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Chapter One
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Vultures in a Yellow Sky

The sun was wrong.

Too bright. Too close. Too cruel.

Jonah Creed lay face down in the hardpan dirt, his cheek pressed into earth baked to brick. The taste of iron filled his mouth. Something warm crawled through his hairline and down behind his ear.

He tried to move.

The world split open.

Pain roared through the right side of his skull like a branding iron pressed to bone.

He groaned and rolled onto his side.

A six-shooter rested inches from his left hand.

Not dropped.

Placed.

His fingers brushed the grip. Familiar walnut. His weapon.

But his badge—

His chest tightened.

He forced himself onto his back and stared upward.

The sky was a blank, pitiless yellow. No clouds. No mercy. Just a hard sun glaring down like judgment.

Shapes circled against it.

Slow.

Patient.

Vultures.

Creed lifted his right hand and touched the side of his head. His fingers slid into a two-inch gash just above his ear. He drew them back and squinted.

Bright red.

Fresh.

He swallowed against the dryness clawing his throat.

“What happened?” he rasped.

The wind answered by moving dust across his boots.

He tried to sit up.

The prairie tilted.

He collapsed back into the dirt, lungs heaving. For a moment, he let the darkness creep in. It felt easier there.

But the vultures drifted lower.

Creed clenched his jaw and forced himself upright again, slower this time.

The land came into focus piece by piece.

To his right—scrub brush and stunted mesquite, stretching empty to the horizon.

To his left—a barn.

Or what had once been one.

The roof sagged inward like broken ribs. One side was blackened and split. A heap of charred timber lay beside it, ash still gray and soft.

It hadn’t burned long ago.

He turned his head carefully.

There were tracks in the dirt.

Wagon wheels.

Several horses.

Boot prints.

He counted at least five sets.

Not random.

Not bandits passing through.

Organized.

He reached for his coat.

The inside pocket was empty.

No badge.

No identification papers.

No federal seal.

His jaw hardened.

They hadn’t robbed him.

They had erased him.

Memory came in jagged flashes.

A meeting.

A name.

Lucian Vale.

The barn.

A lantern swinging in the dark.

Then—

A blow from the right.

Creed’s stomach turned.

He hadn’t been shot.

He’d been struck.

Left breathing on purpose.

He looked back to the six-shooter resting near his hand.

Placed.

Not tossed.

They wanted him found.

They wanted the story told.

Deputy Marshal Jonah Creed.

Dead in the dirt.

Let the vultures finish what they started.

The wind shifted again.

The birds dipped lower.

Creed wiped blood from his temple and pushed himself onto one knee.

Pain stabbed behind his eye, but he held steady.

He was not dead.

Not yet.

He rose fully, swaying once before locking his knees.

Whoever had left him here believed the sun would do the rest.
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