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Chapter One: Heart on Fire
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For James Willows there was really no other life but the life of a prospector. Willows was like most of the men who had meandered here to the desolate gold camp. The gold camp was the last stop for desperate men like Willows, who basically had nothing to lose. Men like Willows were living on the edge of society, in an already tough time. In between working for the railroads, or taking menial jobs, men like them had few options to get by. But James Willows and the other men in the gold camp did have one thing going for them. The men were persistent and still kept the hope of striking it rich alive in their hearts.

Like the other men at the camp, Willows managed to find a few grams of gold here and there, but nothing of any real significance. Despite his many setbacks, nothing deterred the determined prospector. For James Willows, finding his grubstake was not a matter of if, but when. In his mind, he simply had to just stay persistent and keep on going. 

While most of the men at the camp were persistent, James Willows was different. He was downright tenacious. Willows had suffered a lot more misery than most, having lost what little savings he had in prospecting, with nothing to show. He also lost his wife to the consumption, and was basically alone and desperate. The dream of striking it rich was the only thing that kept Willows going. It was a dream that burned strong and bright in the prospector's heart, no matter what. 

The dream burned brightly in his heart, as he went to bed at the camp's inn. The inn provided basic living quarters for most of the prospectors at the small camp. Willows had spent most of the day prospecting for gold. Unfortunately like most of them, he did not have much to show for the day's efforts. Unlike most of them however, Willows was a frugal man. While the other men caved in to their feelings of desperation by gambling or drinking at the local bar, Willows chose to simply sleep off the day's hard work. Willows did not see the point of wasting what little money he earned on frivolous vices.

Once he fell asleep, Willows was transported away from the small bedroom, and out into the wild woods outside. He noticed the trees around him and the moon above. He felt lost and tense as he wandered through the unfamiliar woods. He wandered for what seemed like an eternity in the unfamiliar and threatening woods until he came upon a strange sight. It was an unusually large wolf. The wolf was much bigger than most wolves that Willows had seen, and it had shiny, blood, red eyes.

It was not just the appearance of the wolf that Willows found strange. Despite its huge size, Willows did not find the wolf threatening. The natural instinct of any man upon seeing such an unusually large animal would be fear, but Willows did not feel any fear or unease. If anything, the wolf seemed to be welcoming him. He could not explain any of this, but his eyes remained fixed and riveted at the strange wolf.

Willows should have been trembling at the sight of the wolf. He should have made sure to run as far away from the animal as he could. He did not. Instead, he moved closer towards the animal not with a feeling of dread or fear, but of curiosity. He approached the animal in the same way a child would approach a large stuffed toy.

Willows was now right in front of the wolf. He was so close he could almost smell the animal's hot breath from its nostrils. He was about to say something to the animal but it interrupted him. Apparently, its large appearance was not the only strange thing about it. It could also speak.

“I know of what you are trying to do, white man!” the wolf said.

“Y... you can speak? I don't understand...”

The wolf shook its head to shush Willows as a teacher would reprimand an impetuous student. “There is much you do not understand about the world around you, white man! Many things you and your kind do not understand. You busy yourself with your work, you throw yourselves at it! As if it means anything in the larger scheme of things. As if you and your kind matter in the wide expanse. You do not.”

“What are you saying? Of course we matter! We're human beings! We matter! Our lives matter! I'm working to find gold to...”

“I know what you are, and what you are trying to do!”

The wolf sounded annoyed now, and Willows heard the faintest sound of a growl. It opened its mouth slightly, exposing its sharp fangs. Willows held his tongue and remained silent. It was best not to aggravate this strange and wondrous creature. 

“It still all means nothing, but you are one of the fortunate ones. For whatever reason, the spirits have found you worthy and I am here to convey their message.”

Willows' eyes widened with surprise at the wolf's words.

“Worthy? I'm worthy? What do you mean?”

“I do not fully comprehend their meaning. Spirits forever speak and move in strange ways, ways even I cannot fathom. But they have spoken. And they find you worthy to know things that not every man should know. Listen and listen to me well. Go into the mountains. There you shall find the river of gold.”

The wolf spoke the words that Willows wanted so desperately to hear. He wanted to ask the wolf so many other things. He wanted to know the answers to other questions that spun around in his mind, but the wolf would have none of it. He had said his piece and conveyed the message that had to be conveyed. The deed was done, and that was the end of it.

Willows tried to speak but he could not. He watched as the scene around him slowly changed. The woods and the wolf vanished to be replaced with more mundane and familiar sights. Willows opened his eyes and gasped. His eyes darted around and saw familiar surroundings. The roof above his head was old and decrepit. The wooden walls were cracked and weathered. He felt the familiar soft but thin mattress on his old bed. He was back in his bedroom at the inn. It was a dream apparently. None of it was real, but he could not erase the image of the large wolf from his mind.

“Go into the mountains. There you shall find the river of gold.”

Willows repeated the words over and over again like a mantra on his lips. Something told him in his heart that he had to follow what the wolf said. It was not a rational voice, not by any means. But it was the only thing he could do now.
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Chapter Two: Leaving Camp
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Willows did not sleep for the remainder of the night. He was too eager and excited to sleep any more. He greeted the morning with 

wide eyes and almost jumped out of his bed. There was a wide smile from ear to ear as Willows climbed up on his horse and got ready to ride out of the camp.
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