
WHISKEY AND LEAD

JOSIAH BOONE


Table of Contents

Title Page

Whiskey and Lead

Chapter One | The Man Who Waits

Chapter Two | The First Blood

Chapter Three | Cracks in the Badge

Chapter Four | The Line in the Dust

Chapter Five | The Last Ride into the Hollow

Chapter Six | After the Wind

Also By Josiah Boone

About the Author

About the Publisher

Copyright © 2026 by J.C. Hulsey Books

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

This book may contain views, premises, depictions, and statements by the author that are not necessarily shared or endorsed by J.C. Hulsey Books

No part of this book may be reproduced in any written, electronic, recording, or photocopying form without written permission of the author/publisher.

For information contact: info@jchulseybooks.com 
Cover Design by J.C. Hulsey Books 
Published by J.C. Hulsey Books
April 2026
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

The Man Who Waits
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Rattlesnake Hollow earned its name long before men put up buildings.

The wind came down the cut between the bluffs with a dry hiss, sliding over rock and dust the way a snake moves through grass. It never stopped. It just waited.

Deputy Wade Braddock understood that kind of waiting.

He stood on the boardwalk outside the Hollow’s only jailhouse, hat tipped low, thumbs hooked in his gun belt, watching the far end of Main Street.

Most towns feared noise.

Rattlesnake Hollow feared quiet.

The saloon doors barely moved. The livery stood empty. Even the blacksmith worked without hammering too hard.

Because everyone knew who was riding in.

Wade didn’t turn when Sheriff Gentry stepped up beside him.

“You could stay inside,” Gentry muttered.

Wade shook his head once.

“If I step inside, they’ll think I’m hiding.”

Gentry sighed.

“They’re not coming for you.”

Wade’s eyes stayed fixed on the heat shimmer at the edge of town.

“They’re coming because of me.”

The sheriff didn’t argue that.

Dust rose slow on the horizon.

Three riders.

Spread wide.

Unhurried.

Like men who owned the road.

The wind shifted.

And Wade felt it—the same tightening he always felt when trouble arrived without hurry.

“They’ll test you,” Gentry said quietly.

“They already have.”

Two nights earlier, a rancher named Doyle Haskins had been found beaten near the creek. His herd scattered. His land marked with a crude snake carved into the barn door.

Crowe’s mark.

Wade adjusted his stance.

“You don’t have to do this alone,” Gentry said.

Wade almost smiled.

“Yes, I do.”

The riders came into clear view.

The one in the center wore black gloves despite the heat.

Silas “Rattler” Crowe.

He rode a dark bay horse with no brand visible. His hat was plain. His coat long and dustless.

He did not look like a man in a hurry.

He looked like a man certain of outcome.

The three riders slowed but did not stop until they were halfway down Main Street.

Crowe raised a gloved hand.

The other two peeled off, one toward the saloon, the other toward the mercantile.

Wade didn’t move.

Crowe brought his horse to a halt ten paces away.

The town held its breath.

Crowe studied Wade without speaking.

It was deliberate.

A test.

Wade let the silence stretch.

He did not lower his gaze.

Finally, Crowe swung down from the saddle in one smooth motion.

He removed his gloves.

Slowly.

Tucked them into his belt.

The wind hissed down the street.

“Deputy,” Crowe said at last.

His voice was softer than most men expected.

“Crowe,” Wade replied.

Crowe glanced toward the jailhouse.

“Busy?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether you plan to behave.”

Crowe’s mouth twitched faintly.

“Behavior is a matter of perspective.”

Wade shifted slightly, enough to rest his hand near his revolver—but not on it.

“You ride into my town,” Wade said, “you follow my law.”

Crowe tilted his head.

“Your law,” he repeated.

The men at the saloon doorway watched carefully.

Crowe stepped forward one pace.

Close enough now that Wade could see the faint scar running along the man’s jawline.

“You think that badge means something here?” Crowe asked quietly.

Wade held his gaze.

“It means enough.”

Crowe’s eyes flicked briefly to the townsfolk watching from behind windows and doorways.

“They don’t believe that,” he said.

“They don’t have to.”

Crowe studied him a moment longer.

“You’ve been asking about me,” Crowe said.

“I’ve been asking about the man carving snakes into barns.”

Crowe shrugged lightly.

“Could be anyone.”

“Could,” Wade agreed.

The wind pressed between them again.

Crowe stepped another half pace closer.

“Let me explain something, Deputy,” he said softly. “This Hollow runs because men like me allow it to.”

Wade’s jaw tightened.

“No,” he said evenly. “It runs because men are tired of being afraid.”

Crowe smiled faintly.

“Fear keeps things orderly.”

“Law keeps things fair.”

Crowe’s smile faded.

“Fair,” he repeated. “That’s a word for men who expect protection.”

Wade’s voice hardened slightly.

“And what are you?”

Crowe’s eyes went flat.

“I’m what’s left when protection fails.”

The tension snapped tight.

Crowe’s hand drifted—not to his gun—but toward Wade’s badge.

He didn’t touch it.

He didn’t have to.

“You know how this ends,” Crowe said quietly.

“Yes,” Wade replied.

Crowe’s eyebrow lifted slightly.

“You do?”

“You push,” Wade said, “and I push back.”

The other two riders rejoined Crowe in the street.

One leaned in slightly.

“Everything settled?” he asked.

Crowe never took his eyes off Wade.

“For now,” he said.

He stepped backward once.

Slowly.

Measured.

“You can’t be everywhere, Deputy,” Crowe said. “You can’t watch every barn.”

Wade didn’t answer.

Crowe turned and mounted in one fluid motion.

The other riders followed.

They did not gallop out.

They rode.

Calm.

Certain.

The town remained frozen until they passed beyond the bluff.

Only then did noise return.

Gentry exhaled heavily.

“That was close.”

Wade kept watching the empty road.

“No,” he said quietly.

“That was the beginning.”

He stepped off the boardwalk and into the street.

The dust had not yet settled where Crowe’s boots had pressed into it.

Wade crouched and studied the imprint.

Measured.

Deliberate.

A man who waited.

Wade stood again.

He felt the weight of the Hollow pressing inward.

He understood something now.

Crowe did not want a quick fight.

He wanted erosion.

To show the town the badge could not protect them.

To make them choose fear over law.

Wade looked toward the north ridge where the road disappeared.

“You want patience,” he muttered under his breath.

“Let’s see who runs out first.”

The wind answered with its dry hiss.

And somewhere beyond the bluffs—

Silas Crowe was smiling.
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Chapter Two

The First Blood
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Rattlesnake Hollow did not sleep well after Crowe rode through.

Lanterns burned longer than usual. Doors were barred. The wind carried whispers between buildings like it carried dust.

Deputy Wade Braddock stayed in the street.

He made two full passes before midnight and two more before dawn.

He did not expect Crowe to strike immediately.

Men like Crowe preferred doubt to bullets.

But doubt, Wade knew, could turn quicker than gunfire.

Just before sunup, the wind shifted colder.

And with it—

Smoke.

Wade caught it first near the north edge of town.

Not cooking smoke.

Barn smoke.

He was already moving when the church bell began ringing.

Hard.

Fast.

Panicked.

“Fire!” someone shouted.

Wade broke into a run.

The Doyle place sat half a mile out beyond the main road, near the bend where the bluff dipped low. By the time Wade crested the ridge, flames were licking through the dry timber roof.

Two horses were screaming inside.

Wade didn’t hesitate.

He kicked the barn doors open and ran into heat and smoke thick enough to blind him. A beam cracked above his head.

“Easy!” he barked at the first horse, slicing the rope loose.

The animal bolted past him into open air.

The second horse reared, eyes white with terror.

Wade moved slow, steady.

“Easy now,” he muttered.

He cut the halter and shoved the animal toward daylight just as the far wall collapsed inward.

The blast of heat threw him sideways.

He rolled in the dirt, coughing.

When he came up, the barn was fully engulfed.

Doyle Haskins stumbled from the house, shirt half-buttoned, face gray.

“They marked it,” Doyle rasped. “They marked it again.”

Wade didn’t need to ask who.

He circled the barn.

And there it was.

Carved into the post near the fence line.

A rattlesnake.

Fresh.

The wood still pale where the blade had bitten.

Wade’s jaw tightened.

This wasn’t theft.

It was message.

By the time Sheriff Gentry and three townsmen arrived with buckets, the barn was lost.

Wade stood apart, watching the road.

“You see anyone?” Gentry asked.

“No.”

“Tracks?”

Wade crouched near the edge of the field.

Three horses.

Unshod.

Deliberate spacing.

They hadn’t hurried.

They had waited until the Hollow slept deepest.

“Crowe,” Gentry muttered.

“Yes.”

Doyle grabbed Wade’s coat suddenly.

“You said you’d keep him out,” Doyle shouted. “You said the badge meant something!”

Wade didn’t pull away.

“It does.”

Doyle’s eyes were wild.

“My barn’s ash!”

“And your horses are alive,” Wade said calmly.

“That don’t feed my children!”

The wind whipped sparks across the field.

Men were watching now.

Watching how Wade answered.

Watching if he would apologize.

Or falter.

Wade held Doyle’s gaze.

“I won’t let him take the rest.”

Doyle searched his face for doubt.

Found none.

But fear is louder than trust.

“You can’t stop him,” Doyle said finally.

Wade didn’t argue.

He just stood there while the barn burned down to embers.

By midmorning, the Hollow buzzed like a kicked hive.

Some men argued for forming a counter-posse.

Others whispered that Crowe’s gang was larger than anyone realized.

And some—

Some suggested Wade should step aside.

Wade heard it.

He didn’t respond.

Instead, he rode alone to the ridge west of town.

Crowe liked high ground.

Liked watching.

Wade dismounted and studied the terrain.

Then he saw it.

A small curl of smoke beyond the next bluff.

Not rising.

Lingering.

Controlled.

Camp smoke.

Wade mounted and moved carefully along the ridge line, keeping the sun at his back.

When he reached the rise, he saw them.

Crowe and two riders.

Not hiding.

Sitting in plain view overlooking the Hollow.

Waiting.

Crowe spotted him immediately.

Of course he did.

Wade rode forward until only thirty yards separated them.

Far enough to avoid sudden draw.

Close enough to speak.

Crowe remained seated on a rock, coat off now, gloves resting beside him.

“You’re early,” Crowe said.

“You’re close.”

Crowe glanced down toward the Hollow.

“Smoke carries well in the morning.”

“You burned a man’s barn.”

Crowe tilted his head slightly.

“Did I?”

Wade’s voice hardened.

“You’re pushing.”

Crowe stood slowly.

“And you’re reacting.”

The other two riders shifted slightly, hands near their guns.

Wade kept his own hands loose at his sides.

“You’re proving my point for me,” Crowe said. “They’re afraid.”

“They’re angry.”

Crowe smiled faintly.

“Anger fades
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