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Chapter One — The Glitter of Hope
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The Nevada sun was already hot enough to blister when Jed Jorgensen spotted the faint glint in the creek.

He dropped to his knees with a clatter, his long frame folding up like a jackknife, and dipped his gold pan into the shallow water. Clem Connolly stood just behind him on the rocky bank, arms crossed, his pickaxe resting on his shoulder, watching with that usual quiet.

“Could just be mica,” Clem said, his deep voice low and calm.

Jed grinned, flashing his bushy red beard in the morning light.

“Could be,” he said, swirling the muddy water in tight, practiced circles, “but it could also be the streak we’ve been chasin’.”

The muddy swirl in the pan cleared, leaving a few specks that caught the sunlight just right. Jed let out a whoop and stood, holding the pan high.

“Gold, Clem!” he shouted. “By thunder, gold!”

Clem only nodded, his lips curling into the faintest smile.

“Told you this valley smelled right,” he rumbled.

They’d been on the trail for weeks, their burro loaded down with shovels, pans, blankets, and a few bags of beans and biscuits that were running mighty low. They’d followed rumor after rumor through dry gullies and dead canyons, each one more disappointing than the last.

But this place — this little bend in the creek at the base of Black Tooth Ridge — was different.

Jed crouched again and started scooping more silt into the pan, his hands quick and sure now, his voice humming some Swedish tune he’d picked up as a boy. Clem set down his pickaxe and knelt at the water’s edge, running his big fingers through the shallows and feeling for gravel bars.
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