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In a world where memory and myth intertwine, the stories we carry are more than mere words—they are the echoes of lives lived in the margins of time. Each character within these pages bears scars and scarsites, moments of clarity and darkness, stitched together by the threads of longing, regret, and resilience.

From the dusty deserts that conceal ancient secrets to the quiet mountains where memories linger like smoke in the wind, these tales reveal the fragile dance between justice and vengeance, innocence and guilt, love and loss. They speak of those who walk the line between legend and reality, their footsteps leaving impressions in the sands of history—sometimes fleeting, sometimes eternal.

As you turn these pages, prepare to journey through stories of wild hope and haunting shadows, of acts that shape destinies and spirits that refuse to rest. For in the end, we are all just travelers in the vast wilderness of existence—searching, fighting, and sometimes finding truth in the most unexpected places.

Welcome to a world where the past is never truly gone, and the echoes beneath the sands may yet sing again.
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Boots clashed against the parched desert terrain, sending dust flying into the air. Towering saguaro cacti stretched toward the scorching sun, with their spines jutting out from their limbs. Lower down, the pads of prickly pear cacti bore vibrant red fruits, while barrel cacti stood dangerously nearby. Heat wavered from the ground, causing figures of the brave travelers to appear distorted. The desert felt desolate, with birds hiding among the cactus scabs, and the more fierce creatures conserving their strength for nighttime. Underneath the arid crust, something began to stir. It was as if the tectonic plates had started to move. 

Rusty adjusted his hat to shield his eyes from the sun and swung his leg over his loyal mustang. He fine-tuned the old leather reins and gently patted his horse’s mane. 

“Good boy, Bullseye,” Bullseye whinnied and started to walk through the desert. 

The hooves struck a steady beat against the dry, parched ground. The heat bore down heavily, feeling thick and oppressive. Rusty was accustomed to this land challenging him, but each time he returned, he felt stronger and more determined. He guided Bullseye around a patch of Cholla cacti and then stopped. 

Bullseye's ears twitched in annoyance, prompting Rusty to dismount. His boots moved through the dust as he peered over the cliff into the valley below. There was something present down there. 

Rusty squinted in the sunlight, scanning the scene beneath him. Treacherous rocks, twisted cactus arms, and prickly shrubs scattered the desert floor. Then, he spotted it. A slight dip in the ground suggested it had caved in. It appeared too uniform to be merely natural erosion. What might it be? 

Intrigued, Rusty guided Bullseye down a steep trail toward the indentation at the base of the mountain. Suddenly, a gust of wind arose, causing dirt to sting his eyes. A sense of unfamiliar unease bubbled in his chest.  Rusty approached the peculiar dip, dismounting and getting within three feet of it. 

His boots again crunched on the dry land as he neared the site for a closer look. He knelt and ran his hand across the surface. It felt uncharacteristically cool for this time of day. He began to excavate with his hands, dirt becoming lodged under his fingernails as he scraped and clawed at the hard soil. His fingers grazed over a smooth surface, and he pulled it up out of the ground. 

It was a small box, seemingly carved from bone. Rusty's heart raced at the discovery. Bullseye shifted anxiously behind him. His hand lingered over the box lid, excitement mounting as he observed the symbols etched around it. In that moment, Rusty felt the immense weight of a thousand horses upon him; there was something unusual about this object. The wind picked up again, producing a low rumble that seemed to emanate from the very ground. Rusty’s weathered hand lifted the box’s lid, unveiling an ancient mask. 

He took out the mask and examined the delicate features crafted from feathers and beads stitched into the skin of a large creature, which might have belonged to the same beast whose bone was used for the box. An unsettling aura surrounded the mask. This wasn’t from a Native group; it appeared far more ominous. Rusty felt a strange instinct that he should not have touched that box. 

Bullseye snorted and started to retreat. The ground underfoot trembled as if something had been stirred. Rusty lowered the mask and surveyed the valley. The blazing sun was starting to set, casting a warm orange hue over the desert. Rusty noticed a shift in the atmosphere; it felt electrically charged, which was typical for such a dry environment. Yet, a scent enveloped both him and his horse. It carried the odor of metal and scorched sage. Rusty had encountered enough battles to recognize that blood had a strong metallic smell too. Feeling uneasy with the rapid changes around him, Rusty took out a bandana, wrapped the artifact in it, and carefully placed it in his saddlebag. 

“Let’s keep it together, Bullseye,” Rusty climbed onto Bullseye and began their ascent up the mountain. 

Bullseye stumbled, nervous with every rustle of wind or sound from birds. Rusty glanced back towards the shallow valley and a chill ran through him.  He nudged Bullseye with his spur, urging him to move faster toward their camp. 

When they reached the campfire and shelter, night had fallen. Shadows loomed over the desert floor as the air grew cold, and the calls of coyotes echoed from the valley below. Rusty hurried to ignite the fire. Some light would help calm his nerves. He fed Bullseye before warming a can of beans over the flames. 

The beans felt like paste in Rusty's mouth, and as he reached for his canteen near Bullseye, a garbled whisper escaped from the saddlebag. Alarm bells went off in Rusty's mind as he approached Bullseye and reached for the mask in the bag. His hands searched fruitlessly for a moment before he pulled out the bandana. 

The mask was nowhere to be found. 

Rusty scanned his surroundings, thinking he must have dropped it somewhere along the path. However, fresh tracks marked the ground beneath the saddlebag. Bare feet with sharp claws dampened the earth and trailed away from the camp. 

Bullseye stomped restlessly, flaring his nostrils. His skin quivered as if flies were landing on him, but there was nothing present. When Rusty tried to untie him, the horse reared back, pulling the reins from his grasp. Bullseye bolted away, racing blindly into the dim light. 

Rusty didn’t chase after him. He couldn’t. 

Something had changed. Not just in the ground—but in the surrounding air. 

The quiet was not merely silent; it felt profoundly empty. 

He squatted down, attempting to understand the situation unfolding around him. His hands shook. Residue from the dirt still clung to his fingers.  Although he attempted to clean them on his jeans, the sensation lingered. It felt as though he were still in contact with that box. Still grasping that mask. 

Then, from somewhere past the ridge, a noise shocked Rusty into stillness. 

It wasn’t an animal. 

It wasn’t a human. 

It was something in a grey area. 

A soft, rasping exhalation, moist and irregular. Followed by the unmistakable crack of a bone twisting in an unnatural way. Rusty stood up slowly and cautiously, lifting his rifle from the ground beside him. He turned his attention toward the sound. 

And there it was. 

Partially hidden in darkness. Unbelievably tall. Covered in what seemed to be a mix of fur and feathers, yet undulating and shifting. The face—was obscured by a mask. The very mask that had been taken from his bag. 

It had empty sockets where its eyes should have been. The decorative beads on the mask glimmered in the fire's glow. Feathers attached to the mask fluttered grotesquely in the breeze. This entity didn’t move in a natural way. It appeared as though it had been constructed from tendons. 

Rusty lifted his rifle, saying, “You better stay where you are or I’ll shoot! ” His voice quivered as he made the threat. His finger trembled above the trigger. 

The creature shifted its head as if observing Rusty closely. Then it opened its mouth, emitting a deep, unsettling scream. Rusty fired a shot at it. The bullet zipped through the air before passing right through the creature. It seemed annoyed that Rusty would attempt such an action. Then it started to advance toward him more quickly. 

Rusty stumbled back, his heel catching on a rock, causing him to fall to the ground. His rifle slipped out of reach. 

He lifted his gaze as the creature approached. 

It moved as if encased in a body that didn’t belong to it. Skin stretched too tightly, limbs excessively elongated, the mask pulled down low over a facial structure that was no longer human. 

Rusty had heard legends. Ancient ones. About cursed locations and spirits capable of donning human skin. About beings that shouldn’t exist—only spoken of in hushed tones at night. Tales people claimed were merely folklore. 

But now, gazing into the dark voids of that mask, Rusty understood differently. 

The creature leaned nearer, its breath reeking of decay and blood. It remained silent, without a need to utter a word. 

The earth had cautioned him. 

This was no mere fable. It was a reality hidden under the desert, beneath the remains of bones and ashes and quiet. 

Rusty had dug too far. 

The mask didn’t wish to be uncovered. 

Now that it had been revealed, the desert would seek blood to conceal the truth once more. 

And Rusty realized—it would begin with his. 
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Shots And Treasure
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Graverobber. He recalls the very first moment he was labeled that way. It was just a few days ago, yet it seemed like ages. Then it happened repeatedly. Thief. He could manage that. He had been called that countless times before. Plus, it was accurate. But being called a graverobber suggested something much more significant. Abrupt snaps pulled Silas out of his daydream. Donovan waved his hand before Silas’ eyes. 

“You need to stay focused today,” Donovan remarked. Silas cleared his blurry vision. He remained in the tiny marshal's office. He wished he had spaced out long enough for the day to end. He began to scratch the same area on his arm repeatedly.  It was a bad habit he had developed to distract from the feeling of hunger. He didn’t always dread going on patrols, but if you keep hammering nails into a plank, it will break eventually. 

“Hey,” Donovan said as he tapped Silas lightly on the shoulder. “Do you recall what Graham said when you first met? ”

“Yeah, it’s hard to forget,” Silas replied with a rough voice. “‘Not all bullets are made of lead. ’”

“You’ve got it,” Donovan grinned. His jaw had been hit so many times that his smile was uneven, but it still suited him. Despite everything, Donovan was able to see his good side. In reality, it was Marshal Graham who saw that goodness, and Donovan had faith in Graham. 

“But what was he trying to imply by that? ” Silas attempted to clear his throat, disguising his weak voice. 

“He never revealed it to me. Knowing Graham, it could have been very insightful or one of his silly jokes,” Donovan returned to his seat behind the desk, going through a stack of letters. 

“Perhaps it was a combination of both, with nothing in between,” Donovan concluded. Silas' hands were still quivering. It was better to shake off the nerves now. Donovan easily forgave, but the town’s people had a different outlook. 

“You’ll manage. At least you’re not the one gathering the taxes,” Donovan chuckled. Silas couldn’t join in on the laughter. Donovan noticed his silence, and his amusement faded. 

Donovan tossed something in his direction. “Here. ”

Silas caught the item. His hands began to tremble. It was a large white cowboy hat resting in his grip. 

“It looks like his,” Silas noted. This hat once represented the pride of the town, and now it rested in his hands. It had seen better times. The passage of time had dulled its white color, and a dark mark on the edge refused to fade away. Blood was difficult to remove. 

“It belongs to him,” Donovan confirmed with a nod. “It’s really hot today. ” Silas was taken aback. Donovan had tossed it so casually, as if it was simply an ordinary hat for him. 

“Are you certain? ” Silas questioned. 

“Absolutely, I’m certain,” Donovan affirmed with a nod. Silas frowned, searching for an escape, a weak spot in
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