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Chapter One: The Man Who Walked Alone
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They called him Frank Flanders, but most just called him “Old Frank.” He’d been out in the high country longer than the oldest miner in Alder Creek could recall. If he’d ever had a partner or a friend, no one could remember their name. Frank kept to himself, just him, his mule, and the wild places where fortune whispered beneath stone and water.

It was early summer and the mountains were waking up. Meltwater hurried down from snowy peaks, making the creek run fat and cold. Frank trudged along the bank, boots heavy with mud, eyes sharp for color in the riffles. His beard was gray and wild, his hands knotted and scarred by years of hard work and harder weather.

He never much cared for towns. Every so often, when supplies ran low, he’d descend into Alder Creek with a poke of gold dust and a shopping list written in his head—beans, bacon, coffee, lead for his rifle. The storekeeper might ask about the high country or the old lode up Bear Tooth Ridge. Frank would just grunt, nod, and turn back up the trail before the questions got too friendly.

This morning, the only company was his mule, a stubborn old creature named Rosie. She plodded along behind Frank, packs rattling, ears twitching at the buzz of horseflies.

Frank stopped at a bend in the creek, dropped his pan in the gravel, and knelt. He scooped a shovelful of dirt into the pan and set to swirling, eyes never leaving the water’s edge. The routine was as familiar as breathing: swirl, wash, let the lighter sand and stones roll over the edge. He was patient—knew that gold, like good company, was rare and best not rushed.

A glint in the bottom of the pan caught his eye. Not much—just a few flecks, maybe enough to buy a hot meal if he felt like visiting town. He emptied the pan, stretched his back, and looked up at the mountains, silent and vast. He liked it this way. He didn’t trust the easy promises of men. The earth told its secrets slow and quiet, and Frank had learned to listen.
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