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Chapter One – Quiet Morning, Loud Trouble
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The sun hadn’t cleared the mesa yet, but Eden’s Bluff was already up and stretching. Morning wagons rumbled over the dust-caked road, and the smell of coffee drifted out of the Blue Bell Café. Sheriff Phillip Paradise tipped his hat to Miss Ruthie on her porch and stepped down Main Street with the slow, deliberate stride of a man who knew every board and nail of his town.
He wasn’t a loud man. Didn’t need to be. Folks listened when Phillip Paradise spoke, and they knew not to push when he didn’t.

He paused outside the general store, checking the bulletin board for new wanted posters, though nothing fresh had been tacked up since a week past. His right hand hovered close to the Colt on his hip, a habit formed years ago and never quite shaken.

Behind him, the morning stagecoach was pulling in. Dust flew. Horses huffed. People waved.

Normal.

Until it wasn’t.

A boom ripped through the air—like thunder cracking dry. Windows rattled. The stage horses reared and screamed. Paradise turned just in time to see smoke spiraling into the sky from the ridge east of town, near where the bank’s transport wagon was supposed to be headed.

“God help us,” he muttered, already mounting his horse.

By the time he reached the bluff, the wagon was a ruin—scattered gold coins catching sunlight like shattered glass. The driver was dead, the guard missing, and the trees around the ridge smelled of sulfur and betrayal.

On the ground, smudged in ash, was a piece of parchment.

It read:
“Paradise ends where justice dies.”
Phillip crumpled the note in his fist.

Whoever left it wasn’t just after money.

They were after him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two – Smoke and Signatures
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By the time Sheriff Phillip Paradise returned to town, the church bell was ringing—a signal he’d taught them to use only for fire, flood... or blood. Folks gathered quick, eyes squinting through the glare, hands shielding brows. He rode straight for the town square, where Mayor Beasley, Reverend Oglesby, and a cluster of shopkeepers were already waiting.
Phillip dismounted and strode up to the mayor. “We’ve got trouble. The bank’s shipment’s been hit. One dead, one missing.”

Gasps fluttered through the crowd. Mayor Beasley looked pale, his jowls trembling. “You’re sure it was the bank wagon?”

“Too sure,” Phillip said. “Gold scattered like wedding confetti. They left a note.”

He handed the crumpled parchment to the mayor, who unfolded it with shaking fingers. “‘Paradise ends where justice dies’... What in heaven’s name does that mean?”

“It means someone’s drawing a line—and they expect me to cross it,” Phillip said. “This ain’t a robbery for pocket change. They’re sending a message.”

The reverend stepped forward, voice steady. “You think it’s someone local, Sheriff?”

“I think it’s someone who knows our rhythms,” Phillip replied. “Someone who waited until the route changed this week. Only a handful knew.”

Mayor Beasley shifted uncomfortably. “Then what do we do?”

“We lock down the roads in and out,” Phillip said. “No one leaves until I say so. I’ll send word to Deputy Harlan to check the far canyon pass.”

“Won’t sit well with the cattlemen,” Beasley warned.

Paradise tipped his hat. “They’ll survive a day of discomfort. Better that than a town buried in bullets.”

As the crowd dispersed, whispering like a field of grass in a windstorm, Ruthie from the café approached quietly.

“You alright, Sheriff?”

“I will be,” he said, nodding once. “But Eden’s Bluff just got a taste of Hell. I reckon it’s not done yet.”

He headed back toward his office, dust swirling around his boots. He needed his rifle. And a name.

Because whoever started this war—

—had just picked a fight with Paradise.
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Chapter Three – The Man from Nowhere
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The knock on the sheriff’s door was soft, almost polite. Sheriff Paradise glanced up from the desk where he’d been sketching a crude map of the canyon pass routes. He’d been awake all night, eyes red, coffee cold. He reached for the shotgun leaning near his knee, just in case.
“Come in,” he called.

The door creaked open and in stepped a stranger. Tall, angular, skin the color of red clay and eyes like iron filings. He wore a brown duster that had seen too many miles and not enough soap. A wide-brimmed hat shadowed most of his face, but the jawline was sharp, the expression unreadable.

“You Phillip Paradise?” the man asked.

“I am,” the sheriff answered slowly. “And you are?”

“Name’s Fletcher Cain. Rode in from the east. Was in Bozeman when I heard someone was lookin’ for trouble down this way.”

“That a fact?”

Fletcher gave a slow nod. “I’ve tracked men who burned whole towns to the ground. Got scars that spell out their names, if you care to see ‘em.”

Paradise didn’t flinch. “What brings you to Eden’s Bluff?”

Fletcher stepped forward and dropped a silver coin on the desk. “Same folks who left that note? They tried to hire me two months ago. Didn’t like my answer. Been on their tail ever since.”

Phillip picked up the coin. It was old—Mexican mint, marked with a serpent wrapped around a rifle.

“I’ve seen this mark before,” he murmured. “Outlaws who call themselves ‘The Vultures.’ Thought they were wiped out in New Mexico.”

Fletcher’s jaw twitched. “They weren’t. They just changed feathers.”

Paradise stood, walking slowly to the window. Outside, the townspeople moved like ghosts—quiet, watching, unsure.

“You looking to get paid?” Paradise asked.

“No,” Fletcher replied. “Just want to see ‘em burn.”

The sheriff turned to face him, eyes steely. “Then you and I might just get along.”

He reached for his hat, buckled his gunbelt tight, and opened the door. “Let’s go see what hell we can raise. Together.”
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Chapter Four – Smoke on the Ridge
[image: ]


Fletcher Cain rode with a quiet that made the townsfolk nervous. He didn’t talk unless he had something worth saying, and when he did speak, it sounded like wind scraping across granite. Sheriff Paradise kept pace beside him as they rode out toward the ridge where smoke had been spotted the night before.
“Used to be a watchpost up here,” Phillip said. “Civil War scouts built it. Long gone now, but the high ground gives a good view of the town.”

Fletcher nodded, scanning the treeline. “Too good.”

They crested the ridge. From here, they could see the patchwork of Paradise County—fields of alfalfa, the glint of the river winding past cottonwoods, and Eden’s Bluff huddled in the distance like a secret no one wanted to keep. But their eyes weren’t drawn to the beauty.

They saw the firepit.

Still smoldering.

The ashes were recent, scattered with boot prints and half-burned pages. Fletcher dismounted and crouched near the pit. He poked the coals with a stick, revealing a singed patch of cloth—military canvas. Stamped with a faded insignia.

“Union,” Fletcher muttered.

“Deserters?” Phillip asked, stepping closer.

Fletcher shook his head. “Not with this symbol. This here... is scavenged. Someone’s using old war gear to cover their trail.”

Phillip’s eyes narrowed. “The Vultures.”

They found more signs. Empty cans, tobacco pouches from Arkansas, a discarded horseshoe marked with a ‘C.’ Cain flipped it over and grunted.

“Crenshaw,” he said. “Outlaw farrier. Makes custom shoes
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