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We trudged into Weaverville, defeated men. The Gold Rush of Forty-Nine once made prospectors rich, but we were years too late. Miners' disease was all we found in California, leaving us weak and tired, with joints that ached continuously.

My brother and I turned off the Main Street boardwalk and down a dusty alley. A structure of rough planks bore Oriental characters and a red lamp, but also a sign reading Meals 5 Cents. My stomach rumbled despite my apprehension.

I eyed the Chinese chophouse warily. "Can't we eat in a hotel?" Samuel, as the older brother, held our money. He'd returned the remnants of our grubstake to the General Store, and the clerk kept back money to settle our debt, so I knew we'd received little enough.

"Best save most of this for travel." He jiggled the coins in his pocket.

"Is there enough to reach home?"

"No. We can make it to San Francisco. I hear they're mustering men down there—troops to hold the New Mexico Territory."

I'd never wanted to be a soldier, but that might be our only option. Better than starving, and a first step on a journey home. But it didn't help today.

Samuel gave my shoulder an encouraging squeeze and led the way inside.

––––––––
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The front room seemed safe enough. Rough, gnarled men leaned against the bar, but none so much as glanced at us.

We paid the barkeeper two nickels and received bowls of cornmeal mush, each with a sliver of whitish meat on top.

Only one table, near the end of the bar, was unoccupied and I quickly discovered why. The two miners at the table beyond were even dirtier than we were, and as drunk as Samuel wished to be. We sat and I spooned up some mush.

Two Chinamen huddled over a ledger in a shadowed corner, at a scarred desk beyond our drunken neighbors. A girl pushed through the kitchen door to carry a tray to them. Small and delicate, she wore loose trousers and a long tunic, both in a deep shade of blue. Her face floated like a moon in the dimness, and her hands moved graceful as doves.

I was not the only one to notice.

"Hey there, Chinaman," the more odiferous of our neighbors called out. "The pretty girl should serve your customers." He staggered to his feet, knocking over his chair in the process.

She flinched at his first step towards her. It was shameful for a fellow American to behave so, and I couldn't let it go.

I spoke without thinking. "See here, friend. Leave the lady alone."

He spun towards me. "What business is it of yours?"

He was a big man with a mean face, and I wanted no part of the fists he raised. "There's no need for trouble, friend," I said. "Come sit with us and talk."

With a snarl, he flipped our table, splattering mush across the floor. Samuel leapt up to stand between us, and the drunk's next swing caught him in the face. They grappled and fell, crashing into chairs. The barkeeper, a burly old codger, jerked the drunk away while I clutched Samuel's arm. Blood ran down his face and angry patrons surrounded us.

One of the Chinese tapped my arm. "Come this way." I heaved Samuel to his feet and followed through the kitchen door.

***
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He led us past the Chinese cooks to a simply furnished back room. Safely inside, I could note our savior's unusual appearance. He had the diminutive stature of a Chinese, with a round tawny face and hooded eyes. His shiny black hair was cut short, however, and he wore a tailored jacket over a round-collared shirt.

"My name is Zhang Wei." The Chinaman tipped his head in a slight bow.

"I'm James Davis. This is my brother, Samuel."

"I'm a doctor," Zhang said. "Let me wash your brother's injury and apply a salve."

"Don't want no heathen medicine." Samuel mopped at his forehead with a dirty hand.

The man chuckled. "I trained in England as well as China."

"Twice a foreigner!"

"Be reasonable," I said to Samuel. "We can't afford the town doc. Let him look at you."

"Got no money for you either, Chinaman."

"You were a friend to us tonight. It is my pleasure. No charge."

Samuel sat in the offered chair and lifted his face to the man.

The door opened and the girl from the bar brought in water, clean cloths, and a small jar. Our host spoke to her, and she nodded and left.

"What you jabbering about?" Samuel asked warily.

"I ordered meals for you both. Also my pleasure. It's rare for an American to defend my people."

Samuel might think me a fool, but I felt pride at Zhang's words. I'd read admiring books about the Orient. Furthermore, whatever my brother might think, I knew Mother would approve my actions.

The girl returned with a heavy tray. She glanced at me and I smiled as best I could, but a rich fragrance diverted my attention. She set out two plates loaded with steak, beans, and sourdough bread slathered in good butter.

"Glad that feller hit me in the eye and not the jaw," Samuel said happily.

I, too, applied myself with enthusiasm and didn't look up until my plate was empty. Our host gazed thoughtfully at me over a mug of tea.

"Excuse my manners," I said, wondering what Mother would think of me now. "It was a fine meal. Much obliged."

"Perhaps you can oblige. I have a proposal for you. I want to file a mining claim, but the extra tax applied to Chinese is onerous, and the town's sheriff doesn't feel a duty to protect us. I need American partners. Would you be interested?"

"We're about to leave," I said. "Heading home."

"Maybe not, little brother." Samuel's eyes glowed. "What's your offer?"

"I've discovered a cache of peculiar bones."

Samuel scoffed. "What good are bones?" 

"As I said, I'm a doctor. In my land, dragon bones are a powerful curative. I was surprised to find such bones here, in America. Help me recover them and you may keep the gold that lies with them."

"Gold?" Thoughts of bones surely vanished from Samuel's mind. For months, he'd claimed our luck was about to change, and now it seemed it had.

The Chinaman withdrew a glass vial from his inner coat pocket and dumped its contents into Samuel's eager hand. A gold nugget gleamed in the lamplight, as big as a thumbnail.

We were not going home.

***
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The next morning, we accompanied Zhang to the registrar's office. While he waited outside, Samuel and I recorded a claim using the papers and fee the Chinaman gave us. We handed him the documents we received in exchange.

Samuel's face glowed with the old fervor. He'd been infected since 1848 when the New York Herald reported on California gold. Samuel pleaded with our parents for money to travel, but they roundly refused, calling the dream sheer foolishness. So, as Samuel enthralled me with stories of riches, we saved every penny we earned to go west and claim our share of glory.

Zhang tucked the papers into his coat. "I'll arrange our trip. Please continue to use my room at the bar as your own. We leave tomorrow before dawn." He hurried away towards the livery stables.

"Lady Luck's finally found us," Samuel said as we strolled down the boardwalk that edged Main Street. "Won't need travel money now, so we might as well enjoy the day." He handed me my share of our funds.

Samuel veered towards the closest of several saloons—already open so early in the morning. I tried to dissuade him, but he tapped his swollen eye and said whiskey would dull the pain.

I bought a penny's worth of licorice at the General Store and, after ambling through Weaverville's streets, returned to the Chinese alley.

I slunk through the kitchen, hoping everyone knew I was Doctor Zhang's guest, and closed his door behind me. A knock followed almost immediately. The girl from last night entered with her tray. In daylight, her childlike face was careworn.

She set down my lunch but didn't withdraw. "You nice man." She glanced towards the closed door, tilted her head to listen to the kitchen's muffled clatter, and pressed her lips together with determination. "You go—dragon bones?"

I nodded.

"Careful." She held out her hands, fingers intertwined. "Dragons—ancestors. Stay together."

Samuel would care little for her warning, but her words haunted me as I ate.

***
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In the pre-dawn darkness, Zhang disturbed my dreams of dragons. "Excuse the hour, but I want to leave town with as little notice as possible."

Samuel moaned but otherwise followed quietly.

At the stables, a string of mules waited for us, half saddled to ride and half laden with leather panniers packing an ample grubstake. To my surprise, the Chinese girl from the chophouse stood among the mules, holding the reins of a large bay. Like Zhang, she wore an oversized canvas jacket and dungarees, her pant legs rolled up, and a belt securing folds of cloth at her waist. She was a porcelain doll dressed in boy's clothing.

"This is Xiu Ying," Zhang said as she passed the reins to him. "She's coming to tend camp for us."

Samuel crawled onto a saddle and she handed him a pack mule's lead rope.

I mounted a fine sorrel jack and accepted the rope to a dappled jenny. Xiu Ying climbed lightly onto her mount and led the final two pack mules.

The sun rose on a beautiful day. A fragrant forest surrounded us and a few yellow leaves warned of approaching winter.

Samuel clung grimly to his saddlehorn, but the blue sky and crisp air enlivened me. After a few hours, Zhang led us up a side creek. We passed abandoned glory holes where disappointed prospectors had dug into the barren bank.

"There's no gold here," Samuel said, his voice hoarse from stale whiskey.

Zhang turned in his saddle. "We have days to travel yet."

My pack mule was eager for the trail. She had an intelligent expression and seemed to enjoy the outing. Instead of hanging back, she trotted up close to me.

I twisted to stroke her neck. "I'm going to call you Lucky." 

Behind me, Xiu Ying ducked her head to hide a smile.

***
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The Trinity Mountains were beautiful. Where the sun penetrated, oaks held a bounty of acorns among deep green leaves fringed with gold. Game trails led up steep slopes covered with pines sheathed in bright, scaly bark. We rode under towering firs, their branches a living cathedral high overhead.

The mules found grass along trickles of water. That didn't make Samuel happy. Ample grazing meant no other miners worked these draws, which he found discouraging. I, however, never enjoyed a ride more. The mystery of dragons and ancestors disappeared from my mind.

That night we ate cold ham and biscuits, and Xiu Ying added handfuls of pine needles to the tea she brewed.

Samuel complained about the lack of coffee as she handed him a cup.

"Drink. Good for pain, here." She touched her knee.

I accepted a cup. "It smells wonderful."

She dropped her eyes, but I thought she smiled.

"The girl's right." Zhang nodded his approval. "The English use lime juice, but I often administer a tincture of pine to benefit skin and teeth, as well as ease joint pain."

I leaned close to Samuel to whisper. "Drink it. The Chinese practiced medicine while our ancestors were worshiping oak trees."

"Oak trees?"

"I read about it in a book of Scottish rhymes."

"Well, that salve from Zhang is healing my forehead, so maybe they know things our folk don't." Samuel sniffed his cup and gulped it down. "Hope you and your books are right, James. Never know what a heathen is thinking."
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