
C Lowry

Texas Trouble





  

  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
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 19
        
      

    
    


  




  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  










The sorrel mare stepped into a prairie dog hole and stumbled, throwing Rip Campbell hard against the saddle horn.

He pulled up, cursing the animal and the luck that put holes where horses needed solid ground.

“Easy, Molly.” He swung down and lifted her left foreleg, running his thumb along the fetlock.

No swelling, but she favored it when he set her hoof down.

“Just my goddamn luck.”

The sun hammered the Texas plains like a blacksmith working iron.

Rip pulled his hat brim lower and squinted toward the horizon where heat devils danced over scrub brush and red dirt.

Fort Worth lay two days north, maybe three if Molly kept favoring that leg. The cattle buyer expected him Thursday. Today was Tuesday.

He walked Molly in a tight circle. She stepped gingerly but took weight on all four legs.

“Could be worse,” he told her. “Could be buzzard bait out here.”

A dust plume rose in the distance, too small for a herd, too steady for wind. Rip shaded his eyes. Single rider, coming fast from the east.

He checked his Colt, more habit than worry, and waited.

The rider pulled up thirty yards out—a Mexican kid on a paint horse, both of them lathered with sweat.

“Señor, you headed for Trouble?”

“Trouble?”

“The town.” The kid pointed northwest. “Maybe six miles.”

Rip had ridden this country for twenty years and never heard of any town called Trouble. “What kind of town?”

“The kind that needs a doctor real bad.”

The kid’s horse danced sideways. “My sister, she’s having her baby and Doc Henley, he’s too drunk to deliver it.”

“I’m not a doctor.”

“You got supplies? Medicine? Anything?”

Rip carried a bottle of laudanum and some bandages, the usual trail kit. “Some.”

“Please, señor. She’s been laboring since yesterday.”

Rip looked at his mare, then at the kid whose sister might die while he stood here calculating miles and money. “Lead the way.”

They rode northwest across rolling prairie that gave way to red rock country cut with arroyos and mesquite thickets.

The kid—Carlos, he said—talked nonstop about his sister Maria and her husband who worked for the railroad and how the baby was coming early but the midwife had run off with a gambling man last month.

“There.” Carlos pointed to a cluster of buildings huddled against a line of cottonwoods. “Trouble.”

The town looked like it had been thrown together by men in a hurry to be somewhere else. False-front buildings leaned into each other for support.

A sign hung crooked over what might have been a general store: “SUPPLIES & SUNDRIES.” Half the letters had faded to ghosts.

“Population can’t be more than fifty,” Rip said.

“Thirty-seven,” Carlos said. “Thirty-eight when the baby comes.”

They rode down what passed for Main Street. A few faces appeared in windows and doorways—hard faces that had seen too much and trusted too little.

Rip recognized the look. He’d worn it himself.

Carlos led him to a adobe house behind the saloon. A woman’s cries came from inside, muffled but desperate.

“Maria!” Carlos jumped from his horse. “I brought help!”

A thin man emerged from the house, shirt soaked with sweat, hands shaking. “She’s bleeding too much. I can’t—”

He saw Rip and stopped. “You a doctor?”

“No.”

“Then what good are you?”

Rip tied Molly to the porch rail and pulled his saddlebags free.

“I’ve delivered foals. Sometimes that’s close enough.”

The man—Maria’s husband, Roberto—grabbed his arm. “This is my wife, not a horse.”

“Your wife’s dying,” Rip said. “You want to argue or you want help?”

Roberto’s grip loosened. Another cry came from inside, weaker this time.

“Lead the way,” Rip said.
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The baby’s first cry cut through the morning heat like a church bell. Rip wiped blood from his hands with a torn sheet while Maria sobbed with relief. The child—a boy—squalled in Roberto’s arms, red-faced and furious at the world.

“He’s perfect,” Roberto whispered. Tears tracked through the dust on his cheeks. “Perfect.”

Carlos slapped Rip’s shoulder. “You did it, señor! You saved them both!”

Rip gathered his supplies and stepped onto the porch.

Word had spread fast.

Two dozen townspeople clustered in the dusty yard, watching him like he’d performed a miracle instead of just keeping his head while pulling a breech baby. An old woman crossed herself.

A bearded man nodded his approval.

“That’s some fine work,” the bearded man said. He wore a tin star on his vest, tarnished and bent. “I’m Deputy Barnes. Acting sheriff since Sheriff Morrison took sick.”

“Rip Campbell.”

Barnes studied him with cop eyes—the kind that cataloged scars, noted the way a man wore his gun, remembered faces from wanted posters. “You passing through?”

“Headed to Fort Worth.”

“Business?”

“Cattle deal.”

A woman pushed through the crowd. She had red hair piled high and green eyes that missed nothing.

Her dress was too fine for a town like Trouble—silk and lace where calico and cotton made more sense.

“Martha Sue Garrett,” she said. “I own the saloon. That baby you just delivered? His daddy works for my establishment.”

“Congratulations.”

She smiled, showing perfect teeth. “Buy you a drink? Town hero deserves proper thanks.”

“Just did what needed doing.”

“Even so.”

Rip looked at the crowd, then at the ramshackle buildings lining the street. The saloon was the only structure that appeared solid, with real glass windows and painted trim.

A sign swayed above the batwing doors: “The Lucky Dollar.”

“One drink.”

Martha Sue led him across the street. The crowd followed at a distance, like they were watching a parade.

Rip counted faces—maybe thirty people total, not the hundred and twenty-seven the bullet-riddled town sign claimed.

The Lucky Dollar’s interior surprised him. Polished bar, clean glasses, decent whiskey on the shelves. A piano sat in the corner, actually in tune.

Martha Sue poured two shots of bourbon from a bottle that didn’t have a layer of dust.

“To new life,” she said.

They drank. The whiskey was smooth, expensive stuff.

“This is good bourbon for the middle of nowhere.”

“Trouble’s not nowhere.” Martha Sue refilled their glasses. “We’re a railroad town. Crews change here twice a week. Supply trains take on water. Money flows through regular.”

“Then why’s the place look like a strong wind would blow it over?”

Martha Sue’s smile faded. “Things change. People move on. What you see now is what’s left of something bigger.”

Deputy Barnes pushed through the batwings. “Campbell, you planning to stay long?”

“Why?”

“Curious. Town like this, we notice strangers.”

“I’ll be gone soon as my horse is sound.”

“What’s wrong with your horse?”

“Stepped in a hole. Favoring her left front.”

Barnes nodded. “Doc Henley knows horses good as he knows people. When he’s sober.”

“Where do I find him?”

“Try his office. Two doors down from the general store.” Barnes touched his hat brim. “Obliged for what you did this morning.”

After Barnes left, Martha Sue poured a third round without asking.

“Don’t mind him,” she said. “He’s jumpy lately. We all are.”

“Why?”

She glanced toward the windows, then leaned closer. “Word came through last week. Some big outlaw gang working this territory. Railroad detectives been asking questions.”

“What kind of questions?”

“The kind that get people hurt.” Martha Sue finished her drink. “You seem like a man who’s been around. What do you think happens to a town when bad men start using it?”

Rip studied her face. The question wasn’t casual conversation.

“Depends on the men,” he said. “And depends on the town.”

Outside, a horse whinnied. Boot heels rang on the boardwalk—several sets, moving with purpose. Martha Sue tensed.

“Sounds like we’re about to find out,” she said.
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The batwing doors swung open.

Six men walked into the Lucky Dollar like they owned it, spurs jingling against floorboards that suddenly seemed too quiet.

The leader wore a black hat with a silver band and a smile that promised trouble.

“Martha Sue, darling. Miss me?”

The redhead’s knuckles went white around her glass. “Black Jack.”

So this was Marcus Donovan.

Rip had heard the name spoken in careful whispers from Abilene to El Paso. The Donovan Gang had hit three banks and two trains in the past year, always disappearing into the badlands before posses could organize.

Black Jack’s pale eyes swept the saloon and stopped on Rip. The smile widened, showing gold teeth that caught the lamplight.

“Well, I’ll be damned. Rip Campbell.”

Every muscle in Rip’s body went tight.

He kept his hands visible, bourbon glass steady. “Donovan.”

“Boys, you know who this is?” Black Jack addressed his men without taking his eyes off Rip. “This here’s the man who robbed the Cattlemen’s Bank in Amarillo. Single-handed. Walked out with eight thousand dollars while the sheriff was eating lunch across the street.”

“That was fifteen years ago,” Rip said.

“Ancient history don’t make it less impressive.” Black Jack stepped closer. “Heard you went straight. Pinned on a badge down in Laredo.”

“For a while.”

“Then turned respectable. Bought yourself a little spread near San Antonio. Raised cattle like a proper citizen.”

Martha Sue set down her glass hard enough to crack it. “Maybe you gentlemen would like to conduct your reunion somewhere else.”

Black Jack ignored her. “What brings Rip Campbell to our little corner of paradise?”

“Just passing through.”

“Sure you are. Man with your reputation don’t just pass through anywhere. You’re here for a reason.”

One of Black Jack’s men—a thin scarecrow with dead eyes—moved toward the bar.

Another drifted left, boxing Rip against the wall. Professional moves. These weren’t range trash or drifters. They knew their business.

“Relax, boys.” Black Jack raised his hand. “Mr. Campbell and I are old acquaintances. Almost worked together once, didn’t we, Rip?”

“We talked.”

“More than talked. You considered joining my little enterprise. What changed your mind?”

Rip remembered that meeting in a Dodge City hotel room. Winter of ‘79, when desperation made bad ideas look reasonable.

He’d needed money fast—his brother was dying, needed a doctor in Kansas City. Black Jack had offered him a partnership in something bigger than small-time bank jobs.

“Decided I didn’t like the company.”

Black Jack’s laugh sounded like glass breaking. “Fair enough. Man’s got to follow his conscience.”

He gestured to his men. “Pour yourselves drinks, boys. This is a celebration.”

The scarecrow moved behind the bar and grabbed a bottle. Martha Sue started to protest, then thought better of it. Smart woman.

“What are we celebrating?” Rip asked.

“Reunion of old friends. New opportunities. The future.” Black Jack pulled out a chair




























