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OUT OF TIME. OUT OF LUCK. OUT TO GET EVEN. 


Sol Redding is on the brink of disaster. His longhorns have scattered, his partner is missing, and some varmint wants him dead. 
And he’s riding straight into the teeth of the biggest storm in living memory.
Can Redding spare himself from a grisly fate? 
Click this sentence to get your FREE copy of Redding’s Maverick for Kindle, Kobo, iBooks, Google Play, PC, and other platforms.







  
  To Lu, 
My one, my only.
This book would have been impossible without you.
May we always share the trail together, cowgirl.
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  Chapter 1


Sheol Springs, Colorado, 1875
“HELLFIRE, SHERIFF—HE looks as mad as a peeled rattler.” 
Sheriff Sol Redding was snoring in his favorite chair on the boardwalk outside the Sheol Springs jailhouse. Startled awake, he fumbled for his six-shooter and lost his balance. His boots slipped off the jailhouse hitching post, and he cracked his head against the solid log cabin wall behind him. 
“Tarnation,” he muttered. His Stetson rolled off the boardwalk and into the traffic trundling past them along Main Street. “Dang,” he growled. He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and frowned at his companion. “Jasper, this better be good.”
The gray-bearded veteran beside him leaned forward and pointed at the intersection. “No time for snoozin’, sheriff, look. That dirty scumbelly’s got it in for that young looker. He seems mean enough to swallow a horn-toad sideways.”
A man and a woman struggled at the intersection of Main Street and Silver Drive. The man, wearing mud-stained overalls and a dark bushy beard, held a smoking cigar between his teeth and had a rock hammer tucked into his belt. He gripped a bottle of whiskey with one hand and wrapped the other around the woman’s throat. His red-rimmed eyes glared at her from under the brim of his shapeless hat. 
Sol frowned and raised his voice. “Let her be, you addle-headed barrel boarder.”
Main Street bustled as carriages and coaches rumbled past. Farmers cursed and cajoled the oxen pulling their buckboards and carts, whips cracking to keep them moving. Riders on horseback guided their mounts through the traffic, while townsfolk on foot darted in every direction. 
Energy filled the air. Anvils rang and shouting merchants hawked everything from crisp linen to used boots and Arbuckles by the pound. A pianola tinkled in a saloon across the street, while scrawny chickens flapped and squawked amongst each other in the hunt for a forgotten morsel. The smell of fresh bread fought with a stomach-churning reek escaping from a tumbledown privy leaning against the saloon. The privy door banged against the doorframe in the breeze.
“Eat lead, sheriff.” A burly-looking drifter with a bald head and muttonchop sideburns stepped out from the crowd and fired at Sol, a cloud of smoke rising from his revolver. Instinct took over and Sol ducked, his mind whirling. Hell—who’s that? The drifter’s bullet ricocheted off the hitching post and buried itself in a lumber window frame beside Sol’s head, showering him with splinters and chunks of wood. 
Sol straightened with his Smith & Wesson Model 3 Schofield in hand. He thumbed back the hammer, itching for a target. However, the drifter had disappeared back into the traffic filling the intersection.
Sol banged the hitching post in frustration. “Consarn it, where is that dry-gulchin’ rattlesnake?”
Jasper shrugged. “Sorry sheriff, I lost him in all the hoo-ha.”
The morning sun blazed from above, heating the sweat that ran down Sol’s face. Pain thumped right behind his eyes, a reminder of the full bottle of redeye he had emptied the previous evening. He shaded his eyes and squinted through the glare, anger coursing through his veins. The gunman had appeared from behind the squabbling couple in the street. I need answers. Those two must know somethin’. 
Jasper peered through the sun’s glare at the couple wrestling in the street. “Best hurry, Red. That owlhoot is roughin’ her up.”
The bearded man in overalls blew a cloud of cigar smoke into the woman’s face and grabbed her arm. “That was Cannonball, wasn’t it? Is he gunnin’ for me now?” He leaned in, one hand on the mining pick in his belt. “Where is my gold? You lifted it, didn’t you,” he snarled.
“Wiley, stop.” The woman slapped his chest and turned away. She had auburn hair and a slim but shapely build. The man cursed and struck her, his work-scarred knuckles sending her staggering backwards. 
“You bottom-feedin’ jughead,” Sol muttered. Anger boiled up from his gut, and he felt the last dregs of restraint evaporate in the heat of the burning sun. He grabbed his rawhide lariat from the seat next to him, stepped off the boardwalk and marched towards the pair. Fury burned in his chest. “You touch her again and there’ll be hell to pay, mister.”
The miner glanced at him. “Says who…?”
The words died on his lips when he saw the silver badge pinned to Sol’s chest. The man’s eyes darted from the lawman’s face to the badge, and the gleaming Schofield in his holster, then back to his face. A drop of blood ran down the man’s cheek and mixed with the hooch dripping from his chin. 
“…You the sheriff?” he asked.
Sol pulled his duster aside and tapped the silver badge. “That’s right. Sheriff Redding. Custer County is my county. Be careful, friend.” He glared at the miner. “Who are you?”
“Me? Wiley Griffin.” The man snorted and shook the woman. “But Adeline here’s the one you want. She’s the thief. I just want back what’s mine.”
“She doesn’t interest me.” Sol pointed at him. “I want to get the drop on the critter who tried to blow my head off. He was hidin’ right behind you. Where is he?”
Griffin shrugged. “Who, you mean Cannonball Kelly? I don’t know where he’s gone. He ain’t with me. That bald-headed bandit wants me dead, just like this harlot does.” He shook Adeline again, and she fought to free herself. “They’re in it together. I thought she was sweet on me, but how wrong I was.”
The woman gasped. “Wiley, stop hurtin’ me.”
“Let her go, you no-account squaw horse,” Sol snapped. “Tell me where to find this Kelly.”
The miner took a swig from his bottle and shrugged again. “Let me know when you find him. I’ve got a score to settle.”
Sol approached Griffin slowly, wary of the holster hanging from the man’s belt. When he saw it was empty, he abandoned caution and pushed his way through the growing crowd of onlookers. An urgent voice halted him in his tracks. “Sheriff, wait.”
Sol froze. Someone grabbed his shoulder and he whirled, fist cocked, ready to swing. Jasper stood there, his broad smile fading at the anger on Sol’s face. He held something out. “H-here,” he stuttered. Sol looked down. Jasper was holding his Stetson. “It was just layin’ in the street,” the prospector croaked. “Copped an awful beatin’.”
Sol cringed inside. The old fool doesn’t deserve that treatment. He crammed the hat back on his head and nodded his thanks. “Obliged.”
He stepped between Griffin and Adeline and knocked the miner’s hand from her shoulder. “That’s enough, mush-head. Leave her be.” 
Griffin stepped back, took a swig from his bottle and almost toppled over. The smell of hooch was almost overpowering. “Or what?” he slurred.
“Or—” Sol felt another tap on his shoulder. He ground his teeth together and turned again. “Damn it, Jasper, I—”
Adeline looked up at him, a wisp of hair trailing down her face. It was Sol’s first proper look at her, and his jaw dropped. She wore a homespun collared shirt and a tattered dress that did little to hide her figure. However, Sol only had eyes for her face. The woman was stunning, with flawless skin, long flowing auburn locks framing her cheekbones, and dark, mysterious eyes that made his heart pound.
She smiled shyly. “I’m no thief,” she whispered.
Aww hell, he thought. Those eyes. She’s trouble. Despite the danger, he couldn’t help himself and stole another look at her. Someone shoved him in the back and Sol almost stumbled to his knees. “Step away, sheriff,” Griffin snarled. “She’s mine, and she owes me.”
Fuming, Sol grabbed the miner by the collar and cuffed him over the ear. The man’s head wobbled, and whiskey sloshed down his shirt. “I’ve had enough,” Sol growled. “Now, you just bought yourself a night in the calaboo—”
A pair of slender arms snaked around his waist and hugged him tightly. Behind me, he thought. Who—? He glanced at Jasper, who stared at him with eyes as big as dinner plates. “It—it’s her,” the prospector whispered. 
“I’ve got nothin’ of his.” Adeline’s voice was soft, almost intimate, as if every word was a secret. Sol’s stomach clenched, and he was all too aware of her curves pressing against him. She nestled her head against his back and clasped her hands together over his belt buckle. Sol felt his growing interest and tried to push her away. He felt the swell of her hips beneath his fingers, her figure warm and soft. 
Someone in the crowd sniggered, and he found his voice and shook his head. “Ma’am, I’m sorry, but—”
Griffin’s voice was twisted, strangled, thick with hate. “Oh, you’ll be sorry alright.” 
The miner’s fist smashed into his jaw, and Sol cursed his carelessness as he dropped to the street, his vision blurry. Griffin landed a solid kick to his ribs, leaving him gasping for breath. Adeline screamed, and the sheriff staggered back to his feet, fumbling for his Schofield. That’s enough, damn it. He thumbed back the hammer, the revolver’s grip cool to the touch. 
The long scar down the side of Sol’s face started itching. Trouble. Jasper called out urgently. “No Red, hang fire. Look.”
The sheriff froze. Griffin held Adeline close, his arm around her throat and wrapped under her chin. In one hand he brandished his bottle of whiskey. In the other he clutched a thick stick wrapped in tattered red paper, a cord dangling from the top. 
Griffin took a long puff of his cigar and blew out a billowing cloud of smoke. He raised the bottle of redeye to his lips, took a long swallow, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and burped loudly. He swayed, waved his red stick in the air, leaned over, and spat in front of Sol. 
“Got anythin’ to say now, lawman?”
Sol stared at the stick in Griffin’s hand. His mouth went dry. “Tell me that ain’t…?”
Jasper nodded. “It’s dynamite.” 






  
  Chapter 2


“SHERIFF, STEP BACK or I’ll blow us all sky high.” 
Jasper took an immediate step back, while Sol considered his options and stood his ground. Griffin took a swig from his bottle, then held up the explosive and waved it in the air. “Not so loud now, are you, mister big shot Johnny Law?”
Sol gritted his teeth. “Jasper, dynamite? Are you sure?”
“I’d know it anywhere,” Jasper growled.
“Aww, hell”. Sol closed his eyes and slid his Smith & Wesson back into its holster. Someone in the crowd gasped, and he heard the onlookers shuffle back. Adeline turned pale and slumped in Griffin’s arms. Sol took half a step forward. “Let her go. She’s done nothin’.”
Griffin found a match in his shirt pocket and struck it against his sleeve. It flared and hissed, sending a ribbon of smoke towards the heavens. “Stay back,” he snarled. “Adeline stole my gold, and now she’s got designs on you. Well, bunkum.” He tightened his grip on the woman. “If she ain’t mine, she can’t be yours either. I’ll take her with me.”
Jasper winced as the match flame blew close to the safety fuse inserted into the explosive. “Are you plumb loco?” he cried. “If that detonates, it will send Main Street to kingdom come.”
The crowd surrounding them fell silent before a woman screamed and spectators scattered, chasing the street chickens scuttling before them and sending a flock of ravens flapping into the air from their perch on a nearby bank. Buckboards rolled to a halt while riders spurred their mounts and pushed through the crowd to safety. An eerie hush fell over the intersection. A baby wailed, and its mother quickly hushed it, but the spell broke, and the uproar resumed.
Griffin tipped his whiskey bottle up and took a long swallow of tanglefoot. The lit match hissed and sizzled in his hand, sending a thin plume of smoke skyward. Pedestrians, horsemen, carriages and buckboards milled around in confusion, blocking the intersection. Sol felt his headache building, and frustration gnawed at his gut. His anger soon boiled over. “Drop the dynamite and let the girl go. Now,” he growled through clenched teeth.
The miner shook his head and swallowed another slug of whiskey. “Make me,” he slurred, and let out a large burp.
Sol’s voice was icy, measured, angry. “Light that up and I swear you’ll regret the few breaths you have left.”
Adeline whimpered, and the miner tightened his grasp. Griffin looked the sheriff in the eye, and a shiver ran up his spine. Sol’s weathered black duster, battered boots, and iron-gray stubble spoke of a hidden strength. However, it was the piercing glint in the sheriff’s eyes that made him shudder. 
Griffin puffed out his chest. “Why should I…” 
The words died on his lips at the cold fury in Sol’s eyes. The miner’s gaze jumped from the sheriff’s face to his silver badge, the gleaming Smith & Wesson Model 3 Schofield in his holster, then back to his face. A drop of blood ran down Griffin’s cheek and mixed with the hooch dripping from his chin. 
Sol snorted, repulsed by the reek of cheap liquor soaking the miner’s overalls. The match flame tickled the dynamite safety fuse and he took another step closer, his hand moving away from his holster and hovering over the rawhide lariat looped over his shoulder. “Listen up,” he said. “Blow out that flame and—”
A frown creased Griffin’s face, and he gulped another mouthful of whiskey. He tightened his grip around Adeline’s throat. “But—what about my gold?”
Sol shook his head. “The lady said she doesn’t have it.” His finger brushed the rawhide lariat. Don’t make me do this, he thought. “Let’s all walk away from this, Griffin. Do the right thing and blow out that flame.”
Griffin’s shoulders slumped, and he nodded. He lifted the match to his lips and blew it out. Sol let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding and moved his hands away from his lariat and back towards his .45. “That’s right, nice and easy. Now, let Miss Adeline go.”
At the mention of her name, Griffin’s hand twitched, brushing the fuse against the red-hot tip of the cigar in his mouth. 
“You fool, stop,” yelled Jasper.
Time slowed down for Sol. He watched Griffin’s eyes widen in shock as he spat out his cigar. The sheriff watched fear cross Jasper’s face as the red-hot cigar tip disintegrated in a shower of sparks against the dynamite. He felt relief wash over him when the cigar hit the dirt.
There was silence. Then a burst of sparks, smoke, and an almighty hiss. 
“Aww, hell,” Sol said. He’s gone and lit the safety fuse.
Main Street erupted into chaos, with horses throwing riders, coach drivers cracking whips, buckboards bouncing over potholes, mules hee-hawing in protest, and pedestrians running for their lives.
Griffin took one look at the burning safety fuse, screamed, and tossed the dynamite at Jasper. The old prospector caught it by instinct, turned deathly pale, and tossed it right back. The miner took one look at the burning fuse in his hand, shoved the dynamite down the back of Adeline’s shirt, and shoved her away.
“Help.” The young woman stumbled as she tried to grab the high explosive. She panicked, shrieking in fear as she ran blindly through the chaos, her auburn locks streaming out behind her. Griffin watched her for a moment before slipping away into the screaming crowd.
Adeline screamed again and Sol acted on instinct, grabbing his rope and sending a lariat looping over her shoulders. He pulled the rawhide taut around her waist and hauled her back hand over hand, the woman fighting like a fish on a hook to free herself. A terrified man in a dark suit, with oiled down hair and gold spectacles, yelled incoherently and cannoned into him. Sol lost his grip on the lariat, and Adeline pulled herself free and ran panicking into the screaming crowd. Sol helped the dark-suited man on his way with the sole of his boot and charged after her. 
A farmer’s buckboard drawn by a gray mare came bouncing and crashing along the street, the driver fighting to pull the animal up. The horse ignored his desperate shouts and charged straight at Sol, frothing at the mouth and surging at the traces. 
The sheriff grabbed Adeline, aware that he only had seconds. She fought to free herself, wriggling and screaming in his grasp. “Hold still, woman,” he growled. 
In the corner of his eye he could see the buckboard rumbling closer and closer, the gray ignoring all attempts to pull up. He plunged his hand down the back of the woman’s shirt, fumbling for the dynamite. Adeline’s back felt smooth and cool. He reached down further and brushed something soft and warm. She squealed and wriggled, and he turned bright red despite the imminent explosion. Where is the danged thing? His fingers closed over the dynamite and he pulled it free—less than an inch of fuse remained. He cursed and flung it as far away as possible, then turned towards the out-of-control buckboard.
The wagon hit a pothole and bounced up on two wheels. The gray screamed and reared up, hooves flashing through the air. Bystanders shrieked and dived for cover as the horse leaped high in the air, the buckboard bouncing from wheel to wheel. 
Sol spotted the dynamite soaring towards the saloon across the street, the fuse leaving a thin trail of smoke. He pulled Adeline to the ground and covered her as best he could with his own body. 
The mare screamed and reared again, its hooves slamming into the dirt in front of his nose. The buckboard bounced up onto two wheels and teetered, then started tipping over onto them. Sol caught a last glimpse of the dynamite as it soared through the air. The fuse had almost burned through.
Aww hell. He covered Adeline’s ears and buried his face in her sweet-smelling hair. 
Then all Sol knew was a blinding flash and an ear-splitting crack before everything disappeared in a thunderous roar.






  
  Chapter 3


“QUICK, GRAB HIS shootin’ iron ‘fore he wakes up.” 
Sol came to with the taste of blood in his mouth, huddled on his hands and knees. His ears rang, and a blinding pain burned behind his eyes. His vision was blurry, and he blinked and tried to blink the stars from his eyes. The smell of smoke filled his nostrils, and blood ran from a cut behind his ear and dripped to the dirt around his fingers. 
Hands clawed at his holster, and he felt his six-gun being ripped away. Sol threw a punch, hoping to connect with something. Anything. His elbow struck home, and a squeal of pain brought a fierce smile to his face. He grabbed his assailant and heard a squeal. “Time to put a spoke in the wheel,” he growled.
A stomach-churning stench overwhelmed him, and he held his sleeve over his nose. Shattered pieces of smoking lumber rained down around him, just missing his head. The stench intensified, and he fought down the urge to throw up. What in the world? Eyes watering, he spotted a smoking hole next to the saloon across the street. He took a second look at the smoking lumber and noticed his coat and pants were dripping wet. What is that stink? He put two and two together. Aww hell, I blew up the privy. 
Large scorch marks covered the side of the saloon, and smoke rose from wreckage strewn across the street, but there was no sign of the outhouse that had stood there moments earlier. He shrugged. It’s better than bein’ shot down by that Cannonball Kelly.
Sol’s attacker tried to wriggle free. His eyes were still playing up, so he tackled his assailant to the ground, fighting for a firm grip. He grabbed a handful of hair, yanking it and bending his opponent back. Fingers scratched at his eyes, and he leaned in closer, trapping his opponent’s arms with his own arm. His assailant squirmed beneath him, giving him the advantage.  
It’s time to end this. He reared back, lining up a headbutt into his attacker’s face. His opponent squeaked and thrashed beneath him, and Sol paused, puzzled. Somethin’s not right. His assailant let out a desperate high-pitched yell, and he caught the scent of… wildflowers. His opponent punched his chest and squealed. “Let go, you brute.”
Wildflowers… that voice… 
The fog in front of his eyes cleared, and Sol stared down at Adeline’s angelic face. Her big brown eyes glared back up at him as she fought to free herself. Sol shifted his weight and tightened his grip on her arms. 
“What do you think you’re playin’ at?” he growled.
She swallowed and batted her eyelids. “No games,” she whispered, and gave him a small smile. Time stopped as Sol fell into her eyes. Her auburn hair spilled out over her shirt collar, and the skin on her wrists was as soft and smooth as velvet. She glanced over his shoulder, then shifted under him with a wicked grin. “Your move, sheriff,” she purred.
Sol froze. Did she just wink? He felt a flash of heat run from his boots to the top of his head, and his ears burned. She looked at him with a knowing smile, and Sol became all too aware of her curves squashed beneath him. 
Urrrggghhh. Pain flashed through him from head to toe. Sol found himself flying through the air, his ribs burning. He landed hard, the breath driven from his lungs. In the heat of the moment, he’d forgotten about Griffin and his heavy boots. The sheriff cursed himself as he tried to breathe. Pay attention, dunderhead. 
“She’s mine, you slumguzzlin’ tin horn.” Griffin’s howl of rage snapped Sol back to the moment. 
He rolled away from the miner’s next kick, fumbling for his Schofield as he moved. His fingers found an empty holster—his Smith & Wesson was missing. The sheriff staggered to his feet, winded, his chest burning. He took a deep breath, expecting the sharp stab of broken ribs, but only felt a dull throbbing bruise. I got lucky — another kick like that and I’m finished. 
Griffin brandished Sol’s .45, spinning it awkwardly around his finger. The revolver gleamed in the sunlight. “Lookin’ for this?” he slurred.
“Aww, hell,” Sol groaned. Suddenly, things were very serious.
“That’s right, lawman.” The miner’s smile became a snarl, and he reached down and grabbed his cigar off the street. “First, she steals my gold, then you steal her. Well, the fat’s now in the fire, ain’t it?”
Griffin cackled as he lowered the revolver and pulled the trigger once, twice. The Smith & Wesson boomed, and gun smoke billowed around the miner’s head. His shot hit a rock in the street then ricocheted off a sign hanging over a general goods store and whined across Main Street before burying itself in the batwing doors of the saloon. Splinters and shards of wood pelted the crowded boardwalk, sending bystanders screaming into the street. 
Griffin tilted his bottle and gulped a mouthful of whiskey. “Where’s my gold?” he slurred, cheap hooch dribbling down his chin.
“You fiddle-headed fool,” Sol yelled. “What gold?”
The miner cursed and fired again, the bullet phwizzing past Sol’s ear. A lantern hanging outside the First Federal Bank exploded into razor-sharp glass shards and hot metal shrapnel, sending onlookers scrambling for cover. 
Griffin leered at the surrounding chaos. He took another swig of whiskey and smacked his lips with relish, swaying back and forth on his feet. “That one’s for Cannonball,” he slurred, and burped softly. “He stole my gold. Took the whole kit and caboodle.” Anger replaced the glee in the miner’s eyes, and he nodded at the saloon behind him. “Hornswoggled. Pilfered… stolen as cold as you like.” 
Sol held his tongue with difficulty. “What gold? What’s Cannonball Kelly got to do with it?”
Suspicion filled Griffin’s eyes. “That’s private business,” he slurred. “I don’t want no law involved. I just want Cannonball.” He brandished Sol’s .45. “Give me five minutes with that flannel mouth, then you can lock me up in the hoosegow.” 
Sol shook his head. “No chance.” The breeze shifted, and the stench of the ruined privy filled the air. Sol pulled a face. “I can’t stand that stench one second longer. Drop your shootin’ iron. Now.” 
Griffin hiccupped, and his revolver boomed and fired into the crowd. The bullet deflected off a wagon piled high with ears of corn and clipped a horse on its flank. Bystanders ran screaming as the panicking horse reared and took off at a gallop, dragging the cart behind it and leaving the driver behind. The man took off in pursuit, yelling as his wagon bounced up the street, scattering bystanders and ears of corn in every direction. 
The miner raised his bottle high in the air and roared in triumph, then giggled. “Oops.”
“Stop, you lunkhead,” Sol yelled. “You want to kill someone?”
Griffin raised his .45 and aimed at him. “As a matter of fact, yes, I do.” 
“No, Wiley, don’t.” Sol turned to see Adeline looking horrified, the blood draining from her face.
The miner thumbed back the hammer and squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked but didn’t fire. Griffin frowned and banged the Smith & Wesson against a nearby hitching post. He tried to fire again without success. Griffin stared at his weapon, bewildered. 
“Misfire,” Sol growled. He crouched and charged, his hands outstretched. Griffin turned pale, dropped the Schofield, and ran, the crowd of onlookers scrambling over themselves to get out of his way. Sol spotted his rawhide rope lying in the dirt, scooped it up, and sent a lariat snaking out after his foe. The rope snared Griffin’s boot, and Sol pulled the rope taut, sending the miner crashing to the dirt. 
The sheriff was on him in a second, hauling the miner to his feet. He shook Griffin and punched him in the mouth. “That’s a thank you for the kick.” 
He wound up for a second blow, but someone grabbed him. “Don’t hurt him, please.” 
Sol glanced back and saw Adeline holding his arm. He shook her off but lost his grip on the miner. Griffin swung a wild punch. Sol leaned back and let the man’s fist whoosh past his face, then stepped forward and bloodied the man’s nose with a right cross. Griffin staggered back and fell on the seat of his pants, his cigar falling from his mouth. “Keep your filthy mitts off her, sheriff,” he snarled.
“I don’t want her,” Sol was adamant, and he leaned forward to restrain the miner. “You’re off to the calaboose.”
“I said the calico’s mine,” Griffin roared. He leaped up and swung a wild punch at the lawman, landing a blow over his heart. Sol hissed as pain exploded across his chest. He ducked a follow-up blow, spat out a mouthful of blood, and landed an uppercut that sent Griffin flying across the street and sprawling onto his back. 
Someone tapped him on the shoulder. He spun, irritated. “Not now, sweetheart—”
He stopped. Jasper stood behind him, holding out Sol’s revolver. The prospector smirked. “I found this, honey.” The prospector passed his silver Schofield over. Sol ignored the smirk and nodded his thanks.
Adeline stroked the sheriff’s shoulder. “Thank you, sheriff,” she purred. Her bosom brushed his arm. 
Jasper sniggered, and a wry smile crept across his face. Sol glared at the prospector as he checked his Smith & Wesson. Only one round left. “Not the time, ma’am,” he said gruffly. “Griffin, on your feet. You’re off to the hoosegow.”
Griffin spat blood onto the street and glared up at Sol. Sol was wary. What’s that saphead up to? The miner shoved his cigar back in his mouth, found his bottle of whiskey beside him and upended it, swallowing several gulps. He pulled his other hand from behind his back, revealing another stick of dynamite. The miner held the safety fuse only inches from the lit cigar tip.
“Sheriff, look out,” Jasper gasped. His voice was so high it almost broke. “Don’t let him light that fuse.”
“I’m on it.” Sol’s stomach dropped. One round left. No choice. He raised his Smith & Wesson and aimed at Griffin’s chest. The miner took another swig of rotgut. Sol thumbed back the hammer and pulled the trigger just as Adeline squealed and grabbed his gun arm, jostling his aim. “No, don’t hurt him.” 
Sol’s revolver boomed, belching smoke and flame. Griffin’s bottle of whiskey shattered, covering him with razor shards of glass and cheap booze. However, the miner shook it off and touched his cigar to the safety fuse. 
“No,” Jasper squealed. 
Time stood still for Sol. Gun’s empty. I’m too late. Griffin looked at the dynamite and frowned—the fuse wasn’t burning. He tried again, puffing hard on his stogie and touching the tip to the fuse. The cigar fell apart in his mouth, and the miner cursed and spat it out. Sol’s heart leaped. The whiskey soaked it… there’s still time.
Griffin charged, hands reaching for Sol’s throat. The sheriff’s Schofield was still in his hand, the grip cool to the touch. He smashed the revolver against the side of Griffin’s head. The miner’s eyes rolled back, and he slumped to the ground.
Jasper snorted and pulled a face. “Cheap cigars… there ought to be a law.” 
Sol holstered his .45 and checked Griffin over for any other hidden surprises. He called over his shoulder. “Grab the dynamite, old man. And be careful with it. No accidents.”
“Sheriff, a word.” Sol turned to see Mayor Charles Ewart approaching from across the street. The corpulent lawyer wore a light gray suit and pince-nez spectacles, both of which were spattered with mud. Sol felt the scar running down the side of his face start to tickle, and he was instantly on alert. Dang, what does he want? 
The mayor led a group of hard-eyed men carrying pistols, rifles and one toting a shotgun. Sol cast his eye over them, and his mood darkened. Ewart had previously tried to blackmail and corrupt him, an occupational hazard of being sheriff. However, this time the mayor had used Alma and her brother as leverage, threatening them with hard jail time over trumped-up links to a rape in nearby Leadville unless Sol toed the line. Sol had kept the news from Alma and was now biding his time, waiting for a chance to cut the mayor down to size. I don’t trust that bottom-feedin’ sidewinder any further than I can kick him. It’s time to throw him off balance. “Howdy, Chick. Alma ain’t here.”
Ewart blinked. “That’s Mayor Ewart, if you don’t mind.” He smoothed down the lapels of his suit jacket. “And anyhow, right now it ain’t Alma I want. What are your notions for this…” The mayor wrinkled his nose and coughed as he neared the sheriff. “By ginger, what is that stench?” 
Sol remembered the privy and looked the man in the eye. “When you wallow with pigs, expect to get dirty, Mayor.”
“Better you than me.” Ewart took a deep breath and a step back. He nodded at Griffin. “Yes. Well, what are your notions for this vagabond?”
Sol shrugged. “Charge him, throw him in the calaboose, and leave him to Judge Harwill’s mercy. He’s due in town next month.”
Ewart frowned and took off his pince-nez spectacles. He glanced at the men beside him, and they murmured angrily. A hard-eyed drifter wielding a double-barreled Remington shotgun stepped forward. “A trial?” The man leaned over and spat on the street. “No call for that. Seems to us,” he said, waving his arm at the men behind him, “that he’s as guilty as all be. Sure as a gun. No need for no trial.” 
Sol shook his head. “Everyone gets their day in court, Sam.” 
The man produced a coil of rope. “Man is just a bad egg. He done near blowed us all to kingdom come. Let’s give him a California collar and be done with it.”
The sheriff glared at him from under the brim of his dusty Stetson. “Don’t be a fool. No one’s bein’ strung up today.” The group growled, and the man holding the shotgun pulled back both hammers. Sol almost reached for his own revolver, then stopped himself. Aww hell, no beans left in the wheel. I need another way.
Sol rounded on Ewart. “You behind this?” 
The mayor raised his hands and stuck his thumbs out at the men behind him. “Don’t go wakin’ snakes, sheriff. Seems to me folk know what they want.”
A warning bell sounded in Sol’s head. Ewart’s no fool. The law’s clear… so what’s his game? He needed answers from Griffin, and he needed them in a hurry. There’s more to this than meets the eye.
Sol glanced at Jasper and pointed at Griffin. “Get him on his feet, old man.” He turned to the shotgun-wielding drifter. “Everyone gets a trial, Sam.” He took a step forward. “I promise there’ll be one for each and every man here if you persist with this cockamamie stunt.” 
Ewart sighed. “Redding, I was afraid you’d get your back up. That’s why I—”
Sol took another step closer and snatched the shotgun from the drifter’s hands. He clubbed the man in the face with the butt and fired one barrel into the air. The group froze, all eyes on the smoke rising from the muzzle. 
Sol aimed the Remington at the group. He took a deep breath to calm himself. “I’m takin’ this man to the hoosegow,” he growled. “He’s goin’ to stand trial. Anyone who disagrees can talk to the scattergun here.” He looked at Ewart. “Mayor? Anythin’ to add?” The mayor stared at the shotgun, turned pale and shook his head.
“Good.” He glanced behind him. “Jasper? You movin’?” The prospector nodded, holding Griffin’s arm over his shoulder as he half dragged the miner towards the jailhouse. “Yes, sheriff, almost there.”
The jailhouse door squealed as Jasper forced it open. Sol started backing across the street, slow and easy, keeping one eye on the mayor and his lackeys. Sam reached out and stepped forward. “Sheriff, that scattergun’s my property. I want it back.”
Sol nodded. “Come get it tomorrow.” He gave the man a warning look. “Come alone.” He brandished the Remington. “I see any of you again before the sun goes down, I’m goin’ to take it right personal.”
Ewart regained his color as Sol backed away. “Redding, have you forgotten our… arrangement? You’re makin’ a big mistake.”
Sol nodded as he turned and stepped through the weathered pine door into the jailhouse. He leaned against the door to push it shut. “Story of my life, Mayor.”
Ewart sneered as Sol closed the door. “You have no notion of what you’ve gotten yourself into, sheriff,” he growled. “No notion at all.”
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