
C Lowry

Red Dog Saloon a wild western adventure 





  

  Copyright © 2025 by C Lowry


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        RED DOG SALOON: A Wild Western Novel
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Five
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Six
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eight
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nine
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Ten
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eleven
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twelve
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Thirteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fourteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Fifteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Sixteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Seventeen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty One
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Two
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Three
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Four
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty Five
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  RED DOG SALOON: A Wild Western Novel

  
  






The hemp rope creaked in the morning wind like a door hinge that needed oil. Rip Campbell stood on the top step of the Red Lion Saloon, rolling a cigarette between his long fingers, watching them adjust the noose around young Hugh Fenton’s neck. The kid’s knees were shaking so bad you could see it from half a block away.

“He didn’t seem like no damn killer to me,” the bartender said behind him, wiping his hands on his apron for the tenth time in as many minutes. “I mean, hell, Rip, I seen him in here plenty of times. Quiet as a church mouse, nursed his whiskey like it was mother’s milk.”

Rip slid the cigarette between his lips and struck a match on the porch post. The flame danced in the cool mountain air. “Reckon he did a little more drinking than was good for him, but he ain’t the only one doing that around here.”

“Funny thing though—” The bartender, a fat man named Simpson, scowled and mopped his forehead with a bar towel. “I figured Fenton was doing pretty good up on his claim. Why the devil should he slit a man’s throat for his poke? Makes no sense.”

“Wouldn’t know,” Rip answered, studying the scene down Chestnut Street without emotion. He’d seen other men die at the end of ropes. This was no novelty. Still, something about it sat wrong in his gut like bad beef.

He was small and slim with a narrow face and clear gray eyes that missed nothing. Black hair showed beneath his flat-crowned hat, with a few gray strands around the temples that gave away his thirty-eight years. On his left cheekbone was a tiny scar where a bullet had grazed his face in a shoot-out over a card table down in Tucson. That had been three years ago, and he’d been more careful since then.

“Look at ‘em all,” Simpson muttered. “Every damn miner in Roaring River knocked off work to see this boy swing. Like it was some kind of holiday.”

The crowd stretched nearly to the saloon steps where they stood. Miners mostly, with their wide-brimmed hats and dust-caked clothes, but also storekeepers, drifters, and gamblers. Even a few women had come out to watch, though they stayed back under the awnings, fanning themselves and whispering behind their hands.

Rip took a long drag from his cigarette and let the smoke drift from his nostrils. “You think this will make Roaring River a safe town?”

“Hell, no,” Simpson grumbled, his voice dropping to a whisper. “This is only the beginning. There’ll be more necks stretched before it’s over.” He paused, glancing around nervously. “And maybe some of them won’t deserve stretching.”

That brought a thin smile to Rip’s lips. He’d seen this happen in a dozen towns during the past twenty years—gold towns and silver towns, tough trail towns where the hard cases were taking over. Usually they hanged the very bad, but invariably there were others caught in the net. Dazed men at whom the finger of suspicion had only pointed, with unfortunate results.

“Who’s gonna push that box?” Simpson asked, his voice cracking slightly. “That’s a hell of a job.”

Down the street, the vigilante committee had strung their rope over a protruding beam in an unfinished house at the corner. They’d gotten themselves a four-foot square wooden packing case for a platform. This was the first official hanging in Roaring River, and they were making a show of it.

Fenton was standing on the wooden case, saying something, but his words were lost in the distance. The boy’s face was white as fresh snow, and his lips were moving in what might have been prayer or might have been protest. Didn’t matter much either way now.

A hush fell over the crowd. Three men stood in a group directly across the street from the saloon, and Rip’s attention fixed on them like a hawk spotting field mice. Two of them he recognized from another mining camp up north—men he remembered because they’d been chased out of town by a vigilante committee just like this one.

George St. John was the tall one, angular as a scarecrow, with red hair and huge flapping ears. His thin, bony nose gave him the look of a man who’d spent too much time sniffing around other people’s business. He leaned against the wall of the barber shop with both hands stuck in his trouser pockets, shoulders hunched as he stared at the young miner about to die.

The second man, Burro Sam, was short and heavy-set, built like a bull with shoulders and arms that belonged on a gorilla. His pear-shaped head was covered with sparse brown hair, and he stood behind one of the posts supporting the awning over the board sidewalk. Rip could see Sam’s mouth working, and once the squat man ran his fingers up toward his thick throat and caressed it nervously.

It was a curious gesture, and it caught Rip’s attention at once. The movement of a man who could feel a rope around his own neck.

“Fenton was a damn fool,” Simpson muttered beside him. “Why didn’t he get rid of Halsey’s bag? He might have known somebody would walk into his cabin any day and find it there.”

Rip nodded, but his mind was working. The case had been too easy—too clean. Ed Halsey murdered in his tent, his throat cut while he slept. Two days later, Halsey’s distinctive black leather poke discovered in Fenton’s cabin. A dozen men had testified that the bag was Halsey’s, all right. They’d seen him with it plenty of times.

But Fenton had seemed flabbergasted by the whole thing. He’d protested his innocence so hard and so desperately that it had convinced half the town of his guilt. Rip knew from long observation that an innocent man was more likely to act guilty when cornered than the actual culprit. A man with enough sand to slit another’s throat in his sleep wouldn’t flinch from the stares of his neighbors.

“Who’ll it be?” Simpson whispered. “I wouldn’t have this thing on my mind. What if he didn’t do it?”

“Then he’s about to pay for somebody else’s crime,” Rip said quietly.

Across the street, George St. John had found Halsey’s poke in Fenton’s cabin. What were the odds of that? St. John, who’d been run out of that other mining camp where a similar murder had taken place. A miner found dead in his tent, his poke discovered in another man’s cabin. The accused man had been hanged for it.

“There he goes!” Simpson choked suddenly.

A big miner in a red flannel shirt ran at the wooden case and hit it with his shoulder. The box flew out from under Fenton’s feet, and the young man dropped, the rope snapping taut with a sound like a whip crack.

The crowd released a collective sigh, part satisfaction, part relief that it was over. Some of the men started drifting away immediately, but others lingered, staring at the body as it swayed gently in the mountain breeze.

Rip looked across the street again. Burro Sam was clutching at his throat with both hands, his face the color of old parchment. St. John’s expression remained blank, but his hands seemed to be thrust deeper into his pockets, and there was a tightness around his pale blue eyes.

“I need a drink,” Simpson said, his voice barely above a whisper.

Rip dropped his cigarette and ground it under his heel. “Make it two.”

He turned and walked into the Red Lion, feeling the heavy weight of certainty settling in his chest like a stone. Something was wrong here, all right. Dead wrong. And young Hugh Fenton had just paid the price for it with his life.

Inside the saloon, the air was thick with tobacco smoke and the smell of whiskey. A few miners had already drifted in, needing something to wash the taste of death from their mouths. They stood at the bar in small groups, talking in low voices, their eyes avoiding each other.

Simpson pulled out a bottle of his best whiskey and poured two shots. His hands were shaking so badly that liquor slopped over the rim of the glasses.

“To Hugh Fenton,” Rip said quietly, raising his glass.

“God rest his soul,” Simpson whispered.

They drank in silence, and Rip felt the whiskey burn all the way down. Outside, the crowd was breaking up, but the damage was done. The first blood had been spilled, and there would be more to follow. In a town like Roaring River, there always was.

He set down his glass and walked over to his faro table, settling onto the lookout stool. There would be no gambling until evening—right now these men only wanted to drink and forget what they’d just witnessed. But tonight, when the whiskey had dulled their consciences and loosened their tongues, he’d be ready to listen.

And maybe, just maybe, he’d hear something that would make sense of young Fenton’s death. Something that would put the real killer at the end of a rope where he belonged.
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The afternoon sun slanted through the dusty windows of the Red Lion, casting long shadows across the worn plank floor. Rip Campbell sat at his faro table, dealing out practice hands to an empty chair, his movements automatic while his mind worked over the morning’s events like a dog worrying a bone.

The saloon had filled up some since the hanging. Men drifted in and out, most ordering whiskey and drinking it fast, as if they could wash away what they’d witnessed. The talk was subdued, punctuated by nervous laughter that didn’t quite ring true.

“Damned shame about young Fenton,” said a voice behind him.

Rip turned to see Doc Brennan, the town’s only physician, pulling out a chair at the neighboring poker table. The doc was a lean, weathered man with kind eyes and steady hands—the sort who’d seen enough death to know the difference between justice and murder.

“You think it was justice, Doc?” Rip asked, not looking up from his cards.

Brennan ordered a whiskey from Simpson and considered the question. “I think it was quick. Whether it was right…” He shrugged. “That’s between Fenton and his maker now.”

“You examine Halsey’s body?”

“What was left of it. Throat cut clean, probably while he was sleeping. Whoever did it knew what they were doing.” The doc’s voice dropped. “But I’ll tell you something that’s been bothering me. Halsey was a careful man. Never went to sleep without his gun under his pillow. Yet there was no sign of a struggle, no defensive wounds on his hands.”

Rip dealt another hand, his gray eyes thoughtful. “Like he knew whoever killed him.”

“That’s what I’m thinking. But the vigilance committee wasn’t interested in my theories. They had their evidence—Halsey’s poke in Fenton’s cabin. Case closed.”

Through the window, Rip could see the crowd still gathered around the hanging tree. Some folks were already cutting off pieces of the rope for souvenirs. He’d seen it before—the way a town could turn a man’s death into entertainment, a story to tell their grandchildren.

“You know those three men who were standing across the street?” Rip asked. “The tall redhead and his companions?”

Doc Brennan followed his gaze. “St. John and his bunch. They showed up about two weeks ago, right after we had that big gold strike up on Willow Creek. Funny how men like that always seem to appear when there’s money to be made.”

“What do you know about them?”

“Not much. St. John claims to be a mining engineer, but I’ve never seen him near a claim. The fat one—Burro Sam—says he’s a prospector, but his hands are too soft for pick and shovel work. The third one, Lyman Wilks, doesn’t pretend to be anything but what he is.”

“Which is?”

“A killer. I’ve patched up two men who got on his bad side. Both of them were lucky to live.”

Rip studied the three men through the window. They were still standing in the same spot, like vultures waiting for the carrion to ripen. St. John was talking to a group of miners, his gestures animated, his voice carrying across the street even though Rip couldn’t make out the words.

“They seem mighty interested in our hanging,” Rip observed.

“They were real helpful during the investigation too,” Doc Brennan said with a bitter edge to his voice. “St. John was the one who found Halsey’s poke. Just walked into Fenton’s cabin to ‘borrow some coffee’ and there it was, sitting on the table plain as day.”

“Convenient.”

“Damn convenient. Almost like someone wanted it to be found.”

A commotion outside drew their attention. A young cowboy had ridden up to the crowd, his horse lathered with sweat. Even from inside the saloon, Rip could see he was upset about something. The kid dismounted and pushed through the crowd, his voice raised in angry protest.

“That’s Bobby Stone,” Doc Brennan said. “Good kid, but he’s got a temper like his daddy used to have.”

The name hit Rip like a physical blow. Stone. He set down his cards and looked more carefully at the young man. The resemblance was there if you knew what to look for—the same lean build, the same stubborn set to the jaw, the same way of moving like he was ready to fight the whole world.

“You knew his father?” Doc Brennan asked, noticing Rip’s reaction.

“Buck Stone. We… had some business together, years back.” Rip’s voice was carefully neutral. “Thought the name sounded familiar.”

“Buck’s boy, all right. Got the same fire in his belly, same sense of right and wrong. Sometimes I wonder if that’s a blessing or a curse in a place like this.”

Outside, Bobby Stone was shouting at the crowd, his face red with anger. “Hugh Fenton wouldn’t hurt a fly! You all know that! This is wrong, and you damn well know it!”

Some of the miners shuffled their feet and looked away, but others shouted back. “Evidence don’t lie, boy!” “Your friend was a murderer!” “Justice has been served!”

St. John stepped forward, his voice calm and reasonable. “Now, son, I understand you’re upset. Fenton was your friend. But the law’s the law, and we had to—”

“The law?” Bobby’s voice cracked like a whip. “What law? You strung up an innocent man based on a bag of gold that could’ve been planted by anybody!”

“That’s a serious accusation,” St. John said, his pale eyes narrowing. “I hope you’re not suggesting that anyone on the vigilance committee—”

“I’m suggesting maybe you didn’t look hard enough for the real killer!” Bobby shot back. “Maybe you were in too much of a hurry to hang somebody!”

The crowd was getting ugly now, voices rising, hands moving toward gun butts. Rip stood up, his chair scraping against the floor. Through the window, he could see Burro Sam edging closer to Bobby, his thick fingers flexing.

“Kid’s got sand,” Doc Brennan murmured. “But he’s about to get himself killed.”

“Maybe we should—”

Before Rip could finish the sentence, Lyman Wilks stepped out of the crowd. He was a medium-sized man with cold, dark eyes and a face that looked like it had been carved from granite. His hand rested on the butt of his gun, and his voice cut through the noise like a blade.

“Boy, you’re starting to sound like you might know something about this murder. Maybe you and Fenton were partners. Maybe we should be asking you some questions.”

The crowd fell silent. Bobby’s face went pale, but he didn’t back down. “I don’t know nothing about any murder except that you hanged the wrong man.”

“That’s what a guilty man would say,” Wilks said softly. “Maybe we should search your place, see what we find.”

“You try it,” Bobby said, his hand dropping to his own gun. “I’m not Hugh Fenton. I won’t go quiet.”

The tension stretched tight as a fiddle string. Rip could see it in the way the crowd shifted, the way hands moved toward weapons. In another few seconds, this was going to turn into a bloodbath.

Then St. John raised his hand, his voice cutting through the silence. “Now, boys, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Young Stone here is upset about his friend, and that’s natural. But making wild accusations won’t bring Hugh back.”

He turned to Bobby, his expression almost fatherly. “Son, I know you’re hurting. But you need to accept that justice has been done. Fenton was caught with stolen goods, and he paid the price. That’s the end of it.”

“Like hell it is,” Bobby said, but some of the fire had gone out of his voice. He was outnumbered fifty to one, and even his courage had limits.

“You’d be wise to let this go,” St. John said quietly. “Roaring River’s a dangerous place for men who ask too many questions. Accidents happen.”

The threat was delivered with a smile, but Bobby heard it clearly enough. He looked around at the crowd, at the faces staring back at him with a mixture of hostility and fear. Then he turned and walked back to his horse, his shoulders stiff with anger and defeat.

“Smart boy,” Wilks said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Knows when to quit.”

But Rip could see the look in Bobby’s eyes as he mounted up. Buck Stone’s son wasn’t quitting. He was just getting started.

As the crowd began to disperse, Rip caught sight of Burro Sam again. The fat man was still standing by the barber shop, but now he was staring at the hanging tree with an expression of pure terror on his face. His lips were moving, and Rip could just make out the words he was repeating over and over:

“It ain’t over. It ain’t over.”

Sam’s thick fingers were clutching at his throat again, and there was something in his eyes that Rip recognized. The look of a man who knew he was living on borrowed time.

“Doc,” Rip said quietly, “what do you know about that other mining camp? The one where St. John and his friends came from?”

Doc Brennan’s face darkened. “Not much. Just rumors. But I heard there was a similar murder up there about six months ago. Miner found dead in his tent, throat cut. They hanged a man for it.”

“They catch the right man?”

“That’s what they said. But the town died anyway. Everybody pulled up stakes and left. Funny how that happens sometimes.”

Rip nodded, his mind working. A pattern was emerging, one that made his blood run cold. He’d seen it before in other towns—a series of murders, convenient evidence, quick hangings. And in the aftermath, the real killers would clean up, taking what they wanted before moving on to the next camp.

“Doc, I think we might have a problem.”

“What kind of problem?”

“The kind that ends with more good men dancing at the end of a rope.”

Outside, the afternoon shadows were growing longer, and the crowd around the hanging tree was finally starting to thin out. But Rip could still see St. John and his companions, standing in the same spot, watching everything with the patience of professional hunters.

They weren’t going anywhere. And neither was the killing.















