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      “There’s gold to be had, I’m tellin’ ya.”

      Elijah Hunter pricked up his ears as he surveyed the shelves of canned goods in the mercantile. He didn’t recognize the voice, but that didn’t mean anything. In the three and half years since his arrival, Dawson City had grown into a true city with over forty thousand residents. Only about half of those were prospectors, with the other half providing the support structures, including saloons, gambling houses, and dance halls.

      His time in the Yukon had been fruitful, but he had been part of the initial influx of miners, when a man could show up with a horse, a trowel, a pan, and some food. His outlay had been minimal, and he’d reaped the rewards of a productive claim. By the time the stampede started in ninety-seven, the authorities had passed laws that required anyone arriving to bring at least a year’s worth of food. Combined with their camping and mining gear, the prospectors were carrying nearly twelve hundred pounds of food and outlaying a hefty amount of cash to purchase the means to do so.

      Despite the supplies brought in, prices of everything had skyrocketed with even a nag of a horse going for seven hundred dollars. At forty dollars a day, the rental cost was even worse. By all reports, the gold was beginning to play out, so either the man found a hidden vein or the glittering dust had been found somewhere else in North America.

      The thought sent tingles up his spine. Riches were fine, and he wasn’t going to turn up his nose at the amount of money he had sitting in the bank, thanks to his success, but searching for gold, proving he could best the earth by getting its rocks and rivers to give up their precious ore gave him a thrill like nothing else.

      Heels banging against the wooden floor, he threaded his way through the shelves to where a scrawny man in rumpled clothes, hat pushed back on his greasy hair, leaned against the front counter. Surrounded by a half-dozen men, he tapped on the glass with a dirt-encrusted finger. “I’ve sold my claim and am headed south. Tomorrow. You gents should join me.”

      Elijah’s left eyebrow shot up. “You sound pretty confident, Mr. ...”

      “Bowman. Henry Bowman, and I am. My buddy is already down there raking in the gold. He said there’s plenty to be had.”

      “And where exactly is down there?”

      “Nome, Alaska.” The man rocked on the balls of his feet. “I’ll be glad to get out of this place. The Canadians never wanted us here, and we’ll be back in the good ol’ USA, well, a place we own, anyway.”

      “I’m going, too. I heard you can pick up the gold on the beach.” A husky man with blond hair and pockmarks on his face crossed his arms. “Did your buddy say anything about that?”

      Bowman frowned. “Where’d ya hear that?”

      The man pulled out a crumpled piece of newspaper from his pocket and smoothed it on the counter. Stabbing at the headline, he looked smug. “In this article, and they was right about the Yukon, so I’m thinkin’ they’re right about this one.”

      “I’ve been to Baja, Cripple Creek, and Mount Baker, and gold is never that easy to find.” Elijah shook his head. “You can’t pluck it off the ground like fallen apples.”

      “You should listen to him, boys, Mr. Hunter here has done good in every one of them rushes he mentioned.” Phineas Dennehey, the shopkeeper, pushed the paper back toward the blond man. “I’d take his advice over that of some reporter just tryin’ to make a name for himself.”

      “Suit yourself.” The man shrugged and stuffed the scrap into his pocket. “Leaves more gold for me.”

      “I’ll go with you,” the blond said.

      “Yeah, me, too. I got nothin’ left here.” Another man piped up. “My claim hasn’t produced hardly anything in weeks.”

      Elijah listened as the men talked among themselves, some skeptical, but most seemed eager to turn their backs on the Yukon and try their luck at another location. His own claim was still producing, but the excitement was gone. The days blurred in an endless succession of rising with the sun, making his way to the surging river, and hunching over the water swirling his pan. Dawson City was lawful, almost complacent being under the protection of the Canadian North-West Mounted Police. Gambling and prostitution were acceptable, and the lawmen kept the robbery and murder rates low. Because of the city’s remoteness, communication with the outside world was scarce, with news and mail arriving sporadically, months after being sent.

      He rubbed his jaw. Perhaps it was time to seek a new opportunity. Biding his time until the crowd dispersed, he prowled through the mercantile weighing the pros and cons of pulling up stakes and starting fresh.

      “I see yer thinkin’ of leavin town.” Phineas appeared around the edge of one of the displays. “You’ve got that look in yer eye.”

      “You know me well, my friend.” Elijah grinned at the man. “I’m still making money, so that’s not the issue.”

      “Nope. You’re bored.” The shopkeeper glanced over his shoulder, then leaned close. “But I’ve heard enough griping that the claims are drying up. It’s probably time for you to move on. Me, too, but I’ll wait a bit longer.”

      Elijah cocked his head. “Why wait?”

      “As long as there are miners comin’ in, I can earn a living, and I’d rather close up at the end of the season. I won’t do another winter here.” He rubbed his hands together, his eyes sparkling. “But then I’m headin’ to Texas to do some ranching.” His face pinked. “I’ve been correspondin’ with a widow woman down there. I’m tired of bein’ cold, but mostly, I’m tired of being lonely. There’re no women up here.”

      “Well, there are, but not the marrying kind.” Elijah clapped Phineas on the back. “Good for you. I had no idea you were in the market for a wife. How’d you find out about her?”

      “She’s a friend of my cousin. He lives in Texas, and we’ve been keeping in touch since I got here. Kind of tough with how long it takes for mail to get here, but we’ve been writin’ all the same, and he mentioned her late last summer. I took a chance.”

      “I’m happy for you. I don’t know anything about ranching, but I like the idea of being warm.”

      “I could write and see if she’s got a friend.”

      “Oh, no!” Elijah threw up his hands as if in surrender. “I’m not looking to wed. Especially not now when I’m thinking about that possible gold in Nome, but probably not ever.”

      Phineas twisted his lips. “You got something against women?”

      “I like my own company and only worrying about myself. I can come and go as I please, do what I want. I don’t stay in one place more than a couple of years, and no woman is going to be willing to do that. They all want to settle down, build a house, and have lots of babies. That’s not for me. And I have yet to meet a woman that would make me change my mind or my ways.”
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      A hot breeze fluttered the gauze curtains on the window giving no relief to the heat inside the ballroom. Tegan Llewellyn huffed out a deep sigh and plucked at the bodice of her blue silk gown. The fundraiser for the local orphanage, one of her mother’s pet causes, had been going on for hours. Having started with a lecture and book reading in the late afternoon, the event continued with a four-course dinner, followed by dancing. Her cheeks ached from smiling, and her feet throbbed.

      She glanced at the whirling couples, the women in a rainbow of colors. The jewels at their throats and on their wrists glittered in the gaslights. In contrast, a chamber orchestra of somber-looking men sat in the corner near the carved marble fireplace. Behind her, a trio of girls giggled and chatted, their words lost in the sound of the instruments. She probably wouldn’t be interested in the conversation anyway. Most of her set were empty-headed young ladies intent on capturing a rich man so they could fill their armoires with clothes and their houses with children. Topics typically revolved around furnishings, fashion, and food, none of which held any allure for her.

      With a shrug, she peeked outside at the star-filled sky. Would anyone miss her if she ducked onto the veranda to enjoy God’s creation? She wouldn’t be able to see much, but she could visualize the jagged range that surrounded the city. Majestic in scope and size, the mountains never ceased to take away her breath, reminding her of the Lord’s omnipotence. He’d provided an adoptive family in the Llewellyns after her parents died in a house fire when she was only three years old, and He continued to supply her needs, but the emptiness in her spirit never seemed to go away. She never felt like she was truly one of them.

      “You look like you’ve lost your best friend.”

      Her head shot up, and she smiled. “Wiley Caddick, where have you been? You’re one of the few men who doesn’t treat me like a vapid female.”

      “Sorry I’m late, but I got caught up in the most intriguing conversation, and the man is leaving tonight, so I had to stay.”

      “Stay where? What man?”

      He chuckled and tweaked one of the curls dangling on the side of her face. “Should I be jealous of your interest in him?”

      She swatted his arm. “Nonsense. You and I are just friends. We tried that romance thing, and it didn’t end well, if you’ll recall.”

      A shadow passed over his face, then he nodded. “I’ve grown up since then.”

      “Into a wonderful man, but not the one for me.” She wrinkled her nose. “Besides, at my age that horse has left the barn. All the possible suitors my age are either betrothed or not someone I care to be saddled with for the rest of my life.”

      Throwing back his head, he guffawed.

      Her cheeks warmed, and she pinched him. “Shh!”

      “Ouch!” He grinned and rubbed his arm. “Okay, I deserved that. It was most ungentlemanly. You are a prize, Tegan. I hope you know that. And twenty-eight isn’t too old to find a husband. Someday, maybe soon, a man will finally capture your heart, and I hope I’m there to see it.”

      “You’re sweet to say that, Wiley, but I’ll die a spinster, and that’s not necessarily a bad thing. I like my independence.”

      “Are you going to commandeer all of Tegan’s time?” Nolan Yates, a blond, blue-eyed giant, nudged Wiley’s shoulder. “She promised me a dance, and the evening is almost over.”

      “Where have you been?” Wiley puffed out his chest. “I’ve only just arrived. In fact, you interrupted her reprimand for that very thing, and I thank you.”

      Tegan’s heart swelled. Wiley and Nolan had been with her through thick and thin. They’d found each other on the first day of school and quickly became the three musketeers. The only misstep was during their early twenties when Wiley fancied himself in love with her. He’d finally convinced her to let him court her, and it wasn’t long before she realized a marriage to him would be a disaster. Several years passed before they regained their footing as friends.

      Fortunately, Wiley and Nolan both returned from the war unscathed. Eager for adventure, they’d raced to Cuba. The conflict had been brief, but bloody with the Spanish losing a significant number of soldiers there and in the Philippines. Upon returning, neither of her friends talked about their experience, remaining closemouthed when questioned.

      She blinked and poked Wiley. “You were going to tell me about your intriguing conversation. Now that Nolan is here, you’ll only have to share the story once.”

      Nolan’s eyebrow shot up. “Do tell.”

      “All right.” Wiley rubbed his palms together. “I was at the train station securing tickets for my parents, who are headed East to visit family, and I overheard a man telling someone that he was headed to Nome, Alaska to dig for gold.”

      “Gold!”

      Wiley clapped his hand over her mouth. “Quiet!”

      She nodded, and he removed his hand. Leaning close, she whispered. “Is there a rush? I haven’t seen anything in the papers.”

      “He said it’s only begun. He had some newspaper articles from California and Oregon. Guess they heard about it because they’re on the West Coast. Anyway, he’s taking the train to San Francisco, then a steamer to Nome. Reports indicate the gold is plentiful, and you can dig it up on the beach.”

      “You don’t have to pan for it?”

      He shrugged. “You can, but one article claimed that a shovelful of sand can yield several ounces of nuggets.”

      “Really?” Her pulse raced. Grandmother Hannah had died when Tegan was ten, but she’d read every one of the woman’s diaries until she’d memorized them. Grandmother had been intrepid, staying in Georgia after her husband was murdered, to work a gold claim. To most people’s shock, she’d worn pants and befriended an Indian woman. But she had lived life on her terms, unusual for a woman seventy years ago, and Tegan admired her spunk.

      “Don’t go getting any ideas, Tegan.” Wiley frowned. “I see that look in your eye.”

      Hands on her hips, she glared at him. “You don’t think women can be prospectors?”

      “That’s a loaded question. I know all about your mother and grandmother, so I have to say yes. But do you really want to go to the wilds of Alaska? You’ve got more riches than you could ever spend. Save the mining for men, er, folks who need the money.”

      “Perhaps you’re right, Wiley. It’d be a long and dangerous trip, especially for a woman alone.” She pinned on a smile. “Can you see my parents agreeing to such an outlandish idea?”

      “Hardly.”

      “Now, where is that dance you promised me?” Her pulse thrummed. He’d be surprised when he discovered she’d packed her bags and slipped away to Alaska. The trip would take some planning, but she would go, and she’d be successful. Or die trying.
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