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Chapter One
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They hanged Pike Doolin at sunup. The whole town of Coyote Bend turned out to watch it done. Men stood with their hats low, women gathered in small groups whispering, and boys climbed the hitch rails to get a better look. No one spoke above a murmur. It wasn’t the kind of morning for talking.

The gallows stood just outside the Sheriff’s office, built quick and solid. The rope already hung in place, swaying just a little in the early breeze.

Pike Doolin stood beneath it with his hands tied behind his back. He hadn’t fought them when they came for him. Hadn’t begged. Hadn’t said much of anything after they locked him in the cell the night before.

Sheriff Lucas Bolin stepped forward, paper in hand. “Pike Doolin,” he said, voice steady, “you’ve been found guilty by the people of Coyote Bend for the murder of Jeb Crowley, owner of the J/C Ranch. Sentence is death by hanging, to be carried out this morning.”

A few heads nodded. Most just watched.

Doolin lifted his eyes and looked out over the crowd. He didn’t search faces. He didn’t try to find a friendly one. He just looked at them the same way he’d looked at the men who judged him.

Like he already knew.

“You got anything to say?” the Sheriff asked.

Doolin took a breath. His voice came out rough but clear. “I told you what happened.”

No one answered.

“The ground shook,” he said. “Like thunder under your boots. Then it opened. Just opened up and took him.”

A low ripple moved through the crowd.

“Enough,” someone muttered.

Doolin didn’t look at whoever said it. “I tried to pull him back,” he went on. “Horse went with him. Whole piece of land dropped out from under us. Ain’t no man alive could’ve stopped it.”

Sheriff Bolin’s jaw tightened. “We’ve heard your story.”

“It ain’t a story,” Doolin said.

“It is to us,” another man called.

Doolin’s eyes shifted then, just once, toward the southwest, toward the distant line of hills where the J/C Ranch spread out wide and low.

“It ain’t done,” he said quietly.

No one knew what he meant by that.

The trap dropped.

It was over quick.

No one cheered. No one spoke. They just stood there, watching a man hang in the morning light, telling themselves it had been done right.

By noon, the body was taken down and buried outside of town. No marker. No name. Just another grave in dry ground.

Years passed.

The story stayed.

Pike Doolin killed Jeb Crowley.

That was the truth the town chose.
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Chapter Two
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The rider came into Coyote Bend just past noon, the sun high and hard over the street. Dust followed him in a slow trail, settling over the boardwalks and hitch rails like it belonged there. He didn’t rush. Men who rushed drew attention. This one didn’t need to.

He rode a bay gelding, travel-worn but steady. His coat was dusted from the trail, hat pulled low. Nothing about him called out for notice, and that alone made a few heads turn.
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