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Chapter One
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Australia

1870

A small yellow bug climbs up a blade of grass, its tiny legs working diligently against the emerald backdrop. As it spreads its delicate wings, a gentle breeze stirs, whisking away through the expansive Australian outback. The sun hangs high in the azure sky, casting a warm glow over the rugged terrain where Ayers Rock stands like a sentinel, bathed in hues of red and orange.

Jack and his companions ride steadily toward the forest, their horses’ hooves thudding rhythmically against the parched earth. The air is thick with anticipation as they pass ancient rock formations that seem to whisper tales of the land’s history. The tall trees of the woods beckon them closer, a sanctuary amid the vastness.

“I know, I hear 'em coming,” said Jack, his voice steady but laced with urgency. The others nod, their expressions reflecting the tension that hangs in the air like a fragile thread. They ride in unison, their hearts racing as they brace themselves for what lies ahead.

With a swift leap, Jack and his companions jump over a hollow log, the ground beneath them a blur as they navigate the uneven terrain. The forest looms around them, shadows dancing playfully as they delve deeper into its embrace. But danger lurks in the underbrush, unseen yet palpable.

Preying on their next victim, the forest is alive with the sounds of rustling leaves and distant calls. Each crack of a twig sends a thrill of adrenaline coursing through their veins, and they quicken their pace, united in their quest. As they forge ahead, the small yellow bug flutters past them, a beacon of hope in a world filled with uncertainty, reminding them that even the tiniest of creatures can soar high above the challenges that lie ahead.

In the murky depths of the Australian swamps, where the air hung thick with humidity and the sound of croaking frogs filled the silence, a trap was laid. Jack Barrett, a towering figure at six feet, stood resolute midst the tangled vines and shadowy trees. His blonde hair, tied back in a wild ponytail, glimmered under the dappled sunlight breaking through the shrubbery. Clad in a beige, open-collared shirt that fluttered with each breath of wind, and light blue trousers that blended into the landscape, he exuded an air of reckless confidence. By his side were two equally ruthless bushrangers, each fueled by greed and the promise of quick wealth.

The day dragged languidly as they waited, eyes fixed on the narrow path winding through the bush. Soon, the distant sound of hooves broke the quiet. Francis, a hard-working man obliviously returning from a visit to his brother, rode into view, his heart light and his thoughts far from the impending ambush. A leather satchel bounced against his thigh, and Jack’s heart raced as the prospect of gold glittered in his mind.

With a jagged breath, Jack signaled to his companions, and they sprang from their hiding spots like wolves pouncing on their prey. Francis never saw it coming—his mount reared, and he was abruptly knocked to the ground. Sprawled on his backside, the world spinning, Francis quickly gathered himself, instinctively reaching for his pistol. The swamps echoed with the chaos of their confrontation as the two bushrangers lunged towards him, but met their fate in the flash of gunfire. One fell, then another, their dreams of easy riches extinguished in an instant.

But Jack was swift and relentless. In a furious charge, he bore down on Francis, who struggled to rise, blood already seeping from a gaping wound in his chest where Jack had thrust his blade. The air filled with the coppery scent of betrayal as Francis crumpled, kneeling in the muck, pain radiating through his body. Jack looked down at the crumpled figure, a twisted sense of triumph surging through him as he reached for the money purse that had been the source of his ambition.

Yet, as he opened the leather bag and found it empty, something inside him shattered. Rage ignited in his chest, hotter than the afternoon sun. “Empty?!” he shouted, disbelief clawing at his throat. The thrill of the hunt that had fueled his frenzy now dulled to a bitter disappointment. Jack’s eyes darted to Francis, who gaped back at him, stunned yet defiant, courage flickering like a candle in the wind.

In that moment, the swamp seemed to close in, the shadows shifting around them. Jack stood over the fallen man, the weight of failure heavier than the blood on his hands. The allure of a fortune had led him to violence, but here, staring into the eyes of his dying adversary, all that lingered was the emptiness of lost dreams—both his and Francis’s.

Strolling like he had nothing better to do, Jack grabbed the reins of the dead man’s horse, stepped up into the stirrups, and swung up. The animal snorted, its fiery eyes reflecting the murky depths of the swamps around them. Jack could feel the weight of his decision creeping in—the heaviness of a life lost and a new path forged. He twisted the reins, feeling the warmth of the leather against his palm, and whispered, “Thanks for the horse,” a soft nod to the man who had once ridden this beast. The shadows of the swamps enveloped him briefly, but as the horse took flight, they surrendered to the bright orange glow of the horizon.

With the sun propelling him forward, Jack galloped through the dense undergrowth, the moist earth kicking up behind him in a hasty retreat. He could almost hear the whispers of the swamp, lamenting the transaction transpired among the murky vines and the eerie croaks of the unseen. This was not just an escape; it was a reclamation of his own spirit, a surge of vibrant adrenaline defining his ride. The swamp parted before him, its secrets dissipating like the dense morning fog as he sped onward, leaving behind echoes of turmoil and the ghost of a man whose life he could now call his own.

As he reached the clearing, the distance opened into the wider world, where the murmur of civilization awaited him. He released the reins slightly, allowing the horse to follow its instincts, galloping towards the docks. The salty breeze whipped toward him as he approached the bustling port, alive with the shouts of sailors and the clang of crates being loaded onto steamships. He was a phantom in this crowd, a man without a name, without anchors, ready to flee the ghosts of yesterday. With a heart drumming the rhythm of newfound freedom, Jack climbed aboard a steamship bound for America, leaving the swamps—and everything he held—behind.

Cast off into the open waters, Jack stared into the horizon, where the sky met the sea in an embrace of possibilities. He leaned against the railings, the once-familiar weight of guilt and grief fading with each lurch of the ship. An adventurous grin spread across his face, one that had eluded him for far too long. The horse—the dead man’s horse—was not just a means of escape; it was a symbol of rebirth. With the wind behind him and the promise of a new life ahead, Jack found solace in the uncertainty of the journey. He had nothing but the horizon to guide him, and for the first time, it felt like more than enough.
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Later that day, another man came through the swamp country and found the body of a man lying on the swampy road. He pulled back on his reins, causing his horse to pause. The air was thick with the scent of decaying leaves and murky waters, and the oppressive stillness of the swamp seemed to amplify the weight of the moment. He stepped down and raced over to the dead man, his heart racing with apprehension.

“Francis, it’s Sonny, who did this to you Mate?” asked Sonny, his Aussie voice barely above a whisper. The lifeless body of Francis stared back at him, eyes glazed over with that haunting finality. But it was no use; he had already died, and the words fell flat against the eerie quiet of the surroundings. A sense of dread washed over Sonny as he straightened up and prepared to saddle up.

As he was about to turn back to his horse, something caught his eye—a dark shape near the edge of the underbrush. Sonny hurried over, and his breath caught in his throat as he noticed two other folks lying on the ground, their lives extinguished like snuffed-out candles. The realization settled deep, heavy within him: this wasn’t just an unfortunate accident; something sinister was afoot. He scanned the area and spotted faint tracks leading onward from the swamps, a path obscured by the palm fronds and creeping vines.

Without a second thought, Sonny mounted his horse and spurred him onward, the wind whipping past his face. The tracks led him deeper into the wilderness, away from the secrets of the swamp and into the unknown. After a long ride filled with apprehension and clashing emotions, Sonny found himself approaching a small village, its rooftops peeking out midst the twisting branches.  

He dismounted and strode toward the docks, where a steamship was beginning to unfurl its sails in the fading light. The sound of wood groaning against water mixed with the distant calls of gulls overhead. “Where’s that ship heading?” he inquired, voice taut with urgency.

“America,” replied the man behind the counter, his face a mask of solemn detachment.

“When is the next one?” asked Sonny, fighting back a flurry of thoughts about the loss of his brother and those innocent lives snuffed out.

“Day after tomorrow, nothing sooner, I’m afraid,” said the man, and Sonny felt the weight of disappointment crush him, but there was no time to waste.

“Bloody blaze,” said Sonny, resolve hardening his voice. He wasn’t just a brother mourning the loss of his kin; he was now a hunter seeking answers. The urgency of revenge coupled with the desperate need for justice clawed at his soul, and as he signed the parchment, Sonny knew that his journey was only just beginning. The swamp had secrets, and he would uncover them, one way or another.

Sonny stood on the docks watching the steamship sail away. The mist curled around the vessel like a shroud as it slipped further into the horizon, carrying with it the villain he had been tracking for months. His heart sank; the tantalizing scent of vengeance was just out of reach, and all he could do was curse under his breath, the words bitter on his tongue. With a resigned breath, he turned away from the appalling sight, leading his sturdy Australian Stock Horse, aptly named “Lucky,” back down the weathered road.

The quaint fishing village, with its weather-beaten roofs and the salty scent of the sea, welcomed him like an old, albeit worn, friend. Murmurs of fishermen and their families echoed between the cobbled streets, a comforting hum that momentarily replaced his frustration. Sonny dismounted, his boots sinking momentarily into the soft ground as he stepped forward to a humble cottage adorned with flower boxes.

“G’day, Ma’am, may I use your stables for a couple of days?” he asked, tipping his hat to the kind old woman who ambled out to greet him. Her hands, gnarled yet gentle, held the edges of her apron as she considered his request.

Her eyes glinted with understanding, softened by years of watching weary travelers pass through her village. “Of course, young man. It’s not often we see a traveler like you. You’ve got a good horse there,” she replied, her voice warm and inviting. Sonny felt a sense of relief wash over him as she gestured toward the stables nestled behind her home. Grateful, he stepped down from Lucky and led him into the cozy alcove, where the sweet scent of hay surrounded them.

As he settled Lucky into his temporary home, Sonny’s mind roamed. There was little time to waste. The steamship bound for America would leave in two days, and he needed a plan. How could he trap the slippery villain once he arrived on foreign shores? These thoughts danced through his head like shadows, flickering between memories of his lost family and the elusive figure he sought.

That night, as the sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky with hues of fiery orange and deep purple, he found himself lingering outside, gazing at the stars. With Lucky nestled in the stables nearby, he felt a flicker of hope rekindled within him. This village, its caring residents, and his steadfast horse made him feel a sense of belonging—even if just for a moment.

Tomorrow would bring new strategies, fresh faces, and perhaps a lead. Until then, he would rest, knowing that each passing tide could bring him closer to justice. With a final look at the dusky horizon, Sonny turned back towards the cottage, readying himself for the journey that lay ahead.

****
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Meanwhile, on the steamship to America, Jack was taking no chances of anyone following him. He strolled onto the top deck looking for any signs of trouble. The ship rocked gently against the ocean waves, and the salty air filled his lungs, invigorating his senses. Jack had left a trail of deception behind him, and he intended to keep it that way. He scanned the horizon, ensuring no unwanted eyes were upon him.

As the ship creaked and groaned, he felt a surge of excitement. The vast ocean was now just a passage to freedom, a mere obstacle that had been conquered. Soon, he’d be in a land where he could start anew—or continue the work he’d begun. The crew bustled around him, oblivious to his restless spirit.

San Francisco, California

1870

When he eventually made his way to America, excitement coursed through him. The docks in San Francisco buzzed with the sounds of commerce and a cacophony of voices, each telling stories of new beginnings. Jack stepped off the ship and took a deep breath, letting the unique aroma of the city fill him with ambition. His eyes glinted with mischief and determination as he surveyed the chaotic scene.

“I wanna go to Wyoming, I’ve heard so much about it, I wanna go there,” Jack said, his voice dripping with a blend of longing and ambition.

“You’ll have to take a stage to the Wyoming Territory,” replied the ticket master with a weary smile, recognizing the gleam of expectation in Jack’s eye.

“When is it due?” Jack asked, his eagerness evident.

“There’s one leaving for Silverstone, Wyoming, in the morning,” the ticket master informed him, selling hope along with a ticket.

Nodding, Jack pocketed the ticket and made his way through the dock, pushing people aside as he maneuvered his way to the open streets. He was a man on a mission, every shove a silent reminder that he wouldn’t be deterred. In his mind’s eye, he envisioned the sprawling plains of Wyoming, a stark contrast to the crowded docks of San Francisco. He was a scoundrel, it was true, but the adventure that lay ahead felt like a second chance.

Jack marveled at the sights around him—colorful shops, lively brawls, and street performers entertaining a raucous crowd. To the onlookers, he was just another newcomer; but under his charming facade lingered a darker essence. He reveled in the chaos, every shouting vendor and every trying soul ignited his thrill for mischief.

With each step, he envisioned the path he’d carve in Wyoming, perhaps as a legendary outlaw or a tycoon of the untamed land. The sun dipped low, casting a fiery glow over the docks, as he moved purposefully, leaving whispers of his ambitions in his wake. Jack was determined to seize his destiny, no matter the cost.

****
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Jack wandered off the streets and into a saloon, one of many that flickered with yellowed, gas-lit lights along the bustling San Francisco thoroughfare. The air within was thick with smoke and laughter, the din of conversation rising and falling like waves. He pushed open the heavy saloon doors, their creaking hinges announcing his arrival to a motley crowd of card players and rough-hewn miners. A cluster of patrons turned briefly to appraise the newcomer before returning to their drinks and chatter, a few exchanging whispers filled with curiosity.

Jack ambled over to the bar, his posture begrudgingly relaxed, although his expression remained hard as granite. “What’ll you have, Mister?” asked the bartender, a burly man with a mustache that twitched with every syllable.

“A beer,” Jack replied tersely, slapping a few coins down onto the bar. The bartender’s eyes flicked to the money, a trained instinct taking over as he swiftly picked it up and dropped it into the cash register’s maw, the metallic clink swallowed by the ambient noise.

After serving up a frosty mug, the bartender strolled back to Jack, eager to milk a bit of conversation from the stranger. “You just come off the boat? Where are you headed?” he asked, wiping his hands on a rag, feigning nonchalance.

Jack’s brow furrowed as he took a long sip from his beer, the cold liquid washing away the dust of his journey. “A place called Wyoming Territory,” he said, the words coming out clipped and guarded. Lips curling into a defiant scowl, he added, “And I mind your own business if you don’t mind. Only don’t go mouthing it too much, understood?” There was a sharpness in his tone that rang clear—this was a man with secrets, perhaps even a threat beneath the guise of a wanderer.

The bartender’s demeanor shifted at once, his posture tense as if he could feel the weight of Jack’s eyes on him. He eased back, nodding slightly, as if signaling surrender to a tiger prowling just beyond a flimsy cage. “Right, right... no trouble here,” he muttered, attempting to diffuse the palpable tension.

Jack’s gaze hardened as he leaned in closer, a barely-controlled wildfire of frustration brewing within. “Where can I get some sleep? You bartender, you hear me, I’m askin’ you, then I’m gonna pull out my nice knife and start cutting, if you don’t answer me?” The last word came out like a dark promise, warning the bartender to tread carefully.

The bartender swallowed hard, his throat dry as he hurried to outline the options. “Down the street you’ll find a hotel,” he stammered, pointing nervously toward it in the distance. “Just a short walk—ain’t nothin’ fancy, but it’ll serve you well enough for a night.”

Jack held the bartender’s gaze for a moment longer before nodding curtly. With the beer finally settled in his belly, he spun on his heel and strode toward the exit, leaving a trail of thick silence in his wake. The bartender let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, eyes glancing warily at the other patrons, all of whom had stolen glances at the stranger before retreating back into their conversations. Outside, the city hummed with life, oblivious to the storm that had just brushed past its thriving veins.

In the shadows of the alley where Jack disappeared, the saloon’s atmosphere swirled back to its normality, laughter ringing again, yet the memory of that dark figure loomed still—a reminder of the secrets hidden on the winding paths of the West.

****
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The next morning, after sleeping in the fine hotel, Jack collected his belongings, which weren’t much: a gun belt and a Winchester. He adjusted the leather strap around his waist and felt the comforting weight of the rifle resting against him. It was all he needed. Dressed in a lightly worn shirt and a pair of dusty trousers, he sauntered down the imposing staircase of the hotel, each step echoing off the polished wood. Outside, the sun had already risen high, casting a bright light over the town, the golden rays reflecting off the wooden facades of the buildings.

He crossed the street with a purposeful stride, his boots leaving imprints in the dust of the unpaved road as he bounded for the stage depot. The morning bustle clung to him, a blend of impatient travelers and the sound of barking horses. Cutting in line—something he’d never cared much for—Jack raised his voice above the chatter. “I’m here for my ticket for Wyoming Territory,” he proclaimed, his tone a mixture of authority and impatience. The ticket master narrowed his eyes but ultimately handed over a well-worn ticket, punching it with mechanical precision. “It’s running a little behind,” he grumbled, glancing at the clock, “but just sit and wait.” Jack crumbled internally at the thought but nodded his head dismissively, a curt acceptance of fate.

With no choice left but to bide his time, Jack turned and strode toward the nearest saloon, the rickety sign swinging above him creaking eerily in the wind. As he walked back across the street, he yawned and stretched, the fatigue of travel settling in his bones and mixing with the growing irritation. The saloon doors swung open with a creak that seemed to echo his mood; inside, the air was thick with the smell of whiskey and sweat. It was a typical watering hole, filled with raucous laughter and the distinct clinking of glasses. Jack found a corner table where he could keep an eye on the door, his mind filled with thoughts of restless trails and distant horizons. The ambiance of the saloon felt suffocating, yet familiar—remnants of his past adventures swirling around him, teasing memories both sweet and sour.

Jack took a deep breath, allowing the rustic charm of the saloon to wash over him. Every eye in the room seemed to bore into him, sizing him up, and he felt the weight of their scrutiny. He ordered a whiskey, hoping to drown the growing restlessness in his gut. As he waited, he felt the familiar itch of impatience, like a gnawing rat under his skin. With every passing minute, the anticipation of the stage’s arrival grew heavier, the conversations around him fading into a dull murmur as he stared at the door.

In that quiet before the storm, Jack couldn’t shake the feeling that the unexpected awaited him, lurking just beyond the threshold of the saloon, ready to charge into his life once more.

One thing Jack was sure of, he rid himself of that nuisance, Sonny Tanner. Sonny always had a way of poking his nose where it didn’t belong, whispering doubts and muddying Jack’s grand schemes. With a sly smirk, he relished the thought of how he had finally severed ties with that pesky fly buzzing around his ambitions. And here he was, deep in Australia’s wild frontier, their lush greenery far behind him and the horizon of opportunity stretching out ahead.

Jack tickled himself with newfound excitement. What was it his longing heart saw in the desolate lands of America? It was the promise of freedom and grandeur that made his pulse quicken. Inspired by lumberjack tales, cattle wranglers, and the siren call of the untamed West, he envisioned starting a gang right here in the States. After poring over dusty newspapers, he’d decided the Wyoming Territory was the perfect place to begin. It had that raw, untarnished vibe; a blank slate for a man like him.

After sitting for a solid hour, shaking off daydreams of gold mines and outlaws, Jack got up and ambled back toward the stage depot. His heart raced as he scuffed his boots against the dirt road, the anticipation almost dizzying. He barely made it across the street when he heard the bellowing voice of the stage driver cut through the morning air.

“Wyoming Territory, who’s going?” he shouted, his call echoing in the bustling settlement. Jack’s hand shot up without hesitation, fists clenched in encouragement.

“Get on, we’ve got 17 hours across hostile country, and we’re burning daylight,” the driver ordered, motioning him to climb aboard the rattling stagecoach. Jack hopped on, jostling his way to an empty seat beside a rugged man clutching a weathered satchel, and across from an anxious woman with small children nestled against her skirts. Rough-hewn leather and cracked wood filled the cramped space, but Jack felt exhilarated nonetheless.

As the stagecoach lurched forward, Jack leaned back, clutching his Winchester tightly. His mind was a whirlwind of plans, picturing himself as the leader of a motley crew of outlaws beneath the vast starlit skies. Every bump along the rugged path was a reminder of the heights he could reach, the power he could wield, all while escaping the shadows of his past life. Would they be feared, respected, or both?

The hum of the horses blended with the rhythmic creaking of the wooden carriage. As they sped toward adventure, Jack stared out the window at the scenery whizzing by. Vast nothingness stretched around them, punctuated by rugged outcrops and untamed cattle grazing along the edge of the dirt trail. It was the perfect canvas for Jack’s imaginative plans. Maybe, just maybe, Wyoming would welcome him with the arms of a lawless paradise.

With each hour that passed, excitement thrummed in his veins. The sullen skies of uncertainty gave way to a bright vision of who he would become. Jack wasn’t just heading to Wyoming; he was heading toward his destiny. A gang, a reputation, and perhaps even a legacy awaited him. The horizon shimmered with possibility, and Jack Barrett, free from the fetters of his old life, was ready to embrace it all.

****
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Back in Australia, Sonny woke to the smell of breakfast being cooked. He strolled out of the stables, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, in search of food. The sun’s golden rays danced across the field, and the earthy scent of hay filled his lungs as he approached the small, cozy cottage that belonged to the kind old woman who had taken him in for the night.

“G’day, Sonny!” she chirped, her Aussie voice warm like the morning sun. “Are you hungry?” She stood at the wooden table outside, dishes steaming, the aroma of fried eggs and crisp bacon wafting through the air.

“Yes, Ma’am,” said Sonny, a smile breaking through his usual guarded demeanor. He could feel his stomach rumble in response to the tempting spread.

As he took a seat, the old woman wiped her hands on her apron and looked at him with twinkling eyes. “Will you be leaving soon?” she asked, noticing the small bag he had packed by the door.

“I’m afraid to say, I got a ship to catch,” said Sonny, his tone softening slightly. He tried to cloak the urgency of his departure behind a casual demeanor.
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