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      “I knew you’d get him, Payne,” Sheriff Williams said.

      When bounty hunter Jacob Payne handed over the stinking, nearly unconscious horse thief, the sheriff grabbed hold of the upper arms of the drunk before he fell on his face on the hard wooden floor. The older, heavyset man pushed and shuffled the thief back into one of the dirty cells of the Bennettsville jail before he came back out to give the bounty hunter his reward.

      Jacob had turned to gaze out the window of the jail while he waited. His tall, built frame filled the entire window as he looked out, his dusty coat fitting snuggly over his broad shoulders. He watched the small town bustle. Shop owners stood in their doorways to greet passersby. Women in starched bonnets stopped to talk to their neighbors as they passed on the boardwalk. Small children pulled free of their mothers and ran out into the street, kicking up dust as they played and dodging horses. Bennettsville was a small town.  Even from here Jacob could feel their affection for one another.

      Jacob had learned of the reward and picked up the trail of the horse thief, Ted Glassey, outside Tucson. The trail was plain as day, as though it hadn’t even occurred to Glassey that someone might try to follow him. He had only stolen a single horse, after all. Surely not worth the trouble for most bounty hunters. But Jacob Payne didn’t get to be the best by turning up his nose at small rewards. Each new opportunity gave him a chance to learn, to get better, and to add more to his savings.

      The thief’s track had led Jacob to a dry riverbed a few miles outside Bennettsville. Glassey had built a fire. He was keeping it small, but not small enough to hide from Jacob, whose keen sense of smell was a unique advantage he had over other lawmen. It was that same unique advantage that drew him straight to the campfire. He tied his horse down fifty yards away and crept up to Glassey’s camp on foot.

      Once he got close enough, he saw he needn’t have worried. Glassey was passed out drunk, whiskey bottle in hand. Without even having opened his bed roll. Jacob walked right up to the thief, pulled the bottle from his grasp, and bound his wrists without the other man even waking up.

      Now that he had brought the prisoner back to town and secured the reward, Jacob could think about his next steps. His dark hair, almost black, was more shaggy than he was used to. Jacob made a mental note to visit the barber before he left town. It was easier to live rough without messy hair to fall in his face. But after that, he could be on his way. He’d find the next outlaw that needed to be taken down and make the country safer.

      “He give you much trouble, Payne?” Sheriff Williams asked as he reentered the office.

      Jacob shook his head. “Nope. The man was already passed out when I found him. Seemed surprise anyone came after him, to be honest. Thought he was better hidden in the brush than he really was. It was just a matter of getting him on his horse and in the direction of the jail.”

      “Easy money, sounds like.”

      “Sure. But I didn’t come all the way to Arizona because it’s easy.”

      Sheriff Williams nodded and lowered his bulk into the narrow wooden chair behind his desk. He rummaged in the bottom drawer, pulled out a sack of cash, and counted out the twenty dollars that was Jacob’s due.

      “You’ll return the horse?” Jacob asked.

      The sheriff nodded. “I’ll take care of it, get word to them at the Triple S Ranch. Where will you go now? Not enough trouble in Bennettsville to tempt you, I’m guessing.”

      “Nope. You’re doing a fine job here all on your own. I can be of more use somewhere else.” Jacob examined the wall of wanted posters by the door. “What can you tell me about this’n?” He pointed to the dead-or-alive price for Elliott “Slippery” Stone. Three thousand dollars was a sizable reward.

      Sheriff Williams shook his head. “Haven’t heard head or tail of the Slippery Stone Gang in months. Makes me nervous. Like they may be planning something big. That one, though.” He pointed to the next poster over. “Jeremiah Blanchard, with the five-hundred-dollar reward, I might have some info on. A few days ago there was a stranger come through here who claimed he saw a man fitting that description just up the road in San Adrian.”

      “You think that’s true?”

      Sheriff Williams leaned forward on the desk. “He seemed certain. The man said this was the new sheriff of San Adrian going by a different name.”

      “The sheriff?”

      He leaned back in his chair, folding his hands over his belly. “Seems the last sheriff died and this new man up and took over a month or so ago. Stranger what came through here didn’t say much else. Didn’t seem to want to stay long, neither. Might be some trouble over in San Adrian even if this isn’t your man.”

      “I’ll check it out,” Jacob said. He read over the poster’s details. He’d be looking for a short man. Of course, most men were short compared to Jacob, but this Jeremiah character was barely over five feet. Dark hair beginning to gray. Scar along the man’s left cheek. “Poster says he’s wanted for murdering his wife and her parents. How’d such a despicable character make it all the way out here without getting caught?”

      Sheriff Williams shook his head. “That’s the way of it sometimes. It’s why I became a lawman.”

      Jacob studied the drawing, committing the man’s face to memory. “Says here he’s from Virginia.”

      “You familiar with it?”

      “Might be. Might have been there once. Feels like a long time ago, though.”

      “Might be useful for you.”

      “Might be. Did this stranger say what the new name was?”

      “Horne. Sheriff John Horne. He ain’t been there that long, but this ain’t the first time I’ve heard stories come out of that town.”

      “All since the last sheriff died?”

      Williams nodded. “Seems to be more good folk leaving there than going. If this new sheriff is a murderer, that might explain some of their unease.”

      Jacob raked his eyes over the other wanted posters lining the wall by the door. All the known members of the Slippery Stone Gang, of course, but also a motley collection of murderers, bank robbers, smugglers, rapists, and all manner of bad men running loose. Many people might look down on bounty hunters, call them killers or profiteers and sneer at them for taking money to kill people, but Jacob didn’t see it that way. He was just one more member of law enforcement. If he took a bigger financial reward than a sheriff or U.S. Marshal, it’s because he took a bigger risk as well.

      As was the case now. Jacob was about to head into a dangerous situation, all on his own, with only his revolver and his wits to defend him.

      “Well, it seems I have an appointment with Sheriff Horne, then,” Jacob said. “Appreciate your help and the info.”

      “Glad to,” Sheriff Williams said. “You’ve been a great help to me, not having a deputy. Next time you’re in Bennettsville, you’re welcome. I’ll buy you a drink.”

      Jacob tipped his hat in thanks as he went out the door. He tucked his twenty dollars deep in his pocket and strode off to find the tonsorial parlor before his several-hour ride to San Adrian.
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      Jacob guided his pinto along the twelve miles to San Adrian. He kept one eye on the horizon and one eye on the brush. Snakes, scorpions, and tarantulas would usually stay away from horses out here in the desert, but Jacob followed the wisdom that you never could be too careful.

      The sun was climbing in the sky. Jacob had plenty of water and turned his attention to the task ahead of him.

      He needed to consider his plan of attack. In his last nine months of bounty hunting, nearly all of his targets had either fought back and shot at him once they realized they had been caught, or gave themselves up and hoped to live another day. This time could be different. This time his target had already spent weeks to get the town on his side and could lean on that new alliance to escape. Jacob would have to break that link.

      As he rode into San Adrian later that morning, Jacob felt the unsettling chill of a town under pressure. There was a muted quality about it, like the weight of a heavy quilt tamping down the town’s energy. Hardly anyone was out in the street, unusual for the lunch hour when he arrived and a stark contrast to Bennettsville earlier that day. The few citizens that were outside kept their heads down, watching their feet, not making eye contact with Jacob or with each other. He didn’t even try to say hello.

      Not very sociable, he thought to himself. No wonder people are leaving this place.

      He trotted slowly up the center of the main thoroughfare in San Adrian, toward the brick hotel at the end of the street. No friendly waves or neighborly greetings found him along the way. It was as though the citizens of the town didn’t want to be seen, like they were hiding from something.

      Or someone.

      At the end of the main street stood the Wildflower Hotel, the tallest building in town at three stories. Jacob tied up his horse outside and made his way in.

      The lobby was deserted this time of day. An older woman met Jacob at the counter. A small, ludicrously feathered hat sat atop her tight gray curls. Jacob wondered if the woman’s aim was to be memorable or if she just didn’t realize how ridiculous the thing truly was.

      “Good morning, ma’am. You have a room available tonight?”

      She glanced over his shoulder toward the front door. “You may call me Mrs. Finch. I might find something for you. What business do you have in San Adrian? How long do you think you’ll be here?”

      Jacob shrugged. “A day or two. I’ve got business with the new sheriff. Horne, I think I heard his name was.”

      Mrs. Finch pursed her lips. She didn’t comment but paused before she pulled out her ledger for Jacob to sign in.

      Jacob noticed her hesitation. “Beg your pardon, Mrs. Finch, but I’ve never met the new sheriff. Is there anything I should know?”

      She visibly relaxed after that, and she handed Jacob the pen. “Oh, well, that’s all right then. We’ve had all kinds come through here these last few weeks, all looking for Sheriff Horne and all making trouble during the time they’re here. I thought you might be one of them.”

      “No, ma’am. I apologize for worrying you. I was sent here by the sheriff of Bennettsville to look into a couple things. What kind of trouble you been having?”

      “All kinds. Cheatin’ at cards, putting wild stories in the ears of some of the boys around here, harassing poor women just trying to do their shopping. If he weren’t the sheriff, I might think Mr. Horne was trying to take over this town, the way his friends seem to be scaring everyone away from San Adrian.”

      Jacob kept what he knew to himself. This Horne fellow wasn’t a sheriff. Not really.

      “Do you know he has four deputies now?” Mrs. Finch shook her head. “Four. Never before has San Adrian needed such firepower. I’ve not seen the like.”

      “Has anyone talked to him about these new strangers coming into town?”

      “Well, my husband tried. Mr. Finch owns this hotel, you know. One of the most important men in town, of course.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “But he didn’t want to make more trouble. When the sheriff threatened him with his pistol and told Mr. Finch to mind his own business, he dropped it. And if Sheriff Horne’s new friends all stopped staying here? We’d be out of business. Besides, it’s hard to tell a man he’s doing wrong when he’s wielding a gun and surrounded by four armed deputies.”

      Jacob filed this information away. He would have to come up with a way to get Sheriff Horne on his own. He didn’t want to have to fight his way through a crowd of men all armed and deputized to uphold their bastardized version of the law.

      “Thank you very kindly, Mrs. Finch. I’ll keep all that in mind. I wonder if I could trouble you for one more thing. Can you tell me where I might get lunch around here?”

      “Well, I can set you up with some biscuits and jerky to take with you, but if you’d like a hot meal then the best place is Ed’s saloon up the road a bit. We used to have a proper diner, but Sally packed up and moved north after just a couple weeks of dealing with Sheriff Horne’s men.” She shook her head again.

      “Think I passed the saloon on my way here. Ed? He the owner?”

      Mrs. Finch nodded. “Ed Baker owns the place and tends the bar. His wife cooks, but they only serve food at meal times, so you’d best hurry and get over there before lunch is over. The Bakers have lived here as long as San Adrian’s been standing, but things have got so bad, even Ed is talking about pulling up stakes.”

      Jacob thanked the hotel proprietress and said his good-byes. He led his horse to the livery and paid for food and stabling for a couple days. He didn’t know how long he’d need to stick around to capture Blanchard, but the pinto could take a well-earned rest while he was in town. Next, Jacob sought out his hot lunch. Without crowds of people or gregarious shopkeepers trying to get his attention, he had no trouble finding the saloon just a few blocks east of the hotel.

      When he entered, everyone in the room turned to look. At the sight of a stranger some of the customers just turned away again, but three or four took the time to glare at him, turn a cold shoulder and do whatever they could to make him feel unwelcome without making trouble. He could understand it. From their perspective, he was just one more stranger come to descend on San Adrian and wreak havoc.

      “Y’all got coffee?” Jacob asked as he sat down at the bar across from its tender, a bald older man with a salt-and-pepper beard.

      “Give me a few minutes and I’ll make you a fresh pot.”

      “Thanks. You Ed? Name’s Jacob Payne. Mrs. Finch sent me, said you’d be serving lunch about this time.”

      Ed nodded. “You almost missed it, but I’ll have my wife fix you a plate. Anything else?”

      “No, sir. Not right now.”

      Ed left to start the coffee, and Jacob turned his attention to the rest of the saloon’s patrons. He was the only one sitting at the bar, but diners sat at more than half the room’s tables. Jacob felt as if the other customers, mostly men, were watching him, waiting for him to give some kind of clue as to his loyalties or his business. The room was full of chatter, but Jacob couldn’t make out any individual conversations.

      A few minutes later, Ed came back out to the bar, hands full with a plate of roasted chicken and potatoes and a cup of coffee. It smelled delicious and Jacob heard his stomach growl. He was used to it; he often went without meals while on the road, so focused on tracking down criminals as he was.

      Ed set the plate and mug down in front of Jacob, then stepped a short distance away and started wiping down dirty glasses. He glanced at Jacob every few seconds as he did so, as though wary he might try something.

      “Where can I find Sheriff Horne?” Jacob asked as he took his first bite of hot, buttery potatoes. He kept his voice down. He didn’t know who any of the other customers were. One might be the outlaw’s right-hand man.

      “Well,” Ed started slowly. “If you hadn’t told me Mabel Finch had sent you, I might not be willing to say. I don’t like to get on the sheriff’s bad side. But as far as I know, he might be comin’ here tonight for supper or cards. That’s the best I can offer you. Says he has a lot of cleaning up to do after Sheriff Winthrop died. Paperwork or some such. He stays shut inside the jail most days.”

      “Really?” Jacob took a drink of his coffee.

      Ed nodded, keeping his attention on the dusty mug under his rag. “No one’s really sure what he’s doing there, but your best bet if you want to go find him is to show up at the jail.”

      “Thanks for the tip.”

      Jacob took his time finishing his chicken and potatoes, all the while watching the other customers in the saloon. To a man, they all looked cowed. The chatter that filled the room wasn’t the cheerful, sociable conversations he expected to hear over lunch. They were frantic, whispered discussions, hurried meals so the men and women could leave again quickly. He put down a dollar for his meal and drink and strode through the door.

      Time to find the man going by the name Sheriff Horne.
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      All the shutters of the San Adrian jail were closed, blocking out the world. No light shone inside; no hint of movement. Jacob hadn’t seen anyone so much as walk by this part of the street. Since he’d first arrived, the afternoon sun had sunk from high in the sky to halfway down to the horizon, softly warming his weather-worn face.

      For nearly three hours the bounty hunter stood across the street and watched the building. He was used to waiting. Many times, on a tracking, he would have to sit for days waiting for a target to show themselves. This time, though, he had a full belly and a shady spot to wait. It felt almost too easy.

      For the last few hours, Jacob saw no movement nor even a hint that the building was occupied. Finally, he started to consider the possibility that it wasn’t. Maybe he had been waiting outside an empty building this whole time. Maybe he was wrong and this so-called sheriff was out there doing good, making an arrest or saving a child from a well.

      Then Jacob reminded himself of Jeremiah Blanchard’s crimes. A man who would murder a woman in cold blood wouldn’t be taking his time to help any child. A man on the run all the way from Virginia wouldn’t waste his time serving San Adrian’s citizens. Jacob just needed to lay eyes on Sheriff Horne, confirm it was the same man going by a different name, and make his arrest.

      The bounty hunter hoped it would be as easy as that. He always tried to take his targets alive when possible, but if a man pointed a gun at him it was either kill or be killed.

      And Jacob wasn’t aiming to be killed.

      Just as he was beginning to think he had wasted his afternoon and should give up to try somewhere else, the front door of the jail opened. Three men walked out onto the wooden boardwalk.

      At this distance, Jacob couldn’t hear what they were saying but could read their gestures sure enough. The shortest one seemed to be the man in charge. He was bearded with long, dark hair showing streaks of gray. He didn’t even bother to pull his hat down to hide his face. Jacob saw immediately that this was Jeremiah Blanchard. The other two men seemed to be listening to Blanchard give them instructions, leaning their heads in deference to him.

      None of the three noticed the bounty hunter watching them from just across the street. It wasn’t until a fourth and fifth man exited the building that any of the group noticed Jacob. The tallest of the men looked both ways up and down the street. Since nearly all the other citizens of the town were avoiding being seen outside, Jacob was impossible to miss, casually leaning against the wooden side of the building opposite the jail.

      The tall man pointed at Jacob and yelled. “You! What do you want? Don’t you have anywhere else to be?”

      Jacob stepped away from the building and pushed his coat back so Jeremiah and the deputies could see his weapon. He took a few steps forward until he stood in the middle of the dusty street. The men remained on the boardwalk in front of the jail.

      “Afternoon, gentlemen. I’m hoping you can help me. I’m looking for Jeremiah Blanchard.”

      The sheriff’s expression got hard, his eyes like coal, his teeth all but bared. Now that he was close, Jacob was even more sure this was the man he sought. There was the scar trailing the left side of his face, clear as day.

      One of the deputies, the oldest one wearing an all-white beard, similarly tried to stare Jacob down. He slowly drew his weapon from its holster—not yet pointing it at Jacob, but ready. That gun made Jacob think twice about capturing Jeremiah then and there. As he’d expected, Blanchard wouldn’t make this easy.

      The other three deputies seemed plainly confused by this stranger in the street.

      “Don’t know anyone by that name,” one said. “What’s your business with him?”

      “What about you, boys? Deputy Barnes, Deputy Conroy?” the sheriff asked the older man who had drawn his gun and the tall, barrel-chested man. “Does that name sound familiar to you? You ever heard of a Jeremiah Blanchard?”

      They shook their heads but kept their eyes on Jacob.

      “He’s wanted for murder in Virginia,” the bounty hunter said, “and I got a tip he might’ve made it all the way out here.”

      “Murder?” asked the young, lanky deputy.

      Jacob nodded and turned his attention to the alleged sheriff. “Murdered his wife and her elderly parents.”

      Deputy Conroy spit and shook his head. “What’s this man look like?”

      Jacob paused, acting like he had to think about it. Best not show all his cards. Not yet. “Short. Dark hair with gray in it. You have his wanted poster? It’d be a lot easier than me trying to describe him.”

      “What’s the matter, you deaf?” Deputy Barnes asked. “Ain’t we just told ya we ain’t heard that name?”

      “Huh,” Jacob said, deliberately casual. “And you’re sure you didn’t see that name on any of the wanted posters in there? That seems strange. Woulda thought at least news that the bastard’s wanted would get out to San Adrian, even if he didn’t.”

      “Look, Mister . . . ?” Sheriff Horne began.

      “Payne,” Jacob supplied. He strolled closer to his target, showing the man he wasn’t afraid.

      “Mr. Payne. We appreciate your concern. But as you might have heard, I’ve only recently taken over as sheriff of this town. What my predecessor might’ve done with that particular wanted poster I cannot say.”

      “You’re telling me you lost a wanted poster? What happens if someone comes in with his body? How will you identify him?”

      The man shrugged. “If that happens, we can figure it out then. I tell you, it’s a mess around here. Haven’t even had time to look over those posters myself. But I can look for you. Jonathan Blanch, you said?”

      “Jeremiah. Blanchard.” Jacob spoke with exaggerated diction. “From Virginia. Y’all ever been there?”

      Sheriff Horne smiled menacingly. “Can’t say I have.”

      Can’t say, or won’t say? thought Jacob.

      “Beautiful place, Virginia,” Jacob said, smiling back. “Man must’ve done a terrible thing to get over leaving that paradise and make it all the way out here to hide in this parched country.”

      “Well, of course, anyone could say the same thing about you or me, Mr. Payne. Tell me, what are you doing here in the Territory of Arizona?”

      Jacob shrugged. “This and that. I’ve my reasons for leaving back east. None of them are murder, though.”

      There was a heavy pause as the bounty hunter and sheriff exchanged threatening glares.

      “I think you’ve wasted enough of our time, Mr. Payne,” Sheriff Horne said finally. He rested his hand on the butt of his gun but didn’t draw it; the implication that he could was enough. He stayed on the boardwalk, which made a man of his height just tall enough to look Jacob in the eye. “I’d hate to have to run you out of town for being a menace to my citizens.”

      Jacob held the sheriff’s gaze as he backed away. He didn’t need to be told twice. He’d retreat for now so he could come up with a better plan for cornering his prey. As long as the man kept pretending to be Sheriff Horne, Jacob knew there would be another chance to take down Jeremiah Blanchard.
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      Jacob was almost back to the hotel when someone came calling.

      “Wait—mister!” Jacob heard from behind him. “Mr. Payne? Wait, I want to talk to you.”

      He turned to see a tall, gangly blond kid running up the street. He couldn’t be any older than fifteen, but carried a Navy Revolver probably older than he was and had a shiny deputy’s badge pinned securely to his front.

      When Jacob saw it was the young deputy, he put his hands up, away from his holsters. “Look, I agreed to leave you fellas alone for now. You gotta do the same.”

      “No, you got it wrong.” The kid stopped before him, breathing hard. “I was deputy to Sheriff Winthrop before he died. Name’s Timothy Brady. I’m not with those guys. That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

      Jacob lowered his hands and looked over the kid carefully. He had a snub nose, and still a lot of the child about his face. But Jacob could also see the beginnings of worry lines forming between the youth’s eyebrows, as though every day was more stressful than the last for him. As though he’d been forced into adulthood before he was ready. Brady’s eyes looked worried yet hopeful. Jacob knew he should at least talk to the kid.

      “Well, in that case, let’s talk. Maybe we can help each other.”

      Inside the Wildflower Hotel, Mrs. Finch met Jacob at the desk again.

      “Oh, hello, Mr. Payne. Deputy Brady, what are you doing here?”

      “Is there any place around here we can talk in private?” Jacob asked.

      “Take my study in the back,” she said, gesturing them to a small room off the lobby. “Timothy, you know where the cookies are if you boys decide you need some.”

      Timothy blushed a deep red. “Back here,” he mumbled as he led Jacob to the room and closed the door behind them.

      Jacob looked around at one of the most opulent rooms he’d encountered since arriving in Arizona. Floral wallpaper, a full bookcase, two finely upholstered wingback chairs, and even a marble mantle above the hearth that must have cost a fortune to be shipped all the way out west. No wonder the Finches were treading lightly. Having to leave San Adrian would be disastrous for them.

      “How long have you been a deputy?” Jacob began as they settled into the chairs in Mrs. Finch’s study. He closed his eyes for a moment to better feel the comfort and luxury all around him. Since he spent most of his days tracking in the untamed wilderness, just a cushion under him when he sat made a world of difference.

      “I started about a year ago. A lot of the town don’t take me seriously yet. You heard Mrs. Finch offer us cookies.” He ducked his head, as though embarrassed. “Right after I turned fourteen, my uncle Alex—he was sheriff, before Horne, see—he deputized me. I was his only one. We don’t get much trouble around here. Or when we do, a U.S. Marshal comes. But I moved out here from Philadelphia with my aunt and uncle when I was just a kid, and he kept saying how much he was looking forward to working with me when I was old enough.”

      “What happened?”

      “He died. ’Bout a month ago. The new Sheriff Horne had recently moved to town and was trying to make friends. Or so he said. He and Uncle Alex went out hunting one day and I guess just had some bad luck. Uncle Alex got bit by a rattler, and they were too far from Doctor Pike to save him in time.”

      “That’s a shame, Deputy. I’m real sorry to hear that.”

      “You can call me Timothy. Everyone else does. I’m mostly sorry for my aunt Maggie. She didn’t want to come west and leave her family back in Pennsylvania, but she loved Uncle Alex. And now she’s widowed, with no one to take care of her but me.”

      “I’m sure you do a great job.”

      He shrugged and blushed again. “I think so. I don’t know what we’d do without my deputy pay, though. I’m not a ranch hand or miner or nothin’.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that. But, tell me, why did you want to talk to me?”

      “I thought maybe the description you gave of that outlaw sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember. Maybe if you gave me more detail it could jog my memory.”

      Jacob smiled and leaned back in his chair. “You’re a good man, Deputy Brady. Timothy. The man we’re looking for is short. Dark and graying hair, like I mentioned. Dark eyes. And a deeply scarred face that he tries to hide under a beard.”

      Timothy paled, his eyes widening like saucers. “What kind of scar?”

      Jacob had hoped the boy could make the connection on his own. “It looks like a small knife—or maybe a woman’s fingernail—scratched him from his left eyebrow all the way down to his jaw.”

      “No,” Timothy whispered.

      “You think you might have an idea?”

      “What did you say this fella did?”

      “He killed his wife. Strangled her. Then, when her parents came visiting to see where she was, he killed them, too, and left his hometown to come hide in the wide open deserts of Arizona.”

      “Geez,” the boy said, leaning back in his chair.

      “You think you know this man, Timothy?”

      The boy nodded. “It’s Sheriff, ain’t it?”

      Jacob nodded grimly. “Has to be. No matter what name he calls himself, Sheriff Horne matches the description too perfectly to be anyone else. And he’s only heaping on the suspicion by mysteriously losing the wanted poster for Jeremiah Blanchard.”

      Timothy sat straight. “We have to do something.”

      Jacob hid a smile at the boy’s enthusiasm. “We will. I have some ideas. But I don’t know how this town will take it, seein’ as how they’ve got a man like that in charge.”

      “You should talk to my aunt,” Timothy said excitedly, almost bouncing in his chair now. “We’ve lived here for almost ten years. She knows San Adrian better than anyone. Come home to dinner with me.”
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      ‘“Aunt Maggie?” Timothy called as they walked in.

      The Winthrops’ home was a couple blocks off the main street of San Adrian, a modest, wooden house with just two rooms. The main, front room Jacob found himself in housed the kitchen and table, along with a couple chairs by the wide stone fireplace. A thin bedroll was tucked against the wall by the hearth—probably where Timothy slept.

      Out of the bedroom tacked on to the back of the main room came Aunt Maggie, and Jacob was stunned for a moment. This woman didn’t look old enough to be Timothy’s aunt. She was lovely; she had clear white skin with just a smattering of freckles on her nose, and red-blond hair that shone in the firelight. At the top of her high neckline, she wore a delicate brooch with what looked like a lock of hair.

      “Evening, ma’am,” Jacob said, removing his hat.

      “Aunt Maggie, this is Jacob Payne,” Timothy said excitedly. “He’s going to help us get Sheriff Horne out of San Adrian.”
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      After Timothy told his aunt a bit more about the stranger he had just let into their home, Maggie invited Jacob to stay for dinner. They would need to talk over what they could do to handle the new sheriff without putting themselves or anyone else in the town in danger, and Jacob was grateful for their help and insight. Intelligent conversation and two hot meals in one day? He was beginning to feel spoiled. He wanted to be sure to show her how grateful he was for her hospitality.

      When Timothy went out to chop wood and gather more water, Jacob offered his assistance to Maggie.

      “Is there anything round here that needs doing? Something your husband would have fixed or built, or a chore that’s been waiting for the last month?”

      Her eyes filled with tears.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t mean to—”

      “No, no. It’s fine. You’re right. I’m sure there are some chores that I’ve been neglecting. But for now . . .”

      She thought for a moment then smiled coyly and, to his surprise, actually laughed.

      “What?” asked Jacob, bewildered.

      “Well . . . there is one thing my husband used to do for me that I could use help with. But”—and here she laughed again, blushing furiously—“you won’t like it.”

      “Whatever you need, Mrs. Winthrop. Just tell me. I aim to make myself useful as long as I’m here.”

      “Well.” She took a deep breath as though steeling herself for something unpleasant. She ducked her chin, looking up at him through long eyelashes. “He used to peel the potatoes.”

      Jacob had expected something a lot worse. He grinned and nodded. “I can do that. I might not look it, but I have actually peeled potatoes before.”

      “Would you like an apron?” she offered, teasing him.

      He was tempted to accept, just to see if he could make her laugh again, but decided not to. She had only been a widow for a month, and it wouldn’t be proper for him to be monopolizing her attention that way.

      “No, ma’am. I think I can handle a few potato peels. Can’t do me any more harm than riding all morning has.”

      She laughed again and said, “Thank you for that. I haven’t laughed since my husband died.”

      Jacob grew serious. “I was real sorry to hear about that, Mrs. Winthrop. From what Timothy tells me, it sounds like he was a good, generous man. You should have had a long life together.”

      Tears welled up in the widow’s eyes, but she smiled and dabbed them away before they could fall. “He was . . . he was just that. And he would hate what has become of San Adrian now.”

      “Don’t you worry. We’ll fix it. Now, where are those potatoes you need peeled?”

      A short time later, after Jacob had peeled all the potatoes, Timothy had finished his chores, and Maggie had finished making dinner, the three sat down to the table together.

      “I’ll say grace, Aunt Maggie,” Timothy volunteered.

      Jacob bowed his head with the others. As the boy prayed, Jacob appreciated how both Maggie and Timothy could be grateful for what they had and not bitter about what they had lost. It made him all the more determined to help make it right and put Jeremiah behind bars.

      As the three dug into the stew Maggie had made, she commented slyly, “My, what wonderfully peeled potatoes we have here.”

      Jacob grinned. “My own secret recipe.”

      “I’m sure. Your mama teach you that? Or your wife?” She looked down into her bowl with this last question.

      “I did have a wife, ma’am. But she died in the war. Truth be told, that’s also where I learned to peel potatoes.”

      “Well, then.” She smiled at him. “I guess I’ll have to thank your sergeant.”

      Jacob couldn’t help but voice a nagging thought he had been having since he’d arrived.

      “Pardon me for saying so, Mrs. Winthrop, but I don’t see how you’re old enough to be this boy’s aunt.”

      Maggie smiled and fixed Jacob with a humorous look. “Well, Mr. Payne, you know a lady never reveals her age.”

      “Of course— I . . . I’m sorry—” he stammered.

      She laughed and quickly reassured him. “Timothy’s mother was my sister—my much older sister. When she and my brother-in-law died, there was no one else to take him in. Alex and I were not yet engaged, but he could see how badly I wanted to give this boy a home. So we got married right away and adopted the child.”

      “And now he’s lost another parent.”

      Timothy was eating silently, looking down at his plate. Jacob couldn’t imagine how hard this last month had been for the boy. Jacob’s own relationship with his father had been strained, but at least he had been around through all of Jacob’s childhood.

      “How has the last month been for you?” Jacob asked Maggie.

      Maggie took a bite of her stew before answering, chewing slowly and considering what to say. Jacob stayed quiet, giving her the time she needed to think about it.

      “It’s been hard, as you can imagine,” she said. “Not just the death, but the everyday as well. We never got my husband’s last month’s pay.” She looked down at her bowl, avoiding Jacob’s eyes. “Sheriff Horne confiscated it. Claimed it was evidence.”

      “Evidence? Of what? What is he investigating?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. He says my Alex died of a snakebite, so I haven’t a clue what the pay has to do with that.”

      “Did the undertaker say it was a snakebite?”

      She shook her head. “No. That is, I’m not sure. We never discussed it. I just took Sheriff Horne at his word.” She studied Jacob’s expression. “You think I should have questioned it?”

      “Maybe. Maybe not at that moment, but it might be worth looking into now. If he has your husband’s pay to dole out, he might be having an easier time bringing those deputies around to his side. But, on the other hand, if we can find evidence of another murder, it might be possible to get the other deputies out of Sheriff Horne’s pocket. The fewer men I have to fight to bring him to justice, the better.”

      Timothy paled at that. “You think you’ll have to fight the other deputies?”

      Jacob chewed thoughtfully. “I might. But then, there might be a way I don’t have to. If the man would just admit what he and I both know, this could be a lot more simple.”

      He paused when he saw Maggie reach over to squeeze Timothy’s hand. The boy was nervous, that was plain. But whether it was at the thought of fighting the other deputies, of his first real job as a law enforcer, or of something else, Jacob didn’t know.

      “I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about this at dinner.”

      At this, Timothy finally looked up. “No. I want to. I want to get this guy out of here, if . . . if he really did murder all those people.”

      Jacob nodded somberly. “He did.”

      “Then let’s do this.”

      “We will. But we have to be smart about this. We don’t want to start
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