a surprised whoop, falling against Ryker as she did so. “You’re it!” Pauly hollered. “Betcha can’t beat me to the henhouse, you buck-toothed old horse face!” With that, the boy dashed away as fast as his skinny little legs would carry him. Embarrassed, Laura looked first at Ryker then at her mother and tried to regain her balance.
“Whoa there, girl.” Ryker laughed as he helped her to her feet. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” she said, her face tightening in fury as she turned to eye her fleeing brother. “But he isn’t going to be when I catch up with him.” Then she was off, bounding after the pint-sized devil who dared to shame her in front of company. “You little skunk!” she screamed. “Just wait until I get my hands on you!”

“Now Laura,” her mother called after her, “remember he’s a little boy, AND YOUR BROTHER!” She looked at Ryker and sighed. “Children!”

“It’s good to see them so happy-go-lucky, so full of the dickens,” Ryker said.
“It never stops,” David said. “Matt, take Toby’s horse into the barn and brush him down. Put him in the east stall, the one next to Queenie.”

“Yes, Pa.” Matt picked up the reins to the large, stocky quarter horse that stood nearly sixteen hands. “By the way, Mister Ryker, what do you call your horse?”

Ryker ambled forward and took the reins from Matthew. “I call him Wino, because he really likes the stuff. Found that out back in ’68 when we wintered out in California. I worked a bit for a fellow who had a vineyard, Carlo somebody, an Italian, and old Wino and me been sharin’ a nip or two ever since.” Turning toward the barn, he paused and looked at Matt. “It won’t be necessary for you to tend him, Matt, and I mean no offense by that. But I‘ve been a-bedding this old gelding for nigh onto twenty years now, and we’re kind of used to each other’s ways.”

“Sure, Mister Ryker,” replied Matthew. “Whatever you say.” 

Ryker winked at the boy then headed toward the barn as Matthew returned to stand beside his parents while they watched their guest. 

The sight was particularly significant for David, conjuring up memories from years gone by. Like the time they went on the scouting detail looking for renegades of the Crow wars. He and Ryker tracked five of the stragglers into a canyon where they were boxed in with nowhere to go. The Crow doubled back and hid along the trail, awaiting an opportunity to ambush the trackers. As neither he nor Ryker was familiar with the territory, they rode straight in with David in the lead. While Ryker stopped to read some sign, David continued on in determined pursuit. The ambush came a hundred yards down the trail from the surrounding brush. Thinking David was a lone scout, the renegades attacked him with a savage boldness. He was still astride his horse when they rushed up and surrounded him, closing in so fast that he had no time to find an escape route. Screaming, shrieking their war cries, they lunged and pulled him from the saddle, landing him flat in the dust. He recalled jumping to his feet and actually making quite a good fight of it, knocking two of the savages to the ground as they tried to wrestle him down. Going for his gun, he shot one of them dead on the spot, but before he could take aim again the weapon was knocked from his hand. He felt a sharp pain as he was kicked in the back hard, just above the kidneys, and pulled to the ground. 

Even now as he relived those agonizing moments in his mind, the pungent smell of war paint mingled with the heated sweat of straining bodies came back to him. Shuddering, he remembered how hard he struggled against the overwhelming odds as the four remaining Crow tried to get him pinned. As he felt the strength ebbing from his body, the savages flipped him over onto his belly, their straining grunts serving as a haunting signal that his death was close at hand. A heartbeat later, his head was jerked back until it nearly touched his spine, and he felt the cold steel of the scalping knife against his forehead.  Closing his eyes, he figured it was the end of his days when from out of nowhere, he heard the roar of Toby’s Hawken rifle as it exploded the face of the warrior who had him pinned. That brought the odds down to two to three, and within moments the other renegades lay scattered and dying on the canyon floor.  

Ida Mae stood by her man and noticed the faraway look in his eyes. She knew what he was thinking and how much the old man meant to him, for he had told her the story countless times. She was pleased that fate granted the two men another visit and drew closer to hug him. At her touch, David put away his memories. “I never thought I’d lay eyes on Toby again, Ida Mae. When I was scouting under him in the cavalry, he taught me to survive on the frontier. I was a greenhorn then. Didn’t know beans from buckshot. But what I learned from him,” David motioned around the homestead, “well, without it we wouldn’t be hanging on out here. I owe that man a lot, including more than one time when he saved my hide.” 

 Ryker entered the barn with Wino as Ida Mae and Matthew turned with David toward the house. “He’s an independent cuss, for sure,” David said. “He never wanted to be beholding to anyone and never held anyone beholding to him either, although he sure could have.” Entering the house, David looked back to the barn. Ryker was visible in the doorway, lugging the saddle and riggings from the gelding. “It’s an honor having him as our guest, Ida Mae, and if I know Toby Ryker, it’ll be quite an experience, too.”
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