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​Prologue  



The Dust Stirs 


The sun hung over Deadwood Gulch like a molten coin, searing the earth with a heat that made the cacti sweat and the tumbleweeds shiver in their lonely spin. Sheriff Jedediah “Jed” Crank, hat perched like a stubborn crow on his head, squinted across the dirt streets, hand hovering over the pearl-handled revolver at his hip. There was a tension in the air, sharp as a rattlesnake’s rattle, but this time, it wasn’t just the usual lawless riffraff—something was off, something unnatural, like the wind smelled of decay and old whiskey. 


The townsfolk whispered in hushed tones, their eyes darting toward the abandoned mine on the outskirts, where rumor had it the old prospector Ezra Fumble had unearthed more than gold. 

Jed had a nose for trouble, and this was no ordinary kind. By the time the first shot rang, echoing through the canyon walls, it wasn’t the crack of a gun he felt—it was the hollow tremor of death clawing its way up from the dirt, dragging bones and flesh in a macabre dance. 


Jed took a step forward, boots crunching on sun-baked earth, scent of gunpowder mingling with the sharp tang of fear. The wind kicked up, carrying with it a moan that rattled the shutters on the saloon. It was a sound that didn’t belong to the living. And Jed, stubborn as the day was long, tipped his hat against the sun, squared his shoulders, and muttered, “Well, reckon it’s just another day in paradise… or hell. Hard to tell which.” 


Behind him, a shadow stirred in the dust, jerking with an awkward rhythm, dragging one boot behind the other. A grin—rotted, toothless, and crooked—crept across its face. And with that, the dust began to stir, the Gulch would never be the same, and Sheriff Jed Crank’s life… well, it was about to take a turn for the decidedly undead. 

















​Part 1  



The Return of the Rotten 



The town of Deadwood Gulch wasn’t much—a scattering of wooden buildings leaning like drunk cowboys, a saloon that smelled perpetually of sweat, whiskey, and burnt coffee, and a jail whose bars were as crooked as a rattlesnake in a tumbleweed storm. Sheriff Jed Crank liked it that way. Predictable. Safe-ish. And he liked things the way he liked his coffee—hot, strong, and with a touch of bitter reality. 


That morning, though, the bitter reality had a side of rot. Jed’s spurs clanged against the weathered wooden porch of the sheriff’s office as he stepped outside, squinting against a sun that felt like it had been fried in a skillet and left to simmer. Something was amiss. The townsfolk were either hiding or gawking from behind the flimsy shutters. Dogs growled in the distance, low and ominous, their hackles raised. 


Jed’s hand hovered over his revolver, instincts twitching like a rattlesnake in a boot. “Awright, what fresh hell is this?” he muttered, dusting his fingers along the gun’s cool metal. A sudden, clumsy shuffle caught his eye. One of the town’s drunks—or what had been a drunk, at least—stumbled into the main street. Skin pallid, eyes glassy, mouth slack. He tipped forward like a marionette cut from its strings and let out a guttural groan that made the horses whinny and a tumbleweed jump half a foot into the air. 


Jed froze, then shook his head. “Nope. That ain’t a hangover. That’s… that’s something else.” 


Before he could move, more figures emerged. Slow, staggering, ragged clothes flapping like banners of decay in the morning breeze. From the saloon came a scream, high-pitched and desperate. Mrs. Potts, owner of the general store and renowned town gossip, barreled out with flour bags flying in every direction. “They’re… they’re coming alive!” she shrieked. “My beans! 

My beans!” 


Jed took a deep breath, gripping his revolver. “Alright, folks, let’s keep our heads—and keep our brains intact if possible.” He nodded toward the saloon. “Time to make friends.” 


Inside, the saloon looked like a blender had been set on high. Tables overturned, whiskey bottles rolling like tumbleweeds across the floor, and the bartender, a wiry man named Slim, had taken refuge behind the bar, eyes wide as poker chips. “Sheriff!” he yelped. “It’s them! The… the dead!” 


Jed’s jaw dropped. “Dead, Slim? Care to elaborate?” 


​Slim swallowed hard. “They… they came outta the grave! Outta the cemet’ry! I saw ‘em… my ma’s parrot saw ‘em… I swear!” 


Jed rubbed his forehead. “Alright, now I know I’m not just seeing things before my first cup of joe.” He stepped past the bar, revolver ready, ears straining. “Where exactly is this graveyard of yours?” 


Slim pointed to the east, where the ground had cracked like dried mud in the noon sun. “Over there… at the edge of town. Foul air and all.” 


Jed squinted. There it was. Tombstones jagged in the dirt, some leaning as though ashamed of the names carved in them. And moving among them—slow, determined, unstoppable—were figures that looked like people who had forgotten how to be people. 


Jed shook his head. “Well, reckon it’s a fine day to be sheriff. Or dead, apparently.” He took a step forward—and the first of the undead noticed him. It jerked upright, teeth snapping, arms reaching. The scent of decay hit him like a freight train loaded with wet wool. 


“Back, you rotten varmints!” Jed shouted, firing his revolver. The shot cracked, and the zombie stumbled backward, only to stumble forward again, relentless as a prairie fire. 


A commotion outside drew Jed’s attention. Miss Lilly, the schoolteacher with a penchant for floral dresses and terrifyingly sharp wit, rode into town on her mule, who had apparently learned to bray like a foghorn when danger was near. “Jed! You’re alive!” she yelled. “And… well… not dead?” 


Jed cocked an eyebrow. “Miss Lilly, I’m generally alive. Mostly. Right now. Focus on the dead parade behind me.” 


She whipped the mule into a circle, sending a group of zombies sprawling into a ditch with an ungraceful splat. Jed grinned. “Miss Lilly, you may have just saved our hides. That mule of yours… a true hero of the West.” 


The two of them, joined by Slim, Mrs. Potts, and a handful of other townsfolk, began forming a haphazard line of defense. Rolling barrels, overturned tables, and whatever iron scraps they could find became barricades. The air was thick with dust, sweat, and the unmistakable odor of decomposing flesh. 


Jed turned to the group. “Alright, listen here. We’re not just fighting for Deadwood Gulch—we’re fighting for our sanity, our lunch money, and possibly the world as we know it.” He looked at the assembled citizens. “Also, Mrs. Potts, keep your beans outta it. They’ll do more damage than good if they hit someone in the eye.” 


​The undead advanced slowly, hands outstretched, groaning in that unmistakable way that made a sane man wish he had taken up knitting instead of being sheriff. Jed fired again, each shot echoing across the canyon like a hymn to chaos. One zombie fell, another lunged. It was like trying to empty a barrel with holes in the bottom—you killed one, and three more showed up like unwanted cousins. 


Miss Lilly ducked behind the mule again, hurling rocks with pinpoint accuracy. “These varmints have no respect for education!” she shouted. “Or for grammar!” 


Jed snorted. “That’s the worst part—they don’t even tip properly.” 


Hours—or perhaps it was minutes, time distorted in chaos—passed. Smoke and dust swirled, the townsfolk fought bravely but clumsily, and Jed began to realize something horrifying: this wasn’t just a random outbreak. The zombies weren’t attacking indiscriminately—they were moving with purpose. Slowly, methodically, as if hunting someone specific. And all the clues seemed to point… straight at him. 


Jed swallowed hard. “Well, I reckon this just got personal.” 


By nightfall, Deadwood Gulch looked like a carnival had gone violently wrong. Fires smoldered where buildings once stood, horses whinnied nervously in pens, and the undead were still roaming, gnawing, stumbling. Jed leaned against what remained of the jailhouse, revolver empty, heart pounding. 


“Jed… you alright?” Miss Lilly’s voice cut through the smoke. 


Jed shook his head. “Miss Lilly… I think we’re in deeper than a prospector’s claim. These… 

things… they know us. They… they know me.” 


Slim nodded grimly. “Sheriff… reckon you’re the target. Maybe… maybe it’s personal.” 


Jed grimaced. “Personal… personal! The dead have got a vendetta?” He clenched his jaw. 

“Well then, I reckon I’m about to teach the Gulch a lesson about wronging the Crank family name.” 


The moon rose over the broken town, painting shadows on the twisted boards and the crumpled bodies of the undead. Jed Crank, sheriff of Deadwood Gulch, stood tall, boots dusty, hat cocked, revolver still warm in his hand. He felt the pull of destiny—or perhaps the stench of decay—but either way, there was no turning back. 


And then, from the edge of the graveyard, came a sound that made Jed’s stomach lurch: a slow, wet, squelching shuffle… and a familiar voice groaning something like, “Jed… help… me…” 


​Jed’s eyes widened. He had seen enough horrors in one day to fill a coffin. But nothing—nothing—could have prepared him for this: the first zombie to shuffle into town was… 

Sheriff Jed Crank himself. 










































​Part 2  



Brains, Bullets, and Bad Decisions 



Jed Crank staggered, or rather shuffled, into the pale moonlight, his mind a swirling fog of half-thoughts and half-memories. The realization hit him like a lead-laden bullet: he wasn’t alive in the usual sense. He wasn’t dead in the usual sense either. He was… in between. The townsfolk might call it horrifying, or unnatural, or just plain gross. Jed called it inconvenient. 


His hands—pale, clammy, and slightly sticky—twitching as if remembering the old gun drills, flexed in front of him. He tried to lift his revolver. Nothing. The familiar weight felt wrong, alien, and when he finally clutched it, his finger barely curled around the trigger. “Well, reckon that’s new,” he muttered, gritting teeth that didn’t feel like his own anymore. 


The dead of night in Deadwood Gulch was alive with groans and the slap of shuffling feet. 

Zombies wandered the streets, moaning in a cacophony of discontent. Yet when they saw him—a very much also undead Jed—they stopped. Tilted their heads like curious hounds. 

Recognition flickered in those hollow eyes, and Jed realized, with a shiver of something he hoped was courage and not plain horror: he could communicate with them. 


“Well, that’s just peachy,” he said aloud, pacing. “Not only am I dead, but now I can talk to the walking corpses. Gonna need a bigger hat.” 


From the shadows, a familiar squeak punctuated the eerie symphony: Slim, the wiry bartender, had been creeping along the alleyways, eyes wide and fingers gripping a makeshift club. 

“Sheriff… you… uh… look a little… funny,” Slim said, voice trembling like jelly on a plate. “Not… 

not bad-funny, but… you know… dead-funny.” 


Jed tilted his head, eyeing him like a particularly stubborn raccoon. “Slim, let me spell it out for ya. I’m the new sheriff of the undead. If you’re smart, you’ll follow my lead, keep your brains intact, and maybe we all live to see sunrise without becoming bite-sized snacks.” 


Slim gulped. “Uh… alright… sure…” 


The next morning, Jed wandered—or staggered—through the town, observing chaos with fresh, rotting perspective. Mrs. Potts was barricading her store with flour sacks, occasionally peeking out to hurl insults at the undead who had decided her pickles were targets of interest. Miss Lilly had somehow commandeered a posse of townsfolk wielding everything from frying pans to trowels, forming a comically ragtag militia. 


Jed approached cautiously. “Miss Lilly, ma’am. Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but… how’s your aim with the frying pan?” 

​ 

She spun to him, eyes blazing with determination. “Sheriff! If you weren’t—well—you I’d say you’re here to gawk, but I’ve got one question: how do I fight zombies without frying the mule?” 


Jed pondered. “That’s… a solid question. Also… maybe a little academic for my taste.” He shuffled closer, trying not to think about the way his stomach now had a mind of its own. “Listen, I’ve got a plan, but it involves a little… persuasion. And brains. Well, mostly mine. And maybe Slim’s. But that’s a detail.” 


Slim looked horrified. “You don’t mean—” 


“I do,” Jed said, the words coming out in a gravelly half-growl. “But before you faint or scream or pray to whichever deity happens to be listening, hear me out. I can lead ‘em. The zombies… 

they recognize me, they’ll follow my commands. We might just stand a chance to save the town if we act smart and… fast-ish.” 


Miss Lilly squinted. “You mean… you’re like a zombie general?” 


Jed shrugged. “Yeah, but uglier. And hungrier.” 


Training the undead was a mix of slapstick, chaos, and the occasional accidental bite. Jed discovered that waving his hands in exaggerated motions made them mimic him, though sometimes they misinterpreted his commands. When he pointed toward the mine, five of them ran straight into the saloon. Slim screamed, Mrs. Potts flailed with a rolling pin, and Jed facepalmed. “Maybe we start smaller. Doors. Windows. Fences.” 


By afternoon, the town had adopted a “zombie-assisted labor” system. The undead hauled barrels, pushed wagons, and occasionally stood guard—though guarding in this context meant leaning against a post and moaning ominously, which wasn’t exactly reassuring. 


Jed, walking among his new recruits, pondered the source of the outbreak. Rumors pointed toward the old prospector, Ezra Fumble, who had a reputation for digging where he shouldn’t and burying things he shouldn’t. Jed’s instincts—rotted though they now were—told him that this Fumble character had stirred up more than gold in the mine. 


Miss Lilly, inspecting the perimeter with a homemade spear, whispered, “Sheriff, do you think this… Ezra fellow… is the brains behind the brains?” 


Jed groaned. “Oh, Lilly. That pun’s going straight to the grave. Along with me, apparently.” 


Night fell again, heavier than a lead brick in a prospector’s pocket. From the graveyard came more shuffling, more groaning, and something new—a scent, coppery and foul, like blood mixed with dust and despair. Jed’s undead instincts sharpened. This was no ordinary zombie. It moved faster, more cunning, snapping at the ground with predatory intent. 

​ 

Jed lined up his recruits. “Alright, troops. Big lesson in zombie tactics: some of these varmints are smarter than your average drunk or mule






























































































































































































































































index-3_1.jpg
THE ROTTEN SHERIFF
DEADWOOD GULCH






index-2_1.jpg
 DEAD DUST






index-1_1.jpg
2
=

G






