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Chapter One
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Oregon Territory

1895

The overland stage bounced along the scenic route on a well-maintained gravel road that was less than half a mile from town. Dust swirled in the air behind the lumbering coach, catching the golden rays of the afternoon sun. Inside, the passengers shifted with the rhythm of the ride, their excitement palpable. They were en route to the small town of Goldenleaf, Oregon, a place where the whispers of opportunity mingled with the songs of the wild.

As the stage rolled forward, the thick canopy of evergreens and hardwoods enveloped them, creating a tapestry of green that danced in the gentle breeze. Occasional glimpses of wildlife drew the eye—squirrels darting through the underbrush, a deer pausing to sip from a nearby stream, and the distant call of a hawk soaring above. These fleeting sights transformed the journey into a living painting, each moment a brushstroke in a masterpiece of nature.

Chuck, the seasoned driver, maintained his steady grip on the reins, his eyes scanning the road ahead. He was a man of few words, but his demeanor spoke volumes. A veteran of countless trips, he knew the land like the back of his hand. Beside him sat the shotgun guard, a burly figure with a weathered face, vigilant against the potential threats that lurked in the shadows of the trees. Outlaws and wild Modoc Indians were tales spun around campfires, but in this untamed land, the stories often blurred with reality.

As the stagecoach passed beneath the arching branches, the passengers exchanged stories, their laughter mingling with the sounds of the wilderness. A young woman spoke of her dreams of opening a bakery, while an old man reminisced about the gold rush days, his voice a gravelly echo of the past. Each tale added to the camaraderie, binding the strangers together for the duration of the ride.

Just as the sun began its descent, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink, the outline of Goldenleaf came into view. The stagecoach rounded a bend, and the town’s modest buildings emerged from the forest like a hidden gem, welcoming its visitors. Chuck eased the horses to a stop at the edge of the town square, where the sounds of life buzzed in the air—children played, shopkeepers called, and the scent of fresh bread wafted through the streets.

As the passengers disembarked, a wave of anticipation washed over them. They stepped onto the familiar ground of Goldenleaf, hearts full of dreams and hopes. The stagecoach had carried them through a world of beauty and adventure, and now, standing before the town, they were ready to carve their own stories into the fabric of this vibrant community. With a final glance at Chuck and Joe, the passengers scattered into the embrace of the town, eager to begin their new chapters.

Joe, the shotgun guard, a sturdy man with a weathered face and keen eyes, stepped down and began assisting the passengers with their luggage. Chuck watched as the townspeople gathered around, their faces a mixture of curiosity and welcome, their voices rising in a chorus of excitement.

As the passengers disembarked, they exchanged tentative smiles with the locals, bridging the gap between strangers and neighbors. Chuck felt a sense of warmth enveloping the air, a harmony that seemed to hum in sync with the vibrant colors of the town. With most of the coach now emptied, his gaze fell upon the figure of Sister Esther, a solemn yet kind presence among the bustle. She was a French-American nun, clad in a simple habit, her hands folded serenely in her lap, a world of stories hidden behind her bright, observant green eyes.

Curiosity nudged Chuck closer to the coach. He peeked inside, his heart racing slightly at the thought of what this journey might hold for him. Sister Esther turned her head, her gaze meeting his with a gentle smile that brightened her face. “I’m fine,” she said, her French accent wrapping around her words like a comforting shawl. There was a depth to her tone, a hint of perseverance that intrigued Chuck.

Chuck turned to the shotgun guard, who was already watching the exchange with an eyebrow raised. With a quick motion, Chuck signaled him to fetch the Wells Fargo man, the urgency of the moment spurring him on. The guard nodded, his expression serious, and set off into the throng of townsfolk, leaving Chuck with the nun, who seemed to radiate calmness amid the chaos.

Moments later, Joe returned, his shoulders bearing a hefty chest that clinked with the unmistakable sound of gold coins. The Wells Fargo man followed closely behind, his face flushed with the excitement of the journey. Chuck’s heart raced as the guard set the chest down with a thud, dust rising in a small cloud around it. The townspeople gasped, their eyes wide with wonder, while Chuck could only imagine the possibilities that lay ahead.

As the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting golden rays across the bustling scene, Chuck felt a sense of purpose settle over him. The journey had only begun, and he was ready to embrace whatever adventures awaited, guided by the steadfast presence of Sister Esther and the promise of fortune hidden in that chest of gold. Together, they stood at the precipice of a new chapter, where strangers would become friends and dreams were just a heartbeat away.

People began to crowd the stagecoach, their eager faces pressed against the wooden frame as they jostled for a spot. Sister Esther continued to sit alone, her eyes closed, deep in meditation, seemingly untouched by the chaos swirling around her. The air was thick with the scent of dust and anticipation, as the sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the eager crowd.

“Call this mob to order!” shouted Chuck, his voice cutting through the murmur of voices like a knife. The urgency in his tone demanded respect, but it was Joe, the shotgun guard, who took action. He raised his Winchester rifle and fired a shot into the sky, the loud crack echoing across the dusty plains. The sound silenced the crowd, their attention snapping to the stagecoach, where Chuck stood, a commanding figure ready to take charge.

Sister Esther opened her eyes, her calm demeanor contrasting sharply with the rising tension. Turning her gaze to Chuck, she spoke with a level voice that seemed to carry wisdom beyond her years. “Where we’re going, there’s bound to be trouble, and those who don’t want to go can wait for the next stage. Course that won’t be until sometime tomorrow. If you’re going, let’s get aboard,” he commanded, his calm authority grounding the restless crowd.

Chuck rallied the passengers with a wave of his hand. Joe tossed his rifle up to Chuck, who caught it deftly, then turned to see who would muster the courage to join them on this perilous journey. Joe climbed aboard the stagecoach, standing atop it like a sentinel, scanning the crowd for signs of hesitation.

Two men, their faces pale and uncertain, exchanged glances before backing away from the stagecoach, retreating into the safety of the crowd. Fear was a palpable entity, but it did little to diminish the resolve of those who remained. The remaining passengers tossed their luggage up to Joe, who caught each piece with practiced ease, their belongings becoming part of the unsteady balance atop the coach.

The mood shifted as the last bag was stowed away. Excitement mingled with anxiety, a potent brew that filled the air. Sister Esther took a deep breath, centering herself once more, while Chuck surveyed the remaining passengers. “All aboard!” he called, his voice ringing with authority. The stagecoach creaked under the weight of hope and trepidation, ready to embark on its journey to California, where new beginnings awaited—and perhaps, a storm or two along the way.

Chuck climbed into the driver’s seat, and Joe sat down beside him as Chuck picked up the stage reins and snapped them. The horses jerked, and off they went, bouncing along the gravel road. The rhythmic clatter of hooves against the uneven surface filled the air, punctuated by the occasional creak of the coach. Passengers talked among themselves, their voices mingling in a lighthearted din, sharing stories and laughter that echoed into the wide-open landscape.

Sister Esther, however, minded her own business. With a serene expression, she reached into her satchel and pulled out her well-worn Bible. The pages were dog-eared and soft, a testament to the many times she had immersed herself in its wisdom. She began to read it to herself, her lips moving slightly as she absorbed the words, finding solace midst the jostling journey.

The stagecoach was bumping into every pothole Chuck aimed at, or at least that was how it felt. Each jolt sent a ripple of discomfort through the passengers, eliciting gasps and chuckles alike. Joe, sitting close to Chuck, tried to steady himself against the swaying of the coach, the thrill of the ride mingling with a sense of adventure. He glanced at the others, their eyes wide with excitement and a hint of trepidation, as the landscape unfurled beyond the windows—fields stretching endlessly, dotted with wildflowers that danced in the breeze.

“Hold tight!” Chuck called out, a grin plastered across his sun-kissed face. He relished this moment, the freedom of the open road and the bond forged with the horses. They kicked up dust that hung in the golden light, creating a magical haze around them.

Sister Esther lifted her eyes from the pages, catching a glimpse of the world outside, her heart swelling with gratitude. The spirit of adventure was alive, igniting a spark within her, and for a fleeting moment, she felt the weight of her duties lift. She closed her Bible gently, allowing herself to be swept away by the camaraderie of the journey.

As the coach rattled along, laughter and stories intertwined, creating a tapestry of shared experiences that would linger long after they reached their destination. The road ahead was uncertain, but in that moment, they were all bound together by the thrill of the ride and the promise of adventure, under the watchful eyes of Sister Esther, who carried her faith like a beacon in the midst of it all.

“Sister, do you care for a snort?” asked a fellow passenger who had been drinking heavily. His unsteady hand waved a tarnished flask in front of Sister Esther, the dim light of the stagecoach flickering against its surface. The faint scent of whiskey wafted toward her, a sharp contrast to the fragrant lavender she had tucked into her satchel.

With a gentle smile, Sister Esther turned to face the man, her eyes soft yet resolute. “No, thank you, kind sir,” she replied, her voice steady midst the rhythmic clatter of hooves and wheels. She shook her head, a hint of amusement dancing in her eyes as she watched the flask sway precariously in his grasp.

****
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The stagecoach jolted forward, sending the heavy wooden frame creaking and groaning as they rode past a pond. The whiskey peddler stomped his foot, demanding that they pull over. He required a rest stop. Chuck obliged and pulled back on the reins, causing the horses to come to a halt. Dust swirled in the air, settling like a fog over the weary travelers.

Chuck hollered for the whiskey peddler to hurry up. The man bolted out of the coach, his demeanor a chaotic mix of urgency and inebriation. He ran toward a bush, unbuttoning his trousers with a flourish and letting out a sigh of relief. Sister Esther observed him from her seat, her eyes narrowing as the sun dipped lower, casting a warm golden hue over the quaint pond. It glimmered in the fading light, a serene contrast to the raucous antics unfolding beside it.

Sister Esther’s heart swelled with warmth at the sight of the pond. It was a place of peace, where the ripples danced like laughter and the frogs croaked their evening lullabies. She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the tranquility wash over her. But the sound of the peddler’s boisterous laughter pulled her back to reality, snapping her from her reverie.

Eventually, after finishing his business, the whiskey peddler stepped back inside the coach. As soon as he closed the stage door, the horses jerked, and they were off again, clattering along the dirt and rocky road. The drunken man leaned closer, his breath a mixture of spirits and mischief. “Come on, Sister! A little taste won’t hurt. We’re all just trying to have a good time!” His laughter rang out, loud and boisterous, contrasting sharply with Sister Esther’s serene demeanor.

Sister Esther turned to him, her expression calm but resolute. “A good time does not come from a bottle, sir. It comes from the heart.” She could feel the weight of his gaze, the challenge in his eyes, as if daring her to join him in his revelry. But the sweet scent of the pond’s blossoms filled her senses, reminding her of the purity she sought in her life.

As the stagecoach rattled on, the whiskey peddler persisted, his laughter echoing through the cramped space. “Lighten up, Sister! You’re too stiff for this world.” Yet with every word, Sister Esther felt a resolve hardening within her. The road ahead was long, and the choices they all made along the way would shape their journey, perhaps even their very souls.

The sky began to darken, hues of pink and orange melting into the horizon. Sister Esther gazed out at the pond one last time, its surface now a canvas of twilight reflections. With a deep breath, she returned her attention to the peddler, her heart steady. “And what kind of journey do you want to take, my friend? One that leads you to folly, or one that guides you home?”

As the horses trotted onward, the laughter faded into the distance, leaving only the whisper of the wind and the promise of new beginnings.

****
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The sun rose slowly over the rugged landscape, casting long shadows that danced across the dirt road. The stagecoach rumbled along, its wooden wheels creaking as they navigated the uneven terrain. Inside, the passengers exchanged nervous glances, each aware of the growing unease that hung in the air like the dust swirling around them, but there was a whisper of danger that seemed to follow them.

Up in the rocky outcroppings, a figure moved stealthily, blending seamlessly with the jagged landscape. Cloaked in a weathered poncho, the watcher observed the stagecoach from a distance, careful not to reveal their presence. The glint of a rifle barrel caught the sunlight, hinting at the intent behind those keen eyes. Whether friend or foe, the figure was determined to stay hidden, waiting for the right moment to strike—if that moment ever arrived.

As the stagecoach continued its journey, the watcher followed closely but maintained a comfortable distance. The terrain was treacherous, and the path ahead was fraught with uncertainty. Were these travelers merely innocent folk seeking fortune in Silver Creek, or did they carry something more valuable that could attract unwanted attention? The watcher’s mind raced with possibilities, recalling tales of outlaws who roamed these parts and the fierce Modoc Indians who fiercely defended their land.

With every mile the stagecoach covered, the tension in the air thickened. The passengers, unaware of their silent observer, were focused on the horizon, where the distant peaks loomed like guardians of secrets untold. But the watcher was acutely aware of the risks ahead. If it were indeed outlaws pursuing the stagecoach, their plans could end in violence. If it were the Modoc, the conflict would be fueled by history and pain. Each scenario played out in the watcher’s mind, leading to a chilling realization: time was running out, and choices had to be made.

The golden sun hung low in the sky, illuminating the rugged landscape as the stagecoach creaked and rattled along the worn path. The air was thick with tension, and the watcher, hidden among the rocks, felt the weight of the moment pressing down. This was no ordinary stretch of road; it was Red Pass, a place whispered about in hushed tones—a place where danger lurked just beyond the view of the unsuspecting.

Urgency surged through the watcher. Should they reveal themselves? Should they warn the travelers of the threats that lay hidden in the shadows? The decision weighed heavily on their mind, but the sound of hooves pounding against the dusty earth brought them back to reality. Chuck, with his weathered hands gripping the reins, guided the team with practiced ease, while Joe’s eyes darted nervously across the rugged terrain.

“Look alive! We’re passing through Red Pass, any one of you carrying guns had best be alert,” Joe called out, his voice steady yet laced with apprehension. The passengers shifted in their seats, eyes wide, sensing the tension in the air.

As Chuck continued to navigate the narrow pathway, Joe leaned closer, keeping his voice low. “Dammit! I sure do hate these parts, never know who’ll spook ya,” he muttered, his gaze sweeping over the steep rocks that loomed on either side. The shadows seemed to dance, flickering with the dying light of the day, and Joe couldn’t shake the feeling that they were not alone.

“Stay sharp, Chuck,” Joe said, a hint of urgency creeping into his tone. “We’d best be ready for anything.” With each passing moment, the watcher’s heart raced. Was this the moment to intervene? To step from the darkness and guide them away from danger? The decision loomed before them like the cliffs above, daunting yet necessary.

The stagecoach rattled on, oblivious to the impending threat. As the sun dipped lower, casting long shadows across the pass, the watcher made their choice. It was time to act. With a deep breath, they stepped into view, ready to warn the travelers of the danger that lay ahead. Would they heed the call of a stranger, or would the shadows of Red Pass claim them before they could escape?

Roughly five men trotted through Red Pass, following the stagecoach ever so closely. The five men were led by Icarus Shanks, a well-known outlaw. He had heard that the stage was carrying gold, and he wanted it. The sun hung low in the sky, casting long shadows over the dusty trail, and the scent of pine mingled with the earthy odor of sweat and leather. Icarus’s eyes glinted with ambition, a predatory gleam that made his ragged crew quicken their pace. They were a motley bunch, hardened by the unforgiving life of the frontier, each man driven by the promise of riches that could change their fates forever.

As they galloped through the rugged terrain, Icarus laid out his plan with precision. “We’ll hit them at the bend,” he declared, his voice low but firm, laced with a cruel confidence. “The horses are tired, and the driver won’t see us coming. We’ll take the gold and leave no trace.” His men nodded, their faces a mix of eager anticipation and grim determination. They shared a bond forged in the fires of desperation, each one willing to risk it all for a taste of freedom that gold could buy. With every thud of the horses’ hooves, their hearts raced, matching the rhythm of their impending confrontation.

The stagecoach lumbered along, oblivious to its pursuers. Inside, the passengers chatted amicably, unaware that danger lurked just beyond their sight. Chuck cracked the reins, urging the horses onward. “Just a few more miles to Arrowhead Creek!” he called out, laughter bubbling between his words. Little did he know, the warm glow of camaraderie would soon be shattered by the chaos of the wild.

As Icarus and his men reached the bend in the road, the atmosphere shifted. An eerie stillness enveloped the area, a momentary pause before the storm. Icarus raised a hand, signaling his crew to halt. He peered around the corner, spotting the stagecoach inching closer, its wheels kicking up clouds of dust that danced in the late afternoon sun. “Now,” he breathed, adrenaline surging through him. With a fierce shout, he spurred his horse forward, the others following suit, a ragged wave of fury and greed crashing down upon the unsuspecting stage.

“Hold! Stop right there!” Icarus hollered as they closed in. The stagecoach jolted to a halt, Chuck’s laughter dying in his throat as he turned to face the oncoming tide of outlaws. Panic erupted among the passengers, screams cutting through the air like a knife. Icarus grinned, the thrill of the chase igniting a savage joy within him. “This is a robbery! Hand over the gold, and no one gets hurt!” His men fanned out, brandishing their weapons, eyes glinting with the promise of fortune.

“You hear me? Drop the strongbox,” ordered Icarus, his voice cold and commanding. The sun glinted off the barrels of the guns aimed squarely at Joe, who was well-known for his fiery temper. His eyes narrowed, a mix of defiance and rage igniting within him. “You ain’t getting it, Shanks. Yeah, I know it’s you, and I ain’t afraid of ya,” Joe spat, raising his Winchester with a shaky hand, the weapon reflecting the desperation coursing through him.

“Pull that rifle and I’ll cut you down,” Eli Kendall warned, his finger hovering dangerously close to the trigger. The air thickened with tension, the silence punctuated only by the distant echo of a crow cawing. Joe’s heart raced; anger surged through his veins, spurring him into action. He went for his rifle, but fate had other plans. In an instant, shots rang out, puncturing the stillness. Joe crumpled to the ground, a lifeless rag doll, blood pooling around him.

“Stupid! Now, I suppose you’re gonna try?” Icarus taunted, turning his gaze to Chuck, who stood frozen in place. The sight of Joe, a man who had dared to defy the notorious Shanks, sprawled in the dirt was a sobering reality. Chuck glanced at the corpse, then back to Icarus. The weight of the strongbox felt heavier in his hands, but survival instincts kicked in. He shook his head, a silent resignation washing over him, before he kicked the strongbox forward, sending it skidding towards the outlaws.

“Good man,” Icarus sneered, a predatory grin spreading across his face. He relished the power he wielded, the fear he instilled. “Got any heroes in the coach?” he asked, his voice dripping with mockery. Chuck, heart pounding, jumped down from the wagon. He hesitated at the coach door, knowing what lay beyond it. With a deep breath, he opened the door, revealing six passengers huddled together, fear etched on their faces. Among them stood Sister Esther, her eyes wide with a mix of concern and determination.

“Do not be afraid,” Sister Esther spoke softly, her voice calm amid the chaos. She stepped forward, her presence radiating warmth. “We will find a way through this.” Chuck could see the resolve in her eyes, a flicker of hope amid despair. But the outlaws were circling like vultures, their intentions clear. Would they let this band of innocents go, or would they extract their pound of flesh for the sins of one defiant man?

The tension crackled in the air as Chuck weighed his options. He felt a surge of protectiveness for the passengers, especially for Sister Esther. “Let them go,” he demanded, his voice steadier than he felt. Icarus’s laughter echoed on the dusty road, but Chuck stood firm. He was no hero, but in that moment, he knew he had to choose a side—between cowardice and courage. As the outlaws drew closer, it was clear: every choice would come at a price. The day was far from over, and the real battle was just beginning.

As the passengers stepped out of the stagecoach, the sun beat down on the desolate landscape, casting long shadows against the dusty ground. Icarus, the imposing leader of the outlaws, gestured with a crooked finger for each man and woman—especially Sister Esther, with her black and white habit fluttering like a flag of surrender—to line up in a single file. The tension in the air crackled like static electricity, a silent agreement that they were all too aware of the stakes.

“Alright, empty your satchels,” Eli barked, his voice shaking slightly, a telltale sign of the fear that gripped him. He stood with his gun drawn, a man ready to kill but trembling at the thought. The passengers hesitated, exchanging nervous glances, the weight of their possessions suddenly feeling like anchors dragging them into despair. Fumbling hands pulled out meager belongings—worn letters, a child’s toy, a few coins—each item a token of hope stripped away.

Suddenly, a voice cut through the tension. A male passenger, stalwart and defiant, brandished his pistol, his eyes blazing with a mix of desperation and valor. The sound of gunfire erupted like thunder. He jerked his pistol and fired at the outlaws, a shot that struck Warren in the shoulder. The world slowed as Warren stumbled back, pain igniting in his eyes, but fury quickly replaced it.

In a swift reaction, Warren drew his own weapon, his finger steady on the trigger. He shot the man in cold blood, the body collapsing like a marionette with its strings severed. Gasps erupted from the passengers, a chorus of horror that echoed against the barren hills. “Let that be a lesson,” Alfred sneered, his voice dripping with disdain. “We ain’t here for socializing.”

Micah, ever the pragmatist, turned his pistol toward the team of horses tethered nearby. With a steady aim, he fired a shot, the bullet finding its mark and sending the animals into a frenzy. They reared and bolted, hooves pounding against the earth, kicking up clouds of dust. The chaos erupted, a cacophony of whinnies and screams, and Micah’s heart raced with the thrill of their impending escape.

“Scatter!” he shouted, hoping to drown out the pleas of the passengers clamoring for mercy. The outlaws knew that once the law was alerted, their days of freedom would be numbered. In that moment, the line was drawn—a stark division between the ruthless and the innocent, as the sun dipped low, painting the sky crimson, a fitting backdrop for the bloodshed that had just unfolded.

Icarus pulled his pistol and fired a shot, shattering the lock on the strongbox. The sound echoed through the open terrain, a sharp crack that silenced the hushed whispers of the dozen terrified passengers huddled. Dust danced in the air as the lock splintered, and thereupon, before him, was the gold that he had been searching for. Inside were flour sacks of gold, each worth about $30,000. 

He turned to his cohorts, who were busy staring at the gold, their eyes wide with greed and disbelief. “What are you staring at? It’s gold! Load it up,” shouted Icarus, his voice booming with authority. The men snapped out of their trance, scrambling to gather the sacks, their rough hands fumbling with excitement as they placed them into their saddlebags. The clinking of metal against leather was music to their ears, a symphony of success that drowned out the muffled cries of the passengers left behind.

Once they were finished, Warren, clutching his shoulder from that dope that shot him, turned to Icarus, his expression a mix of pain and concern. “What about them?” he asked, nodding toward the frightened hostages, their faces pale and eyes wide with fear.

“Leave them alone. We got what we came for. They’re not going anywhere,” said Icarus, his voice cold and dismissive. The men exchanged glances, some with a flicker of doubt, but the thrill of their haul drowned out any lingering conscience. Each outlaw mounted his horse, the animals snorting and pawing at the ground, eager to flee the scene.

With a final glance back at the passengers, who remained shackled by their terror, Icarus led the way as they turned their horses toward the west. They skedaddled into the fading light, the dust rising behind them like a ghostly shroud, leaving the remaining passengers on foot, their fates sealed by the greed of men who sought fortune at any cost.

Chuck turned around, staring at the wary travelers who had gathered close, their faces etched with fear and uncertainty. “Well, like I said earlier, Arrowhead Creek is just a mile up ahead; might as well start footin’ it,” he urged, trying to instill a sense of urgency in the group. He could see the weight of the night pressing down on them, the shadows growing longer as dusk approached.

“Shouldn’t we do something for the fallen?” asked Sister Esther, her voice steady but laced with sorrow. The two men lay still, victims of the ruthless outlaws who had terrorized the area. Chuck shook his head, his brow furrowed in frustration. “Don’t have time, ma’am, it’s dark soon, and it’s not safe out here after dark,” he replied, glancing uneasily at the horizon where the last light of day was fading fast.

Ignoring Chuck’s insistence, Sister Esther knelt down beside the fallen men, her hands already beginning to dig into the dirt. “Sister Esther, I know you mean well, but we just don’t have the time for that,” Chuck scolded, his voice rising with urgency. The nun, however, continued her work, her resolve unshaken by his words.

“Let me do that,” Chuck muttered, his tone softening as he took the spade from her hands. Together, they worked in silence, the weight of their task heavy upon them. Sweat dripped from Chuck’s brow as he dug into the hard ground, each shovelful of earth a solemn tribute to the lives lost too soon.

Once the graves were hastily prepared, Chuck wiped his brow and turned to Sister Esther. “I suppose you want to pray over them now?” he asked, a hint of resignation in his voice. “I was about to do just that,” she replied, her eyes closing as she began to murmur a prayer, her heart full of compassion for the souls departed.

Chuck looked up into the sky, the first stars beginning to pierce the darkening canvas. But it was the sight of the circling buzzards that sent a chill down his spine. They were a grim reminder of the dangers they faced. As Sister Esther finished her prayer, he exhaled deeply, feeling the weight of the moment settle in.

“We can go now,” Sister Esther said softly, standing and brushing the dirt from her hands. “About time,” Chuck replied, a mix of relief and impatience in his tone. He reached over and picked up the Winchester rifle that had belonged to Joe, but his heart sank as he realized it had been smashed beyond use. With a frustrated swing, he tossed it aside.

“Folks, it’s getting dark, so I advise you to leave your luggage right where it is, and another stage will come by and pick it up,” Chuck called to the group, scanning their anxious faces. “We’ve still got a long way to go.” The travelers nodded, understanding the urgency of the situation as they prepared to move on into the gathering darkness.
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