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​Prologue
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​Shadows in the Rain

The Chicago night was a maelstrom of rain and wind, the storm hammering against cobblestones and alleyways with a relentless fury. Lightning lit the sky in jagged streaks, revealing the crumbling facades of tenements and warehouses, before plunging the city back into darkness. Beneath the lone flicker of a gas lamp, a man in a dark overcoat clutched a bundle of papers to his chest, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His sharp eyes darted to the shadows, searching for pursuers he already knew were closing in.

Eli Harrington, a Pinkerton detective, had uncovered too much. The papers he carried were more than contracts and ledgers—they were proof. Names, payments, and coded messages linking Chicago's most powerful men to the criminal syndicate known only as The Iron Talons. They were his weapon, but they were also his death warrant.

A muffled voice echoed down the alley; its words lost in the storm but its menace unmistakable. Harrington pressed himself against the damp brick wall, clutching the papers tighter, as if sheer will alone could protect him. His pursuers were close, their footsteps muffled by the rain but steady, methodical.

A figure emerged from the gloom, his silhouette broad and imposing. The glint of a pistol in his hand sent a fresh surge of adrenaline through Harrington. He knew the man by reputation alone—a ruthless enforcer whose loyalty to The Iron Talons was absolute.

“Harrington,” the man said, his voice low and cutting. “You’ve been poking your nose where it doesn’t belong. Hand over the documents, and perhaps we can forget this little chase ever happened.”

Harrington’s jaw clenched. “If you think I’ll let you bury this, you’re sorely mistaken.”

The man chuckled darkly, taking a step closer. “You don’t have a choice. Hand them over, or we’ll take them off your corpse.”

Harrington’s fingers brushed against the small derringer concealed beneath his coat. He had only one shot, and no guarantees. His heart hammered as he weighed his options. Another figure appeared at the far end of the alley, cutting off his escape. He was cornered.

“You’ll have to take them from me,” Harrington growled, drawing the pistol and leveling it at the man’s chest. Lightning flashed, illuminating the enforcer’s scarred faced sneer. He fired.

The shot cracked through the night, the sound swallowed by the storm. The man staggered but didn’t fall. His men surged forward, their footsteps splashing through puddles as Harrington turned and ran. His coat caught on a crate, tearing as he stumbled onto a broader street. He scanned desperately for salvation—a cab, a carriage, a friendly face—but found none.

The wind carried their voices closer, taunting him. “You’re out of time, Pinkerton!” one of them shouted.

Rain slicked the cobblestones, making his footing treacherous. He slipped and fell hard, the papers scattering into the muck. Frantically, he snatched them up, his hands trembling as he shoved them into the satchel at his side.

A carriage appeared suddenly, its lanterns cutting through the gloom. Harrington stumbled into the road, waving his arms. The driver reined in the horses, his expression wary. “Please,” Harrington gasped, “Union Station... now.”

The driver hesitated but nodded, helping him into the cab just as his pursuers rounded the corner. One of them shouted, raising his weapon, and a shot rang out. Harrington collapsed into the seat, clutching his side as blood seeped through his coat. The carriage lurched forward, the horses’ hooves striking sparks against the wet stones.

Harrington sagged against the seat, his breaths shallow and uneven. The pain was excruciating, but he clung to the satchel like a lifeline. He knew he had only bought himself a moment’s reprieve. The Iron Talons wouldn’t stop. They couldn’t stop—not with what he carried.

The driver glanced over his shoulder, his face pale with fear as he took in the sight of Harrington’s blood-soaked coat. “Sir... are you going to make it?”

Harrington’s lips moved, but no sound came out. His vision blurred as he clutched the satchel tighter, his thoughts racing. Somewhere in this city, someone could take up the fight. Someone who could finish what he had started.

The driver muttered a curse under his breath, his hands trembling on the reins. “I... I can’t get involved in this.” He slowed the carriage as they entered a dark, deserted alley. The rain hammered down, masking the sound of the wheels as he stopped the horses.

With a hurried glance around, the driver climbed down, opened the carriage door, and reached in. “Sorry, mister. I... I can’t have this on me.” He pulled Harrington’s lifeless body from the seat, the satchel still clutched in the detective’s stiff fingers. Rolling the body onto the wet cobblestones, the driver yanked the satchel free and tossed it into the gutter before scrambling back into the carriage.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, snapping the reins. The carriage disappeared into the night, leaving Harrington’s body sprawled in the alley, the satchel half-submerged in a murky puddle.

Moments later the men appeared and found the lifeless body lying in the gutter.  

“Pick up all the papers and get that satchel!” the enforcer barked.  The other men moved quickly and recovered all of the documents.  And just as quickly as they had come, they were gone again like shadows in the night.  Another crack of lightning illuminated the scene.  Harrington lying dead in the gutter.

The Talons had silenced him, but the evidence he carried remained—a thread waiting to be discovered. And as the rain washed the blood from the cobblestones, the battle for justice was just beginning.
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​Chapter 1
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​A Hero’s Return

The train hissed to a halt at Chicago’s Union Station, steam rising like ghostly tendrils around Josiah Sutton as he stepped onto the bustling platform. The cacophony of voices, the clatter of carts, and the acrid smell of coal smoke reminded him how far he’d come from the dusty streets of Dust Devil, Kansas. Adjusting his bowler hat, Josiah carried himself with the quiet resolve of a man who had faced down outlaws and lived to tell the tale.

Union Station was a hive of activity, the heart of a city that pulsed with unrelenting energy. Newspaper boys shouted headlines about political scandals and labor strikes, their voices barely audible over the clang of bells and the roar of locomotives. Josiah’s eyes swept the crowd, noting the blend of finely dressed businessmen, weary laborers, and families seeking opportunity in the growing metropolis. It was a far cry from the open plains and small towns he had grown accustomed to during his recent assignment.

Josiah adjusted his satchel, which carried his few belongings, and a journal filled with notes from his first case as a Pinkerton agent. The transition from lawyer to detective had been anything but smooth, and though he’d proven his mettle, doubts still lingered. The law had been clear—a matter of words and precedent. The world of the Pinkertons, however, was murky, fraught with moral gray areas and constant danger.

Rather than hailing a cab, Josiah decided to walk to the Pinkerton Agency headquarters. The streets of Chicago beckoned, alive with sights, sounds, and smells that painted a vivid picture of the city’s pulse. Vendors hawked roasted chestnuts and hot coffee; their carts surrounded by clusters of hungry customers. Street musicians played lively tunes on battered violins and accordions, their melodies battling against the clanging of streetcars and the rhythmic thud of horses’ hooves on cobblestones.

As he walked, Josiah took in the people. A weary-looking woman with a baby on her hip hurried past, her face etched with worry. A cluster of men in heavy coats and flat caps stood on a corner, their conversation heated, likely debating the latest strike that had brought the nearby factories to a standstill. Children darted between the legs of passersby, their laughter a rare note of joy amid the city’s chaos.

The walk gave Josiah time to reflect, and he found himself unconsciously cataloging details. The way a man leaned slightly to favor an injured leg, the nervous glances of a boy clutching a parcel, the faded ink of a dockworker’s tattoo—all small things, but each one a piece of a larger story. He realized, not for the first time, that he was beginning to see the world differently. His eyes and senses were no longer those of a lawyer; they were those of a Pinkerton agent, trained to notice what others overlooked.

He passed by a small park where an older man sat feeding pigeons, his weathered face a map of hard years. Nearby, a preacher stood atop a crate, his voice rising above the din as he warned of moral decay and the sins of modern life. Josiah paused briefly, his gaze lingering on a handbill nailed to a lamppost advertising a meeting of labor union leaders. The city was a cauldron of unrest, its simmering tensions visible at every turn.

Before heading to the Pinkerton Agency, Josiah stopped off at his rented room in a modest boarding house on the city's near west side. The building, though unremarkable, had become a small sanctuary for him amidst the chaos of Chicago. The landlady, a stern but kind woman named Mrs. Trumbull, nodded at him as he entered, muttering something about mail waiting for him on the entry table.

He picked up the small stack of letters, sorting through them as he ascended the narrow staircase to his room. Most were bills or agency notices, but one envelope stood out. His pulse quickened as he recognized the elegant script—it was from Ella. He paused outside his door, running his fingers over the envelope before carefully slipping it into his satchel to read later when his mind was clear.

Once inside, Josiah washed up, scrubbing the grime of travel from his hands and face. He changed into a fresh shirt, taking a moment to straighten his tie and ensure his appearance was professional. The small mirror on the wall reflected a face both familiar and changed—the lawyer-turned-agent who now straddled the line between order and chaos.

With his mind centered and his appearance in order, Josiah tucked the unopened letter from Ella safely into his journal and left for the Pinkerton Agency.

****
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When he finally reached the Pinkerton Agency headquarters, the imposing red brick building stood as a stark contrast to the chaos of the streets. Its facade exuded authority, a reminder of the agency’s role in maintaining order in a city teetering on the edge of anarchy.

Inside, the familiar clatter of typewriters and the low murmur of voices greeted him. Agents moved with purpose, their faces set in expressions of determination and, at times, weariness. Pinkerton Director Robert Gentry looked up from his desk as Josiah entered, his steely eyes softening with a rare smile. Gentry was a man of imposing stature, with a sharp jawline and a commanding presence that could silence a room with a glance. He rose to his feet, extending his hand.

“Sutton,” Gentry said, his voice carrying the weight of authority. “Good to have you back. Dust Devil’s loss is our gain.”

“Thank you, sir,” Josiah replied, shaking the man’s hand. “It’s good to be back, though I’m still adjusting to life as an agent.”

“You’ve proven yourself more than capable,” Gentry said, gesturing for Josiah to sit. “Silas had nothing but good to say about the way you handled the situation in Kansas. Now, onto business. We have a case that needs immediate attention.”

Josiah’s brow furrowed as he took a seat. After chasing stagecoach robbers and unearthing conspiracies, he hoped for something equally challenging. Gentry slid a folder across the desk, its contents neatly arranged.

“The Fitzwilliam Distillery,” Gentry began. “One of their whiskey shipments disappeared en route to the docks. And one of our agents was murdered the same night. The owner claims foul play.”

Josiah opened the folder, scanning the sparse details. The Fitzwilliam Distillery was a well-known establishment, its whiskey prized across the city and beyond. The theft of an entire shipment would be a significant financial blow, especially for a business rumored to be struggling.

“A missing shipment of whiskey? And an agent?  Are you sure I am the right man for the job?” Josiah asked, his tone tinged with skepticism.

Gentry’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t underestimate yourself or the seriousness of this case. The Fitzwilliam family is well-connected, and the distillery’s finances have been shaky. If this theft isn’t resolved quickly, it could ruin them. The potential for scandal is enormous.”

“What about the agent?” Josiah asked.  

“Eli Harrington,” Gentry replied.  He handed Josiah another file.  It was light, but included a picture of agent Harrington.  No next of kin listed.  Rented room.  He was a novice agent, much like Josiah.  

“He was working on labor issues around the docks and told me a few days ago that he might be onto something big.”  Gentry looked at Josiah and then looked away.  “He was found in a gutter.  No evidence to be found at the scene. I am not sure if the whiskey and Harrington's murder are connected or not.  That is something you may need to investigate.”

Leaning back in his chair, Josiah weighed the assignment. It lacked the immediate danger of his last case, but he had learned the hard way that small threads often unraveled into complex webs. He flipped through the folder, noting the names of potential witnesses and a map of the shipment’s intended route.

“Understood,” Josiah said, closing the folder. “I’ll head to the distillery first thing.”

Gentry nodded approvingly. “Good. Keep me updated. And Sutton...”

Josiah paused at the door, turning back to face the director.

“The streets here are different from Dust Devil. Watch your back.”

With a curt nod, Josiah stepped back into the city, the folder tucked under his arm. The walk to the agency had reminded him of the complexities of urban life, and he knew the days ahead would be anything but simple. The Fitzwilliam Distillery awaited, and with it, the first step into a deeper darkness.
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​Chapter 2
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​Clara Fitzwilliam

As he walked, Josiah found himself drawing comparisons between Chicago and New York. Both cities were bustling centers of industry and ambition, but where New York carried an air of refinement and order, Chicago felt untamed, raw. The pace here was different, more frenzied, as though the city itself were racing to prove its worth to the world. He had spent years in New York’s courtrooms, arguing cases in polished chambers, yet nothing there had prepared him for the chaos of Chicago’s streets. Here, the cobblestones felt uneven, the air tasted grittier, and the very pulse of life seemed to beat with a feral intensity.

Josiah’s hand brushed the concealed revolver at his side. He no longer wore his father’s gun belt, its rugged leather and open holster a relic better suited to the frontier. In its place, he carried a discreet shoulder holster, a smaller revolver hidden beneath his coat. It was a practical choice, one that allowed him to blend in with the city’s crowd while still keeping his edge. Yet, the change felt symbolic, a reminder of how far he had come since Redemption Falls and the frontier.  

The rich, smoky aroma of fermenting whiskey wafted toward him, mingling with the sharper scents of coal smoke and river water. The distillery itself was a sprawling complex of interconnected buildings. Large copper stills gleamed through the open doors of the main production hall, where workers in sweat-stained shirts bustled about, their movements quick and deliberate. Stacks of oak barrels lined the yard, their charred surfaces hinting at the aging process that gave Fitzwilliam whiskey its distinctive flavor. Nearby, a tall warehouse loomed, its second-story windows clouded with residue from decades of distillation.

Josiah’s keen eyes scanned the surroundings. He noted a group of workers clustered near the loading docks, their hushed tones and furtive glances suggesting a conversation they didn’t want overheard. A wagon sat abandoned at the far end of the yard, its bed smeared with a dark substance Josiah suspected might be whiskey. A set of muddy footprints led away from the wagon toward the riverbank, disappearing into a patch of tall grass.

Josiah paused to take in the scene, his eyes narrowing as he noted the expressions on the workers’ faces. There was tension here, a subtle unease that suggested more than the usual pressures of hard labor. He straightened his coat and approached the main office, a small building set apart from the noise and activity of the yard.

Inside, the air was cooler, the chaos of the outside world muted by thick walls. Behind a polished desk sat Thomas Fitzwilliam, the owner of the distillery. He was a man in his late fifties, his silver hair neatly combed and his suit impeccably tailored. Despite his polished appearance, there was a weariness in his eyes, as though the weight of the world rested on his shoulders.

“Mr. Sutton,” Fitzwilliam said, rising to greet Josiah with an outstretched hand. “I appreciate your prompt arrival. We’re in a bit of a bind here, as I’m sure you’ve been told.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fitzwilliam,” Josiah replied, shaking the man’s hand. “I’d like to hear the details directly from you. The more I know, the sooner I can begin.”

Fitzwilliam gestured for Josiah to sit, then settled back into his chair. “One of our shipments—a large order bound for New York—vanished en route to the docks. I’ve dealt with theft before, but this feels different. It was too coordinated, too clean. Whoever did this knew our operations well.”

Josiah nodded, his mind already piecing together the possibilities. “And you have no suspects?”

“None I can point to with certainty,” Fitzwilliam admitted, his voice tight. “But there have been... whispers. People say we’ve made enemies, that we’ve crossed the wrong folks. I try to keep my business aboveboard, but in this city, that’s easier said than done.”

“And what about Eli Harrington?”  Josiah asked, watching for any change in Fitzwilliams’s expression.  

“I read that name in the paper.  The Pinkerton who was found murdered.  Is there a connection?” Fitzwilliam replied.  

Before Josiah could respond, the office door swung open, and a woman strode in. She was in her mid-twenties, with blonde hair pinned neatly under a hat and eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Her movements were brisk, her expression sharp.

“Father, you didn’t tell me we’d hired help,” she said, her tone carrying a mix of curiosity and skepticism.

“Clara,” Fitzwilliam said, gesturing toward Josiah. “This is Mr. Sutton, the Pinkerton agent I mentioned. He’s here to help us with the missing shipment.”

Clara’s gaze settled on Josiah, appraising him. “A Pinkerton, is it? I hope you’re prepared, Mr. Sutton. But before we go any further, I have to ask—what’s your story?”

Josiah raised an eyebrow at the directness of her question. “My story?”

“Yes,” Clara replied, her tone sharp. “Why should we trust you? For all we know, you’re just another crooked Pinkerton looking for a handout. This city’s full of people who’ll say the right words and pocket their bribes when the time comes.”

The accusation caught Josiah off guard. Crooked? The word hung in the air like a challenge. He straightened his shoulders and met Clara’s unwavering gaze. “Miss Fitzwilliam, I understand your skepticism. Chicago’s reputation precedes it. But I’m here to do my job—to find the truth and see justice done. That’s why I joined the Pinkertons, not for easy money or favors.”

Clara folded her arms, her expression softening only slightly. “I hope you mean that, Mr. Sutton. Because if you’re anything less than honest, you’ll find yourself chewed up by this city even faster than the rest.”

Fitzwilliam shifted uncomfortably in his chair, but Josiah nodded. “I mean it, Miss Fitzwilliam. And I intend to prove it.”

Josiah met her gaze evenly. “I’ve faced my share of challenges, Miss Fitzwilliam. I’m here to get to the bottom of this.”

She folded her arms, leaning against the edge of her father’s desk. “Good. Because this isn’t just about whiskey. There’s more going on here—things my father doesn’t like to talk about.”

Fitzwilliam’s face darkened. “Clara, that’s enough.”

“No, Father,” she said, her voice firm. “Mr. Sutton needs to know what he’s walking into. The theft isn’t random. We’ve been under pressure from... individuals. People who want to take control of the distillery. This isn’t just theft; it’s intimidation.”

Josiah leaned forward, his instincts alert. “What kind of pressure? Who are these individuals?”

Fitzwilliam hesitated, his jaw tightening. Clara answered for him. “Gangs, Mr. Sutton. They run this city more than the politicians do. They’ve been squeezing us for months, demanding payments to ‘keep our business safe.’ My father refused, and now this happens.”
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