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About the Author

At sixteen, restless and dreaming of silver, Rory Fraser trades the familiar fields of his family's Indiana farm for the perilous promise of Leadville, Colorado, a legendary boomtown where fortunes are made and lost in a single day.

Driven by the siren call of riches in the rugged Wild West, Rory plunges headlong into a world of unforgiving landscapes, backbreaking labor, and dangers he never imagined. Each rigorous mile and every grueling trial chips away at the naive farm boy, revealing a core of hidden resilience. From hopeful prospector to stalwart frontiersman, he forges himself anew against the stark backdrop of a brutal wilderness, enduring bitter cold and backbreaking labor.

Along the way, his quest for silver and gold fades, and Rory discovers that true wealth isn't measured in the things that glitter, but are found in a life carved from the land itself, in the enduring spirit of human grit, and in a love born of the strength to stand fast against all odds.

Join Rory Fraser on an epic journey of survival, self-discovery, and the enduring power of love and a life truly lived.

Where Rivers Run West by Will Colt is an astounding period piece that depicts the Wild West from a young man’s perspective. I admired Rory and appreciated his integrity and strength of character as he matured and conquered the odds. The setting is beautifully portrayed, giving the story's atmosphere a genuine feel. From the first chapter, the story flows smoothly; it contains the perfect amount of drama, conflict, and resolution. I also appreciated all the details included in the story. For instance, how the wagons and horses reacted to the circumstances. The way they are portrayed adds to the excitement and drama of the scenes. The book is true to life and sensational, and I recommend it to everyone who loves authentic stories built on our history. – 5 Stars - Susan Sewell, Readers’ Favorite
I liked the history base although the story of the West in the late 1800s. I liked the protagonist's character, values of life, and the work ethic to build for the future with the stick-to-it when the work was raw with heavy heaves of the body. The determination of building for the future that made the West grow from wild to ease for families. Parts of the book of the protagonist's jobs of hauling silver ore mines in Colorado's high mountains. Some of the scenes the author's words pulled me into the tenseness of life and death stories whereas I could hear all the different sounds, and capturing the fearful thoughts during the dangerous problems.

The author showed great skill with his choices of words throughout the complete book.

I recommend this book to those who likes history combined with good clean fiction. – 5 Stars - J. Harper - Amazon
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In the late 19th century, a whisper became a roar, the glittering promise of gold and silver in the heart of the Rocky Mountains. It was a siren song that drew thousands, then tens of thousands, of fortune seekers from every corner of the globe into a land as breathtakingly beautiful as it was savagely indifferent. This was Colorado, untamed and formidable, where towering peaks scraped the sky, deep canyons yawned, and the thin air was a constant reminder of nature's dominance.

But the true test lay not in the sheer scale of the mountains, but in the relentless grip of winter. Blizzards that buried entire camps under feet of snow, temperatures that froze hope as easily as water, and an isolation that gnawed at the spirit, proving that only the hardiest, the most stubborn, those with an unyielding fire in their souls, could hope to survive.

Yet, from this crucible of adversity, something extraordinary emerged. With grit as sharp as their pickaxes and determination as boundless as the mountain horizons, these pioneers did more than just survive. They built. They carved roads into impassable rock faces, forged bustling towns from collections of canvas tents, laid the iron arteries of the narrow-gauge railroad across dizzying passes, and transformed wild stretches of land into thriving ranches. They weren't merely chasing riches; they were laying the very foundations of a civilization that thrived in the face of every challenge.

My own ancestors, like countless others, answered that call to the high country, their stories woven into the very fabric of its rugged landscape, a testament to their indelible will to not merely exist, but to thrive.

This novel, though a fictional tale born from imagination, is my homage to their spirit. It is a tribute to the daring, determined men and women who faced down the wilderness, the blizzards, and their own fears, transforming wild Colorado from an untamed frontier into the vibrant, resilient state it is today. May their legacy of courage and perseverance continue to inspire us all.
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​The Weight of the Plow
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Spring 1879

Even the Indiana sky, painted in the blush of a spring dawn, pressed down on Rory Fraser like a familiar, inescapable weight. It was a sky too wide for his dreams, yet not wide enough for his ambition. At sixteen, he was already a man in build, lean and rangy as a young sapling, but with an underlying strength forged by years of turning the earth. His red hair, the color of a dying ember, often fell into his quiet, observant eyes; eyes that saw beyond the endless rows of corn and the familiar, unyielding clay.

Before the sun had truly crested the horizon, painting the eastern clouds in hues of rose and gold, Rory was already in the barn. The air was thick with the scent of hay, manure, and warm milk. The rhythmic sound of his brother milking filled the silence, punctuated by the soft lowing of cows. His hands, though still young, were already calloused to leather, each crack and callus a testament to the endless toil that defined his life on the family farm. He loved the land, in a way. There was always a deep satisfaction in seeing the seeds sprout and in bringing in the harvest, but it was a love tinged with suffocating monotony. Every day was the same. Every season brought the same back-breaking tasks. Every year, the invisible chains that bound him to this patch of earth tightened. 

His father, Hamish, with his own unspoken dreams and ideals from Scotland, had crossed the Atlantic and endured a trek to Indiana with a baby still nursing, Lachlan, his older brother. Hamish Fraser was a man carved from granite and tradition. His voice, whenever he felt the need to speak, which wasn’t often, was a low rumble, laced with the thick burr of the old country. His pronouncements carried the weight of scripture. "A man builds upon whatever the good Lord gives him. That is the truth of things." Hamish believed in the land, in the sweat of the brow, in the unyielding cycle of sowing and reaping. He believed in order, in duty, in a life laid out like the neat, straight furrows of a plowed field. Rory, with his restless spirit, was a crooked furrow in his orderly world.

At the breakfast table, the clatter of cutlery against tin plates was the only sound for a long time. Elara, Rory’s mother, moved with a quiet efficiency, her face lined with the worries of a farmer’s wife, her eyes the same warm, deep blue as Rory’s. She was a woman of unwavering faith, a steady beacon in their lives, but her faith often translated into a desire for safety, following a known path, which she often referred to as the straight and narrow. It came from the bible somewhere. 

"Eat your porridge, son," she said, her voice soft, but with an underlying plea for his contentment. It was a monotonous goding that rarely passed beyond the entrance of his ears. "The Lord provides for those who work His earth."

Across the table sat Lachlan, his older brother, the precious child born in the old country who had survived the journey to Indiana. Barely more than a year his senior, Lachlan was everything Hamish admired: stoic, hardworking, and seemingly content with the rhythms of the farm. He never questioned and never dreamed of horizons beyond the Indiana fields. He moved with a quiet confidence that Rory envied and resented in equal measure. Hamish’s gaze often lingered on Lachlan, and he would talk of plans and ask for his opinion, commendations Rory rarely received. His younger siblings, Flora and Callum, born ten and twelve years after Rory, were still sticky-fingered and prone to fits of giggles. Born when it appeared she was beyond childbearing, Elara, indulged them with small treats and endless patience. Rory, the middle son, was caught in the middle, feeling the weight of expectation and the freedom of childhood, but belonging to neither class.

"The south field needs turning this week, Rory," Hamish announced, his eyes fixed on his plate, not on his son. "And the fence line along the creek, that post you were supposed to have set last week is sagging again. You’ll see to it after breakfast. Do it right this time. And then get Sadie hooked to the plow." They were not requests, but directives, an unbroken chain of commands that stretched from one dawn to the next.

Rory nodded, a knot tightening in his stomach. In his mind, he saw the south field stretching out, endlessly, under the indifferent sun. He saw himself, bent over a plow, day after day, year after year, until his back was permanently bowed and his spirit, like the fertile earth, was worn down and broken up like the clods of dirt that stubbornly fought to remain a part of the land.

Once behind the old ginny, Sadie, his mind turned from the field he was tilling, except to make sure the furrows were straight as an arrow. More than once, he’d been sent back to repeat the same monotonous task because his father saw a slight bend in his furrows. With an eye on his task, his thoughts soared westward, a vast, untamed landscape painted by the words he had devoured from the worn pages of a discarded newspaper that had been used to wrap a parcel from his mother’s cousin in Chicago. From those smudged lines, Rory had stumbled upon the knowledge that there was a world beyond Indiana, a world where he might see his dreams sprout wings. The headlines spoke of Leadville, Colorado, a mountain town exploding with silver. There were tales of instant fortunes, of men arriving with nothing but the clothes on their backs and leaving with money enough to buy a dozen farms like his family’s. Those stories burned inside him like a fever, feeding his hunger for something more than the smell of turned earth and the lowing of cattle.

He’d read of claim jumpers and prospectors, of boom-town saloons and the sharp, clean air of the Rockies, a chaotic, dangerous world, but one ringing with the sound of freedom in Rory’s ears. It was a place to prove his worth, measured not by how straight he could plow a furrow, but by the strength of his hands and the force of his will. He fantasized about returning, not beaten and broken, but strong and prosperous, a man who had forged his own path, earned respect. He imagined how Hamish would look at him then. Would it be a look of pride or just one of grudging acknowledgment? Either would be worth seeing in his mind.

He brought up the subject once during supper. "I heard of a place called Leadville, Pa," he’d begun, his voice unusually high. "They say a man can make a fortune there, silver just lying in the ground, waiting for a man to scoop it up."

Hamish had merely grunted, pushing his plate back. "Those are stories for dreamers. Not for men who know the value of honest labor and solid ground under their feet. Silver is fleeting. Land is forever."

Elara already worried that her son might rush off to God only knew where, wrung her hands under the table. "It's a wild, godless place, son. Full of temptation and danger. Here, you know what’s what." Her eyes pleaded with him, seeing the recklessness of a dreamer in his own.

Lachlan, ever practical, had scoffed softly. "Hard work is everywhere, but it only feeds your family on the farm."

With those words, he might as well have been his father’s marionette. They were like the same stones his father dropped upon his dreams, each one echoing the crushing weight of their expectations. In response, Rory retreated deeper into himself, his dreams becoming more vivid and more urgent than ever. He started to watch the western sky at sunset, imagining the mountains hidden by distance and the possibilities they held.

He’d done his work, kept his rows straight, kept his mouth shut during supper, and broached the subject again after the lamps were lit and his younger siblings were tucked into their beds. Rory fortified his courage as he sat by the kitchen fire, having already decided that he was old enough and man enough to make his own way in life. Elara was humming a hymn as she knitted. Hamish was poring over ledger books, his brow furrowed.

"Pa," Rory began, his voice lower, heavy with determination. "I’ve been thinking about striking out on my own. Just for a spell. See what’s out there."

Hamish didn’t look up from his figures. "What's out there, boy? Empty promises and hardship. You have a good home. Land and a future right here."

"But this is your future, Pa, and when you die, it will be Lachlan’s future, never mine," Rory blurted out, the words escaping before he could rein them in. The air in the room seemed to go still. 

“You’ll hush that talk about your father dying,” his mother scolded. “You’ll wish it on him.”

Hamish slowly raised his head, his grey eyes, so like Rory’s own but no longer bright, were cold as he fixed them on his rebellious son.

"And what is wrong with that, boy?" Hamish’s voice was dangerously quiet. "Everything you need is here. A man’s duty is to his family, to his land. Not in chasing phantoms."

"It’s not a phantom!" Rory protested, his voice rising, a tremor of desperation in it. "It’s a living. A chance to make something for myself. Something different."

Elara dropped her knitting. "Rory! Don’t speak to your father that way." Her voice was firm. "You’d leave us? Leave your family for some fool’s gold?"

"I’m not leaving forever, Ma! Just long enough to earn a stake. To make my own way. Have a place of my own." He looked from his mother’s worried face to his father’s stony expression. The silence stretched, heavy and palpable.

After some time, maybe while thinking about how he’d left the old country to make his own way in America, Hamish let out a long breath, like air escaping a deflating bellows. "Go on then. If this land and this family isn't good enough for you, go on chasing your phantoms. But don't be coming back expecting handouts when those mountains chew you up and spit you out." He turned back to his ledger, dismissing Rory as if he were a wayward thought.

His dismissal cut deeper than any harsh words. It was as if Rory had ceased to exist, replaced by the ghost of a son who would never truly belong. That night, tossing in his narrow bed, the smell of damp earth and wood smoke filling his lungs, Rory knew He had become the “phantom” he was chasing. He knew with a chilling certainty that he could not stay. He had to go. The farm, once a home, now felt like a cage pressing in around him.

But there was a problem, one he knew his father already knew and the reason behind his dismissal; he did not have a cent in his pocket to strike out on his own. The train west cost a fortune, and Leadville was a world away. He’d need money for the journey, for food, for a place to sleep, and a little extra to stake his first claim, or at least survive long enough to find work in the mines. As the first rays of morning light crept through the window, painting the dusty floorboards in familiar patterns, he felt the crushing weight of his predicament heavier than the Indiana sky. He had to find a way. He would have to scrounge and save, doing whatever odd jobs he could find, no matter how menial or demeaning, to gather the coin he needed to go west.
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​A Farewell to Sowing
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Summer 1879

The August sun beating down on the Indiana farm was a relentless hammer striking the dry earth. Choking on the weight of the heat and the scent of ripening corn, Rory had counted the days since his declaration had been made by an endless cycle of toil. It was more effort than he ever put into working for his father. The difference was the new, potent purpose. While still pulling his weight on the family farm, every spare moment, every dwindling sliver of daylight, had been dedicated to his own desperate quest.

He’d started with Mrs. Henderson, a wiry widow whose late husband had left her with a stack of firewood taller than her house and a bad back. Rory spent two sweltering days splitting logs, the axe biting deep into oak and hickory, his lean frame rippling with effort. His shoulders ached, his hands blistered, but the two silver dollars she pressed into his palm felt heavier, more substantial, than any coins he’d ever felt in his hand. He tucked them into a small, worn leather pouch he’d found tucked away in a dusty trunk.

After Mrs. Henderson was old Man Davies, whose fences were more rust and gaps than wire and post. Rory spent a week in the dwindling daylight mending, hammering, and stringing, his face perpetually streaked with dirt and sweat. Davies, a taciturn man, gave him three dollars and a half-eaten apple pie. The pie, Rory split with the farm dogs, but the dollars joined their brethren in the pouch. Lachlan, passing by on his way from the fields, had snorted at him. "Working like a common hired hand, are we, Rory? Why not put the same effort into what we have here?" Rory met his brother’s sneer with a stony gaze, his resolve hardened by each condescending remark.

Hamish saw the change in him. He’d watch Rory from the porch as Rory returned from a neighbor’s farm, his shirt clinging to his back, exhaustion in his stride, but a subtle, new glint in his quiet, observant eyes. Hamish said nothing, but Rory knew he saw. He saw the shift from the restless boy who yearned for "something different" to the young man who was methodically, painstakingly, building his bridge to that something.

The odd jobs continued: bucking hay for the Larsons, cleaning out the stables for the Presbyterian preacher, even digging a new privy for the schoolmister in exchange for a few more dollars, along with a worn copy of Robinson Crusoe. He worked until his muscles screamed and his eyelids drooped, often eating supper long after the rest of the family had retired, the flickering lamplight a solitary beacon in the silent farmhouse. Elara, his mother, would sometimes leave a plate warmed by the stove, her worried eyes following him, a silent plea in their depths. "You’ll work yourself to an early grave, son," she’d murmur, her voice soft with dread. "There’s no shame in staying where you’ve sprouted, where you’re safe."

By late August, the heat remained unbroken, but Rory’s will was stronger than ever, especially whenever he felt the weight of the pouch. He’d found out how much he needed for the fare on the train and estimated what he needed in supplies and food by asking about prices in the general store.

One night, he slipped out to the barn, the air thick with the scent of hay, milk cows, and mules. By the weak light of a lantern, he emptied the contents of the pouch onto a rough-hewn beam. One by one, he counted them: silver dollars, quarters, and a few dimes. Twenty-seven dollars and fifty cents. Not a fortune, by a long shot, but enough to buy the train ticket west to Denver, then likely a stagecoach to Leadville, which would eat up most of it. It was enough for the journey, enough to get him there and for a few days of room and board until he could find work in the mines. It was a terrifyingly slim margin, a leap of faith into a vast, unknown chasm, but it was a leap borne of his own will. He had earned it, every last penny, with his own sweat and strain. For the first time, he felt a flicker of genuine hope, a warm ember in his chest.

His decision made, the internal struggle for money replaced by the internal struggle for courage, Rory knew he couldn’t delay. The longer he waited, the harder it would be to leave as the cold dread of the unknown festered and consumed his resolve. The next morning, as the first pale light stretched across the eastern sky, he found Hamish already at the kitchen table, a cup of strong, black coffee steaming beside him and Elara rattling pots and pans as she prepared breakfast. Lachlan was still asleep, a luxury Rory could no longer afford.

"Pa," Rory began, his voice steadier than he expected. "I’ve earned enough to pay my way. I’ll be leaving this morning."

Hamish slowly looked up, his grey eyes, usually so sharp, lost a fraction of their intensity. There was something in them, a flicker, fleeting and almost imperceptible, that Rory couldn’t quite decipher. Disappointment was a look he knew by the tightening around his father’s mouth, but underneath it, maybe alongside it, was something else, a release, a subtle slackening of his shoulders, as if a long-held tension had finally given way. Was it relief? Relief that he’d finally be rid of the boy who didn't fit, the one always looking over the horizon, the rebellious son? Or was it something deeper, a pang of recognition of a younger version of himself who had also struck out into the unknown?

"So," Hamish said, his voice flat, devoid of the earlier fire. "The phantom-chasing begins. I can’t stop the filling of your head with foolish notions." He pushed himself to his feet, his gaze sweeping over Rory, assessing. "But I’ll tell you this one thing, boy. There’s no easy way to riches. Out there is hardship, deceit, and loneliness. They’ll bite into you and they’ll do their best to consume you, but go on. A man sleeps in the bed he makes for himself." 

Having said his piece, he walked past Rory towards the door, his words a dismissive rumble, but without the biting edge of their previous exchange. It was a warning, not an argument.

Elara gasped, dropping a tin of flour with a clatter. She spun around, her face already crumpling. "Rory! So soon?” The question was an admission that she knew that he would be going someday. Tears welled in her eyes, tracing clean paths down cheeks smudged with flour. She rushed to him, wrapping her arms around him in a desperate embrace. Her scent, a comforting mix of wheat, woodsmoke, and lavender, filled his nostrils. "Don’t go, son. Not yet. Wait a season. Wait until after harvest. It’s too dangerous out there, too lonely. You’re just a boy."

Her plea, her tears, planted an ache in his chest, a powerful pull on his soul, drawing him back. He felt his resolve wavering, the image of Leadville dimming before the warmth of her arms. He nearly gave in, nearly murmured a promise to reconsider, to wait.

"Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ma," Lachlan’s voice cut in, sharp and superior, as he strode into the kitchen, rubbing sleep from his eyes. He stopped short, taking in the scene. "Let him go. He’s been talking about it for months. This farm isn’t big enough for his grand ambitions. He thinks he’s too good for honest work. He’ll be back inside of a week." Lachlan’s eyes, usually so quick to mirror their father’s stern disapproval, held a triumphant gleam. "Go on, Rory. Don’t let us hold you back from your grand fantasy."

Lachlan’s sneering words were a cold splash of water, extinguishing the wavering of Rory’s spirit. The insult, the blatant dismissal of his hard-won efforts, fanned the embers of his determination into a fierce flame. “Back inside of a week,” was it? He would show him. He would show his father. He would show himself.

He gently, but firmly, disentangled himself from his mother’s embrace. "I have to go, Ma. It’s something I need to do." He kissed her forehead, tasting the salt of her tears. "I’ll write. I promise."

His satchel was meager, a small, worn canvas affair he’d traded for months ago by catching a particularly troublesome fox for Mrs. Glen, the old trapper’s widow. It contained two changes of clothes, a small Bible his mother had pressed into his hand, a tin of hardtack, and the well-worn copy of Robinson Crusoe. He slipped the leather pouch with his twenty-seven dollars and fifty cents deep inside the satchel, beneath his spare shirt.

The sun was just clearing the horizon, painting the dew-kissed fields in hues of gold and rose, as Rory walked out of the farmhouse and into a new world for the very first time. His father was not in sight, but he didn’t search for him. He knew that the words he had spoken before walking out of the house were his only goodbye. He stepped out without looking back, not at the kitchen window where he knew his mother would be watching, not at the open barn door where his father was already immersed in the day’s tasks, and not at the fields where ripening corn stood tall. He just walked, his satchel slung over his shoulder, the familiar dirt road crunching under his boots.

He walked the three miles to the sleepy train station in Elkhart, feeling his wings beginning to sprout. The station master, a perpetually bored man named Horace, barely grunted as Rory paid for his ticket to Denver. The journey would be long, loud, and slow, with endless stops and starts, but it was his ticket, a physical token of the decision he’d made pressed into his hand.

The train, a hulking iron beast belching smoke and steam, rumbled into the station, its whistle piercing the morning air. The platform was largely empty, with only a few other travelers boarding. As Rory climbed the steps, the heavy door clanged shut behind him, sealing out Indiana and the farm, his family, and his entire known world. He found his seat by the window, the worn velvet providing little comfort. With a jolt, the train lurched forward, slowly at first, then gathering speed, the rhythmic clatter of the wheels on the tracks was a new, insistent drumbeat in his ears.

Through the grimy window, the flat, familiar fields of Indiana blurred into an indistinct green. The scent of ripening corn and tilled earth was replaced by the acrid tang of coal smoke and hot metal. The quiet of the farm was swallowed by the roar of the engine, the hiss of steam, and the ceaseless clackety-clack of the wheels upon the rails. The contrast was a stark one when compared to everything he had ever known, but a symbol of newfound freedom, vibrating with the promise of the unknown. As the familiar landscape receded, swallowed by the vastness of the horizon, Rory felt a tremor of fear, a chilling realization that he was truly, utterly alone. He’d taken a leap of faith into the abyss of a world that he’d known only in his imagination.​
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​Leadville’s Roar
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Autumn 1879

The train journey from Elkhart to Denver was a blur of clicking wheels and shifting landscapes, each mile pulling Rory further from the familiar and closer to the unknown. Flat fields gave way to rolling hills, then to craggy bluffs and the distant, saw-toothed peaks of the Rockies, blue-grey against the sky. Denver, when he finally arrived, was a bustling, dusty hub, but still a far cry from the wild frontier towns of his imagination. He spent one restless night in a cheap boarding house, the kind where the walls were thin as paper and the scent of stale tobacco clung to everything, before securing a ticket on the stagecoach to Leadville.

It was a tight squeeze into the coach. Striking it rich in Leadville didn’t seem to be an original idea. While most were eager with anticipation, there was one passenger who watched them with an expression of disdain. He caught Rory’s eye and whispered a somber warning. “It ain’t what you think it is, boy.”

The road to Leadville was an ascent not just in elevation, but in chaos. The stagecoach, battered and mud-splattered, lurched and groaned over a trail that was barely there, climbing higher and higher into the crisp, thin air. Pine trees, tall and dark, bristled on the slopes, and snow-capped peaks, even in late summer, loomed in every direction. The other passengers mostly kept to themselves, occasionally grunting complaints about the potholes or the perpetually delayed schedule. Rory, pressed against the hard wooden seat, felt a strange mix of exhilaration and unease. This was it, the real westward expansion, raw and untamed.

Then, Leadville appeared. It wasn't a town so much as an explosion of wood and canvas tacked onto the side of a mountain. Smoke billowed from countless stovepipes, mixing with the acrid tang of pine resin and something metallic. The noise hit him first; it was nothing like the quiet peace of the farm in Indiana, but a roaring cacophony of hammers striking rock, sawmills shrieking, men shouting, saloon pianos clanging out tinny tunes, and the incessant, rhythmic boom of dynamite blasting somewhere high up. It was overwhelming, a physical assault on his senses compared to the quiet hum of the farm.

The stagecoach pulled to a halt on a main thoroughfare that was less a street and more a churned-up river of mud and refuse. Buildings, some hastily constructed shanties, while others were surprisingly ornate, two-story affairs, leaned precariously against each other, their false fronts proclaiming everything from "The Lucky Nugget Saloon" to "Ye Olde Gentleman's Emporium." Miners, their faces grimy and their clothes thick with dark gray dust and black soot, jostled against well-dressed gamblers, women in gaudy dresses with painted faces, and wiry prospectors leading pack mules. Everywhere, there was movement, a restless, frantic energy that pulsed through the very ground beneath his feet.

Rory stepped down from the stagecoach, his small satchel feeling lighter, more vulnerable than ever. The air was cold, even though the sun was bright, and the altitude made it difficult to breathe. He stood for a moment, gaping, a red-haired boy from the placid cornfields dropped into a maelstrom. His first thought was a room, something cheap. As he took note of the various prices posted on signs and store windows as he strolled the main street, he realized that the twenty-seven dollars and fifty cents, though a princely sum back home, was barely enough to last him more than a couple of weeks. 

He quickly learned how paltry it was. At the first boarding house he entered, a crooked building with faded curtains, he was offered a cot in a shared room for two dollars a night. Two dollars! Nearly a tenth of his entire wealth for a single night's sleep. Food was no better. It would cost him a dollar for a single, greasy steak and fifty cents for a loaf of bread that would barely feed one of his younger siblings back home. The grim reality of boomtown inflation set in as he walked from establishment to establishment. Everywhere was the same story: high prices, no vacancies, or rooms so squalid they defied description.

By the second day, after another five dollars had bled from his pouch for food and sleep in a place less inviting than one of the mule’s stalls at the farm, a cold dread began to settle in his stomach. His idealistic visions of striking it rich, of finding a vein of silver just waiting to be dug up, seemed impossibly distant as he went to look at the mines. They were dark, dangerous holes carved into the mountainside with men emerging from them covered in mud and exhaustion. Sometimes they were carried out on stretchers. He was too young, too slight, too green for that kind of work, but he needed work before his stake ran out.

He tried the general stores, the blacksmiths, even the busy livery stable, offering to haul, to clean, to do anything. Most men shook their heads, or laughed, or simply ignored the boy with the hopeful, yet increasingly desperate, eyes. “Ain’t no charity here, boy,” one scowling teamster grunted. “If you ain’t got a pick, you ain’t got a future.”

After four days in Leadville, he had less than five dollars remaining. That’s when he saw a promising sign: "THE ASPEN LEAF HOTEL – LABORER WANTED. ROOM AND BOARD ONLY."

Room and board only didn’t seem very promising. How could he make it without drawing a wage? The words seemed to mock him, a cruel joke after his long journey. His stomach clenched with a mixture of shame and relief. Shame, because it wasn't the glorious start he'd envisioned; relief, because it would at least provide him with a roof over his head, a bed to sleep in, and something to eat. He’d be able to hold onto that last five dollars in his pocket. Besides, it would only be until he found something better. He pushed open the heavy wooden door.

The Aspen Leaf Hotel was not quite as grimy as the boardinghouse he’d been staying in, but it was far from being any elegant affair. The lobby was dim, smelling of stale liquor and unwashed bodies. What was meant to be ornate wallpaper was poorly pasted to the wall and peeling in strips. Behind a scarred counter sat a man with a walrus mustache and cold, shrewd eyes, Mr. Abernathy, the owner.

"Looking for work, boy?" Abernathy’s voice was a low growl.

Rory nodded, trying to project a confidence he didn’t feel. "Yes, sir. I’m strong. A quick learner."

Abernathy eyed him up and down. "You look like you've seen a scrub brush more than a pickaxe. What's your name?"

"Rory. Rory Fraser, sir."

"Fraser, eh? Scot. Well, I need someone to clean, mostly. Haul slop buckets, scrub floors, empty spittoons, and bedpans. No pay, just a cot in the cellar and three meals a day. Take it or leave it. Plenty more boys like you in this town, fresh off the train, full of big dreams and empty pockets."

The truth of Abernathy’s words stung, but Rory had no other choice. "I'll take it, sir."

"Good. Don't call me 'sir.' It’s Mr. Abernathy. Now, get to it. The kitchen needs sweeping."

His new world was the hotel's underbelly. He was given a tiny, windowless cot in a damp, cellar infested with rats. He also shared his space with the coal bin and the hotel’s overflowing refuse, which he did his best to keep cleared out, but never seemed to get ahead of. His days became a monotonous cycle of grime and exertion. He scrubbed the lobby floor until his hands were raw and blistered, hauled mountains of dirty linens to be boiled in a steaming vat out back, emptied countless brass spittoons overflowing with tobacco juice, and cleared tables laden with the remnants of raucous meals. The scent of the bedpans gagged him at first, but he learned to tie a bandana around his nose and mouth to lessen its impact on his lurching stomach. Along with the stench of human waste, the smell of stale beer, cheap perfume, and human sweat clung to him like a second skin.

The guests treated him like an invisible fixture, or worse, a nuisance. They snapped their fingers for service, tracked mud across his freshly scrubbed floors without a second thought, and cursed him under their breath if he was too slow, or too visible. “Boy, get off your hind legs and fetch me another whiskey!” a loud-mouthed miner would bellow, even as Rory was bent double, wiping up a spilled drink or a stream of tobacco that missed the spittoon. He went about his work in silence, a moving shadow, there to clean up their messes, invisible beneath their contempt.

Mr. Abernathy was a constant, nagging presence, his voice sharp and critical. "Fraser! You missed a spot! Are you blind? This ain't no holiday farm. You're getting free room and board, remember that. You owe me your labor, boy, and I expect it." He never offered a word of praise, only complaints, making Rory feel indebted, trapped, as if he were working off an endlessly accumulating debt of charity.

Worse than all of them together was Abernathy’s daughter, Emily, who wounded him most deeply. She was perhaps a year or two younger than he, with dark, severe eyes and hair as black as a raven's wing. She moved through the hotel like a queen, her dresses always clean, her hands soft, utterly untouched by the dirt that coated his every waking moment. When she saw him, her nose would wrinkle, her mouth would twist into a delicate grimace, and she would avert her gaze, as if the very sight of his grime-smeared face and ragged clothes was an affront to her sensibilities. He was, to her, a filthy thing, something to be avoided, a stain on the otherwise respectable facade of her father's establishment. He caught her once, whispering to a guest, her eyes flicking to him, a cruel, knowing smirk on her lips. The words didn't reach him, but the message was clear: he was an object of scorn.

Each night, as he collapsed onto his cot in the damp cellar, his body aching, his hands throbbing, he felt the weight of his decision pressing down on him. The quiet idealism he’d carried from Indiana had been chipped away, replaced by a dull ache of disillusionment. He was stuck, a prisoner of circumstance, his freedom sold to save his last few dollars, paid for endless, degrading labor with no end in sight. He wasn't making money; he was merely surviving, trading his youth and strength for a precarious existence.

His father's voice, a distant memory, now echoed in his head with chilling clarity: “There’s no easy way to riches. Out there is hardship, deceit, and loneliness. They’ll bite into you, and they’ll do their best to consume you, but go on, chase your phantoms. A man sleeps in the bed he makes for himself.” Rory had dismissed them as the words of a cautious, unadventurous man. Now, he wondered if his father’s pragmatism had been foresight. He hadn't found adventure; he'd found a broom, a scrub brush, and an endless supply of other people's waste, something he’d never had to endure back on the farm. However, he couldn’t bring himself to go back to be mocked by his father and his brother, and he couldn’t afford it if he wanted to.

The glint of silver, the promise of the West, so close at hand, was a shimmering mirage drifting further and further away. He had imagined himself digging for, finding, and claiming his fortune. Instead, he was cleaning up after those who were, or were trying to, or were simply squandering what they had. His grand dream, the one that had pulled him away from the clean, crisp mornings with the smell of fresh-tilled soil and ripening corn, was a lie. Striking it rich wasn't as easy as he'd imagined. He was beginning to think that for him, it wasn't even possible.
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​Hardship and Grubstakes

[image: ]


Winter 1879

Winter descended upon Leadville like a vengeful god, swift and absolute. The town, usually a cacophony of ambition and desperation, quieted under a blanket of ceaseless snow and a wind that gnawed at the very marrow of bone. Most who came were fair-weather prospectors, and the merchants who catered to them. As the first snows came, they retreated to the relative warmth of Denver. Only the most tenacious, or the most foolhardy, remained to brave the brutal months.

The Aspen Leaf Hotel, a bustling hub of minor activity from March until November, had become a tomb of echoing silence, save for the moan of the wind through its drafty corridors and the occasional drunken bellow from one of the few remaining guests that passed through on their way to somewhere else. These were not the hopeful, boisterous men Rory had first encountered; they were bitter, bored, and restless, their dreams of silver fortunes frozen solid with the ground. Their discontent festered, turning them sour and quick to anger, and Rory, the ever-present, silent cleaning boy, became an easy target for their frustrations.

His cot in the cellar, already damp and cold, became a veritable icebox. The air hung thick with the chill of deep winter, and the coal bin offered little warmth even when full. Each morning, his breath plumed in front of him, and his body ached as he forced himself awake, the cold a constant, shivering companion. The water for scrubbing floors and washing linens was icy, turning his hands raw and purple before the day was half through. His clothes, becoming threadbare, offered scant protection against the biting air that found every crack in the hotel’s walls. He also noted that his meals, already meager, were barely enough to keep him alive.

Mr. Abernathy, unaffected by the cold beside his stove, grew even more demanding, his voice sharper, his eyes colder. “Fraser! Are you trying to freeze the paying guests? Keep that fire stoked! And these floors are a disgrace! People are paying good money, boy, even if there aren’t many of ‘em left.” The unspoken threat was always present: you’re lucky to have this, even now. Rory felt the noose tightening around his neck, the charity of his survival weighing heavier than any pay. 

The guests, fewer now, found new ways to inflict their boredom and cruelty. They’d leave impossible messes, food deliberately ground into the carpets, and mud tracked in with spiteful glee. The spittoons became a particular torment. They’d aim for the floor beside the brass receptacles, or worse, challenge Rory to clean up their misaimed tobacco streams, which they ejected with slow, deliberate contempt. Emily Abernathy, when she appeared, was worse than ever, her disdain a tangible shroud around her. She averted her gaze with a shudder when he approached, but he could feel her eyes on him, burning holes of judgment into his patched clothes and grim-streaked skin. He was not merely a servant; he was a symptom of the squalor she despised, a living manifestation of her father’s ignoble trade.

One frigid afternoon, a particularly loud and self-important man sat alone in the cavernous dining room. He was a bloated man with a florid face and an air of ill-gotten wealth that clung to him like cheap perfume. His table was a disaster of spilled liquor and half-eaten food, and his brass spittoon, already heavy, was near overflowing with the viscous, dark brown liquid. Rory, his hands numb, his stomach grumbling with hunger, approached the table, stooping to wrap his fingers around the cold, slick metal.

He lifted the spittoon, the stench of stale tobacco and cheap whiskey rising to meet him. It was heavier than usual, and he moved slowly, carefully, his eyes fixed on the sloshing contents, trying to keep it from spilling over the top. He was almost past the man’s table when a heavy boot shot out from beneath the tablecloth.

The boot caught Rory’s ankle with brutal precision. He stumbled, a strangled cry escaping his lips. Time seemed to slow. The heavy brass spittoon, a symbol of all his humiliation, flew from his grasp. Its contents, a brown, frothy liquid, arced through the air.

Then, in a moment of sickening clarity, the viscous, dark liquid hit Rory’s face first, a splattering explosion that coated his eyes, nose, and mouth. It streamed down his cheeks, into his hair, soaked his eyelashes, and ran down his neck, seeping beneath his thin shirt. The acrid smell, a hundred times worse than anything he’d encountered before, filled his nostrils, choked him. He gagged, his body convulsing with disgust, as the rest of the filthy slop cascaded over his chest and stomach.

A peal of laughter, loud and mocking, erupted from the man at the table. “Ha! Got the little Mick, didn’t I? Looks like you needed a bath, boy!”

The laughter echoed, joined by a few snickers from another table. But Rory didn’t hear them. All he registered was the burning in his eyes, the awful taste in his mouth, the feeling of utter, complete defilement. The months of crushing humiliation, the cold, the hunger, the insults, they all converged in that single, agonizing moment. This wasn’t just a spilled spittoon; it was the final, indelible mark of his degradation.

The enduring calm shattered inside him. The quiet, idealistic boy from Indiana, who had sworn he would not be consumed, broke. His hands, still gripping the cold, unyielding handle of the now-empty spittoon, tightened. It was heavy, weighted with the knowledge of every insult, every sneer, every scraped knuckle and calloused hand.

He didn't think. He reacted.

With a ragged, guttural cry that sounded more animal than human, Rory swung the heavy brass spittoon. The arc was wide, fueled by every ounce of his pent-up rage and despair. The polished brass struck the man full in the side of the head, ringing out as it met its mark. The man’s boisterous laughter cut off abruptly, replaced by a choked gurgle. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he slumped forward, sending his chair clattering to the floor as his large body his the floor with a dull thud.

Silence. Absolute, terrifying silence.

The few diners stared, their forks frozen mid-air, their faces a mixture of shock and morbid fascination. There stood Rory, the spittoon still clutched in his hand, a grotesque halo of filth gleaming on his face. He stared down at the unconscious form of the man, a strange, hollow satisfaction stirring within the churning shame and disgust. “I ain’t no Mick,” Rory growled, standing over him with the empty spittoon.

“What in God’s name?!”

Mr. Abernathy’s roar ripped through the quiet. He burst from his office, his face apoplectic. His shrewd eyes took in his inert guest, the overturned chair, and Rory, spattered in grime and clutching the weapon like a crazed avenger.

“Fraser! You... you imbecile! You struck a paying guest! Are you out of your mind?!” Abernathy rushed forward, his walrus mustache trembling with fury as he snatched the empty spittoon from his hand. “Get out! Get out of my hotel! You’re fired! You hear me? Fired! Get your miserable rags and get out! You’ll never set foot in this establishment again!”

Rory didn’t argue. He couldn’t. The rage, having spent itself, left him feeling strangely empty, almost serene. He dropped the spittoon with a clatter, the sound surprisingly loud in the sudden silence. He turned, his still-filthy face impassive, and walked out of the dining room without a backward glance. He walked through the dim lobby, a ghost of his former self, and descended into the cellar.

He owned so little. A threadbare blanket, two changes of clothes, more rags than garments, the bible his mother insisted he take with him, and the worn copy of Robinson Crusoe, neither of which he had ever bothered to crack open. He quickly stuffed them in the leather satchel, his fingers clumsy with cold and the persistent shaking that had started in his hands. The cellar, normally a place of dread, now felt like a strangely comforting tomb. He wouldn’t have to clean their grime, nor suffer their insults a moment longer. He was free. He examined the five dollars he’d been saving. A bath and a room, maybe something to eat, and then...

He emerged from the hotel’s rear entrance, pulling the collar of his thin coat higher as if it would block the biting cold that assaulted him. He stepped into a world of stark, blinding white and biting, unforgiving cold. The snow lay deep, drifted high against the buildings, a soft, treacherous blanket muffling all sound. He squinted against the glare, his eyes still burning from the spittoon's vile contents.

He was out on the street, homeless, jobless, and smeared with other men’s filth. The thought of finding another place, another job, an alternative to freezing to death, felt utterly insurmountable as he scanned the empty street and boarded-up windows of most of the businesses. Despair, a heavy, crushing weight, settled over him.

Then, a voice, gravelly and calm, cut through the howl of the wind.

“Figured you’d be out about now.”

Rory turned his head in the direction of the speaker. Standing by the corner of the hotel, partially shielded by the deep snowdrift, was an old miner, grizzled and weathered, his face a roadmap of hard living. He was bundled in a heavy, patched coat, a fur cap pulled low over his ears. He held a pipe, unlit, in a gloved hand, and his keen, observant eyes were fixed on Rory.

“Seen what you done,” he continued, a flicker of something like approval in his gaze. “Can’t say as I blame you. Man can only take so much. Reckon I’d have done the same.” He paused, then gestured with his pipe towards Rory’s bundle. “Got your things, eh?”

Rory nodded, not sure how to respond.

“Good. Come along, boy. No sense standing out here freezing your young hide off. Got a cabin. It ain’t much, but it’s got a stove and we can melt some snow to wash that grime off’n ye.”

Rory stared, dumbfounded. He hadn’t expected anyone to witness it, let alone someone who would offer him a lifeline. He took a few tentative steps to follow him.

“Name’s Jedediah Stone,” he said as he led the way. “You can call me Jed.”

The sheer, unexpected kindness was a balm on his raw spirit. “I’m Rory... Rory Fraser, Mr. Stone?” he managed, his voice hoarse.

The grizzled old man turned. “I told you to call me Jed. Come on. It’s a bit of a hike.”

The “hike” was a grueling, two-mile march through knee-deep snow, sometimes deeper where the drifts had piled against unseen obstacles. Rory, still shivering uncontrollably despite the exertion, felt the last of his energy draining away. His thin shoes offered no protection. In the space of a few minutes, his feet were numb.

Jed seemed oblivious to the elements. He moved with a steady, unhurried gait, his broad shoulders cutting a path through the unbroken snow with his pack slung over them. He didn’t speak, but occasionally he'd glance back, his eyes sharp and assessing. When Rory stumbled, Jed extended a hand to him, pulling him upright without a word of complaint. He understood the extent of Rory’s exhaustion and despair.

“Nearly there,” Jed grunted, a final bit of encouragement as he pointed a mittened hand towards a faint wisp of smoke curling from a chimney barely visible against the twilight sky.

The cabin was a squat structure, built of rough-hewn logs with dried mud pressed between them. It was barely more than a shack, but to Rory, it looked like a palace. He eagerly stepped through the door, feeling the warmth rush over him in a wave. 

“Shed your coat by the door,” Jed said, already unbuttoning his own. “And those wet shoes. They’ll be a block o’ ice in the space of an hour left outside.” He pointed to a small wooden stool near the stove. “Sit yourself down. We’ll get some water to clean you up a bit, and I’ll start a stew. Reckon you ain’t et in a while.”

Rory removed his tattered coat, his fingers fumbling with the buttons, shedding his shoes with a sigh of relief. He sat on the stool, letting the blessed warmth soak into his aching limbs, watching as Jed moved with economic efficiency. Though the warmth was a blessed balm for his aching bones and frozen feet, the filth from the spittoon clung to him.

Jed placed a tin basin of warm water and a rag in front of him. “Ain’t got me a bathtub, but reckon you can get the most of it with this. You got a change o’ clothes?”

“Yes, sir,” Rory responded in a low tone.

“You get to work cleanin’ up an’ gettin’ changed, an’ I’ll whip up somethin’ to fill the holler spots in yer flanks.”

After wiping himself clean, Rory shed the filthy clothes and cleaned up where the contents of the spittoon had soaked through them. Once he’d gone over himself with the rag and hot water, he began to feel human again
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