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Chapter One: The Man on the Poster
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Dust and golden sunlight painted the main street of Mercy Crossing, a frontier town small enough for every secret to be dangerous and every newcomer to be watched. The sky was cloudless and so blue it hurt the eyes, but all along the wooden walkways, folk moved quietly, shoulders hunched, eyes down. Even the horses seemed to sense the unease, pawing at the ground and flicking their tails as if the world had gone strange overnight.

Reverend Harlan Quinn walked with his Bible pressed to his chest and his hat pulled low. His black coat trailed a little dust at the edges, and his boots left careful prints on the sunbaked street. Two years ago, he’d come here from the east, bringing sermons and comfort, the memory of war still haunting his sleep. Folks had come to trust him—at least, they had until today.

Now, the town had turned inward. Mrs. Pender at the mercantile who always smiled and waved, barely glanced at him as she swept her porch. The sheriff, usually parked on a bench with his coffee, was gone, replaced by a couple of young deputies leaning against the post office, watching Harlan with nervous eyes.

Harlan tried to ignore the whispers and the glances. He knew something was wrong. The wind was stronger than usual, picking up flyers and spinning them across the street. One stuck to his boot—a torn piece of a wanted poster, the ink still fresh.

He kept walking until he saw the crowd. A knot of men, all hats and spurs and suspicion, were gathered around the big post at the corner of Main and Cross. He slowed as they parted, letting him through. There, nailed to the wood, was his own face.

WANTED
HARLAN AS QUINN
$500 REWARD—DEAD OR ALIVE
CRIMES: ARMED ROBBERY, MURDER
His blood turned to ice. He studied the drawing. The lines were sharp, the eyes grim. They had used his old name, the one he had tried so hard to bury. The crimes beneath it—he’d heard rumors before, but seeing it here, in this place where he’d found a measure of peace, made him want to fall to his knees.

A hand landed on his shoulder. He flinched, but didn’t run.

“You look troubled, Preacher,” came a low voice.

Harlan turned and met the eyes of Cole Ramsey, a man known as much for his silence as for his accuracy with a pistol. Ramsey was taller than Harlan, with a beard that was more gray than brown, a battered hat pulled low, and a long coat that had seen too many storms. He had a reputation—a bounty hunter with his own sense of justice, and a past nobody dared ask about.

“I reckon I am, Mr. Ramsey,” Harlan said quietly. “Looks like trouble’s come looking for me.”

Ramsey stared at the poster, then at Harlan. “Never figured you for a killer, Reverend.”

“I’m not,” Harlan replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “Not anymore.”

There was a silence between them, thick as summer heat. Around them, townsfolk lingered, curious and fearful, hoping to see justice—or a spectacle.

Ramsey reached up, tore the poster from the post, and folded it neatly in his hand. “Plenty of folks here who’d turn you in for the money. Others might just do it for the thrill.”

Harlan swallowed, glancing down the street. The sheriff had returned, hand on his holster, eyes fixed on him.

“I won’t run,” Harlan said softly.

Ramsey shook his head. “Don’t be foolish. If you stay, you’re as good as dead.”

Harlan looked at the church, the whitewashed building at the end of the street, its bell silent in the morning light. “That church is my home. These people are my flock.”

“And what are you to them now?” Ramsey asked.

Harlan’s hands trembled as he tightened his grip on the Bible. “I’m still their preacher. I have to believe there’s redemption, even for a man like me.”

Ramsey’s gaze softened, just a hint. “You want a shot at redemption, preacher, you’re gonna have to fight for it.”

Harlan nodded. “Then help me, Mr. Ramsey. Not with your gun, but with the truth.”

For a long moment, Ramsey considered. Then he nodded, just once. “All right. But if you’re lying to me, I’ll drag you back myself.”

Together, they turned away from the crowd, the wanted poster clenched in Ramsey’s fist, and walked toward the uncertain light of the morning—two men bound by secrets, stepping onto a road neither of them could walk alone.
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Chapter Two: A Man’s Past, A Town’s Judgement
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Cole Ramsey led the way down Main Street, the preacher’s boots falling softly beside his own. Neither man spoke, but the tension between them was thick as river mud. The morning sun was rising higher now, burning away the last of the mist, casting long shadows from the church steeple and storefronts. Every window seemed to have a face behind it.

Harlan felt those eyes prickling his back, the weight of the town’s suspicion pressing on his shoulders. He’d come to Mercy Crossing for peace, for purpose. Now, every step seemed to stir old ghosts.

They reached the edge of the churchyard, where wildflowers grew up against a whitewashed fence. Ramsey stopped short, glancing at the neat grave markers beyond.
“You’re not running,” Ramsey said. “That’ll get folks talking.”
Harlan managed a thin smile. “Running never solved much. And I’m tired of running.”

Ramsey leaned against the fence, folding the wanted poster in his hands, eyes never leaving the preacher’s face.
“You want to tell me the story?” he said at last. “Because I’ve seen men hang on less evidence than that.”
He nodded toward the poster, now crumpled in Ramsey’s fist.
Harlan glanced at the bell tower, remembering the first night he’d slept inside its sheltering walls. “My name is Harlan as Quinn. I was a different man once—angry, reckless, and quick with a gun. After the war, I drifted west. I tried to leave that man behind. But trouble has a way of finding me.”

Ramsey watched him, unreadable. “You kill anybody?”

Harlan’s voice shook, but he didn’t look away. “In the war, yes. Since then, only in defense. Never for money. Never for sport.”

A wagon rolled by, its wheels creaking over the ruts. The driver nodded at Ramsey, but eyed Harlan with suspicion.

Ramsey turned the poster over in his hands. “Armed robbery. Murder. That what happened in Abilene?”

Harlan hesitated. “There was a robbery. I was there, but I wasn’t the man who pulled the trigger. I tried to stop it, but... folks remember what they want to remember. The ones with the power tell the story.”

“Who’s after you?”

“Name’s Boone Garrett. He was part of the gang. He got away, but told everyone I was the one who shot the marshal. Now he’s made sure every lawman from Kansas to Texas is looking for me.”

Ramsey grunted. “Boone Garrett. Heard that name. Bad news.”

A sharp voice cut through the air behind them. “That man’s a wanted criminal!”

It was Sheriff Yates, boots crunching on the gravel, his deputies close behind. The townsfolk who’d gathered hung back, whispering, watching the drama unfold.

Harlan squared his shoulders, but Ramsey stepped forward.

“He’s coming with me,” Ramsey said, voice calm as a creek in winter. “Alive, if you want the truth. Dead, if you want trouble.”

Sheriff Yates glared at the bounty hunter. “And just who put you in charge, Cole?”

“Nobody,” Ramsey replied. “But you hang the wrong man, you’ll answer for it—maybe to the law, maybe to the Almighty.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Finally, Yates spit in the dust. “You’ve got until sundown, preacher. After that, I can’t hold folks back.”

Harlan nodded. “Thank you, Sheriff.”

The lawmen stalked off, the crowd dispersing. Ramsey turned to Harlan , eyes hard. “You get one day, Reverend. To prove you’re not the man on that poster.”

Harlan looked toward the fading sun, the church behind him, and the long road ahead.

“One day,” he said. “It’ll have to be enough.”

Side by side, preacher and bounty hunter set off down Redemption’s Road, with the past chasing close behind.
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