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Chapter 1

Dyea, Alaska, November 1897
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MILLIE GRIPPED THE rail and stared, horrified. Horses were being dumped off the ship! Eruptions of icy water shot up. One by one, heads emerged, eyes huge with fright. Legs thrashed. 

“No!” Millie moaned. “They’ll drown!” Only the gulls screaming overhead seemed to care. 

“Millie! Come along. We can’t miss our turn to go ashore.”

Pretending not to hear her mother, she silently urged the struggling, snorting horses towards the shallows. No one had told her the trip would end for them like this. She’d spent hours on the journey talking to the animals to take her mind off her seasickness. 

“We need to go ashore, Millie. The last barge is leaving now!” Again, her mother’s impatient voice reached her over the shouts of passengers and crew. 

“Ashore” was a wide expanse of mudflats. Beyond the high tide line of dried seaweed, huge mounds of sacks and boxes covered the open beach area. Behind them, lines of white tents poked up. Barges from two other steamships had reached the shore. Millie watched dozens of their passengers disappear among the beehive of people already crowding the beach. 

Was her missing father somewhere among all those dark-clad figures? Would they find him this very day, so they could turn around and sail back home? Or would their search be as hopeless as she feared?

The last exhausted horses staggered onto the mudflats. But Millie’s feet stayed rooted to the deck. Despite thoughts of her father, she wasn’t ready to leave this ship. It was the last link to her home in Victoria, hundreds of miles south. Nothing here looked familiar. Steep mountains guarded both sides of the channel, their tops buried in gray cloud. A smothering of snow coated the slopes. Icy wind fingers played with her long hair, and tried to sneak inside her scarf. Shivering, she pulled it tighter.

There could be no turning back, not yet. This was Dyea, where her father’s last letter had been posted. The remote Alaskan town nestled between a mountain range and the coast must hold the secret to his disappearance. That thought forced Millie at last to head to the gangway. But she didn’t move fast enough. Her mother grabbed her elbow, hustling her down the rickety ramp to stand on the waiting barge. They were among the last to get aboard. 

“Thank goodness we made this barge,” her mother said, pulling Millie into a hug. “It’s the last chance to get ashore here. The tide’s about to turn. We’d have to sail back to Skagway, otherwise, and then who knows how long it would take to get a wagon ride to Dyea.” 

Millie planted her feet wider apart as the boat rocked. This was as close as the ship could anchor to the town. Until a wharf was built, men with long poles had to push and steer the flat-bottomed barges the rest of the way through the shallows, loaded with gold seekers and their baggage. But not horses. It was easier to simply push them overboard and let them swim for it. 

When their barge ran aground, Millie stepped off. Immediately her boots sank in the soupy muck. They squelched as she dragged them out, almost losing the left one. Her nose wrinkled at the seaweed and fish smells. She scrambled onto drier ground, just as the horses had done. She tried not to lose sight of the back of her mother’s brown coat as it was swallowed by the jostling crowd. 

Her attention was caught by the shouts of men hefting bags from the barge and piling them on wagons. They all wore rough woolen coats, dark trousers, and boots—just as her father had when they’d waved goodbye to him in Victoria in the summer. Now, months later, would he look the same? Would she even know him if he had a beard like many of these men? Millie stood on tiptoes to see better. 

There...that man with his back to her. He wore a hat just like her father’s. Her heart began to race. “Papa!” But her voice was lost in the commotion. 

Forgetting her mother’s orders to stay close, she rushed forward to catch up with him. “Papa!” He began to move away. Millie tripped and almost fell. Then the man turned partway around. A stranger! Millie’s shoulders slumped, and she hung back. Her disappointment brought the sting of tears. When she turned again, the sea of men had closed around her. Where was her mother? 

“You lost, little one?” A gruff voice spoke in her ear. 

Millie jumped in fright. “N-n-no. My mum is right here. Somewhere!” 

A man with a snowy beard and rough, wrinkled skin towered over her. “She won’t be hard to find, then. Not many ladies in the crowd this day.” He was tall enough to see over most heads. “Is she wearing a brown coat and hat?”

“Yes!”  Millie cried in relief.

“Come this way,” ordered the man, as he nudged aside anyone who blocked his path.

Almost at once, Millie saw her mother’s frantic face, and heard her cry out. “Mildred, what were you thinking?”

“Best to keep young’uns close,” the man growled. “Young-uns that shouldn’t even be here.”

Millie leaned against her mum and wiped away the last of her tears. 

“Yes,” Mother replied in a tight voice. “Thank you for helping her. I never expected such ....”

“Look out!” someone yelled.

The three of them jumped aside as several loose horses ran through the crowd. Drops of icy water flung from soggy manes and tails peppered Millie’s face. 

“It’s like this every day, ma’am,” the man said. “The world’s gone mad for gold.” He scowled at their few belongings. “That all you brought with you?”

“Yes, mostly clothing,” her mother replied. “We’ve come to find my husband. Maybe you’ve run into him.....James Powell?”

“Can’t say I’ve heard the name. Best to ask at the Post Office. Most folks check in there regularly.” 

“We’ll do that, thank you. Now can you direct me to a hotel?”

“Town’s that way, ma’am.” The man pointed toward a cluster of wooden buildings. “Hotels will be pretty full, I expect.”

Millie brightened at the thought of news about her father at the Post Office. But she dreaded carting their belongings so far. Thankfully, the man grabbed their biggest bags and marched with them to the wooden plank sidewalk on the muddy street. When her mother offered to pay him, he waved off the coins. 

“You’ll need every penny if you plan to stay here,” he grumped, and stomped off.

“Not real friendly,” Millie muttered, glad to see him go. 

A sign that read, Brown’s Hotel drew them to a 3-storey, wooden building. Inside at the counter, Mother asked for a room. 

“Sorry, we’re full,” said the clerk, not sounding sorry at all. 

Millie trailed her mother back to the door. Was everyone grouchy here? Maybe the clerk was as tired of repeating, “We’re full,” as Millie was of traveling. They heard the same answer at six more hotels along the main street. At the last one, a man told them they wouldn’t find a room anywhere in Dyea that day. 
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