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Prologue
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Blood in the streets

The night air in Redemption Falls was thick with dust as the wind blew across the empty plains and hills that surrounded the town. Deputy Barlow crouched behind a wooden barrel, his revolver slick in his palm, his heart pounding in his chest. The town’s main street, usually quiet at this hour, was now a battlefield of flickering lanterns and shifting shadows. The saloon doors creaked in the wind, the only sound between the measured breaths of men waiting for the storm to break.

Across from him, Franklin Sutton stood tall in the middle of the street, his badge glinting beneath the hazy glow of the saloon’s lanterns. Even with his coat torn and blood staining his sleeve, the sheriff showed no sign of fear. He had always been that way—steady, unshaken, a man built for moments like this. Barlow had known him long enough to recognize that look in his eyes. Sutton had no intention of backing down. Barlow remembered the first time Franklin put a badge on his chest. "This ain’t about shooting fastest," Franklin had said. "It’s about standing firm when every part of you wants to run." That moment had meant everything to Barlow—a young man with no name and no purpose until Franklin gave him both.

Lately, though, something had shifted in the sheriff. Franklin had grown quieter in the weeks leading up to this night, the weight of something unseen settling across his shoulders. He’d spend longer hours in the office after dark, nursing a glass of whiskey and staring at old maps or letters Barlow wasn’t allowed to see. He’d been distracted, more serious than usual, like a man bracing for a storm no one else could see coming.

Barlow hadn't wanted to believe it then, but he saw it clearly now: Franklin had known his end was coming. And still, he stood his ground.

Jep McDermont stood a dozen paces away, his gang lurking in the doorways of the mercantile and saloon like wolves waiting for their alpha’s signal. The outlaw’s voice carried in the night, rough and full of venom. “You should’ve stayed outta this, Sutton.”

Franklin’s voice was calm, unwavering. “I gave you chances, Jep. You threw ‘em all away.”

McDermont chuckled, slow and mean. “Ain’t no more talkin’. You know how this ends. One of us will not see the sunrise.  It ain’t gonna be me.” He said as he spat on the ground.

A slow gust of wind carried the faint scent of whiskey and sweat through the air, rustling the wooden signs that hung above the boarded-up storefronts. The town felt deserted, its people locked away behind shuttered windows, praying the night would end without more blood spilled. But Barlow knew better. As the sound of far off thunder cracked through the street, he thought he saw movement behind the lace curtains of the boarding house. A pale face—a child, maybe ten or eleven—peeked out with wide eyes, only to be yanked away by unseen hands. Another shutter creaked open slightly above the general store, a sliver of lamplight revealing the anxious eyes of an old man before snapping shut.

Barlow thought he saw a pale face disappear behind the curtains in the boarding house. Someone watching. Someone hoping. Or maybe praying.

The silence stretched between the men, thick with anticipation. Then, like that same thunderclap from a moment ago, it shattered.

McDermont’s gun flashed first, a burst of fire in the darkness. Franklin moved, fast as a rattlesnake, his Colt barking in return. Barlow flinched at the sound, the street exploding into chaos. The gang fired from their hiding places, bullets splitting wood, shattering windows, tearing into the walls of Redemption Falls.

Barlow ducked lower, his breath coming fast. He saw Franklin stagger but keep firing, his aim sure, his stance unwavering even as blood bloomed across his chest. Two of McDermont’s men went down, their bodies collapsing onto the dirt street, but the outlaw himself remained standing, a cruel grin splitting his face.

Then another shot rang out.

Barlow watched in horror as Franklin jerked back, his revolver slipping from his fingers as he crumpled to the ground. The impact sent up a small cloud of dust that settled over the motionless sheriff. The world felt eerily still for a heartbeat, and then the night erupted again with jeering laughter and the low murmur of boots shifting in the dirt.

McDermont took slow, deliberate steps toward the fallen lawman, his spurs jingling with each stride. He loomed over Franklin’s body, peering down at him with mock sympathy. “Told you how this’d end,” he muttered, before spitting into the dust.

Barlow’s stomach twisted. He felt paralyzed, pinned by fear and grief, his fingers tightening around the grip of his revolver. His sheriff—the man who had given this town a fighting chance—was dead. And with him, any hope of Redemption Falls resisting the tide of corruption was bleeding out into the dirt.

A whisper of movement caught Barlow’s attention from the alley to his right. He turned his head slightly, careful not to draw attention to himself. In the deep shadows between the buildings, a lone figure stood, watching.

The man was draped in a long black coat, his hat pulled low over his face. He did not move, did not react to the carnage before him. He was merely observing, like a vulture waiting for the last breath to leave a dying animal. Barlow couldn’t make out his face, but a slow, sickening realization settled in his gut—whoever this man was, he had expected this outcome.

And he was pleased by it.

McDermont turned back to his gang, throwing his arms wide. “Redemption Falls is ours!” he shouted, the echoes of his voice bouncing off the buildings. His men hollered in victory, some shooting their pistols into the air, others already heading toward the saloon to drink in their triumph. The town had fallen without a single soul daring to stand against them—except Franklin Sutton.

Barlow’s breath came shallow. He needed to move. He needed to get out.

He slipped farther into the darkness, keeping low, his heartbeat drumming in his ears. He had one mission now—one chance to make things right. Franklin’s voice rang in his mind, steady and firm, from their last conversation earlier that evening.

“If I do not make it through this, get a telegraph to Josiah. He may be the only one that can help.”

Barlow gritted his teeth and turned, darting through the back alleys toward the edge of town. The weight of Franklin’s last request settled over him like a leaden cloak. He didn’t stop, not when the gunfire faded, not when McDermont’s laughter grew distant, not even when the dark figure in the alley seemed to shift in his direction, as if aware of his escape.

He had to find a telegraph office. He had to reach Josiah Sutton.

Barlow ran, his boots pounding against the hard-packed earth, breath ragged, lungs burning. But it wasn’t just fear that drove him—it was guilt. He had hesitated. He hadn’t drawn his gun when Franklin needed him most. What kind of deputy froze while his sheriff died in the street?

The image of Franklin hitting the dirt replayed in his mind, again and again, like a nightmare he couldn't shake. Barlow cursed himself under his breath. He had stood by while the only man who had ever believed in him bled out under a blood-red moon.

The guilt twisted into anger. Not just at himself, but at Jep McDermont, at the cowardly townsfolk who locked their doors, and most of all, at the shadowy figure who watched it all unfold without lifting a hand. The man in the alley had been no bystander. Barlow didn’t know who he was, but he had the look of someone important—someone who pulled strings from behind curtains.

Barlow pushed harder into the darkness, fists clenched, heart hammering in his ribs. If Josiah Sutton didn’t come... if Franklin’s own blood chose to ignore the call... then Barlow would come back. He’d come back with whatever courage he could muster and face them all.

He whispered it aloud between gasps. “If Josiah won’t come... I’ll return. I swear it. Even if it kills me.”

Before Redemption Falls was lost forever.
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Chapter One
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A Telegraph from the West

The year was 1880—the United States was a nation still healing, yet surging forward with restless hunger. The wounds of the Civil War had not vanished, but they had scarred over just enough to fuel a new era of ambition. Rail lines stretched like veins across the continent, pulsing with steam and steel. The frontier whispered in a thousand voices—gold, land, glory, ruin—its promise equal parts dream and death. In the East, cities like New York thundered with the clamor of progress, while to the west, Denver, Chicago, and San Francisco rose like monuments to mankind’s will, defiant amid wilderness and dust.

It was a time when law bent easily beneath the weight of greed, when justice often rode on horseback, and fate could change with the draw of a pistol.

And it was in this age of fire and flux that Josiah Sutton—a man of law, of reason—stood at a crossroads, unaware that everything he knew would soon be tested by a land that obeyed no law but its own.

The courtroom was sweltering, the air thick with anticipation and the mingling scents of sweat, leather, and stale cigar smoke. Josiah Sutton stood at the defense table—his sharp gaze fixed on the jury. At 28, he had already earned a reputation as one of New York’s most eloquent—and incisive—young lawyers. He was of medium build, his unassuming height of 5'8" making him easy to overlook in a crowd—but in a courtroom, he was impossible to ignore. He wore a charcoal-gray tailored suit with a dark waistcoat, his neatly combed black hair glistening beneath the gaslight chandeliers like polished obsidian. His boots, polished to a mirror shine, tapped out a slow rhythm on the floorboards—a quiet counterpoint to the rising tension in the room.

Josiah raised his hand, addressing the jury with a voice that cut through the tension like a scalpel. “Ladies and gentlemen, I ask you to consider not only the facts presented but also the motivations behind them. The prosecution claims my client acted out of greed, but what evidence have they provided to support such an assertion? None. Instead, they offer conjecture dressed as certainty, hoping you’ll fill in the gaps with prejudice.”

His words carried a rhythm, a cadence that commanded attention. He paced slowly, his footsteps deliberate, his presence magnetic. Josiah had a gift for reading people—he noticed the way the foreman leaned forward, his brow furrowed in thought; the way a young juror tapped his finger nervously against his knee. In the gallery, a woman dabbed her brow with a handkerchief, her expression tense. He adjusted his tone, softening it to draw them in further.

“We are not here to guess or assume,” he continued softly. “We are here to uphold justice. And justice demands evidence, not supposition. If we convict a man based on anything less, we risk unraveling the very fabric of our legal system.”

The gaslights overhead flickered, casting shifting shadows across the room. The ornate wood paneling, though worn, gleamed with a rich, dark polish. Dust motes floated lazily in the amber light, adding an almost dreamlike quality to the charged atmosphere. Josiah stepped closer to the jury box, his dark eyes locking onto each member one at a time.

“Now ask yourselves this question: Has the prosecution proven beyond a reasonable doubt that my client committed this crime? Or are they asking you to take a leap of faith?  I ask you, what would you have done in his situation?”

The room was silent as he returned to his seat. His client, a wiry man with a sunken face and trembling hands, leaned in and whispered, “You think it’s enough?”

Josiah glanced at the jury one last time. The foreman’s lips were pressed thin, his hands clasped tightly in his lap—a sign of internal conflict. Josiah nodded slightly, his expression calm. “It’ll have to be.”

Josiah noticed a slight nod from the prosecution’s attorney to the judge.  His heart sank, for he knew that it was possible this case was already decided.  Once again money would purchase a verdict, not law, not truth or honesty. 

Moments later, the judge called for a recess. The gavel’s sharp crack echoed through the chamber, and the murmuring of the crowd began to rise as the judge departed. Josiah gathered his papers with precise movements, his mind already shifting to what lay ahead. 

****
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Back in his office, the clamor of the courtroom seemed a distant memory. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, casting long shadows across the walls lined with shelves of law books. His desk, a massive oak piece scarred from years of use, was cluttered with legal briefs, ink-stained notes, and a half-empty coffee cup. Amid the chaos sat a telegram, its crisp edges stark against the disorder. Josiah removed his gloves, the leather creaking softly, and unfolded the paper. The words it bore froze him in place:

“FRANKLIN SUTTON DEAD. SHOT IN COLD BLOOD. COME AT ONCE. DEPUTY BARLOW.”

Josiah’s chest tightened as the words sank in. An unexpected wave of emotions crashed over him, each one sharper than the last. He read the words again, this time slowly and thoughtfully.  He held the paper in his hand for a moment and then let it fall back to his desk.  He placed his hand upon his desk to steady himself before sitting down.  

He felt a flicker of guilt, recalling the unopened letters from his father still sitting in his desk drawer back at his apartment. Had his silence widened the chasm between them? But guilt was quickly overtaken by bitterness. Franklin Sutton had sent him away when he needed him most. After his mother and sister died, Josiah had clung to the hope that his father would be his anchor, yet Franklin had chosen to bury his grief in the West, leaving Josiah adrift in a strange city.

Now, he wondered, should he care? And if so, why? Franklin had lived his life without him, carved out a new existence in Redemption Falls that hadn’t included his only surviving son. Yet beneath the bitterness was another, quieter thought: justice. It wasn’t about Franklin Sutton the father; it was about Franklin Sutton the man. The man who had upheld the law in a wild land where lawlessness thrived. If Franklin had been murdered, then it wasn’t just a personal loss—it was an affront to the very ideals Josiah had built his life around. Justice demanded answers, and it demanded action. His father, Franklin Sutton—the man he hadn’t seen in over a decade—was dead. Memories he had long suppressed began to surface: his father’s weathered face, the commanding voice that had shaped his childhood, and the day Franklin had sent him east after the deaths of his mother and sister.

For years, Josiah had buried himself in the law, finding solace in its order and precision. It was the one thing he could control, or so he used to think. Redemption Falls, the small frontier town his father had called home, had become a distant memory. Now, it demanded his attention once more.

He stared at the telegram, his mind churning. Who had killed his father? Why? The message offered no answers, only questions with an urgent summons to return west. To a place he barely remembered. To a man he never really got to know. 

Josiah rose and moved to the window, looking out at the bustling street below. He took a quick look around.  Horse-drawn carriages clattered over cobblestones, vendors shouted their wares, and factory smoke curled into the sky. New York was his world now—a place of structure, ambition, and progress. Could he leave it behind to chase ghosts in the West? The thought gnawed at him, his mind tugging in opposing directions. 

On one hand, Redemption Falls was a town that held no place in his life, a distant memory of a visit he once made when he was a boy. His father had sent him away during his darkest hour, severing the bond Josiah had tried for and once desperately wanted. What loyalty did he owe to a man who had turned his back on him when he needed a steady hand the most?

And yet, Franklin Sutton had also been more than just a father. He had been a symbol of law and order in a land that lacked both.  Josiah compared himself to his father.  Josiah also stood for law in order, albeit in a much different world, but still the same. He thought of his father as a man who had stood for something greater than himself. Could Josiah, a lawyer who had built his career on upholding justice, ignore such a blatant affront to the very principles he lived by? Perhaps this wasn’t just about Franklin; perhaps it was about proving to himself that justice was universal, even in a place like Redemption Falls. These questions burned within him, swirling together with resentment, duty, and a faint, unwelcome curiosity about the man his father had become.

His gaze fell on the stack of unopened letters in his desk drawer, all bearing his father’s handwriting. He had kept them but never read them, unwilling—or perhaps unable—to face the emotions they might stir. Should he read them now? What would they contain? Regret for sending him away? Justifications for leaving him to fend for himself in a cold, unfamiliar city? Or perhaps they’d hold nothing at all—just the mundane musings of a man whose priorities had long since shifted. The uncertainty was as heavy as the guilt, a weight he had carried for years without fully understanding why. Now, they were all he had left of Franklin Sutton.

Josiah sighed, the weight of the decision pressing down on him. He couldn’t ignore the summons. If his father had been murdered, then justice demanded answers. Josiah thought about what justice truly meant to him—it wasn’t just about punishment; it was about restoring order to chaos, bringing truth to light, and giving voice to those silenced by violence. This wasn’t just a chance to apply the law’s tools; it was a test of their reach and relevance in a place where laws were often mere suggestions. But the thought gnawed at him—was this truly about justice, or was it an unspoken need for closure? Did he hope that by uncovering the truth of his father’s murder that he might somehow mend the fracture left by years of estrangement? Josiah wasn’t sure, but he knew he couldn’t turn away from the opportunity to find out. And justice was what Josiah Sutton lived for.

He reached for a pen and began drafting instructions for his clerk. The cases on his desk would have to wait. He would book passage on the next train west, and take only what was necessary—his father’s letters, a change of clothes, and his derringer pistol for protection.

As he wrote, a mixture of apprehension and resolve settled over him. The life he had built in New York would remain here, untouched for now. But deep down, Josiah knew his journey to Redemption Falls would change him forever. What that change would be, he couldn’t yet say.

The sun dipped low on the horizon, casting the city in hues of gold and crimson. Somewhere beyond that fiery skyline lay answers—and danger. But it also held a test. A test of his principles, his strength, and his ability to reconcile the man he had become with the fractured pieces of his past. Josiah tightened his grip on the pen, his jaw set. He would not let fear or resentment hold him back. Justice demanded answers, and if Franklin Sutton had taught him anything, it was that the law—even in the face of chaos—was worth fighting for.
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Chapter Two

[image: ]




The Decision

Josiah’s upscale apartment in New York was a study in order and refinement. The polished wood floors gleamed in the afternoon light, and the furniture—a mix of modern and classical styles—was arranged with precision. Each piece told a story: a dark walnut armchair upholstered in burgundy leather, a brass reading lamp with intricate engravings, a small clock that ticked softly on the mantle. A bookshelf occupied one wall, its shelves lined with leather-bound law volumes and novels that Josiah rarely had time to read. A mahogany desk stood by the window, its surface neat except for a stack of correspondence and an untouched glass of brandy.
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