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He watched the woman all the way from San Francisco. Now they faced the trail some bloomin’ idiot touted in the paper as easier than the Skagway route and all American to boot. That part was true. He’d give the liar partial credit. 

The struggle through Keystone Canyon had them all reeling from exhaustion and soaked to the bone. The Lowe River would have been enough. Waterfalls tumbled down either side of the canyon in profusion. They were beautiful, but the continual mist created problems. The cold air and moisture combined to make breathing difficult. Pulling the huge packs secured on sleds over the damp, slippery rocks caused many to fall. He had several cuts on both knees and his shins. The woman had resorted to crawling on hands and knees in several spots. 

Once pretty, she might still polish up if the lout she served took better care of her. Miller claimed they were married, but Darius wondered how true Miller’s words were. All the Bible verses Darius’ mother drilled into him about loving your wife as Christ loves the church meant nothing to Miller. 

When the party stumbled out of the canyon to the headland above, they found a place to camp. In the morning, they would face the long climb up through the pass and over the glacier. 

Darius thanked God they hadn’t been the first of the seekers making this trip. He heard the horror stories from others when he went on an information-gathering mission the evening before they left. The trail, if anyone could call it one, caused several men to give up. They returned to the tent city, now called Valdez. After selling their goods to others willing to try, they waited for the ship carrying the next load of would-be miners. Their only aim to get home; several drank their time away. 

He heard the initial few who crossed Worthington Glacier navigated the crevasses and steep ice slopes, leaving a decent trail. The others were of the opinion it shouldn’t be too hard to follow. That first morning, while still in Valdez, the group formed a loose organization before they gathered their gear and took off.

The party arranged itself into a hierarchy as they struggled through the canyon. A big Irishman, who swore his true name was Jones, took the lead. Darius fell back. He wanted to be last in line behind the Millers. 

When they stopped to camp, Miller made a fire and left the woman to tend it while he went off. Darius set his place up and eyed the bucket the woman had set to one side. She would go for water soon. 

Darius planned to follow her. This was the first chance he had to speak with her alone. He had questions. The other men made a point of ignoring her. He understood why. No one wanted to get between a man and his wife. If they acted as if she didn’t exist, no help would be necessary should something unpleasant happen. 

When she picked up the bucket, he glanced around at the others. Their pails full, the others kept their attention on their business. He let her disappear over the bank before grabbing the bail handle of his bucket and following. 

She had a scrap of cloth and stood wiping her face. He eased down into the cut. Darius watched Mrs. Miller wet the rag again and use it to wipe dirt and blood from her knees. The woman squatted with a hand on a bush and leaned over to swish the rag in the blue-green water.

The bush wobbled. 

“Careful, if it gives way, you’ll go in.”

She bounced upward and turned to face him, her free hand on her throat. The high neck of the shirt she wore had been unbuttoned. Darius guessed she had wiped her neck before her face. 

“Ya startled me.”

“I am sorry, missus. But the bush moved, and I would have been too far away to help if you fell in. You wouldn’t last long in there.” He nodded toward the foaming water racing toward the canyon. 

She sighed, then turned away from him and mumbled something. He only heard one word, ‘blessing.’

When she reached for the handle of the pail, he folded his fingers over it. “I’ll get that for you.” He grinned. “I suspect I’m less likely to fall in.”

Eyes close to the blue-green of the water stared back at him. “Mr. Miller doesn’t like it when other men speak to me.”

“We are all in this together. It’s why we formed this party, to help each other.”

When she blinked, long dark lashes hid her eyes. The dark circles of exhaustion he observed bothered Darius. Would she have the strength to make the trek over the glacier? Her man didn’t make it easy for her. They each pulled a sled with the supplies distributed between the two. Miller should have taken the whole load. 

After filling the buckets, Darius took one in either hand and turned to the bank. 

“Ya should let me take ours,” Mrs. Miller said. “He’ll not be pleased.”

“A gentleman helps a lady.”

“I don’t claim to be a lady. At the moment, I feel more like a beast of burden.” 

The words she muttered as she took the same narrow path back up to the camp angered him. With a grimace, Darius handed her the bucket once they topped a small ridge. 

“If you carry it from here,” he tilted his head toward her campsite, “Mr. Miller will never know you had a bit of help.”

A smile, slightly wobbly, as if she might cry, fed the anger he already felt. The man didn’t deserve her. 

Miller had brought down a bird. Darius didn’t get close enough to see what. The man and his wife ate it, then turned in. Darius banked his own fire and did the same. In the morning, they would have coffee, make a quick meal of something, and tackle the climb.
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The second day took them to the edge of the glacier. A storm blew up from the ocean and it forced them to wait for the weather to clear before making the dangerous crossing. The clouds brought a warm wind accompanied by rain. 

While the others rejoiced, Darius fretted. The rain would freeze on the ice and could cover cracks and holes. His opinion, they should wait for a colder day got voted down. He could wait if he wished. 

Torn between reason and the desire to follow the Millers, he gave in. His gut told him they were in for a rough trip. In the pale light of early morning, the party mounted the edge of the ice field. 

At first, things went well; better than he had hoped. The surface of the glacier wasn’t smooth and flat, but ridged. Dips and hollows presented themselves as they topped each successive bump. When the sun rose over the mountain tops, the surface of the ice gleamed. The glare made it difficult to see. They all took missteps, and some got run over by the heavy sleds. Broken and with blood oozing from cuts and scrapes, they pressed on. Everyone knew they could not spend the night on the ice. 

The sun warmed the surface of the glacier, and the ice groaned. Popping sounds resembling pistol shots raised
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