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CHAPTER ONE
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When I opened my eyes, it was just getting light.

“Today,” I whispered, scrambling out of my sleeping bag. “It just has to happen today!”

I grabbed my boots, being careful not to wake Erik. It wasn’t easy to get to the edge of the lake. I had to zigzag in and out through a maze of tents. Thousands of people were crowded here by Lake Bennett, all waiting for the same thing.

And I wanted to be the first to see it.

At last I reached the shore. Snowcapped mountains rose on either side of the long, narrow lake. As I scanned the surface, my heart fell. The water was still clogged with thick, slushy ice.

“Come on, sun!” I grumbled out loud. “Come out and melt this ice.”

Suddenly a heavy hand came down on my shoulder. Startled, I whirled around.

A tall, burly man loomed over me. With his dark, dirt-covered clothes and bushy beard, he looked like a giant brown bear. The man reached over and ruffled my hair.

“Hey, Klondike Kid, you’re up early again.” His voice was gruff, but Big Al’s warm brown eyes twinkled.

“It’s taking forever for the ice to go out,” I cried. “I was so sure there’d be a path of open water this morning.”

The ice had been breaking up for weeks. Every day it groaned and crackled, the sounds splitting the air like sharp cracks of thunder. Added to that were the noises of boat-building—crashing trees, pounding hammers, and whining saws. The tent city at Lake Bennett was a noisy place.

Like Erik Larsen, Big Al, and me, everyone here had made the long journey over the mountains, hauling load after load of gear. For weeks, folks had been working feverishly to build boats. Everybody had the same plan: to make the trip down the Yukon River to Dawson City—and the promise of gold.

More than a year before, gold had been discovered on Rabbit Creek, a tributary of the Klondike River. From Erik’s map, I knew Dawson sat on the Klondike where it enters the Yukon River. It was growing into a real boomtown, Big Al said.

“I don’t understand why the ice is still here. It’s almost the end of May,” I complained to Big Al, digging my hands into my pockets. “Yesterday I spotted a grouse with chicks. And I can see a patch of purple wild-flowers on that slope.”

“It’ll happen any day now, kid,” Big Al assured me, running his thick fingers through his beard, trying to comb out the tangles. “Then there’ll be a rush like you won’t believe. Why, I reckon there’s probably twenty thousand folks here, and maybe seven thousand boats.”

He paused and looked me straight in the eye. “Davey, I know you’re eager to get to Dawson to keep looking for your uncle Walt. But I don’t aim to head out right away. We’ll wait a few days and let others get ahead.”

“Why?” I asked. My words tumbled out. “If you’re worried about Erik, he’s fine now. He’s gotten stronger every day”

I was glad Erik felt better. I owed him a lot. The young photographer I’d met months ago in Seattle hadn’t wanted an eleven-year-old orphan tagging along to the Klondike. He could have turned me in when he discovered I’d stowed away on the same steamship. Or he could have left me in Skagway, Alaska, with my friend Hannah Clark and her family.

Instead, Erik and I had become a team. I helped him sell his photographs to the gold seekers. And we’d hauled all our food and supplies over the Chilkoot Trail into Canada, despite bad storms, the steep trail, and Erik getting sick.

“It’s not about Erik, Davey,” Big Al told me. “You’re right, he’s stronger now, and for a ‘cheechako’ he does pretty well. All Erik cares about is his pictures, so he doesn’t let gold fever cloud his wits like some of these fools.”
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