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Chapter One – Bacon, Beans, and Bad Ideas
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The sun wasn’t even up yet, but William “Willy” Wimple already had the coffee boiling and the beans sizzling in the pan. He moved slow these days—back stiff as a pine board and knees like old hinges—but he moved. That’s more than he could say for Hank.

Harold “Hank” Honeycutt snored on the other side of the campfire, his floppy hat tilted over his eyes, boots crossed, one arm cradling a dented tin pan like it might still hold gold dust. It didn’t. It never did.

Willy stirred the beans with the end of his knife. “Daylight’s wasting,” he muttered.

“Mmmph,” Hank answered from under his hat.

Willy poured two cups of coffee, the kind that could strip rust off a wagon wheel, and sat down on the nearest rock. He glanced toward the eastern ridge where the sky was starting to pink up.

Hank finally sat up, rubbed the sleep from his face, and groaned. “Did we strike it rich yet?”

“Only if gold started fallin’ from the sky while you were nappin’,” Willy replied. “Coffee’s on. Don’t burn yourself.”

Hank took the cup and gave it a sniff. “Strong enough to float a horseshoe,” he said approvingly.

“Good. Then it might get you movin’.”

They ate in silence for a bit, spooning beans from tin plates and watching the day begin to stretch its legs. Their mule, Beatrice, blinked at them from where she was tied up near a mesquite bush. She looked just as tired of the routine as Willy did.

After breakfast, Hank unrolled a tattered map and spread it out on a flat rock. “Now hear me out, Willy. I got a feelin’ about this one. See this mark? It’s west of Rattlesnake Bluff—just past Widow’s Gully.”

Willy didn’t even look. “You said that last time. And the time before.”

“Yeah, but this one’s different,” Hank insisted. “Old Jacob Trapper told me he saw a glimmer there in his younger days. He never had the stomach to go lookin’, but we do.”

“Jacob Trapper also said he married a woman who turned into a coyote,” Willy muttered.

Hank grinned, teeth yellow as dried corn. “Still, he had good instincts.”

Willy rolled his eyes and stood, dusting his hands on his pants. “Fine. But if this is like that time you thought quartz was diamonds, I’m taking the map and wrapping it around your head.”

“That’s fair.”

They packed up camp slow, not out of laziness but out of habit. You didn’t rush things when your backs crackled louder than your firewood. Willy strapped the coffee pot to Beatrice’s saddle while Hank hummed some nonsense tune about gold nuggets and glory.

As they started walking, Hank looked toward the distant hills and said, “I can feel it, Willy. Today’s the day.”

Willy didn’t respond. He just tightened the strap on his bedroll and muttered, “Lord help us.”

And so they walked—two weathered men, a mule named Beatrice, and one fool’s hope wrapped in dust and dreams.
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Chapter Two – Widow’s Gully
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By mid-morning, the sun had climbed high enough to make a man regret ever being born in the desert. Heat shimmered on the horizon like false hope, and the buzz of cicadas filled the air like a warning. Willy led the way, squinting from under the brim of his battered hat, while Hank lagged behind, muttering sweet nothings to Beatrice as she trudged along.

“You think she remembers the route?” Hank asked, giving the mule’s ear a friendly tug.

“She remembers which direction the water is. Which is more than I can say for you,” Willy grunted, stopping to check the map again. “This gully of yours better exist.”
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