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Marshal Noah Randall was thirty-three years old, but looked much younger, with his boyish good looks, a mop of unruly brown hair and hazel eyes. He didn’t favor facial hair, which happened to be common on men at the time. He stood over six feet tall, with a lean body and well-defined muscles. It was just over three years now; that he had been a U.S. Marshal for the New Mexico Territory.

He happened to be in El Paso, Texas visiting a sick retired friend, U.S. Marshal Sam Butler when he heard there had been a bank robbery that morning. The bank robbery had occurred at the Cattlemen’s Bank of Texas and a sizeable amount of money had been stolen. Sadly, the three bank robbers shot and killed bank manager, Fred Toliver, his bank teller Rose Carter and had seriously wounded Lester Frye, a patron of the bank, all senseless killings to be sure.

Sheriff Ed Granger in El Paso and his posse had given chase, but the three outlaws had quickly fled town riding north into the neighboring New Mexico territory, which just happened to be under Marshal Randall’s jurisdiction. When the posse returned, the sheriff told Noah, the three outlaws appeared to be headed north toward the town of Las Cruces, New Mexico about forty miles northwest of El Paso. Randall told the sheriff since they appeared to be headed for New Mexico, he would take up their pursuit. The marshal was bewildered why they had chosen to head in that direction, rather than going south a couple of miles and cross the Mexican border?

The sheriff identified the suspects as the Hollister brothers. The three ruthless outlaws, were Rudy, Carl, and Everett, they were known for previous robberies in Texas. The men were all in their mid to late twenties. Judge Wilbert O’Brien quickly drew up a warrant for their capture and arrest. 

Noah learned from Sheriff Granger, the brothers had previously lived on their parent’s farm near Silver City, New Mexico. Sheriff Granger handed him the reward poster with information about the three brothers. Noah packed up some supplies for the trip. By then the outlaw brothers easily had a two-hour start on him, but he felt confident he could pick up their trail?

He wondered why they had chosen to go north rather than make a four-mile ride to the Mexican border. Perhaps returning to the farm in Silver City was their intended plan? He looked at the reward poster again, then folded it and stuck it in his pocket. It would help refresh his memory of their likeness. Rudy Hollister was the oldest, twenty-nine years of age, he was a large man but fit. He was bearded and wore a mustache. His hair had premature greying at the temples. Brother Carl was large as well and like his brother thickly bearded and mustached. Everett was the youngest at twenty-one, a bit smaller in stature than his brothers, he had a mustache but no beard.

The outlaw’s description was vague at best and could fit a lot of men. Their inked likeness on the poster left much to be desired. The poster also showed a reward of $2000 dollars for their capture dead or alive. They were wanted for murder and two previous bank robberies and now add one more for today’s heinous crime and senseless killing spree. He rode along with the anticipation of picking up their trail.

After several miles, he reined his horse to a halt on the bank of the Rio Grande and allowed his horse to drink. After a brief rest, he continued his pursuit. He hoped the direction he had chosen, wasn’t a mistake? He had followed his gut instincts so far, but the trail to Las Cruces however, left him in doubt. As he continued along, he hoped he would eventually find a clue; that he was headed in the right direction?

As the long hot day wore on, the sun finally began its decent in the western sky. Off to his left he noticed an abundance of Texas Longhorns grazing. As he rode along a stretch of open range, he noticed a ranch looming off in the distance. Could the outlaws have stopped there, it was a possibility? He pulled out his pocket watch, it was just shy of six o’clock, still a couple hours of daylight left. Suddenly he caught sight of something on the trail ahead, the late afternoon sun reflecting from it. He reined his horse up alongside the object and dismounted. It was of all things a whiskey bottle.

He picked it up and could see it had about a little bit of whiskey left in it. Had one of the outlaws unknowingly dropped it or simply discarded it thinking it was empty? He was sure it hadn’t been lying out here for long. The hot Texas sun would have quickly dried-up the last few drops of whiskey left in the bottle. It gave him renewed hope, he was on the right trail. He knew a ranch hand wouldn’t have been drinking whiskey out here while working cattle.

He hadn’t seen any wranglers along this stretch of trail. As he stood there, he felt a hunger pang in the pit of his stomach. He hadn’t eaten all day. A rabbit or any other small game would be a blessing about now. He mounted up and rode on. Before long the sun began to finally set. A short distance off the main trail, he saw a stand of oaks lining the river’s edge. He decided it was time to give up the chase for the night and make camp under the trees. After a good night’s sleep, he could get an early start at first light.

He unsaddled his horse and tethered it by the river to allow it to drink and graze on the tall grasses along the river bank. He began collecting some fallen limbs to build a fire. He hadn’t gone but a few feet when he spied a rabbit trying its best to avoid being seen. He pulled his gun and fired a round felling the little creature. He hated doing it, but he had to eat. He hoped his rivals were far enough away, that a gunshot wouldn’t alert them to his whereabouts, but he had to chance it.

He started a small fire just enough to roast some pieces of rabbit. He pulled a small coffee pot from his saddlebags and brewed his coffee over the small fire. It was nearly dusk now, he hoped smoke rising wouldn’t be seen from a distance. He pulled out his knife and skinned the rabbit. The legs were about all he would be able to eat for now, so he discarded the remains in the river.

He ate and drank some coffee, then spread his bedroll out on the soft grass along the river bank. The sound of cicada’s sang a mournful tune as he pulled off his boots and bedded down for the night. Not far off a couple of frogs joined the cicada’s chorus. He pulled his Colt and stuck it beneath his hat which he used as a pillow. In no time his soft snores mingled with the nightly chorus.

At first light he holstered his Colt, packed up his gear and saddled his horse then got back on the main trail. The first ray of sunlight crept slowly skyward. He pulled a strip of beef jerky out of his saddlebags and gnawed on it, as he concentrated on the trail ahead looking for any sign of the three outlaws. They would have surely bedded down as well unless they had found better accommodations in a barn along the way, but he saw no evidence of that as he rode swiftly along.

He didn’t know how far he had come, but the town of Las Cruces couldn’t be far ahead. He would stay the course and would likely be there sometime by late morning? In the meantime, he kept his eyes peeled for any signs of life ahead. He hadn’t gone but a mile or so, when he saw a cloud of dust rising not far ahead, his expectations rose that he had been right and the men he was seeking were just ahead of him.

It wasn’t long before his hopes were dashed. Off to his right, he spotted three or four men on horseback, unfortunately they were herding longhorns probably rounding up strays who had gotten too close to the river. The wranglers were driving them east into the now rapidly rising sun. It wasn’t long before he lost sight of them altogether.

He knew after getting a late start yesterday and his ride time so far today, he had been in the saddle for a good eight hours or more, Las Cruces couldn’t be much further ahead. He had just entered a rocky divide in the trail, tall boulders loomed high overhead. He heard what sounded like a human voice echoing off the large boulders, but where was it coming from? he wondered. He looked around, but didn’t see anyone. Suddenly the voice was more distinct this time, a man was calling out to him. “You there! whoever you are, you’ve come close enough.”

He strained his eyes, as he focused on the high boulders. “Who are you mister and why are you trailing us?” Then the report of a rifle sounded and bullets began ricocheting off the rocks around him. Suddenly he felt a searing pain in his forehead, followed by burning pain in his upper thigh, he leaned forward in the saddle and spurred his horse to try and get through the rocky divide.

The pain increased and sweat, or blood, he wasn’t sure, trickled into his eyes. He felt his horse tumble and fall. Had one of the shots struck his horse? He felt himself tumbling out of the saddle and then there was only darkness. The last thing he remembered, hands were tearing at his shirt and searching his pants pockets as he lapsed into unconsciousness.

Everett Hollister searched through his pockets looking for money and whatever else he could find. He spied the U.S. Marshal badge pinned on Noah’s shirt. He ripped it off and flung it on the ground. “He’s a dang lawman, a U.S. Marshal, no doubt he’s looking for the three of us,” Everett drawled. He snatched Noah’s wallet with what little money he had. Rudy the oldest brother yelled, “holy hell Everett there is more of them coming, it must be a posse, let’s get outta here.
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The outlaw brothers rode off at a full gallop fast as their horses could carry them. Just moments behind them, three wranglers from the Circle-B ranch south of Las Cruces reined to a halt seeing a body lying on the trail. The Circle B ranch foreman, Tom Meeker dismounted and ran over to the man’s side. He saw the man bleeding from a head wound. He checked Noah’s vital signs. “He’s still breathing but a weak pulse,” he shouted at his partners who were still mounted. The other two men located Noah’s horse and hoisted him over the saddle.

Tom wrapped his bandana as tightly as he dared around Noah’s head to try and stem his loss of blood. “Let’s get him back to the ranch, the boss will know what to do for him,” Tom said. With that the three men high tailed it back to the ranch. “Paul Brayton was owner of the Circle-B, ranch. He had been a doctor in the military serving at several military forts, his last stint had been Fort Seldon near Las Cruces. He had liked the area and after he retired from doctoring, he began cattle ranching. Paul along with his wife and daughter lived on their ranch just a stone’s throw south of the town of Las Cruces.

When the three wranglers, Tom Meeker, Lyle Cook and Ted Sawyer got Noah back to the main house, their boss Paul Brayton was sitting out on the front porch having coffee. He jumped to his feet when he saw his men rapidly approaching. “What in the devil have you fellas got there?” he shouted, as they quickly dismounted. “We found this fella lying on the trail, he’s been shot.” They lifted Noah down. “We saw three men riding away from him when we approached. I reckon they are responsible for his wounds?” Tom warbled excitedly.

Just then, Mary Brayton, Paul’s wife, came out onto the porch. “What do we have here Pappy,” she asked, a nervous tone in her voice. “This man’s been shot Mary! Fellas, let’s get him inside.” Brayton’s daughter Melinda, held the screen door open, as she ushered them inside. They put Noah on a bed in the guest room, then the three wranglers went back out on the porch to wait further orders. Paul Brayton fetched his doctor’s bag, then listened to Noah’s heart. “Sounds weak, but he seems to be breathing okay,” he said to his wife.

She quickly put a pan of water to boil on the stove and brought it along with some clean towels. Paul went to work cleaning the wound. Noah’s eyes remained closed. “I don’t see a bullet wound, it appears it just grazed his skull and took a chunk of flesh with it in the process.” Paul cleaned and dressed the wound, the bleeding had abated now, that was good news.

He looked Noah over thoroughly, then noticed another wound in the fleshy part of his upper thigh. Noah was still wearing his gun belt. Paul removed the bullet and then with Mary’s help they removed Noah’s pants. Luckily it appeared that bullet had passed through his leg cleanly too. Paul cleaned and dressed that wound as well. Noah was still unconscious, but showed signs he was trying to come around. His eyelids fluttered but remained closed.

“Well Mary, there isn’t a whole lot more I can do for him just now. We’ll just keep him still and allow him to rest.” Mary nodded as she took the pan and towels away. “Want some coffee, Pappy?” she asked. “Yeah, and for the fellas too,” he said. I need to find out more, how they found this poor soul wounded like this.”

Mary dutifully went to get cups of coffee for everyone. Paul covered Noah with a quilt and let him sleep. “I’ll give him some laudanum for pain when he wakes,” he told his wife. Then Paul went back out to the porch to talk to his wranglers. “How is he boss, is he gonna live?” Tom asked. “Yeah, he’ll pull through. I think he was lucky the bullets missed their mark each time, but he’s going to be a mite sore and laid up for a while, that’s for dang sure.”

His men listened as he talked. “Now tell me the circumstances, how you found him and where? Do any of you know who he might be?” Mary returned with hot coffee all around, as Paul’s men told him all they knew, which was little aside from them seeing three men quickly ride away from the scene. “Does he have anything on him that might tell us who he is.” Mary spoke up, “Pappy me and Mel can check his pants and shirt, to see if he has any identification on him.” Then they both disappeared into the kitchen.

While they waited for her return, Tom told his boss they had spent the morning rounding up strays and reuniting them with the main herd. Paul’s ranch wasn’t large, but he had about a thousand acres with a herd of longhorns and whiteface cows numbering about 800 head of cattle on the ranch. In addition, they had a dozen horses, two mules, a milk cow and about thirty or more chickens. He employed five wranglers along with himself, they seemed to manage everything on the ranch just fine. He would hire more help in Las Cruces just a stone’s throw away from the ranch come time to drive the cattle to market whenever he needed extra hands.

When Mary returned, she told Pappy she didn’t find anything that would identify who he was. If he had any money or a wallet on him, it was probably taken by his attackers? Now the question remained? Who was he and who were his attackers? Paul thanked his men for their help and told them to head for the bunkhouse and take the rest of the day off. “I’ll keep you all apprised of any change from our stranger,” he said.

The men nodded and took Noah’s horse to the corral to unsaddle him. “Whoa, hold it fellas we neglected to check his saddlebags. One of you kindly bring them into the house will ya?” Tom said, 

“I’ll do that Boss, he has a rifle in his scabbard, I noticed. I’ll bring it along too.”

Back in the house Paul looked at Mary then looked around the room. “Where in blazes is that daughter of ours,” he chimed. Mary’s face broke into a smile. “I think she is sitting with your patient Pappy.” 

“She better not wake him up just yet. The man needs his rest.” 

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll let him sleep. I think she’s just a little taken by this handsome stranger in our midst, if you ask me,” she grinned. “He appears to be about her same age?”

Tom brought the rifle and saddlebags up to the house for Paul, then he quickly went back to the bunkhouse. Paul looked through Noah’s meager belongings. A shirt, shaving gear, coffee pot, bag of coffee, and a folded up wanted poster? Luckily, he didn’t appear on the wanted poster. A box of rifle cartridges, beef jerky, socks, and a pair of long johns. In the bottom of one saddlebag oddly enough, he found two pair of handcuffs? The man travels light, he chuckled to himself. There wasn’t anything that could tell Paul who this stranger might be. Still the wanted poster and those handcuffs left him more than curious, could he possibly be a lawman tracking those men who shot him?

Later that night as the family prepared for bed, Noah Randall seemed to be resting peacefully not surprisingly Melinda Brayton kept a constant vigil at his bedside. Paul just shook his head; he didn’t understand his daughter’s sudden interest in this stranger. His wife just frowned. “You’ll just never understand we women folk, I guess,” she told him.

In the morning, Mary arose and put on a pot of coffee before starting breakfast. She had looked in on their houseguest, he was still sleeping as was their daughter sitting in the rocking chair alongside his bed. Paul came into the kitchen fully dressed and ready to begin another day on the ranch. He was still dumbfounded by his wife and Melinda’s actions. “You two mother hens get any sleep last night?” he asked. Just then Melinda entered the kitchen, with a confused look on her face.

They had nearly finished breakfast when they heard sounds coming from the spare bedroom. Melinda rushed into the bedroom, a moment later, she came back out and announced, “he’s awake Father.” Paul threw up his hands and shrugged, then Mary and Melinda both went to check on him. He was struggling to get out of bed. Mary yelled, “Pappy,” it was a pet name for her husband. Just then Paul came into the bedroom, “whoa, hold on their young fella, you don’t want to be getting up just yet,” he told him. Noah laid back on the bed. “Would you like some coffee and some breakfast?” Mary asked him.

Noah lay there looking a bit confused. He put his hand up to his head feeling a bandage around it. “Yep mister, you’ve been shot, I’m afraid,” Paul said. Mary went to the kitchen and got a cup of coffee and brought it to him. Then Melinda gently put the coffee up to his lips. He smelled the strong brew and took a sip. He reached out for the cup and managed another sip or two. He nodded to the three of them with a look of utter surprise, from all this attention he was receiving.
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