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Prologue
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Whispers in the Firelight

Night settled deep over the Big Horn Mountains, in a narrow pass the locals called the Hole-in-the-Wall.  Flickering campfires draw long shadows—each one hiding a tale of gold, betrayal, and secrets not meant for daylight. Among these shadows, the Wild Bunch gathers, plotting their next move. But out beyond the safety of the flames, something—or someone—is listening. Whispers mingle with the wind, and every crack of a branch could be friend or foe. Is it folklore, or is fear coming to life?

The coffee came out of the pot black as gun oil, slopping into tin cups while the last of evening was gone; the sky was almost pure night.  Around the fire, the outlaws took their places one by one, boots scuffing dirt, eyes narrowed against the smoke and the long miles behind them. By the time the cook shuffled back to his pans, the crew was settled in the flicker of the flames, cradling their coffee like it was the only honest thing they owned, and waiting to hear what the next job would cost them.

Butch was the last to settle in and the first to break the silence. “Listen up, boys. Word is there’s gold moving near the border—easy pickings if we’re fast and quiet.”

“Bitterroot country?” Kilpatrick cut in.

Cassidy fixed his stare on Ben until the whole group fell silent. “Like I was saying before I got interrupted,” he drawled, “here’s the next job.”

For the next few minutes, Butch laid out the plan. A large gold transport would be stopping in Hamilton, traveling by stagecoach. He told Carver to find out the stage’s schedule and route.

The Kid spoke up. “Me, Kilpatrick, and Curry can block the trail—drop trees, roll some boulders. We’ll make sure that coach stops right where we want. Right spot for cover, and a quick getaway.”​

Kilpatrick leaned in, a grin on his face. “We hit those coaches, we split the haul six ways. That’s enough for all of us to disappear for a year.”​

Suddenly, the yipping coyotes fell silent; even the wind seemed to change, carrying a chill. An uneasy quiet settled over the camp. “Grizzly” Bill Hawkins leaned forward, his voice heavy. “Some things out there are worth more than a year’s pay. I rode the Bitterroots back when I was young. Folks say there’s stories—hollow men wandering the woods, signal fires burning on the ridges. They call 'em Grim Veil Brotherhood.”​

Elzy Lay shrugged, trying to break the tension. “That’s just campfire talk, Bill. Ghosts and shadows and stories for scaring kids.”​

Flat-nose Curry’s expression hardened. “Bill, you did time up at Deer Lodge didn’t you?”

“Different time, different life.” Bill grunted.

“I remember hearing stories about Deer Lodge back in the day. They had men that ran that place like Dutch LeGrande, Colt “Copperhead” Ransom.” Curry shared.

“Don’t forget about The Sandman.” Kilpatrick added. 

“Who could forget that devil.” Sundance Kid chimed in with a bit of fear. “Thank God he was killed there.”

“Stories say it was Malachar Grayveil who killed him, leader of the Brotherhood.”

“Bill, you ever meet any of those men?” Curry asked.

“Back then it was all about business.” Bill said, “Nothing personal to dwell on. Business was business. I met them all and I just soon forget. But I will tell you men that the Grim Veil is no campfire story. Those men are as real as us. I just as soon not run into them again.”

The Kid flashed a grin. “Stories don’t rattle me, but I listen to a man who’s stared them in the face and kept riding.”

Cassidy tightened his grip on his revolver. “Long as we stick together, no gang, ghost, or legend’s going to lay a hand on us.”

A branch cracked somewhere out in the dark. Horses stomped and flicked their ears, uneasy.

One-Eyed Pete whispered, “Quiet... Did you hear that? Someone’s out there.”

As the campfire danced shadows across uneasy faces, the Wild Bunch wondered if those old tales were more than night whispers. Just beyond the reach of the fire’s glow, someone lingered—silent, unseen—waiting for the perfect moment to strike, or simply listening, as secrets slipped through the cold night air.
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Noise in the Hollow

Cassidy's hand slipped to his holster. All eyes fixed on the darkness. Just trying to focus on some movement. Kilpatrick stood as Cassidy did. Sundance moved as well, gun drawn, boots crunching in brittle dirt. The men followed, breath frosting, every crag and sagebrush now alive with menace. They fanned out, lanterns trembling with each step, searching for what crept beyond the edge of their firelight. And as they moved forward, the noise stopped.

Was it just the wind after all—or was something else prowlin’ the shadows, drawn by the whiff of outlaw gold in the Wyoming night?

Kid Curry let out a crooked chuckle, low so’s not to spook the men. “We get to jawin’ about spooks and haints, boys, we’ll have every last one of us seein’ things ain’t there,” he muttered, leaning his shoulder to the log wall.

Cassidy’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the gloom. “Ain’t a man among us who’d’ve heard the same racket if nothin’ was out yonder,” he said, slow and steady, voice never rising above a whisper. “So hush up your gums. Drop low and spread out.”

Cassidy and Sundance, who had been running together a couple of years, eased toward the mouth of the ravine, boots grinding frost-stiff sage into the hard ground. The gulch ahead was a slit of black in the red wall, breathing cold air.

“You really think there’s anybody out there?” Sundance asked, keeping his voice low, trusting Cassidy knew this country better than any map.

“Seeley swore this place is so far off the trail even the coyotes get lost,” Cassidy muttered. “Doesn’t mean I’m betting my hide on it. I’d rather jump at shadows than get cut in my sleep.”

They hadn’t been out five minutes when a raw, panicked yell tore out of the dark. Both men froze, fingers tightening on cold iron.

They moved toward the sound, splitting without a word, sliding through the brush to come in from both sides. Cassidy almost fired when a shape lurched out of the gloom—Flat Nose Curry, wild-eyed, breath coming in white bursts.

“Curry, what’s going on?” Butch snapped.

“He’s dead!” George rattled, voice breaking. “His throat’s gone. I just turned my head for a second and he—he—”

“Did you see who did this, George?” Sundance pushed, already scanning the dark beyond him.

Cassidy dropped to a knee in the brittle sage, eyes tracing scuffed dirt, broken stems, anything that might tell a story. Kid and Bill pounded up, guns out, questions spilling that nobody could answer. Elzy and Kilpatrick ghosted in right behind them.

Pete lay on his back in the brush, eyes wide, neck a black slash in the starlight. For a long second nobody spoke. Then, one by one, they formed a rough circle around him, backs touching, muzzles pointed into the dark.

The ravine swallowed every sound. No hoofbeats. No wind. Just the harsh rasp of outlaw breathing and the steady, waiting silence of something out there that had already killed once and might not be done. 

Cassidy worked his jaw, then spoke, calm and cold.

“Keep your backs tight and your barrels up. If you hear anything in that dark—anything—you pour lead into it till the hammer clicks dry. We sort out what’s left come daylight.”

The words had barely left his mouth when a single stone clattered down the ravine wall.

Every gun snapped toward the sound. No one breathed.

A flash of movement beyond the circle. Half the men opened fire, muzzle flare lighting up twisted shadows, sage torn in the wild spray of bullets. When the shooting stopped, only the cold wind answered.

Their circle, so tight before, felt suddenly far too small—and out there, somewhere in that ravine, something waited for the sun.

When the echoes of gunfire finally died, the men pushed out of the circle, boots sliding over loose rock and torn sage. Smoke hung low, stinging their throats as they spread through the dark, hunting for whatever they’d hit.

Cassidy’s lantern beam caught a shape crumpled in the brush.

“Over here,” he called, voice flat.

They closed in on a lean figure facedown in the dirt, coat shredded, back punched through in three places. Cassidy rolled him with the toe of his boot and the light found his face.

“Dusty Rowe,” Sundance breathed. “Son of a—”

Dusty, the man who’d walked out on them. A deserter. A ghost they all thought was long gone.

Somehow he was still clinging to the edge. His eyes fluttered, blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth. Cassidy dropped to a knee, fisting Dusty’s collar.

“Why, Dusty?” Butch’s voice was low, dangerous. “Why come back? Why Pete?”

Dusty’s lips moved. A rasp of air.

“It wasn’t—” he managed, eyes flicking past Cassidy, searching the dark behind him.

The rest never came.

Cassidy’s face went hot and wet in the same instant the shot cracked. Dusty’s head snapped back, a neat hole opening dead-center in his forehead. For a heartbeat nobody moved. Then Dusty sagged out of Cassidy’s grip like a cut rope.

Butch wiped the blood from his eyes and spun on the circle of men.

“Who fired?” he roared.

Silence. Boots shifted. No one met his gaze.

“I said, who fired?”

One by one, their eyes dragged toward the same man. Kilpatrick stood a step back from the others, gun still smoking faintly in his hand.

Butch was on him in three strides, shoving him hard in the chest.

“Why’d you do that?” Cassidy snarled. “He was about to talk. I needed to know why he turned on us, why Pete’s dead in the dirt back there.”

Kilpatrick didn’t flinch, didn’t bother to wipe the powder flecks off his cheek. He just stared past Cassidy at Dusty’s body.

“That man’s tongue never told the truth a day in his life,” Kilpatrick said softly. “You don’t build a camp on rotten boards.”

The words settled heavy. No one answered.

Out in the dark beyond their lantern light, the ravine felt suddenly wider. If Dusty hadn’t slit Pete’s throat, someone else had—someone close enough to cut a man’s neck and vanish, and now the only man who might have cleared it up lay bleeding into the sage.
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Leaving Holes Behind

Horses move in uneasy silence as Cassidy and the gang ride away from the battered timbers of the Hole. The sharp morning sun glints off stirrups and six-shooters, casting long shadows across the hard Wyoming earth. With each hoofbeat, dust swirls behind them—slowly settling in the gray dawn.
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