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Chapter One: The Stranger at Bootjack Creek
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Ben Badger’s bones ached with the cold of early spring, but he’d long ago made peace with the mountain’s bite. Every joint in his hands bore the memory of hard winters and harder luck, but he greeted each dawn the same—by the creek with his battered pan, swirling muddy water in hope of another dusting of gold.

He’d been up before sunup, shooing a raccoon from his bacon slab and coaxing a fire from damp pine. The mountains were waking, mist curling over the slopes, ravens cawing from somewhere unseen. Ben’s beard, gray and wild, bristled as he worked. Each movement was slow and methodical—a rhythm born of decades in the diggings.

Bootjack Creek was his patch. Most men had given up on it long ago, claiming the easy pickings were gone. But Ben knew the land’s moods, its little secrets. He trusted his instincts more than any map. Here, the world was simple: pay dirt meant supper; no color meant another day of hunger and hope.

He’d just found a promising glint in his pan—a single, stubborn fleck—when the silence broke. At first, he thought it was a deer. But the footfalls were too steady, too deliberate. Ben straightened, one hand on his hip, the other resting near his rifle. Old habits, hard to break.

A man emerged from the timber. Not one of the local hard cases or wild-eyed greenhorns. This fellow was tall, square-jawed, and wore a city coat, the kind that’d be more at home in San Francisco or Sacramento than up in the hills. Dust clung to his boots and the brim of his hat, but the set of his shoulders said he wasn’t tired—just watchful.

The stranger tipped his hat. “Morning. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

Ben grunted, eyeing the man’s hands. No calluses, but not soft either. He looked like he could handle himself, if he had to.

“You’re a fair piece off the stage road,” Ben said. “Folks get lost out here don’t usually look so sure-footed.”

The man nodded, a hint of a smile. “I was looking for you. Name’s Cully Grant.” He paused, letting his gaze linger on the creek, the sluice, the little pile of tailings by the shack. “You Ben Badger?”

“That’s what the bank calls me,” Ben said. “What brings a city man to Bootjack Creek?”

Grant glanced around, as if weighing whether the woods themselves could be trusted. “Heard you’re the best guide for a hundred miles. I need someone who knows where the bodies are buried, so to speak.”

Ben spat into the creek, more to show he wasn’t impressed. “I ain’t a grave digger, friend.”

Cully Grant stepped closer, lowering his voice. “I’m looking for the Devil’s Pocket. Heard you know the way.”

At the mention, a chill that had nothing to do with the spring air ran down Ben’s back. The Devil’s Pocket. Old miners whispered about it after too much whiskey—stories of sudden fortune, missing men, a place that didn’t want to be found. Ben knew the tales, and the warnings.

“Nothing but bad luck out that way,” Ben said. “Enough men have gone looking and never come back. Why you think you’ll do any better?”

Grant’s eyes hardened. “Because I have to.”

For a moment, neither man spoke. The creek gurgled. The wind sighed in the pines. Ben studied the stranger’s face and saw something behind the calm—an edge of desperation, maybe even fear.

Finally, Ben jerked his chin at a log near the fire. “You want coffee? Or you just come to haunt my morning?”

Grant managed a tight smile and sat. “Coffee would be fine.”
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