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CHAPTER ONE: The Man Nobody Claimed
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The man lay face-down in the dust where the road narrowed and the land forgot its own name.

Jonah Kessler found him just past the bend, where the wagon ruts thinned and the ground hardened into stone. A body didn’t belong out there—not unless someone meant it to be found late.

Kessler reined in and let his mule stop on its own. He stayed mounted a moment longer, eyes moving before his feet ever did. The sun was high, hard, and unforgiving. No birds circled. No flies gathered.

That told him the man hadn’t been dead long.

Kessler swung down slowly, joints complaining the way they always did now. He crouched beside the body, rolled it over with a boot, and exhaled through his nose.

Shot once. Clean. Center chest.

The man wore town clothes—dusty but not worn out. No hat. No visible weapon. His eyes stared up into the sky like he’d been surprised by how fast it ended.

Kessler searched him without ceremony.

Empty pockets. No money. No papers. Just a cheap watch stopped at eleven minutes past two.

Kessler straightened and looked down the road toward the low rise ahead. That direction led to Crow’s Reach, though no sign announced it. Towns like that preferred not to advertise.

He studied the ground.

Boot prints—three sets—fresh, heading back toward town. One man had been dragged before the shot. Kessler could see where the heels dug in, where the dirt piled wrong.

An execution.

Kessler rested a hand on his knee and stood quietly in the heat.

He hadn’t planned on stopping in Crow’s Reach.

That was the trouble with roads. They didn’t care what a man planned.

Kessler dragged the body off the road and covered it with stones. He didn’t pray. He didn’t mark the place. Out here, markers didn’t last.

He mounted up and rode on.

Crow’s Reach came into view an hour later—low buildings, false fronts, a water tower leaning like it had second thoughts. The town looked tired. Not poor. Not desperate.

Just practiced at not asking questions.

Kessler rode in without hurry.
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