
C Lowry

Widows Peak





  

  Copyright © 2026 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 One
        
      

    
      	
        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 Eighteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Nineteen
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter Twenty
        
      

    
    


  





  
  
  Chapter One

  
  







“No bounty on dogs?” Eldridge Sample asked.

The Sheriff of Dry Creek didn’t look up from his whittling. He was carving a piece of cedar into something that looked like a bear with a limp, and he was taking his time. He sat in a caned chair on the boardwalk, boots propped on the railing, a tin star pinned to a shirt that hadn’t seen a washboard since the last rain.

“Dogs are free,” the Sheriff said. He blew shavings off the wood. “Unless they bite the Mayor. Then we shoot ‘em. Don’t pay for it, though. Just civic duty.”

Eldridge leaned against the hitching post. The bay horse stood behind him, head down, swishing its tail at flies that were too lazy to bite. The animal was gaunt, ribs showing through a coat matted with the red dust of the Brazos River breaks. It needed oats. It needed a shoe on the left hind.

Eldridge needed a drink. But mostly, he needed cash.

He checked his pockets. He didn’t have to look; he knew the inventory by touch. A pouch of tobacco with enough dust for two cigarettes. A box of .44-40 cartridges, half full. A knife he’d taken off a dead man in the Caprock. And three pennies.

“Three cents,” Eldridge said. “That won’t buy a beer.”

“Won’t buy a conversation either,” the Sheriff said.

Eldridge looked at the board nailed to the wall of the jailhouse. It was covered in paper, bleached white by the sun, curling at the corners.

WANTED: Horse Thief. $10.

WANTED: Cattle Rustler. $25.

LOST: Spectacles. Reward.

“Ten dollars for a horse thief?” Eldridge asked. “That barely covers the ammo.”

“Inflation,” the Sheriff said. “And nobody steals good horses around here anymore. Just nags. Nags ain’t worth chasing.”

Eldridge scanned the rest. Most of the posters were old, dates from last year. Faces faded into gray smudges.

“You got anything fresh?” Eldridge asked. “Something with meat on the bone?”

The Sheriff stopped whittling. He looked at Eldridge. He took in the canvas coat, worn at the elbows. The gun belt, leather dark with sweat and oil, hanging low on the hip. The Colt Peacemaker, grips smooth as river stones. He looked at the eyes. Blue flint.

“You hungry?” the Sheriff asked.

“I could eat.”

“You look like you’d eat the bear if I finished carving it.” The Sheriff chuckled, a dry sound like boots on gravel. “No bounties, son. County’s quiet. Too hot for crime. Even the Comanches are staying in the shade.”

“Quiet doesn’t pay,” Eldridge said.

“Peace has a price,” the Sheriff agreed. “Usually boredom.”

He pointed with his knife down the street.

“Hotel,” he said.

“What about it?”

“The Grand View. It ain’t grand, and the only view is the livery stable, but they got a guest.”

“A guest?”

“A woman,” the Sheriff said. He shaved a sliver of wood from the bear’s ear. “Fancy. Silk dresses. Perfume that you can smell from the porch. Arrived yesterday on the stage.”

“I’m not looking for company,” Eldridge said.

“She ain’t looking for company,” the Sheriff said. “She’s looking for help. Came in here asking about ‘protection’. Wanted to know if there were any… capable men… in town.”

“Capable,” Eldridge repeated.

“That’s the word she used. ‘Capable’. I told her most of the men in Dry Creek are capable of drinking whiskey and falling off a porch, but not much else.”

The Sheriff looked at Eldridge again.

“You look capable,” he said.

“Of what?”

“Of standing between a lady and whatever she thinks is gonna get her.”

Eldridge looked down the street. Dry Creek was a single row of buildings clinging to the edge of a ravine that hadn’t seen water in a decade. The hotel stood at the far end, two stories of whitewashed board and a balcony that sagged in the middle.

“Is she paying?” Eldridge asked.

“She tipped the boy a dollar just to carry her bag,” the Sheriff said. “She’s got money. Or she acts like she does.”

“A dollar.”

“Silver. Shiny.”

Eldridge pushed off the post. He adjusted his hat.

“Thanks,” he said.

“If you get the job,” the Sheriff called after him, “tell her I said hello. And tell her I’m still working on that bear.”

Eldridge walked the horse down the street. The mud from the last rain had dried into ruts that could break an ankle. He stepped carefully.

He tied the bay in front of the hotel. He loosened the cinch.

“Wait here,” he told the horse. “If this works out, you get grain. If not… we eat grass.”

He beat the dust from his coat. It rose in a cloud, settling back onto his boots. He ran a hand through his hair. It was long, needing a cut. He rubbed his jaw. Three days of stubble.

“Capable,” he muttered. “Or desperate.”

He walked up the steps. The lobby was cool, smelling of lemon oil and old carpet. A clerk with a visor and sleeve garters sat behind the desk, reading a dime novel.

“Help you?” the clerk asked without looking up.

“Looking for a guest,” Eldridge said. “Lady. Asking for help.”

The clerk looked up. He saw the gun. He saw the face.

“Room 2,” the clerk said. “Top of the stairs. First door on the left.”

“Is she in?”

“She hasn’t come out since breakfast. Ordered tea. And toast. Complained about the bread.”

“Sounds charming.”

Eldridge climbed the stairs. The carpet was worn down the middle, a path of threadbare red leading to the rooms.

He knocked on Room 2.

“Who is it?” A voice. Sharp. Clear. Not a Texas voice. It sounded like it came from a place where people wore shoes indoors.

“Name’s Sample,” Eldridge said to the wood. “Sheriff sent me. Said you were looking for… capable.”

Silence. Then the sound of a lock turning.

The door opened.

A woman stood there.

She wasn’t what Eldridge expected. The Sheriff had said “fancy,” and Eldridge had pictured a dance hall girl gone to seed, or a banker’s wife lost on the way to Santa Fe.

This woman was neither.

She was dressed in black. Mourning black. A dress of heavy silk, cut high at the neck, with lace cuffs. It looked expensive. It looked hot.

But her face wasn’t mourning. It was alert. Her eyes were green, sharp as broken glass, scanning him from boots to hat brim in a second. She held a fan in one hand, tapping it against her palm.

“Sample,” she said. She tested the name. “Eldridge Sample?”

“That’s right.”

“You were a Marshal,” she said. “In the Territory.”

Eldridge stiffened. His hand drifted an inch toward his gun. “Who told you that?”

“Nobody,” she said. “I read.”

She stepped back.

“Come in, Mr. Sample. Don’t stand in the hall. It looks untidy.”

Eldridge stepped inside. The room was small, cluttered with trunks. A wardrobe trunk stood open, revealing rows of dresses. A hatbox sat on the bed. A writing desk was pushed against the window, covered in papers and ink bottles.

It looked like an office that had exploded inside a bedroom.

“Sit,” she said. She pointed to a chair by the window.

Eldridge sat. He kept his hat in his hand.

She sat on the edge of the bed. She crossed her hands in her lap. She looked at him.

“You look tired,” she said.

“I’ve been riding.”

“You look broke.”

“I’ve been riding a long time.”

She smiled. It was a quick, tight expression. Professional.

“My name is Jenny Jackson,” she said. “Mrs. Lucius Jackson.”

She paused. She waited. She wanted a reaction.

Eldridge looked at her. He searched his memory. Jackson. It was a common name.

“Widow?” Eldridge asked.

“Widow,” she confirmed. She touched a locket at her throat. “The Major… he passed. Two years ago.”

“Sorry for your loss.”

“Are you?” She looked at him closely. “Did you know him?”

“Jackson,” Eldridge said. “Major Jackson.”

He thought back. The war. The mud. The screaming.

He remembered a Captain Jackson. At Shiloh. A heavy man. Sweat stains on his tunic. Sitting under a tree eating a peach while his company formed up on the ridge.

He remembered the order. Take the hill. A hill that was covered in Confederate artillery.

He remembered the men dying in the cornfield. He remembered Jackson riding to the rear, claiming his horse had thrown a shoe.

“I knew a Captain Jackson,” Eldridge said. “Army of the Tennessee.”

“He was promoted,” Jenny said. “Major. Brevet Colonel, actually. Before the end.”

“Promoted,” Eldridge said flatly. “For what?”

“For gallantry,” she said. She stood up. She walked to the desk. She picked up a framed photograph. She handed it to him.

Eldridge looked at the picture.

It was him. He was fatter, older, his uniform tight across the belly, but it was him. The same weak chin. The same eyes that looked like they were searching for a place to hide.

He was posing with a saber. A saber he probably never drew in anger.

“The Hero of the Plains,” Jenny said.

“Hero?”

“He fought the Indians,” she said. “After the war. He led the expedition into the Comancheria. He saved the settlement at Buffalo Springs.”

Eldridge looked at the picture. He looked at the woman.

“I heard about Buffalo Springs,” Eldridge said. “I heard the command got wiped out. Ambushed in a box canyon.”

“They were overwhelmed,” Jenny said quickly. “By superior numbers. A thousand warriors. The Major… he held the line. He bought time for the women and children to escape.”

“There were no women and children at Buffalo Springs,” Eldridge said. “It was a supply depot. Mules and hardtack.”

Jenny took the picture back. She set it down on the desk, face out.

“History,” she said, “is a matter of perspective, Mr. Sample. The papers… they tell a story. The people need a story.”

She turned to him. The grief mask slipped, just for a second, revealing the calculator underneath.

“I am traveling,” she said. “A tour. Small towns. Mining camps. Places where people still believe in heroes.”

“What kind of tour?”

“A show,” she said. " ‘The Life and Times of Major Lucius Jackson’. I tell his story. I show his artifacts. His sword. His uniform. The arrow that… that took him.”

“You’re selling tickets to a funeral,” Eldridge said.

“I am honoring his memory,” she corrected. “And I am eating. A widow has to eat.”

She walked to the window. She looked down at the dusty street of Dry Creek.

“It is a dangerous country,” she said. “For a woman alone. With a wagon full of… history.”

“You want a guard.”

“I want a protector,” she said. “Someone who knows the road. Someone who knows how to shoot. Someone who looks… authentic.”

She turned back. She looked at his coat. His gun.

“You look authentic, Mr. Sample.”

“I’m expensive,” Eldridge said.

“Fifty dollars a month,” she said. “And board. We cook our own meals.”

Fifty dollars. It was more than a cowhand made. It was steady.

“And I supply the horse?” Eldridge asked.

“We have wagons,” she said. “But an outrider is better. Yes. You ride your own horse.”

Eldridge stood up. He walked to the picture of the Major. He looked at the man who had slept while his friends died in the corn.

He wanted to tell her. He wanted to tell her that her husband was a coward and a fool.

But he looked at the three pennies in his pocket. He looked at the gaunt horse outside.

“Where are you heading?” Eldridge asked.

“West,” she said. “Fort Griffin. Then the settlements along the river.”

“Comanche country.”

“That is where the story happened,” she said. “People want to see the ground where the blood was spilled.”

“It’s still spilling,” Eldridge said.

“Then I need you even more.”

She held out her hand. It was small, gloved in black lace.

“Do we have a deal, Mr. Sample?”

Eldridge looked at the hand. He looked at the lie sitting on the desk in a silver frame.

“Fifty dollars,” Eldridge said. “And oats for the horse.”

“Done.”

He shook her hand. Her grip was firm. Cold.

“We leave in the morning,” she said. “Be at the livery at dawn. And Mr. Sample?”

“Yeah?”

“Ideally,” she said, “try to look a little less… grim. We are in show business, after all.”

Eldridge put his hat on.

“I’m not an actor, Mrs. Jackson. I’m the insurance.”

He walked out. He closed the door on the widow and her hero.

He walked down the stairs.

Fifty dollars to guard a myth. It was dirty money, but it spent the same as clean.

He walked out into the heat. He untied the bay.

“Oats,” he told the horse. “You get oats.”

The bay nickered. It didn’t care about the lie. It just wanted to eat.

Eldridge swung into the saddle. He rode toward the livery, wondering just how many dead men he was going to have to step over to keep the Major’s memory alive.
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The sun wasn’t up yet, but the heat was already waiting in the alley behind the livery, leaning against the wall like a drunk who didn’t know the bar was closed.

Eldridge Sample walked the bay horse out of the stall. The animal had eaten a full measure of oats and drank clean water. It looked better. Its coat had a little shine to it, and it didn’t groan when Eldridge threw the saddle on.

“You’re expensive,” Eldridge told the horse. “Try to look worth it.”

He led the bay into the yard.

Two wagons were parked near the water trough. They weren’t farm wagons. They were rolling billboards painted in colors that hurt the eyes—bright reds, yellows, and a blue that looked like a summer sky painted by a liar.

On the side of the lead wagon, in gold letters two feet high, it read: THE HERO OF THE PLAINS. Beneath that, in smaller script: The Life and Times of Major Lucius Jackson.

“Subtle,” Eldridge said.

A man was sitting on the tongue of the first wagon, trying to put his boot on. He wasn’t having much luck. He was thin, wearing a suit that was too large and a top hat that was sitting in the dirt. His hands shook with a rhythm that suggested the morning wasn’t his favorite time of day.

“Push,” Eldridge said.

The man looked up. His eyes were red-rimmed, watery. He had a nose that had been broken more than once and a mustache that drooped over his lip.

“I am pushing,” the man said. His voice was a rasp. “The leather… it shrinks at night. Moisture. Atmospheric pressure.”

“It shrinks because your foot is swollen from the whiskey,” Eldridge said.

The man paused. He squinted at Eldridge. “You’re the gun.”

“I’m the insurance.”

“I’m Professor Bell,” the man said. He gave up on the boot and let it drop. “Master of the Kinetic Arts. Juggler. Orator. And occasional driver of this… chariot.”

“You fit to drive, Professor?”

“I am never fit before noon,” Bell said. “But the mules know the way. They just need a suggestion now and then.”

A girl dropped from the back of the second wagon. She landed light, kicking up a puff of dust. She couldn’t have been more than eighteen, dressed in boys’ trousers and a calico shirt, her hair tucked under a shapeless hat.

She held a coil of rope in her hand.

“He’s drunk,” the girl said. “He’s always drunk. I’ll drive the lead.”

“This is Little Pearl,” Bell said, gesturing with a trembling hand. “The Lasso Queen. She can rope a fly off a mule’s ear at twenty paces.”

“If the fly holds still,” Pearl said. She looked at Eldridge. She looked at the gun on his hip. “You the new one?”

“Eldridge Sample.”

“You look like the last one,” she said. “Grim. Quiet. He lasted three weeks. Got tired of the stories.”

“Stories?”

“Her stories,” Pearl said, jerking a thumb toward the hotel. “She talks a lot. About the Major. About the glory. It wears you down.”

“I’m paid to listen,” Eldridge said.

“We’ll see.”

Pearl walked to the mules. She started hitching them up, her hands moving fast, efficient. She knew the rigging.

Eldridge watched her. She wasn’t a showgirl. She moved like someone who had worked a ranch, or run away from one.

Jenny Jackson swept into the yard.

She was wearing a traveling outfit of gray wool, sensible but cut to show she had money. She wore a hat with a veil tied back. She carried a parasol and a leather satchel.

She stopped. She looked at the wagons. She looked at Bell, who was still fighting his boot.

“Professor,” Jenny said. Her voice was cool, sharp. “You are delaying the expedition.”













