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			Chapter 1

			A crimson flow trickles down a downward-facing arm, forming droplets at the tips of fingers and, like a heavy raindrop, splatters onto the thirsty dirt below.

			“Where am I?” he utters.

			We are in the middle of a town square, surrounded by sand and dirt. I can still taste it on my lips—dusty, dry earth. It blows past with the help of the north-eastern wind. The sand had begun to get to more parts of me than I should mention. I grind my teeth, and I can still feel the grains of sand that have gotten into my mouth and the dirt rubbing between my teeth, making for some really uncomfortable chewing. What more can one expect? This is the definition of a town from the Old West.

			The sun’s rays beat down from above with intention. The bell on the clock tower is still ringing; I guess it is now on its fourth or fifth toll… I don’t know. There he stands, on the other end of me. He still has his hat on—you know, one of those black ten-gallon hats. His gun is in its holster on his left side, but he also has one on his right side. Time has slowed down at this point, which it has done ever since I managed to shoot him on the top of his shoulder.

			“Give it up, Boy!” I yell to him before he moves his right hand to grab his gun but, before he can...

			BANG!

			The bullet rockets its way in through the centre of his head, tearing his skin then skull, leaving only a gaping hole in its wake. His hat is knocked clean off his head and lands about five feet on the dirt in front of the general store. Blood gushes out from his head and  creates its own new path on the dirt, pooling into a little ocean of red around the former sheriff of Lake County. Funny, now the only lake I see is the one the sheriff is swimming in.

			“I holster my gun back into its position on my waist. The bell from the clock tower is still ringing.

			Ding....Ding....Ding....Ding....Ding....Ding...Ding...

			That’s twelve, by my count.”

			I look around at the people in the town as I laboriously walk towards the sheriff. The stares of disgust and hatred directed at me fill the air like the stench of burnt human flesh bubbling on an open fire, while the sound of my boots treading on the dirt sound as though they are getting louder with each pressed step I take. I can feel the sand crushing as the sole of my foot tramples the ground underneath. Just my presence in this town sends shivers down folks’ spines, a sense of fear stifles the air; I don’t blame them, though; I do have an intimidating stature, even at my age. I have on a bandana that’s covering both my nose and mouth, then my ten-gallon hat on my head, and a duster laden on my shoulders. I catch a glimpse of two men walking, coming closer to me from my right side as if they are ready to take me on. I stop close enough to the body of the sheriff and look down at him, but I have my focus on the two men; my hands firmly close to my guns.

			The men enter into a saloon next to the general store without a word said to me, and I return my focus back to the sheriff. I pick his limp body up, blood still dripping from his newly-holed head. I throw his body over my shoulder and, as I turn, there he stands. He is around five feet nine inches or five feet ten inches. He has his gun pointed at me. He seems to be around his mid-forties. Has a scar on his left cheek. The scar is from the bottom of his left eye down to his lower jaw.

			

			“Can’t let you take him,” he states, matter-of-factly.

			“Don’t care what you can or cannot let me do,” I reply.

			He fires his gun but the bullet hits the already-dead sheriff. Luck has definitely been on my side today. The sound of my responding gunshot echoes through the air as the man’s gun falls to the ground. He glares at me, completely stunned at the realisation of how quickly and easily that could have been him on the ground—dead. The fear of death scares all of us, even those who think they are fearless.

			I walk over to the stagecoach, where I throw the body into the back.

			Thud!

			I turn to the driver.

			“Freetown,” I say to him.

			The driver just nods his response. I open the coach door and shove the sheriff back in there. The door closes and we are now off to Freetown.

			Freetown, as the name suggests, is not even close to what the reality of the place is. This vile, putrid, horrid city. A city built on a lie of a dream, with its streets paved with the blood and bones of those crushed by its promise of freedom and hope. It is filled in the air—this stench of death and despair. I would choose to have dirt in my teeth every day, over these so-called clean streets with death lurking everywhere.

			A red door.

			We have arrived at our destination, Sheriff.

			This is the place, 64 Main Street. This is the end of the line for the sheriff. I grab his body and walk to the door with it over my shoulder.

			KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

			They said to knock on the door three times. So that is what I did: I knocked three times. The door creeps open, revealing a tall gentleman in a bowler hat, looking back at me and the deceased sheriff with a nonchalant expression on his face.

			“He is expecting your presence,” says the man in a British high-society accent.

			I follow the man in, with the sheriff’s body still draped over my shoulder.

			“To the study, Mr Gunslinger,” says the man as he points down the corridor to the final destination for the sheriff, prompting me to go on ahead while he goes elsewhere. I will be one step closer to my goal.

			I walk into the study, my face cloaked amazement at the size of this study; the place does not look so large from the outside. There is a massive bookcase that surrounds a majestic fireplace in the centre, and a large table with four chairs pushed underneath is in the centre of the room.

			I lay the sheriff on the table and, as I do so, two men enter the room, making me look from one man to the other—over and over again. The first man is the British man from earlier, and the other is a well-dressed gentleman around six feet tall and seems to be one of those people who are truly born with a silver spoon in their mouth; the kind of person who was sent to the finest schools money can buy and has, his entire life, been surrounded by opulence.

			The British man walks towards the table to inspect the body of the sheriff. He examines the body and looks closely at the two gunshot wounds.

			“You shot him twice,” he says, as he lifts his eyes from the body and looks at me.

			I focus all my attention on him.

			“He was stubborn,” I reply, as I turn towards the distinguished—emphasis on the term—gentleman. He may dress like a high-society individual but all of this is the doing of someone who is very deceptive.

			“You have done as per my request. The sheriff is here,” says the man, as he hands me an envelope before he continues, “Your payment, Mr Gunslinger.”

			I have waited for this day for a long time, so I don’t hesitate when I take the envelope and walk towards the door.

			I am closer to my mission. Once I leave this wretched--

			“Mr Gunslinger,” says the British man as I step just before the door. I turn my head slightly towards the man.

			“Master Thorne has a proposition for you. One that you might find beneficial to all of us,” says the British man.

			I turn to Master Thorne. With that attitude, no wonder he wants people to call him ‘Master’. These men always believe that they are far better than everyone around them.

			“What I offer is much more than what is in that envelope. I offer you the one you seek,” says Master Thorne. I look at him, my look now with intention, and then at the envelope in my hand. I have waited for over a decade to get to this point. He looks at me, a slight, sly smile lifting just one of the corners of his mouth. “I knew this offer would intrigue you.”

			How can I trust this man? How does he know what I want? Does he know who I am? No… No…! That is not possible, that part of my life is long gone; it is now my past. That version of… No… No! That version of who I used to be is gone.

			The look on his face… I can’t shake this feeling… that he is up to something. Something I am most certainly not going to like.

			“I am listening,” I say in a cold, tense tone.

			He smiles with that sly smile of his now lighting up his face. Yes, he’s up to something. He knows something. I look down again, my eyes falling on the envelope in my hand, and then move my eyes back up to Master Thorne.

			“Abigail Rose,” says Master Thorne, matter-of-factly, as he watches me. I have to say, that took me a bit aback, but I stand there, firmly, looking at him emotionless. How… how does he know about Abigail Rose? There is no way possible that this man knows more than just a name.

			Abigail Rose.

			That name is straight from my past life. There are so many memories from that life, which are the very reason that I turned down this path.

			Master Thorne quietly stares at me, trying to see my reaction but I will not give him the satisfaction; I stare back at him, and then nod.

			“Excellent!!!” he enthuses with so much gusto, you’d swear I just granted him a lifelong wish. “You have two tasks to complete for me before I divulge the information to you, Mr Gunslinger,” says Master Thorne as he quickly looks to the British man before turning back to me, “Your first task awaits you in Willowfalls.”

			I nod at him again before heading out of the study, then proceed into the corridor. The door closes behind me and I take two steps forward, before stopping in front of a large mirror that’s in the corridor. I look at the envelope, and then at the mirror. I stare at my reflection and all I see is a dark figure in the darkness. How I have changed so much. I look back at the study room’s door and then I walk out of the house.

			The stench of betrayal, pain and suffering stifles the air in the streets. I need to get out of this city. Willowfalls is the destination, it is about over a week’s ride away. I am going to need a horse. I look to the haze of the skyline draped in the hues of purple and green that light up the night sky. This city is poisoned by the souls that walk it, even the night sky is poisoned by them. Time to leave.

			I am awakened by an earthy pungent cloud of smoke that lingers in the air around me. The room I am in is scorching-hot, with the air in it covered in the smell and taste of old leather being roasted over an open flame. I look around the room and smoke is held in by the ceiling. I try to move but cannot; I am pinned by both my arms onto the wall. Those look like railroad spikes. That smell of ‘something’ burning is me, I look down and there is one more spike on my body as well, and it is in the middle of my body. Why am I naked? Why am I…? No… that is not possible…! The fire is all around me…!

			“HELP!!! HELP!!! HELP!!!” I yell repeatedly, but it is too late, the fire consumes me as I scream in agony.

			I raise and grab my guns, pointing them in every which direction, but... Calm down... You are in the wilderness… and the campfire has been put out… You are here—wherever here is—you are as safe as can be. Tomorrow you get to Willowfalls. You are closer now to finding the person that you are looking for.

			I startled Horse a bit. That was just a hauntingly-violent dream.

			I check to see if the envelope is still in my pocket. This is just one piece of the whole pie but now, I have been offered the one person who changed everything for me. The person who created this path. The person who destroyed my entire world. I wish… I wish I could drive every single one of these bullets through his fucking skull!

			A sliver of light pierces the heavy veil of darkness in the distance. The light quickly fills my surroundings with a reddish-orange hue, lightening the darkness around it. A sign of impending disaster.

			Horse and I stand at the edge of the forest and look down the Hillside. There it is...

			Willowfalls is a beautiful little town that is encapsulated by majestic plant life and has the most mesmerising waterfall you will ever see. It is like magic: Mini rainbows caress the cascading water that flows from the stream above. All this beauty is about to be tainted by the blood of greedy, uncivilised tyrants who would rather see the demise of this natural phenomenon. Imagine that, two bullets… Okay… just one bullet will level this society, this society that would have eventually become a future hub of the country. I knew it when Thorne sent me here, the mission was glaringly clear. He will say, in the next few hours, that the target is one Franklin Miller. He is a candidate for the presidency, and this made a lot of people extremely nervous, and many of those people are from Freetown. Why not, right?

			Freetown is a cesspit of the worst kind, these monsters who inhabit it thrive on the destruction of humanity, as long as it benefits them. There is one man standing in the way of Freetown being the central hub and that is Miller.

			The sun is still
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