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Ambush at Skyline Ranch


 


Pinkerton Agent Cameron Scott arrives at the crossroads town of Willow Branch Creek seeking answers to a series of train robberies. He gets more than he bargained for when he befriends the lovely Becky Drake while defending her son from one of rancher Jim Gilson’s cowpunchers. To complicate matters, an old enemy has come to town; Larry Strickland, who did prison time thanks to Cam, and now wants revenge. Things go from bad to worse and culminate in both a train robbery and a blazing gunfight at Skyline Ranch that forces Cam to use his hard-earned skill as a gunslinger to save not only his own life, but that of the woman he loves.
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CHAPTER ONE


 


Out there where the cottonwoods blow the town of Willow Branch Creek shimmered like an oasis among the tall pines and between the rolling hills of wheat and grass. It lay there gleaming in the distance like something that had been painted on a canvas and reproduced in a magazine. There was an austere beauty to the scene, which included a railroad track that had forever taken the place of the Pony Express and stagecoach lines, gone now, all of them; but even with such industrial expansion the west was still savage, lonely, and often brutal.


At sunset the trail darkened and the sky turned purple. Cameron Scott rode his Paint over a hill and paused to watch the yellow clouds melt into the lavender horizon, the sun’s last rays cutting across a green sward of trees down near Willow Branch Creek. Tugging the reins, he spurred his horse off the skyline and cantered down a slope until he could hear the creek’s water gently tumbling over rocks. He decided it was a good place to camp.


He was at the Kansas border, but he wasn’t yet certain how far to Dodge City. The pastoral view of Willow Branch Creek and the small wooden sign that announced the city limits as five miles were enough to satisfy him. This was the town he’d been looking for. He hobbled his horse and made a fire. Camping in a grove of pines meant the smoke from his fire would dissipate as it rose into the branches. Cameron Scott was a man who had learned caution before entering a strange town. He had been in enough faraway locations to understand that patience and simple observation were assets to be nurtured.


He drank his Arbuckle’s coffee black and thick from a tin cup and chewed his strips of beef jerky. He wished he had some biscuits, but tomorrow he would be able to fill up his supplies. The forest around him was quiet save for the occasional hoot of an owl. He watched the flames of his campfire lick at the deciduous branches he had piled in a circle, and when the fire had consumed most of the wood he stared sleepily at the golden embers that crackled gently in the night.


He was nearly to his chosen destination, and while the landscape was unfamiliar to him, he would venture to find his way around as swiftly as possible.


Deep in the night he awoke to a distant sound of galloping hoofs. The sound drew closer and instinctively his right hand dropped to his holster. His thumb pushed off the leather hammer loop and he rose to a squatting position. The fire had burned out and he had eased himself back on his blanket without realizing it and fallen asleep. He wondered what time it was. Carefully he stood up, shrugging off the last vestiges of sleep. A dream of a fancy girl he once danced with in a San Antonio saloon tumbled away like a leaf in a breeze.


In the morning he awoke to a paradise of rolling hills bathed in sunlight, the soft call of birds and the whisper of tall prairie grass still fresh with dew. The town of Willow Branch Creek was an easy ride and he cantered into town anticipating the whiskey he wanted to toss down his parched throat.


Willow Branch Creek was already bustling with activity. He passed a large feed and grain warehouse, two saloons, a dress shop, a church, and a general store that advertised canned goods, coffee, flour, shirts, Stetsons, boots, ammunition and dungarees. A row of new pick-axes and shovels was lined up on the boardwalk.


As he reined his horse and dismounted, a boy, tall and slender, was thrown out of the store head first. He skidded along the boardwalk, his face twisted in pain as his elbows scraped along the rough planks. Immediately behind him, a man stepped out of the store, a quirly drifting smoke from between his lips, his unshaven face glistening with sweat. Pale blue eyes squinted out from beneath the battered Stetson that was pushed back from his shining forehead, the perspiration running in rivulets down his face.


Cameron noted the low-slung holster on his right hip and the notches in the walnut grip. He tethered his horse at the hitching post and helped the boy to his feet by hooking a hand under his arm.


‘You all right, son?’


‘I ain’t your son!’ the boy snapped. He jerked his arm free.


‘Easy boy, I’m just helpin’ you up.’


‘He don’t need help.’ The man stared at him long and hard with those pale blue eyes. They were the kind of eyes a saloon girl might fancy, except the man was plain ugly and unclean in all other regards. Cameron didn’t like those eyes. They were soulless, lacking in compassion. They were cold, like blue ice. The sneer on the man’s face told as much about him as his unkempt appearance.


‘Oh, is that right?’ Cameron said. ‘He looks shook up to me.’ Turning to the boy he said, ‘What’s goin’ on here?’


‘It’s nothing. I got let go.’


The man stepped forward and Cameron heard his spurs clanging dully. Behind him another man emerged from the saloon, an older, fat man with white hair, wearing an apron.


‘Mister, this is none of your business. You best stay out of this. We don’t take to strangers in town.’


Cameron faced the first man and leveled his gaze. ‘We haven’t been introduced. I’m Cameron Scott.’ But Cameron never raised his hand to shake, rather staring coolly back at the man, who didn’t flinch. In fact, something that might have been a grin creased the man’s mouth as he decided to play along.


‘All right then, I’m Bill Drucker.’


‘What did this boy do to cause him being roughed up?’


‘He’s got a mouth like his father, that’s what he done,’ Drucker said. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, like I said.’


Cameron was acutely aware that Drucker had sized him up just as quickly as he had Drucker, and both had correctly estimated the other man to be trouble. All that remained was to see who would still be standing; the thought was clear in Cameron’s mind and he accepted it as such, having encountered the likes of Bill Drucker many times before.


‘He works for me,’ the old shopkeeper said. ‘He should have kept his mouth shut.’


‘You stay out of this, too, Gustav,’ Drucker said.


‘You’re done working for me, Randy,’ Gustav said. ‘Get on home. You can collect what wages I owe you on Friday.’


Randy had dusted himself off, his face red as a cherry. His shirt was torn at the elbow and Cameron saw blood smeared on the torn fabric. He guessed the boy was about fifteen, give or take a year.


‘That ain’t fair!’ Randy said. ‘You know my ma needs the wages I make.’


Cameron looked at Gustav. ‘He got thrown real hard. That don’t seem fair considering Drucker here is bigger.’


Drucker moved up swiftly next to Cameron, the spurs still clanking, the quirly dropped into the dust.


‘Stay out of it.’


‘Listen,’ Cameron said, ‘I’d appreciate it if you took a step back. I’ve smelled hogs in a farmyard that remind me of you. As for the boy, I’m just making a friendly suggestion.’


Drucker’s expression gave away the move, and as he went to throw his punch Cameron’s fist smashed his nose, which sent him back a step, blood bursting from his shattered nostrils. Cameron stepped in and hit him again, this time his fist cracking loose a yellow tooth that was ejected from his mouth in a string of blood and spit. Then Cameron brought up his left fist in an uppercut that slammed the air from Drucker’s lungs, and hit a right-cross down on the side of Drucker’s head that put him on his knees.


‘Now, don’t draw your gun,’ Cameron said.


Drucker was wheezing and spitting blood, his eyes welling with tears that appeared to enrage him further as he struggled with the pain that undoubtedly racked his head. When he pushed himself to his feet with his gun drawn Cameron chopped it out of his hand and kicked him square in the chest. Drucker was flung back into the dirt caterwauling like an old maid. Cameron picked up the gun and punched out the cartridges and pocketed them.


‘I told you not to do that,’ he said. ‘I want you to understand something. This was a fair fight and we can leave it at that. But if you get any idea about coming at me again I won’t hesitate to shoot. Keep that in mind.’


Cameron tossed the gun at the man’s feet. Randy and Gustav were staring at him.


‘This looks like a pleasant little town. Can you recommend which hotel is the cleanest?’


Gustav recovered first, stammering, ‘I . . . I guess, well, the Timber Ridge Hotel gets all the railroad people.’


‘Fine.’ He looked at Randy. ‘Nice meeting you, Randy. I’ll be around a few days and if this hombre bothers you again, let me know.’


‘I can take care of myself,’ Randy said indignantly.


‘I believe you,’ Cameron said, ‘but you have a ways to go before you can handle a hog farmer like Mister Drucker down there.’


Turning his back on them he untied his horse and led it down the street toward the Timber Ridge Hotel. He was tempted to look back but his instincts told him Drucker was down for now. Handling him later was another matter entirely.


Once again lashing the reins to a hitching post, he removed his saddle-bags and Winchester and trudged into the Timber Ridge Hotel. The lobby was far more spacious than such out-of-the-way locations usually boasted. A lot of money had been put into the hotel and for a moment he hesitated. The mahogany furniture and oil paintings of pastoral scenes made him wonder if he could afford the price of a room. The sign even bragged that a barber was available for half a dollar. A warm bath would cost a dollar, which Cameron thought was too high a price. The nearby creeks and streams were free and a man could tough out the chill and clean up fairly quickly. A dollar was exorbitant, but he supposed there were always those with money willing to pay for such comforts.


The clerk was a young man with a head full of black hair slicked down with oil. He wore a white shirt with a red bow-tie. Cameron had seen slick men like this in Denver. They were mostly harmless, although a few had an attitude of superiority that irritated him. This clerk was no exception. He peered at Cameron with distaste.


‘You rode in on a horse?’ the clerk asked.


‘I did. That’s what horses are for. How much for a room?’


‘Two dollars a day, payable in advance. Most visitors come here by train. We’ve had fancy ladies from as far as Chicago stay here.’


‘Is that so? Well, I’ll stay three days. Give me a room with a soft bed that one of those fancy Chicago ladies slept in.’ Cameron winked at the clerk and the young man’s face turned red. He paid him in silver.


The room had a window that looked out on the street. A glance outside confirmed that Drucker had ambled away, as had the kid, Randy. Old Gustav no doubt had retreated into his shop. He draped the saddle-bags over a chair, propped the ’73 Winchester next to the nightstand, and unbuckled his gunbelt. Kicking off his boots, he sat himself back on the bed with his .45 Colt single-action revolver in his right hand. The door was locked, but experience taught him that didn’t matter. Drucker was bound to get worked up, although he would probably wait until a doctor had worked on his busted nose and given him some laudanum.


He still had that hankerin’ for a short glass of whiskey, but fatigue had a way of creeping up on a man. He dozed lightly, enjoying the breeze that came in through the window. He did not need much rest. The soft mattress did all the work, he thought, and sure helped get the knots out of a man’s back after days of following the skyline.


He rose after an hour, strapped on his gunbelt, pulled on his boots and went out looking for dinner. The late afternoon sun had slipped toward the treeline as he made his way down the boardwalk. The sky was tinted with yellow and pink and the birds sang earnestly in the trees. The tranquility of the town of Willow Branch Creek was not lost on him. He been riding trails a long time and had stopped in a lot of towns, but so many of them were forgettable. This town was different.


He ate a steak dinner at the Grey Restaurant. The steak was served with slices of fried potato and a piece of apple pie. Two cups of strong coffee set him right. The food was good, a tad overpriced, but he could afford it. He had saved his money and wouldn’t mind spending it in a nice town like Willow Branch Creek. He asked no questions and listened to whatever small tidbits of conversation he could pick up. The other patrons were dressed in clean clothes and looked like gentle people. He heard the name Gilson mentioned twice. There was no mention of his encounter with Drucker that he heard, but that didn’t mean much.


He paid the bill and once more strolled the boardwalk. He had several saloons to choose from. He chose the Big Elk Saloon because it rested in the center of the long street, and was closest to the railroad depot.


The Big Elk Saloon was as spacious and comfortable as any place in town. Although it was in many ways a typical saloon, it stood out because of its cleanliness and friendly atmosphere. The place was crowded, but there weren’t the usual boisterous shouts and bawdy songs that distinguished so many western saloons. The barman wore a short string tie on the neck of his starched button-down shirt. The bowler hat and walrus mustache gave him the appearance of a cultured dandy. Still, he looked tough. There was nothing phony about the man. He stood a good six feet tall and appraised Cameron the moment he pushed through the batwing doors. Cameron took a seat on a leather-upholstered stool.


‘A small glass of whiskey and a beer.’


‘You’re the one that had a time with Bill Drucker,’ the man said. He set his hands on the bar and looked into Cameron’s face.


‘Word travels fast.’


‘Drucker won’t forget you. Put your gun on the bar. I’ll give it back when you leave. If you come in here again don’t be wearing it.’


‘I was beginning to think this was a friendly town.’


The man moved his vest to one side to reveal the sheriff’s badge pinned to his shirt. ‘It is, and we’ll keep it that way. Now set the gun down and you and I will get along fine. I have a shotgun down here under the bar.’


Cameron reluctantly eased his gun from the holster and set it on the bar. The gun disappeared, to be replaced by his requested whiskey and beer.


‘I’m Sheriff Charlie Kerrigan.’


‘Cameron Scott. Pleased to meet you.’


‘Are you wanted for anything?’


‘Nope. Cow punching from Texas to Oklahoma and back again. Been riding trail with some money I saved or won at poker.’


The voice that boomed across the room took both men by surprise. ‘I’ll vouch for this young rascal, sheriff, he’s an old saddle tramp pal of mine!’


They turned and looked at the rotund man whose heavy frame belied his lightness of foot as he approached them with eyes that shone in merriment, a big smile plastered across his white-whiskered face. The ten-gallon Stetson, jangling spurs and pearl-blue silk bandanna around his neck all bespoke a traditional westerner, right down to his Texas-made cowhide boots. ‘Hot damn! So Cameron Scott still walks the earth! I’ll be danged! It sure is good to see you, sonny boy!’


Cameron slid off his stool and vigorously shook hands with his old friend.


‘Montague Irving Gallant, you old snake charmer! I thought you had followed Custer and Hickok down the long trail!’


‘Monty, you know this cowpuncher?’ the sheriff asked.


‘I sure do! We worked many a cattle drive together when he was just a young pup and still green as spring grass!’ Monty’s laughter echoed across the saloon.


‘Well, your old friend here busted up Bill Drucker earlier today.’


Monty raised a quizzical eyebrow and considered Cameron with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Is that so? Well, all the more reason to celebrate this reunion. Drucker had it coming one way or another. Now, c’mon and sit over here at my table and let’s get the lowdown. Fetch those beers over here will you, Sheriff?’


With their drinks in front of them, Cameron and Monty Gallant set to the work of imbibing them together. After a few beers they were reminiscing about a cattle drive near the Red River and the dog-faced woman that served them cold beans on rainy nights; the dancing senoritas of San Antonio, and the boys with cow pies for brains that nearly ruined many a round-up.


‘So how did you end up here?’ Cameron finally asked.


‘I work as a carpenter and help the old Swede, Ernst, with blacksmithing. It was time.’ Monty took a long gulp of beer and wiped the foam from his whiskers with his sleeve. ‘You know how it is. A man that rides alone across the prairie and through the tall forests is a man that understands loneliness. And he’s a man that can get lost in a saloon girl’s eyes and mistake it for love, just like I have. A whiskey bottle helps that along. It’s those long nights under the pines or on a mountain switchback, all huddled up in a Mexican blanket as that lonely wind blows through the canyons.’


He paused, his eyes distant. ‘You get to thinking those are voices calling to you. It’s something on the wind; a ghost or an Indian chant or something else. You watch the skyline for changes in the sky that mean rain or snow or another drifter’s camp. Something in the sky tells a story, and we read the sign just like we do on the trail. And the years slip by. I got so I forgot my age. The last time I thought about it I was thirty-nine. That was some years back. I thought the same might have happened to you. Anyway, I settled here. They got a spot for me out in Boot Hill all paid for including the pine box. I’ll settle for that. I had to get off the trail.’


They sipped their beers silently. Cameron wouldn’t admit it, but he knew exactly what Monty meant. He had been thinking the same thing himself for some time.


‘Well, this is a hell of a nice town,’ Cameron said. ‘I guess I have been chasing the skyline for some time.’


‘What happened between you and Bill Drucker?’


‘That was nothing. I had just ridden into town when he threw this boy through a door. I stopped to see what all the commotion was about and this Drucker fella decided to make a show.’


‘You sure have a knack for riding into trouble quick.’


‘He wasn’t much trouble. You and I have seen his kind before. They’re mostly yellow.’


‘Don’t forget the ones with yellow spines are always backshooters.’


‘I do expect to see him again.’ Cameron laughed quietly.


‘Like you said, this is a nice town, but like most places it has its own shadows. Drucker is one, and a rancher named Jim Gilson. His sons, Dave and Steve, are mean hombres. Drucker and them make a fine group when it comes to drinking and gambling. You best stay clear of them. How long are you planning on staying?’


‘I haven’t decided yet. Does this Gilson own the town?’


‘Not a bit, but he has a hankerin’ to try. Keep in mind some residents here had family members that died all those years ago in Lawrence when Bloody Bill Anderson rode into Kansas with Quantrill. Folks here haven’t forgotten. They stand up for themselves.’


‘Hell, I heard Kansas is almost tame now that Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson and Luke Short worked with that police commission over in Dodge City.’


‘Not quite tame yet, but calming down a bit.’ Monty chuckled. ‘I heard Wade Hatton retired from being a lawman and Buffalo Bill has his own rodeo show. Times have changed. But not so much that it’s all free and easy. There’s train robbers in these parts, and a general spooked feeling.’


Cameron glanced over at Sheriff Kerrigan, who was wiping down the bar with a towel. ‘What about him? He’s not even wearing a gun.’


‘He carries a two-shot derringer in his vest pocket. Mostly he has that sawed-off 12 gauge under the bar. He may look like a dandy but he’ll fight if he’s forced.’


‘Good to know.’ Cameron took a swallow of beer. ‘Any outfits hiring? I could use some pocket money.’


‘The widow Drake has a small spread south of town called the Skyline Ranch. That is unless you’d like to sign up with Gilson. He’s always taking in strays.’


‘I’ll pass on Gilson since Drucker rides with him. I’ve learned to avoid stirring up a hornet’s nest when I see one. How many head of cattle does this widow have?’


Monty laughed loudly. ‘You might have already stirred up that hornet’s nest. But be careful with the widow. She has a few beeves out past the Cottonwood River, and nobody to help except her son. Oh, and she’s a real corker, and fast with a Winchester. I can already imagine the trouble you’re gonna cause!’
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