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January 1898

Skagway, Alaska

Clara Bixbee hadn’t prepared herself for the mass of bodies and fervor that carried her along the Skagway dock. The crowded conditions on the boat she’d traveled on from Seattle should have hinted at what to expect. If two men hadn’t been in a hurry to disembark and practically lifted her off the boat, setting her on the dock, she would still be trying to capture the layers of her skirts to descend the plank. She swat at the men’s hands. 

A man, well more than one, was the reason she had to endure the ship and was now alone in a sea of bodies and destined to cross the Chilkoot trail.

Crushed among the moving bodies, Clara was propelled toward the rustic town set back from the shoreline. The swarm stepped off the pier. Most of the men moved to the right where loaded row boats were shoved onto the shore and added to the growing pile of goods and trunks that had been stowed below deck on the ship. 

Clara stopped to scan the pile for her trunk. Someone ran into her from behind, knocking her into the back of a man. Hands fumbled about her wool coat. Having grown up in Seattle, she knew when her pockets were being picked. 

She jabbed her ever-present umbrella into her accoster’s belly. Air whooshed from the man’s mouth as he doubled over, withdrawing his hand from her pocket along with her pocket book. The very pocket book that held half of the money she’d brought with her. 

“I’ll take back what’s mine.” Clara retrieved her pocket book from the man’s hand and decided it would be best to find a room and send someone for her trunk. The trip on the boat had been harrowing enough with so many men, bawdy women, and not a moment’s peace. If they weren’t all talking about how they would find gold, they were gambling, drinking, and carrying on all hours of the night. She’d complained to the captain, but he’d been in the midst of the rabble-rousing.

Shoving the pocket book into an inside coat pocket, she continued out of the throng of bodies, poking them with the point of her umbrella to move them out of her way. Once she put space between herself and the new arrivals, Clara stood in the middle of a muddy street. The mountains rising up beyond the town were white with snow, yet the streets of Skagway were muddy and the air not much different than she would have encountered in Seattle had she been out exploring the city with friends.

“Outta the way!” 

Clara returned her attention to the street and found her feet stuck in the mud as a team of horses pulled a wagon loaded with goods up from the dock and straight at her. The mud sucked tighter around her ankles as she jammed the point of her umbrella in the muck and tried to pull her feet free. Her heart raced as the brace of animals continued forward. 

Frantic, she waved her arms and shouted, “Stop, I’m stuck. Stop!” 

The horses tossed their heads and their eyes widened, but the man in the wagon continued to lash out at them with a whip. 

The thud of the large hooves and wooden wheels vibrated the ground under her feet. Heat from the horses’ breath touch her cheeks.

“He—” Her cry for help was cut short as an arm wrapped around her middle and pulled her out of the mud and onto a rider’s lap. 

“Miss, you really need to stay to the boardwalks this time of year.” 

The male voice warmed the shell of her ear. The arm about her middle held firm but didn’t feel invasive. 

Before she could offer there were no sidewalks from the dock to town, the arm released her. She slid to the board walkway. When her balance was restored, she spun to thank her rescuer, but all she saw was a gray Stetson, a wool coat stretched between wide shoulders, and the backside of a black horse before the man and horse were swallowed up in the bodies and conveyances in the street.

She glared at the man’s back. I don’t need a man to rescue me. Quite the contrary, I’m here to do the rescuing. 

Clara stomped the mud from her boots with more force than was necessary. Six days on the ship and her anger over being considered unfit to run the family business still rankled. Her mother, who hadn’t a lick of business sense, has always bowed to the superior male. The mud plopped onto the wooden walkway revealing her boots. Thankfully, she’d worn her oldest pair for this trip. She shook the mud off the bottom of her brown traveling skirt. 

Glancing at the building behind her, she immediately hustled along the boardwalk. Men. Not only had the man plopped her down in front of a saloon, but reading the signs across the street, there were two more. She didn’t mind a glass of sherry now and then, but the way men sauntered in and staggered out of the buildings, she made a note to stay far away.

A sign caught her eye. Telegraph. That would be the fastest way to let her mother and family know she’d arrived safely. She hurried to the door under the sign and went in. Not only would she get a message off to Mother but she’d locate a respectable hotel as well. 

A thin man with a mustache and close-set eyes stood up. “Can I help ya, Miss?”

“Yes, I’d like to send a telegraph to Seattle, for Mrs. Randolph Bixbee. 1113 State Street.” She dug her pocket book from inside her coat. “Have it say, in Skagway.”

“That’ll be five dollars.” The man held his hand out palm up.

“Five Dollars? That’s outrageous. I only asked you to send two words.” She clutched her pocket book to her chest as if the man would snatch it away and stared at him.

“Miss, you’ll find the prices up here are a lot different than you’re used to.” He nodded to his hand. “Why a bed is going to cost you a dollar here and two-fifty on the other side of the pass. Meals is a dollar.”

Clara continued to stare at the man as she calculated the money she’d brought with her and how far it would go if she had to pay the outlandish prices. It would save her mother a lot of worry if she received a telegraph today rather than a letter in a month. She turned her back on the man and dug in her pocket book for a five-dollar note. With her pocket book back in the folds of her coat, and the currency in her hand, she turned back to the telegraph operator.

“Could you direct me to a respectable hotel, please?” 

He took the note and pointed to the door. “Go back out and continue into town. Take a left on Bond Street. You can’t miss St. James Hotel.”

“Thank you.” Clara tucked her umbrella under her arm and headed back out into the street. It was barely three in the afternoon and the sky was beginning to darken. Randy’s letters stated the nights were long in the winter and short in the summer, but she hadn’t conceived it would grow dark so early. The streets were still crowded with men. She didn’t wish to be on the streets after dark. 

Traveling on the ship had opened her eyes to a rougher world than she’d ever experienced. There had been lewd comments tossed her way along with groping hands when she’d dared to catch a breath of fresh air on the deck. She’d never thought her parents coddled her, since they’d allowed her and her sisters and brothers to travel about Seattle as they wished. But this journey showed her she had lived a coddled life. If her mother knew the conditions, she would have never sent her oldest daughter alone to find her son, and as of their father’s death, heir to the family business.

I shouldn’t have to be here looking for my older brother. She still fumed over the fact that no one felt her capable of running the family business because she was female. Yet, it was a man, a crooked manager, who, after the death of her father, was running the business into debt. If they would have given me the chance, I could have changed things. We don’t need Randy. 

She turned the corner and spotted the large building with the placard “St. James Hotel.”

A steady stream of people entered and left the building. Please, let there be a room available. She trudged across the street and, using her umbrella, poked her way through the men standing on the walkway. 

“Well, what have we here?” A tall thin man with a black beard grasped her arm.

“Unhand me, this instant!” Clara smacked his arm with her umbrella while yanking out of his grasp. 

He laughed. “Only checking out the new scenery.” The man’s eyes roved up and down her person making her cringe.

Huffing and ignoring the other men’s laughter, she shoved open the hotel door and entered. Stuffy warm air wrapped around her, thawing her nose. A line of five people, all men, stood at the counter inquiring about rooms. To her left she noticed an opening to a restaurant. The stench of unwashed, sour bodies overpowered the aroma of roasting meat.

“I’m sorry. That boat that just came in filled me up, boys. You’ll have to go looking somewhere else.” The clerk closed the large book on the counter and shook his head.

Clara elbowed her way through the stream of men walking her way. At the counter, she stopped the clerk from leaving by clearing her throat. 

“Yes, Miss?”

“I would like a room, please.” Clara drew her pocket book from inside her coat.

“I don’t have a room, but I do have a bed. You’d be bunking with Mrs. Eiderly.”

“A married woman?” That would be better than no room at all. “Where is her husband?”

“She’s a widow. Been up here a month waiting out the winter to go back in and work her claim.” 

“I’ll take it.” She could use the advice of someone who had been over the pass. And maybe this Mrs. Eiderly had run into Randy and could tell her exactly where to find him. 

“How long you staying for?” He turned the book on the counter and handed her a pen to sign her name.

“Only until I can get supplies and a guide. Two, maybe three days.” She signed with a flourish and smiled at the clerk. She’d get out of this male dominant town as soon as possible. Perhaps on the trip back, she could convince Randy how helpful she’d be with the family business. 

The man shook his head. “If you didn’t bring supplies it could take you longer than you think to round them up unless the last ship brought more supplies in. Which pass you going over?”

“Chilkoot. It’s the fastest.”

His gaze skimmed her from head to toe, and then he shook his head. “Miss, you don’t look strong enough to handle that pass. You best set your sights on the White.” 

“It takes longer to cross the White Pass. I don’t have the luxury of time.” She placed another five-dollar note on the counter. “Use this for my room and to send someone to the dock to pick up my trunk, please.” 

Holding out her hand, she asked, “Do I get a key, and what number is my room?”

“You’ll find room twenty-seven at the top of the stairs to the right.” He slid a key across the counter. “You best chat up Mrs. Eiderly. She’ll set you straight.” 

Clara picked up the key and headed to the room she would share with a stranger. At least on the ship she’d had a small cabin to herself. From the congestion of people and boisterous atmosphere, this room may be her peaceful retreat as was the cabin on the ship. 

At the room, she knocked on the door. No point in scaring the woman by unlocking it and barging in. No answer. She unlocked the door and stared into a dark room. 

Once her eyes adjusted to the darkness, using the dim light from the hall, she noticed a light bulb, like those dangling in the hallway, in the middle of the room. The light was, of course, up high enough no one would hit it with their head. Stretching on her toes, her finger tips didn’t even touch the bulb. She scanned the room and found a chair hidden under a pile of clothes. Clara dumped the clothes on a bed and dragged the chair under the light. 

Standing on the chair, her fingers found the turnkey. The light clicked on. From her perch on the chair, she was pleased to find two single beds in the room. The thought of sleeping with a woman she didn’t know had sent her mind into worrying if the woman was large or small, well groomed or not so well groomed. 

Her mind stopped mid-thought. The clothes strewn about the room were mostly men’s. Did I enter the wrong room? She stepped off the chair and back out into the hall to reread the number twenty-seven. It was, indeed, the right room. 

She closed the door, unbuttoned her coat, and hung it and her hat on the hook by the door. To keep busy while waiting for her trunk to arrive, she cleaned off the bed that looked the least used. Clara picked up and folded the clothing on the bed and placed them on the other bed with rumpled covers. 

Once her bed was cleared, she kicked the other belongings away to make a path from the door to the window. The glow of light through establishment’s windows and open doorways were the only shafts of light in the dark streets. 

Where was her roommate and when would her trunk arrive?
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Chapter Two


[image: ]




Jeremy Duncan sat in the back corner of the Mascot Saloon reading the last letter he’d received from his sister. The letters filled with all the Halsey’s lives usually cheered him up, but for some reason this time, it gnawed at him like a beaver whittling away at a tree. He was missing out on his nieces and nephews birthdays and watching his big sister be a mother. And he had to admit, even though he’d lived with mostly men the last five years, he missed Gil, Ethan, Hank, Zeke, and Clay. The five Halsey brothers had taught him what it was to be a man and treated him like a blood brother, not just a brother-in-law. 

Loud laughter caught his attention, and he glanced around the packed saloon. This was his favorite place to get a whiskey at the end of a day before he wandered to the livery. A livery wasn’t much of a home, but it was his since gold was found in the Klondike and he brought his pack string over White Pass to hire out. 

He’d learned his first year up at Circle City he wasn’t a miner. He smiled remembering the sorry lot he and Darcy had made trying to mine in Galena all those years ago. The best thing that came of that was her falling in love with Gil Halsey. He snorted. Fat chance I could fall in love here surrounded by men. 

The few women he’d met up here so far were either married, actresses, didn’t want a man, or weren’t the kind you took home to your family. He’d yet to come across one that would be strong and feisty enough to fit in with the Halsey wives. She’d have to love him unconditionally, be a good mother, get along with his sister and her family, and be a good cook. He wanted a woman strong in her beliefs but who could also compromise. 

He refolded the letter and tucked it inside his jacket pocket. The load of freight he had to get to Dawson before March was his last. That is if he handed the shipment over to Brightly on time. The man had offered to pay twice the going rate for the early delivery. That payment in hand, he’d sell the horses and equipment and return home. With that and what he’d sent to Darcy to bank for him over the years, he could start up any business he wanted and live anywhere he wanted. And he wanted to live in Sumpter. Close to his family. 

The first six months in Circle City he’d learned the hard way you didn’t keep money or gold no matter how well you thought it was hidden. There was always a mole around watching your every move and telling the other ruffians how to find it. Every time a mail boat left Dyea, it had a package for Darcy.

A commotion by the bar drew him out of his reveries. Two men who’d come in on the ship today were arguing about the best route to the interior. Jeremy tossed back the last of his whiskey and stood. He could hold his own in a fight but preferred not to. From the growing noise, it would be a brawl soon enough. 

Keeping to the wall to avoid the men surging forward to take sides, he made it to the door just as the first fist was thrown. 

Outside, he pulled the sheepskin collar of his coat up around his neck and ears, shoved his Stetson tighter on his head, and hunkered into the coat as he strode down the boardwalk toward his livery on the outskirts of town. Lights bobbed in the direction of the dock. They were too low to come from a ship. Jeremy changed direction and jogged toward the dock. There shouldn’t be anyone on the shoreline after dark. 

When he was close enough to make out shapes, he saw two men, pulling women’s clothing out of a trunk sitting on the shore.

“Hey! What are you doing?” he called and ran towards the two men. 

They took off, lights and all. Using the sliver of moonlight, Jeremy picked up the scattered belongings and closed the lid of the trunk. He’d have to pack it to the livery and see if he could find any identification inside to get it to the rightful owner. 

He heaved it up onto his shoulder and headed for the livery. If he was lucky, the woman who owned the trunk was staying in a hotel. Trying to find her if she was staying in the tents or had gone on to Dyea would be next to impossible. 

At the livery, he dropped the trunk on the packed dirt floor and retrieved his lantern. He opened the trunk. The scent of lavender that wafted out wrapped around him and set his mind to thinking of a soft woman and warm fire. Soon. When he returned to Sumpter he could think about finding a wife and settling down. 

He moved the garments around, enjoying the flimsy feel of several undergarments. Swallowing, Jeremy forced his thoughts to how worried the woman must be and not to wondering if she was young or old. He found a bible and opened the cover. Looping letters on the first page spelled the name Clara Bixbee. That must be the woman who owned the trunk. He shut the lid with a resounding thunk. He didn’t have any place to lock the trunk up. If the two he’d chased away watched from the dark to see what he did with the contents, they’d be lurking around outside the livery. 

This was one of the few times he wished he had a partner. He could leave that person here to watch the trunk while he inquired at the hotels for the woman. Packing the trunk all over town while he located the woman didn’t set well.

Jeremy stared at the doors on the livery and scanned the interior. A smile tipped up the corners of his mouth, and he nearly chuckled. Wilbur, the mule, wouldn’t let anyone but Jeremy in his stall. He picked up the trunk, walked over to Wilbur’s stall, and opened the gate. 

“You won’t let anyone near this will you, you old grump.” He set the trunk in the corner farthest from the gate and patted the mule on the neck as he turned to exit. “Take care of that and you might just get an extra treat.” 

Whistling, Jeremy blew out the lantern and headed back out into the cold night air. He spent nearly an hour walking the boardwalk and inquiring about the woman, Clara Bixbee, at every hotel and boarding house. He had one left. St. James Hotel was always full and probably turned away everyone who came through the doors today, but he’d ruled out all the other possibilities. 

“We don’t have any rooms,” the clerk said wearily. 

“I’m not looking for a room. I’m looking for a woman. Clara Bixbee.” He leaned on the counter. 

“Why are you looking for her?” The man’s gaze narrowed. 

“That’s between me and her. Is she staying here?” Jeremy didn’t like the way the man bristled. 

The clerk opened the ledger and ran his finger down the list of names. His finger stopped. “Yes, she’s here.” 

“What room?”

“It isn’t proper for a man to be asking about a ladies’ whereabouts.”

Jeremy frowned at him. “This is not the middle of some big city. This is country where formalities could get someone killed.”

The man took a step back. “Is this woman a criminal?”

Jeremy shook his head. “No. What’s the room number?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“Thank you.” Jeremy spun on his heel and headed out the door. He jogged back to the livery to stay warm. It was also getting late. The woman would need her things to get ready for bed. 

The livery doors had a gap wide enough for a man to enter. Crouching, he put a hand on his pistol and slipped into the barn. 

Wilbur’s stall gate stood open. A man was sprawled on the floor five feet in front of it and another was smashed between Wilbur’s right flank and the stall. 

Jeremy couldn’t hold back the laugh building in his chest. He let loose, and the man pinned in the stall turned wide, worried eyes his direction. 

“Wilbur, old boy, you are the best guard mule I’ve ever had.” Jeremy walked into the stall on the side opposite the squished man and picked up the trunk. He patted Wilbur on the neck. “Good job. Hold him there until I get back.”

“You can’t leave me like this!” the man wailed. 

Jeremy didn’t even glance back or comment. He kept a steady pace out of the building and down the streets to the St. James Hotel. A man was exiting the hotel as Jeremy approached.

“Hold that door,” he called out and hustled through.

The clerk stood stalk still as Jeremy continued up the stairs. At the door marked twenty-seven, Jeremy knocked and waited, listening to muted sounds behind the door. 

“Who’s there?” a female voice questioned through the wood barrier.

“I have a trunk for a Clara Bixbee.”

The door swung open. A girl stood in the opening. 

He blinked. 

No. A girl didn’t fill out the front of a dress like this one did. But she was small. Tinier even than his sister, and she barely came to his shoulder. 

“It’s about time you brought my trunk. I’ve been waiting hours for it to arrive.” Her green eyes snapped with anger.

“I don’t know who you asked to pick this up, but I found two thieves rummaging through it on the beach and saved it.”

She gasped, then her small pink mouth set in a grim line. “I paid the clerk downstairs to have someone bring it to me.”

No wonder the man had a startled look on his face when Jeremy hauled the trunk up the stairs. “Where would you like me to put it?”

The woman stepped back, opening the door wider. “I cleared a spot over there. I’ve yet to meet my roommate but will have a word with her about this mess when she comes back.” 

Jeremy set the trunk on the floor and turned to the woman. Her blonde hair was pulled up into a working woman’s bun, but her clothes, the ones she had on and the ones he’d sifted through in the trunk, were not working-class clothes.

She stood with her hands on her hips, her head tipped back, eyeing him. “How did you know this was my trunk?”

“After I chased the men off, I took it to my livery where I had some light and looked through it until I found the Bible with your name in it. Then I left it in safekeeping and started asking for you at the hotels.” 

Her smooth, creamy skin flushed a deep pink. “You went through my trunk?” 

“Would you rather I left it to the thieves who wouldn’t have brought it to you even after they took all they wanted from it?” While the woman was soothing on the eyes, he wasn’t keen on her attitude.

She gasped and dropped to her knees in front of the trunk. Her tiny fingers clasped the broken latch where a key had most likely locked the box. She unclasped the other latches and dug down to the bottom of the trunk shoving the clothing, causing them to spill over the sides.

Jeremy watched in fascination as she burrowed into the contents. She pulled out an oilcloth jacket and pushed her hand into a pocket. A smile crept across her face. Her hand reappeared empty. He’d guess she had money stashed in that coat. 

He cleared his throat and she jumped. In her urgency to make sure she hadn’t been robbed, she’d forgotten he was still in the room.

“Mr...?”

“Jeremy Duncan. Miss...?” He hoped she didn’t say she was married. It would be a shame to have rifled through a married woman’s unmentionables. It would make fanaticizing about her not near as much fun.

“Bixbee.” She frowned. “You know my name. Why are you asking?”

He smiled. “Just figuring out if you’re married.”

“I am not, and it isn’t proper for you to be in my room.” She pushed to her feet and stood, again, with her hands on her narrow hips. 

Jeremy nodded to the open door. “The door isn’t closed so you haven’t been compromised.” 
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Chapter Three
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Clara couldn’t believe the arrogance of the man standing in her room. Yes, having the door open did make it more respectable, but he’d dug through her clothing and now stood over her, with a smirk on his face. Typical male superior behavior. The most disconcerting thing about the man were his eyes. The light gray color had startled her. She’d never witnessed light colored eyes on one with such dark hair. Hair that could use a barber. His whole demeanor spoke of someone who was comfortable outdoors, in the wild. 

“Thank you for bringing my trunk to me. I would have hated to send a telegraph to my mother telling her I’d lost my clothing.” She mentally slapped her hand with a ruler. That wasn’t information this man needed to know.

He tilted his head and peered down at her with those odd but compelling eyes. “You couldn’t send a telegraph if you wanted to.”

The man is delusional. “Yes, I can. I sent one earlier today from the telegraph office.” 

Mr. Duncan shook his head and chuckled. “That isn’t a working telegraph. Soapy Smith put that up to get gullible people like yourself to put easy money in his pocket.”

“No!” Why was this man baiting her with this ludicrous lie?

“You can ask any of the locals. They’ll tell you. There aren’t any lines from Skagway to any place. Those poles and wires you see leading from the office go nowhere.” He spread his hands. “It’s a scam, like most of the services you’ll be offered if you aren’t careful.” 

Clara didn’t want to think she’d been duped so soon or so easily, but if he spoke the truth, the widow would be able to set her straight. She walked over to her coat hanging by the door and slid her hand into the pocket containing her pocketbook. This man deserved something for his trouble. 

“Jeremy Duncan what are you doing in my room?” A deep feminine voice boomed from the hallway. 

A robust woman with fiery red hair, dressed in men’s clothing resembling the wardrobe Clara had found strung about the room, stepped through the door.

“I returned a missing item to your roommate.”

“My what?” The woman took another step in and scanned the room. 

Her gaze rested on the clothes folded on her bed, then the trunk, and last she peered at Clara. 

“No one told me I’d have a roommate.” The woman’s gaze, again, did a scan, this time of Clara.

“I’m Clara Bixbee. This was the only bed available when I arrived this afternoon.” Clara stepped forward, extending her hand. 

The other woman grasped her hand and squeezed so hard, tears burned in Clara’s eyes. 

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Belle Eiderly.” Belle scowled up at Mr. Duncan. “What are you doing standing there gawking. Say your good-byes, I want to hear all about the happenings down yonder.” 

Clara held back a snicker at the man’s embarrassment. She held out a silver dollar. “Thank you for retrieving my trunk.” 

The man stared down at the money in her hand then those unsettling eyes stared into hers.

“Miss, I didn’t do it for the money. It was the right thing to do.” He stepped into the hall and disappeared. 

Clara stared at the open door. He was a most contradictory man. She thought only her brother was that way. It appeared she had a lot to learn about men besides the fact they liked to boss women around.

“So, Clara. Tell me where you came from and what you’re doing here?” Belle plopped down on the folded clothes on her bed and stared expectantly at her.

The next half hour was spent with Clara telling Belle about her life in Seattle and the request by her mother to find her older brother to take over the family business since the death of their father. “If he doesn’t return and take over, the rest of the family will soon be on the streets. The manager my father hired six months ago is moving the business toward failure. Randy, as the oldest son, is the heir to the business. If not for laws being in the favor of men, I could have ran the business and saved myself and my family all this trouble.” 

She hated the fact, the only reason she was here, surrounded by more males than she cared to be surrounded by, was because of a male dominant society. She had to find her brother to take over a business she could run. She’d argued with her mother until the only recourse was to come find Randy herself. 

“We haven’t known how to contact him for several months. He doesn’t even know that Father has passed. I have to take the quickest route into the Yukon.”

Belle held up her hand. “Do you even know where to look for your brother?”

“His last letter came from Forty Mile. I’ll start looking there.” That was the best plan she had. 

“And how are you going to get there? There aren’t any stages or trains up here.” 

“I’ll hire a guide.” That was the reason for the money hidden in the coat. To hire a guide.

Belle stared at her so long she began to squirm. The woman finally spoke. “Do you know how to tell when someone is genuine and someone is a cheat?”

She thought of the five dollars she’d spent on a non-existent telegraph service. “No, but I’ll check around before I hire anyone.” She peered into the woman’s face. “I can ask you. Right? You would know who is genuine and who is scamming me.”

Belle nodded then tipped her head toward the door. “The man that just walked out the door is the most honest man you’re going to run across in these parts. He has a pack string that he uses to carry people and goods over White Pass.” 

Clara shook her head. “No, I’ll go over Chilkoot. It’s faster.”

Belle raised an eyebrow. “Honey, I’ve only crossed Chilkoot once. It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and I don’t plan on doing again. Take my word for it, you don’t want to take that route this time of year. You’ll freeze to death if you even make it to the top.” 

“My guide will see to it that I make it over—”

The woman let loose a harsh laugh. “Girl, there isn’t a guide that crosses the Chilkoot would care if you made it. They’d roll your frozen corpse to the side of the trail after they picked your pockets and your belongings clean.” 

“They wouldn’t!”

“Up here there is no law. Why do you think Soapy Smith is running this town and taking gold from miners and money from newcomers?”

“Like the telegraph office?” She hated to admit she’d been duped already, but she had to see if Mr. Duncan was telling the truth.

Belle laughed. “That scam has fleeced more newcomers than anything else he’s done.”

Clara turned to her trunk and opened the lid. “I’m tired from my travels. I’d like to go to bed.” She pulled her nightgown out of her trunk and turned her back to the woman. Belle had given her a lot to think about. Namely, did she want to stick to her original plan and hunt down an honest guide for the Chilkoot or take Belle’s word that her best bet was the guide with the unsettling eyes?
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Chapter Four
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Jeremy hefted another crate from a wagon of supplies and sundries that had arrived by ship the day before. He scoffed. Probably the same ship that brought the woman he couldn’t get out of his mind. What was someone so young and inexperienced doing in Skagway? He had a lot of questions to ask. Questions that kept him tossing and turning most of the night. 

When he’d finally fallen into a deep sleep, he heard Felix pull up to the livery with the laden wagon. As Jeremy unloaded the crates, he set the goods in piles to be packed onto his mules and horses for Dawson. Brightly, the owner of a saloon, did his part in ordering the items to get here early enough Jeremy could get them delivered before the March first deadline. Brightly wanted his business up and running before a rival’s. 

With it being the middle of winter, he’d take the pack string all the way to Dawson. Usually, he took the goods over the pass and someone else met him at the lake shore to take the goods on into the interior. But this time of year the usual water routes were frozen over. Brightly had been adamant he couldn’t wait for the spring thaw. If Jeremy delivered his goods by March he’d pay double. 

He’d thought himself too old to get homesick, but the last six months that was all he could think about. Returning to Sumpter and starting a life close to his family. 

He heaved a box onto his shoulder and carried it into the livery. He placed the wooden crate next to a pile with another crate. That would even out the load.

“Excuse me.” 

The words were spoken so quietly he almost didn’t hear them. But when he turned around, standing in the doorway was the woman who had kept him up half the night. Miss Bixbee. 

“Miss.” He tipped his hat and waited. 

Her gaze flicked around the building’s interior, and she walked three more feet into the building. She cleared her throat. “I’ve been discussing the prospect of procuring a guide to take me to Forty Mile with Mrs. Eiderly. She suggested you would be the least likely to knock me over the head and take my money.”

How had she said that with a straight face? Jeremy peered through the dim lighting at the woman. Cuz she was dead serious. Knowing it would only provoke the prim and proper woman, he laughed. Couldn’t help himself. The way she’d come out and said it, just tickled. 

“Mr. Duncan, I don’t see anything funny about my trying to find a guide I can trust.” 

“That’s not what’s funny. It’s the way you said it.” Jeremy dried the tears streaming down his face and walked closer to the woman. “Why do you need to go to Forty Mile? The gold there is starting to peter out and so are the jobs.”

“I’m not here for a job or to waste time looking for gold. I’m here to tell my brother our father has passed and the family needs him to return home and run the business.” She stood still, her intent gaze on his face. 

There wasn’t a flicker of sorrow in her eyes. No, it looked more like smoldering fury. Her gloved hand gripped a black umbrella, making an indention in the middle of the fabric.

“Why didn’t you just send him a letter? Or send a male relative to collect him?” 

She inhaled deep and let it out slow. “We have sent letters, but he hasn’t responded. We didn’t have a relative to send.” Her gaze flashed with annoyance. “We believe he may have moved on from Forty Mile and did not wish to send someone else on a goose chase.” 

“Then why are you going there?”

“Because it is the last place we know he resided. When I arrive there, I’ll ask questions and find someone who can point me to his new claim.” Her chin pointed up at him, and she peered down her pert nose. 

He laughed, this time not from merriment but from the foolhardiness of this woman. “You think you’ll get some old sourdoughs to tell you where your brother is? You’ll either end up dead or working in one of the camps as who knows what.”

Her foot stomped, and she glared at him. Had she been older and stouter that glare would have put a little fear in him. But she was small, frail looking, and couldn’t be much out of school. And that was the reason he grit his teeth and glared back at her. She had no business being up here talking of traipsing all over the interior looking for a brother that could be dead. Chances were if he hadn’t answered his mail he was no longer able to. 

“You pay me a finder’s fee, and I’ll go find your brother and give him a letter from you or whatever you want, but you have to get back on the next mail ship out of here.” This was the best solution for her problem. It would get her back safe in her mother’s care and give him a little extra money in his poke. 

“How can I trust you’ll even look for my brother? For all I know, you’ll take the money, burn the letter and go on your way. We’d never know if you found him.” She took two steps closer to him. 

“You just asked me to take you to him for a fee because Mrs. Eiderly said I could be trusted.” He took a step closer to her. He peered down into her upturned face. Her green eyes were lit with rebellion. 

“You could be trusted not to kill me and take my money, but just handing money over to you and betting you’ll do the service...” she shook her head. “No. I don’t trust you.”

He smacked his hat on his thigh making her jump back a step. “Didn’t I save your trunk from thieves and hunt you down last night so I could get your belongings to you?”

The heat in her gaze lessened. “Yes. But you were probably hoping for a finder’s fee.”

She spit the last two words out as an accusation. 

“I didn’t take anything from you for bringing your belongings to you.”

“Because Mrs. Eiderly arrived. You probably didn’t want to spoil your reputation in front of her.”

That just about did it. Jeremy took a step toward the infuriating woman. “You need a good paddling and sent back to Seattle. This is no place for someone as young and frail as you. Hasn’t the happenings so far sunk into your pretty little head?”

Clara was struck dumbfounded for a moment. He thinks I’m pretty. Good sense halted her fancies. And frail. That starched her backbone and added to her fury at the man. How dare he think she was frail and not able to take care of herself? 

“I am not going back to Seattle without either my brother or proof he is dead. If you won’t help me I will find someone who is willing.” She had hoped the packer would help her. Belle had sung high praises for the man all the way through their shared breakfast. While she was still unsettled by his light-colored eyes, especially when he was angered, she did believe he would do right by her. She gave him one last chance to offer. 

He stared at her, his arms crossed, his stance stating he wasn’t budging on his statement. 

With a huff, she pivoted and headed back out into the snow that had started falling. I hope this doesn’t delay my departure. 

She hurried under the closest cover and debated her options. She needed a guide. Her mother would not approve, but Clara had the notion she’d find guides in the saloons. Making sure her wool traveling coat was buttoned to her chin, she strode down the boardwalk. Belle had mentioned most of the saloons were down near the docks. She’d step inside the saloons, state her business, and ask anyone interested to contact her at the hotel. She could meet with them in the lobby, and then ask Belle if they were trustworthy. 

The idea formed and settled. Clutching her umbrella in front of her, she headed to the dock. 

***
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She’d had only minor altercations at the first three saloons. Once she smacked the first person to grope her with her umbrella, the rest backed off and listened. She stepped into the Jeff Smith Parlor. The first person she spotted was the thin, bearded man who’d grabbed her arm as she entered the hotel yesterday. 

She pivoted to head for the door.

His voice rang out, “Stop her.”

Two men standing by the door stepped in her path.

“Please move. I see I walked into the wrong establishment.” She smiled sweetly, but the men didn’t budge. Their eyes raked over her like the tall thin man’s had the day before. Nausea bubbled in her stomach. 

“Well, now. What are you doing here? Looking for work? I could use a pretty little thing like you with the rest of the girls.” The thin man’s deep voice caused her hands to tremble.

“Girls?” Clara glanced around. Scantily clad women sat on men’s laps and rubbed up against the men at the bar and tables. 

“Oh no! I didn’t come here for work.” She tried to back up and jumped forward when a hand pushed on her backside. She’d forgotten the men at the door. They think I’m a loose woman because I entered a saloon. Why did all men think a woman was only good for one thing? 

Panic froze her feet. Clara swallowed the fear clawing up her throat and thought of her family and all the outrages she’d suffered from men. My family is counting on me. I’ll not fall prey to any man.

The tall man looked down at her. His eyes were black just like his hair and beard. “If you aren’t looking for work, did you come here looking for me?” He spread his arms. “I own this parlor.”

“No, I definitely did not come here looking for you.” His questions stung like a bee and festered like a sliver. Anger starched her courage. 

He grasped her arm, pulling her toward him. Clara smacked his hand with her umbrella and used the accessory to push the man to the side. She scanned the room. Everyone watched the exchange between her and Mr. Smith. This is my opportunity. 

“I’m looking for someone to guide me over either the Chilkoot trail or White Pass. I don’t care which. I need to get to Forty Mile. If you are interested, please, come to the St. James lobby at two this afternoon.” She nodded her head and turned to leave.

Mr. Smith grabbed her arm. She glared up at him. 

“Sweetheart, I have the means to get you to Forty Mile. How much are you willing to spend?”

She peered into his cold black eyes and knew he was fishing to see how much money she had. She’d be no match physically if any one of the men in this establishment robbed her. But she had a very quick mind.

“You would be paid once I meet up with my brother.”

“He’s the one paying for the trip?” The man’s eyes narrowed as his gaze once again roamed up and down her person. 

He knows this is a tailored coat. “That is the instruction he gave me.” This was a lie. But under the circumstances, her mother would forgive her allowing a falsehood to slip so easily from her tongue. However, Mother would not forgive her keeping company with this ilk of men or soiled doves. 

“And he’s in Forty Mile?” Again the man’s black eyes bore into hers. 

She swallowed. “Yes.” 

He released her arm, but she could tell by his calculating gaze he wasn’t truly convinced. 

When she turned this time, the men parted and she left the establishment. After that encounter she wasn’t going to take any more chances. 

Big, wet snowflakes continued to fall as she hurried along the busy streets to the hotel. The muddy streets now glistened in white. A wagon passed and within seconds the tracks filled, leaving no visible trail. 

She peered up into the sky. Dark gray clouds hung low and ominous. The mountains she’d seen yesterday completely hidden and perhaps holding the clouds in place. Clara ducked her head and trudged through the snow the two blocks to the hotel. Once inside, she headed for the restaurant. A warm cup of tea and she’d be ready to interview perspective guides. That is if she knew the right questions to ask... 
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Chapter Five
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Jeremy couldn’t believe what he’d just overheard. Two old sourdoughs discussing if the “little gal” that came in the saloon had the money to hire a guide. The “little gal” they talked about had to be Miss Bixbee. She was the only little gal he knew of looking for a guide. The thought of her being at the mercy of any of the greedy men who might offer to take her, tore at his gut like a bear gnawing on a salmon. 

He bought a bottle of whiskey and sat down with the sourdoughs. “What exactly did that gal looking for a guide say?”

The one with the longest, dirtiest whiskers peered at him from one squinty eye. “Why? You thinking of helping her?”

Jeremy shrugged. “I don’t care to take greenhorns over the pass. It’s treacherous enough getting my pack team over with all the city folk cluttering the trail. Just curious why she’d be askin’.”

“She said she was looking for a guide to take her over either pass and on to Forty Mile. If we’re interested we’re to meet her in the lobby of St. James today at two o’clock.” 

At least she’d been smart enough to meet in a public place. No telling what might have happened had she met them in her room. Or been surrounded by no-good men inside a saloon.

That thought shook him from his head to his heels. The girl probably didn’t even realize three-fourths of the men she talked to in the saloons would just as soon use brute force to separate her from her money as take her over a pass. 

Jeremy left the bottle on the table with the men and walked out of the saloon. He had some heavy thinking to do. Darcy kept popping into his head. She’d want him to do the right thing with the little gal and help her find her brother. His sister believed in family. That’s why she did the things she did when he was a kid to keep them together. Miss Bixbee and Darcy were built pretty much the same. He smiled. And held just as much grit and gumption too. 

His gut told him this wasn’t the smartest move he’d ever made, but it felt like the only thing his conscience would allow. He pointed his feet toward the St. James Hotel. 

***
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Clara had questioned half a dozen men who professed to be guides, but so far didn’t feel comfortable with any of them. She leaned back in the chair in the dining room and sipped her cool tea. She’d asked the red-faced clerk to send the men in as they arrived. The clerk had watched her intently as though he expected her to light into him. She knew it probably had to do with the fact Mr. Duncan brought her trunk to her. She wasn’t going to say anything, since the clerk was being more than complying with the interviews. 

She closed her tired eyes. She and Belle had talked until late, and then the woman had insisted they eat breakfast together. Clara had agreed not realizing Belle ate at five. Two hours before Clara usually was out of bed. 

“I heard you’re looking for an honest guide.”

Her lashes snapped up. Her breath caught at the sight of the man standing in front of her. She narrowed her eyes and stared at him. His silvery-gray, hypnotic eyes held a hint of amusement, wrinkling the skin at the corners. His lips were tipped into a smile. The smile made it hard to remain aloof. 

She motioned to the chair across the table from her. “Have a seat.” Why was he here, now, after turning her down earlier?

The waiter arrived with a cup of coffee and placed it in front of Mr. Duncan. 

“Thank you.” He picked up the cup and took a sip, watching her over the rim. 

“Could you please bring me more hot water?” she asked the waiter. He nodded and as he left she leaned back in her chair. “Why this change of heart, Mr. Duncan?”

He placed the cup on the table. “Call me Jeremy. No one calls me Mr. Duncan.”

She nodded. “Jeremy, why are you here? I clearly heard you say you would not help me when I asked this morning.”

“My sister.”

That wasn’t at all what she’d expected. “Your sister?”

“Yeah. She’s about your size and tough and tenacious as a badger. If she knew I’d left you to the likes of these other vultures, she’d sic her husband and his brothers after me.” He ran a hand over his face. “I’d like to keep my face lookin’ this way and not lose the respect of my family.”

“I see.” She studied the man. When he talked about his sister and the brothers, the love he felt for all of them was evident in his eyes and the warmth in his voice. “Where do they live? Here in Alaska?”

His expression sobered. “No. They’re all in Oregon.” 

This surprised Clara. “They are that far away, and yet, you are afraid they’ll discover you turned me down? How on earth would your family find out?”

His light-gray eyes stared at her. Straight in her face. No drifting up and down her body like the black-haired man in the saloon. His gaze was direct, and she saw conviction staring back at her.

“Because it would have ate away at me, and I’d have had to tell Darcy what I did.” 

Even if he hadn’t been highly recommended by Belle, this one statement told her he was the best man to take her to her brother. His loyalty to his sister and his inner guilt showed he had scruples. Something she’d seen few of since boarding the ship in Seattle. The honesty he’d shown since meeting her was refreshing. Few men in her life had ever been honest with her.

“I see. Well then, it looks like I have a guide.”

The waiter returned with her hot water. 

“We’ll each have steak and spuds,” Jeremy told the man. 

“I’m not that hungry,” Clara said, to the waiter. “Just bring me toasted bread and jam, please.” When the waiter left, she peered across the table, stifling a yawn. Now that the worry of finding a guide was over, she felt drained from so many sleepless nights on the ship. She’d rather slip off to her room and sleep than eat. “You don’t have to eat with me.”

“Miss, I do. We have to discuss your supplies, how strong you are, and what I’m getting for guiding you.” Jeremy leaned back in his chair and placed his gray Stetson on the extra chair to his right. 

“Please, call me Clara. We’re going to be working together to find my brother, and I’m going to get awful tired of hearing you call me Miss.” She smiled to shave some of her irritation off. Miss was what a school girl was called. She’d been out of school several years. A yawn escaped before she could cover it. 

“My apologies. I didn’t want to be too forward. But you don’t look old enough to be sent up here alone to find a brother.” His eyes remained on her face. 

“I’m twenty-two and have been working for the family business the last five years.”

“What is the family business?” His tone stayed neutral, and his gaze remained on her face.

Clara perked up. She knew the family business inside and out thanks to her insistence that she work at the warehouse. Her father finally gave in when he discovered she wasn’t going to let up. But he only allowed her to tally and do menial jobs. It was her doggedness to know everything and talking with all the others who worked at the warehouse that taught her about the business.

“We have a warehouse on the docks. We unload ships, then transfer the goods to the respective owners. We are paid for storing the goods and the bookkeeping to route them to the right places.” The business had been in her family since the founding of the port city of Seattle. 

“I see. Are you one of the people in charge of the bookkeeping or are you part of the labor?” There was a hint of mockery in his tone.

“I oversee the loading of the freight onto the wagons.” 

He smiled. “That’s how come you’re so bossy.”

“I beg your pardon? I am not bossy.” How dare he proclaim her to be bossy after only meeting her a few times? 

The smile on his lips lit his eyes and added crinkles at the corners. The sight shaved off a bit of her indignation, but the word continued to echo in her mind. Bossy. She could give orders to men. They mostly responded because she was the boss’s daughter, not because they respected her. No, that was going to come when she returned with Randy and he kicked the manager out. 

The waiter arrived with a plate half covered with a slab of meat and the other half mounded with fried potatoes. This plate, he placed in front of Jeremy. Her mouth watered at the sight of the food. But until she found Randy, her finances had to keep her alive. With the cost of food and necessities up here, she wasn’t sure if the funds would hold, so she’d ordered the least expensive item she could think of.

She stared down at the two slices of toasted bread and dollop of jam on the side. Her stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten a thing since breakfast and it was nearing dinner time. 

“You sure you don’t want a steak?” Jeremy watched her with narrowed eyes.

“This will do nicely.” She smiled and spread jam on a piece of bread. 

He shook his head. “I’m paying for the meal, if you want more all you have to do is say so.”

“I couldn’t ask—”

“You didn’t ask, I offered.” Jeremy stared at the young woman. Now that he knew her age it felt wrong to think of her as a girl even if she still looked about sixteen. When she’d ordered toasted bread, he’d figured she was one of those women who eats next to nothing when with a man. But the longing in her eyes when the waiter set the steak in front of him, he decided there was something else going on.

He called the waiter over. “Bring us out another steak please.”

The waiter nodded and hustled away.

“Here.” He cut his steak in half and placed it on Clara’s plate. “If you’re going to be hiking the trail you need to have plenty of strength.”

“But,” she started to protest then her gaze fixed on his. “What do you mean hiking? I thought you had pack horses?” 

“I do. And that’s what they do, they pack. The trail is too treacherous to ride a horse. If they lose their footing you and the horse are a goner. We lead the horses. If one slips, you let go of the rope. We may lose the goods and several horses but we’ll still be alive. I don’t take my horses over anything I wouldn’t feel comfortable walking over, but there have been a couple instances when I’ve lost a horse.” His mind went back to last fall when a damn greenhorn crowded his string. The last horse had ended up with a broken leg, and he’d had to put it down. He’d given the man a tongue lashing when what he wanted to do was send him barreling over the edge of the trail. 

“It’s the greenhorns who think if they don’t go hell-bent for fury over the pass they’ll miss out on the gold. Those are the people you don’t want behind you, shoving and tormenting the horses as they pick their way up the trail.”

He took a bite of meat and chewed, noticing Clara was doing the same. He swallowed and took a drink of coffee, deciding if he should tell her about the horse carcasses strewn over the trail or wait and let her find out first hand. He’d wait. It was appalling enough to see. He didn’t want to put notions in her head. 

“If this is so dangerous, why do people take the trails, and why do you take your horses over it?” She sipped her tea, stifled a yawn, and watched him.

“The why of others as far as I can see is greed. They had nothing where they were due to the economic state of things and set all their hopes on finding a fortune up here. Me, I came up in ’93 with another fellow, looking for an adventure and a nest egg to go home with. I wanted to prove to Gil and his brothers I could make it on my own.” His mind went back to that tearful departure. He’d hated to leave his sister, Darcy, they’d been all each other had since their parents died, but she was in good hands with her husband and his family. He wanted to prove to himself as much as everyone else that he could make it on his own. He’d gone from Darcy taking care of him to the Halseys. He’d wanted to see if he could take care of himself. 

“So you like the adventure of perhaps losing a horse every time you cross this trail?” Her left eyebrow rose.

“No, the adventure seeker in me is gone. This will be my last trip over White Pass. I’m ready to return to Sumpter and my family.” With this load and Clara’s payment he’d be ready to leave. But in all truth, he didn’t need this last load. He was so homesick, if he hadn’t already told Brightly he’d deliver his goods, he would have sold the horses and headed home on the next ship. Now, he not only had the load for Brightly, he had to get the bossy woman sitting across the table from him to her brother. 
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Chapter Six
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Clara finished the steak and leaned back in her chair. That was the most food she’d eaten in one meal since leaving Seattle. With the six sleepless nights while on the ship worrying about the drunken men entering her room and her full stomach, she was ready to go to her room and sleep. She hid a yawn behind her hand. Her eyelids felt heavy, and the man across from her blurred.

“Are you awake enough to complete our business?” 

Jeremy’s voice drifted into her mind, but she was having a hard time keeping her eyes open. She hadn’t felt this tired in...she couldn’t remember when. 

The motion of her chair moving backwards registered. She roused herself enough to push to her feet. Her eyelids felt as heavy as the warehouse doors, but she opened them. Jeremy peered into her face. 

“Why are you so sleepy?” 

“Not enough sleep on the ship, worry, and now a full stomach, I think.” 

He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, navigating them through the restaurant and lobby. She walked as if in a dream. The walls and people were a blur, but her feet moved one in front of the other until the stairs.

“Pick your feet up.” 

Jeremy’s frustrated tone was the slap she needed. Her eyes opened and she pointed her nose to the top of the stairs. One by one, she lifted her feet. With her feet moving and Jeremy’s arm still around her keeping her moving in a straight line, she made it to the top.

“I’m sorry, I’ve never...” Her eyelids started drifting down again. Clara fought to keep them open as she dug in her pocket for the key. She grasped the metal object and pulled it from her pocket, leaning against the wall.

“Let me.”

The key disappeared from her hand, and her body rose in the air. 

This must be a dream. She stopped trying to open her eyes and relaxed into the cradle that rocked. The scent of hay, horses, leather, and—she sniffed— musky male invaded her senses and took her to a dream world she hadn’t visited in a long time. A knight on a white horse was whisking her away. She snuggled her face into the soft flannel covering his chest and sighed. Just like the books she’d read as a child, she was being saved by a noble knight. 

The scents and fluffy flannels disappeared. She stretched recognizing the give of a mattress under her. She smiled, rolled to her side, and continued the dream.

Jeremy stared at the woman on the bed and couldn’t help but smile at the angelic pose. But dang how was he get her over the pass if she fell asleep over a couple nights bad sleep? He didn’t like the prospect at all, but he’d already committed to taking her. 

She tucked her hands under her cheek like a child. He reached out, pushing a stray strand of her shimmering sunshine-colored hair away from her face and pulled the blanket sides up over her still-clothed body. 

He’d come back tomorrow to either finish up their business or talk her out of her fool notion she could travel to the interior. Either way, it set right this was his last trip before heading home. 

Jeremy backed out of the room, locked the door, and slid the key under the door. Whistling, he descended the stairs and pulled the collar of his coat up around his neck before stepping out into a blizzard. While he’d been in the hotel a foot of snow had fallen. 

He looked in the direction of the pass and could barely see the next building. The heavy, wet snow falling could stop travel over the pass for a week or better. It would be suicide to try it in these conditions. But it would make a good base for when they did strike out. 

***
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Clara woke up and struggled with the blanket and clothing that wrapped around her. The room was dark and cold. She stopped and listened. The only breathing was her own. What time was it and where was Belle? 

She thrashed around some more before getting loose. Moving her hands back and forth in front of her and out to the side, she felt for the chair. Her right hand smacked into the wood back. 

“Ow!” She sucked on the knuckle of her little finger. With her left hand, she grabbed the chair and pulled it to what she thought was the middle of the room. She climbed on the chair and swung her hand around in the air. 

Nothing. 

She stepped down and moved her hands in front of her until her palm touched a wall. 

Leaning right then left, her fingers traveled up and down the wall looking for the door. The cold knob touched her hand and she grasped it. It wouldn’t turn. Clara fumbled in her dress pocket. 

No key. The dark closed in on her. Her skin tingled as the hair stood up. Think! Where is the key if not in my pocket? 

Jeremy helped me to the room. I took the key out of my pocket, he opened the door... Did he take the key with him after locking me in? Anger started building. Leave it to a man to lock up a woman. What if Belle doesn’t return? Am I going to have to pound on the door to get out? 

Anger and humiliation tumbled about in her head. If I had locked someone in a room what would I do with the key? A thin light shone at the bottom of the door revealing the hall light. 

I’d slip the key under the door!

Clara dropped to her knees and felt the wood floor. Something skidded away from her fingers and into a bit of the light under the door. The key. She scooped it up and stood. 

In the dark, she jabbed at the keyhole until the key finally slipped in. A click, and she flung the door open. 

Light from the hallway provided enough illumination to see the bulb in her room dangling six feet to the side of the chair. She repositioned the chair and turned on the light. The brightness made her blink several times as she walked over to the door and closed it. She dug into her dress pocket and pulled out her father’s pocket watch. Her mother gave it to her for the trip. 

“That can’t be right.” Clara put the watch to her ear and listened. The device ticked along at its usual steady rhythm. “Where could Belle be at eleven o’clock at night?” 

She glanced down at her boots and then sat on the chair. “How did I come to be fully dressed and sleeping in my bed?” Clara shoved the wayward strands of hair out of her face and thought. 

Jeremy Duncan escorted her to her room, unlocked her door... She popped up off the chair. The meal and so many sleepless nights had made her so sleepy she could barely keep her eyes open. She shot her gaze to the door, then to her bed, and back to the door. The dream of being carried by a knight...that had to be... Her heart raced. The impropriety! If mother knew, she’d, she’d... oh! Clara didn’t even want to imagine what her mother would think. And what must Jeremy think? He already thinks I’m too fragile to travel over the pass. 

She groaned at her own frailty. I should have left the dining room after he agreed to escort me. Then he wouldn’t be able to use my falling asleep against me. 

She ran her hands over her clothing and stared at her shoes. Nothing was amiss just wrinkled. He was a knight in shining armor! He’d put her to bed. That’s all. Nothing more. 

Clara closed the door to her room and began undressing. Where is Belle? What could keep her out this late? She thought about the men who had tried to steal her money when she first arrived and the ones Jeremy said he chased away from her trunk. Belle could be laying somewhere hurt. 

“But what could I do? I can’t wander the streets looking for her.” But the more she thought about it, guilt tugged at her conscience. 

Clara stepped back into her dress and buttoned it up. She slipped on her coat, mittens, and warm cap. Leaving the light on in the room, she descended the stairs. The lobby was full of people talking, drinking, and watching the windows.

“Excuse me. Excuse me.” She threaded her way through the people to the door. 

“Where you going, missy?” A gnarled hand grabbed her coat sleeve. 

“To find my friend. She hasn’t come back.” Clara peered in a wrinkled and whiskered face. The man smelled of body odor and fish.

“Most likely she holed up wherever she was when the storm hit.”

“Storm?” Clara walked to the door and opened it. Snow blew in, and she couldn’t see three feet outside. “Oh!” She tugged the door closed.

“See what I told ya.” The man tapped the one next to him on the arm. “Fool women can’t take a man’s word for nothin’.”

Clara huffed at the man and scowled. The storm had to be the reason Belle hadn’t come back to the room. “Will this hold me up going over the pass?” 

Several men laughed. The sound raised her hackles. She didn’t like to be laughed at by men.

The smelly man stopped laughing. “This here storm will keep all of us inside for a couple days. Then no one’ll go over the pass until the scare of an avalanche is over.” 

She mentally tallied her traveling money. “How long do you think until the pass is navigable?” 

“Till it’s what?” The old man scrunched his face. 

“How long until we can cross the pass?”

“I’d say a week or two. Depends on the weather.” The man’s gaze drifted up and down her form. “You don’t look big enough to take on the pass.” 

“I have no choice. I was sent to find my brother and that’s what I’ll do.” She pushed her way back through the men crowding the lobby. “Excuse me. Excuse me.”

“You the missy looking for a guide?” The deep quiet question not far from her ear, drew her attention and raised her hackles. 

“I was. Why do you ask?”

“You already found someone?” The man speaking had shaggy brown hair, eyebrows, and beard. He stood slightly taller than her but much broader. Like a boulder stood next to her.

“Yes. I did.” Scanning the men in the crowd, there wasn’t a one of them she’d feel comfortable traveling with. 

“Did you already make a deal?” The man moved closer to her. 

Clara backed away. A presence of another close behind her prickled the hair on her neck and panic tightened her chest. She fought to keep her face from showing her fear and forced the words, “Yes. Excuse me.” 

She hurried to the stairs and started up. Halfway, she peered over her shoulder to make sure no one followed. Chills, not from the cold, still rippled up her spine from her encounter with the man. She wondered if the presence she felt behind her was an accomplice. Surely, they wouldn’t have tried to rob me in the midst of everyone else? 

She looked over her shoulder while opening her door. The hallway was clear. She slipped in the room, closing and locking the door. Her back to the door, she breathed deeply and calmed her jitters. The idea of being cooped up in her room for a week or better would be pure boredom, but she’d do it rather than run into a group like that again. 
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Chapter Seven
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Jeremy woke earlier than usual. Sleep had been as elusive as the gold he’d tried to find in Circle City. Last night, he’d walked straight from the hotel to his livery and tried to sleep. But after holding that bit of a woman in his arms, he’d had a hard time slowing his heart and chasing away his hardness. The last few years he’d stayed away from prostitutes. He wanted more than they offered. He wanted to lie down at night with a woman in his arms and wake with the same person snuggled against him. To whisper secrets in the dark and work out life’s problems together. That was why he was headed home. He’d started to crave a wife. It was highly unlikely to find a woman that fit what he wanted in the Alaska wilds. And he missed his family. 

He rolled out of his cot and into his clothes not bothering to light a lamp. The flannel shirt and wool pants lay where he’d left them when he undressed. The animals shifted and gave soft nickers hearing him moving around. He pulled on the knee-high leather boots and stood, inhaling the horse and manure scent that took him back to childhood. He and Darcy had spent many nights in livery stables after their parents died. All to stay one step ahead of their nasty uncle. He shook his head. Best thing that ever happened for the two of them was the day Gil Halsey walked in the marshal’s office in Galena and fell in love with Darcy. When Gil married Darcy and brought them into the Halsey family, they finally had a roof over their heads and a sense of security.

To feed, he lit a lantern. Only the hotels and a few other businesses had electric lights. He couldn’t see the need in a livery. He doled out the rations of grain he paid a high price for to keep his animals in top shape. When the last one had his portion, Jeremy returned the bucket to the nail and grabbed up his blanket-lined coat, slipping it on and buttoning it up to his chin.

Crunching and an occasional cough came from the stalls as he walked to the door. He’d come back later and clean the stalls. He wanted to survey the outcome of last night’s storm. The way the snow came down as he walked home from the hotel, he was curious to see what he would be dealing with. 

He opened the door and blinked at the bright white world. The sun wouldn’t rise until after nine, but the brightness of the snow made the town glow. 

The snow was half way to his knees. Pushing it with his toes rolled it along the ground gathering more. Perfect snowman snow. The dark shape of clouds crowned the top of the pass. Snow was still falling up there. Avalanche snow. That’s what the heavy wet stuff was called. He stood in the street calculating how long it would be before they could head over the pass. The horses and mules would get worn out trying to trudge through deep snow.

Barking drew his attention to Buck Reilly and his team of dogs coming down the street. He’d have to keep that idea at the ready. If the snow continued to fall, dogs and sleds would make getting to Dawson a whole lot easier than his pack string. 

Right now, he planned to have breakfast with Clara and finish discussing their business. 

He opened the hotel door and found men sleeping all over the chairs and floor. From the looks and sour odor, they were miners from the tents on the outskirts of town. With the snow they must have decided the lobby was a warmer, dryer place to stay. 

Cautious steps took him through the sleeping bodies and up the stairs. He took off his hat and knocked on room twenty-seven’s door. Rustling sounds and hurrying footsteps made him smile.

The door opened far enough for him to see one green eye peering out at him.

“Oh! It’s you. Just a moment.” The door shut, and he heard scraping and grunting.

The door opened, and Clara stood at the opening with perspiration beading her brow. 

“What was that all about?” He stepped into the room and noticed her trunk to the side of the door. 

“Belle didn’t return last night.”

“So you were keeping her out?” He made sure there was a teasing lilt to his tone.

“No!” She glanced at him then shook her head and smiled. “I started to go look for her and ran into a crowd of men in the lobby.”

His mouth dried thinking of her in the middle of the group he’d just walked through. “Did they hurt you?” He stepped forward, studying her face and trying to recall if she’d shown any signs of injury when she opened the door.

“No. An old man said the snow would make the pass impossible to cross. Then another man—” she shivered “—asked if I’d found a guide. I told him I had, but he was persistent. It sc-bothered me. I came up here and pushed my trunk in front of the door.” 

Jeremy didn’t like the sound of the persistent man. “What did he look like?” 

“My height. Stocky with brown shaggy hair and beard.” She wrapped her arms around herself as if warding off cold air.

From her reaction and the description, he’d bet the man was one of Soapy Smith’s riffraff. “Your instincts about the man were right. He’s one of the men who scams greenhorns. He says he’ll guide them, then takes them part way and steals their food, money, and belongings, leaving them stranded.”

“Why? That’s despicable to leave someone stranded like that.”

“He’s part of a gang that has taken over this town. They take what they want because there’s no law to stop them.” If he’d planned to stay around, he would have offered to clean up the gang, but he wasn’t going to let the likes of Soapy Smith keep him from getting home. 

“There’s no law in Skagway?” 

“No. The closest is the Northwest Mounted Police who check each person crossing the pass to make sure they have enough supplies to keep them alive while they’re in the interior.” Jeremy rolled the brim of his hat in his hands. “I came to take you to breakfast and finish our business arrangements.” His neck heated thinking of how light and womanly she’d felt as he carried her to her bed the night before. He doused that thought by wondering, again, why she believed she could make the journey to the Yukon. After seeing her vulnerability last night, he had second thoughts about taking her.

“Oh! Yes. I’m sorry I couldn’t stay awake last night before we could conclude our business.” She braced her feet shoulder width apart and peered into his eyes with a defiant gleam. “I don’t usually fall prey to sleepiness. It had to be the fact I slept very little on the ship to Skagway.” 

“Why didn’t you sleep well on the ship? Was it the motion?” Jeremy could tell she wasn’t saying everything. 

“No, the motion was quite soothing. I didn’t like the way some people behaved.” Clara took a couple steps backwards. “Will I need a coat or will we eat in the restaurant in the hotel?”

He didn’t like the flicker of fear he saw in her eyes while talking about how people behaved, but by not telling him everything she proved she wasn’t the type to dwell or go on about something that was over. 

“We’ll stay in the hotel. There’s a foot of new snow out there, and it’s still snowing on the pass.” 

Her legs seemed to crumple as she sat on the chair in the middle of the room. “How long will it be before we can leave for Forty Mile?” 

The distress in her eyes triggered his protective instincts. He crouched beside her, one hand on the back of the chair, the other over her clasped hands in her lap. “It’s hard to tell.” He’d planned to tell her this morning she had no place trying to make the pass. Seeing how distressed she was and having seen her pushy side the day before, he had a feeling leaving her behind would only nag at him. Wondering if she had gone home or was following him, or worse, took off on her own. 

“If I can’t make it with the pack string, I’ll trade the animals for dogs and sleds.”

“You’d do that for me?” Her eyes brightened, and her cheeks blushed a deep rose.

“Yes, and for myself. I have freight that’s to be delivered to a saloon in Dawson by March first. If we don’t get out of here in two weeks, it will be cutting it close to deliver the goods and claim the other half of my payment.” 

The color faded on her cheeks, and her gaze became less coy and more direct. 

“Are you ready to accompany me to breakfast?” He stood and crooked his arm in her direction. 

Clara shook off her infernal girlish notion that he was being sweet on her and stood. When he’d blushed about carrying her to her bed, her insides had squiggled like when Marshal Tompkins kissed her at a dance. And his statement he’d trade his horses for dogs, she’d thought he was the chivalrous knight she’d dreamed of. But, as she was quickly learning up here, everyone, even Jeremy Duncan, was motivated by money. 

She placed her hand through the crook of his arm and allowed him to escort her out of the room. They stopped, and she pulled the door closed, checking to make sure it was locked. She had the money she would use to pay Jeremy in her trunk. The other money was tucked in a pocket sewn on the outside of one of her underskirts. She’d added the pocket knowing it wasn’t a good idea to have her money all in one place while traveling. Her pocketbook with five dollars rested in her skirt pocket along with the room key.

Halfway down the stairs her nose crinkled. Body odor, animal musk, and something she couldn’t confirm wafted up the stairs with the heat. Clara placed her handkerchief over her nose as Jeremy led her through the waking bodies of the men who’d filled the lobby last night. They now used the animal skins they wore as clothing as blankets and pillows.

Once they were seated in the restaurant, she cautiously lowered the handkerchief and asked, “Why are those men sleeping in the lobby, and why does the establishment allow it?” 

Jeremy glanced over her shoulder to the lobby and shrugged. “They were probably out carousing and saw the snow was coming down fast and furious and decided the lobby was a drier, warmer place to sleep than their tents on the outskirts of town.”

She shook her head. “But the hotel could throw them out.”

He peered into her eyes. “This land is harsh. Those that have been here a while know you help one another to stay alive.”

The waiter poured coffee and took their orders before disappearing through a door. The lot in the lobby were waking and wandering into the restaurant. 

“Then why have I been tricked out of five dollars for a telegraph that couldn’t be sent, paid for my trunk to be delivered to my room only to have it rummaged through and my things soiled. And every person, besides you, I’ve talked to about guiding me over the pass has given me the feeling they would knock me over the head and take my money and belongings.”

Jeremy smiled and the corners of his twinkling silver eyes crinkled. “That’s why this country keeps you on your toes. Some days it’s hard to know who is friend and who is foe.” 

“Do you really like living with the threat of danger every day?” She found the stress exhausting.

“I don’t live it every day. Once you’re no longer a greenhorn, new to the area, there’s less testing by the sourdoughs, the men who have been here for years.” 

Their food arrived, and so did the shaggy brown-haired man from the night before. He stood next to her chair, emitting an odor that soured her stomach. She tried to scoot her chair over but couldn’t get it to budge without actually standing.

The man nodded his head toward Jeremy. “Is this your guide?”

“Yes.” She leaned away from the man’s narrowed dark eyes. 

“He don’t know the pass as well as I do.” The man’s eyes didn’t waver when Jeremy started to rise out of his chair.

Clara shot Jeremy a scowl and a slight shake of her head. She returned her gaze to the man. “But he won’t kill me in my sleep and take my goods.”

The man cursed and walked away. 

Having stood up to the nasty man, her appetite was in full force. She wouldn’t be a greenhorn for long. 

She raised her gaze from her plate to Jeremy. A wide smile graced the lower half of his face and twinkling eyes sparkled from under his dark-brown brows.

“That gumption of yours is going to be a fun thing to see along the trail.” Jeremy dug into the food on his plate, his lips still curved in a smile.

His words warmed her chest. Her mother had nearly worried herself sick about sending Clara alone to Alaska. She argued it was not a place for an unchaperoned young woman and worried if Randy wasn’t able to contact them, what would happen when Clara was swallowed up in the wilderness. 

But they didn’t have any other choice. The honest workers at the dock needed to stay there and keep an eye on the crooked manager. They didn’t have any relatives who could afford the trip, and they didn’t have the funds to pay for someone to go along. It was her gumption, as Jeremy called it, that had convinced her mother she could do this. But her mother had stood on the dock with the children gathered around her and wept as Clara boarded the ship bound for Skagway.

She peered across the table at the man who would take her over the pass to her brother. With his help, she would find Randy, and their family wouldn’t end up on the street. 

Finishing the last of the eggs, she pushed her plate away and sipped her coffee. She’d slept fitfully after her encounter with the men in the lobby until she’d pushed the trunk in front of the door. Her stomach was full once again, but she wasn’t sleepy. No, she was fidgety and anxious to learn when they would leave and how much money Jeremy would charge to take her. 

The room was full. The voices of the chatting men was like dunking one’s head in a tub of water. She studied Jeremy. He shoved his plate to the center of the table and leaned back in his chair. He frowned and leaned over the table.

“Go get your coat. It’s too noisy in here to conduct business.” He stood when she did and walked with her to the stairs. “I’ll be here when you come down.” 

She nodded and hurried up the stairs as fast as she could while holding up her skirt. At the room, she dug the key out of her pocket and slipped it in the keyhole. The click registered and she turned the knob. Inside the room, she noted Belle still hadn’t returned. Maybe Jeremy and I should go look for her. 

Clara shoved her arms into her coat and wrapped a scarf around her head and neck. She shoved mittens into her coat pocket and stepped into the hall, locking the door. The key dropped into her coat pocket, and she descended the stairs. Like a sentry, Jeremy stood at the bottom of the stairs, staring out the door. 

Her heart did a little flip. She stopped a few steps short of the floor and studied him. He looked more formidable from the back with his leather coat stretched across his wide shoulders. Her glance drifted to the gray Stetson in his hand. He was the man who pulled me out of the muddy street! Agreeing to guide her was the third time he came to her rescue. He might prove to be a better man than most she’d come across.

Jeremy rotated and looked up at her. A frown disappeared, replaced by a smile curving his lips. 

She drew in a breath and descended the last three stairs, stopping in front of him.

“Put your mittens on. The wind is bitter cold.” His gaze dropped to the mittens in her hand.

Dutifully, she slid her hands in and asked, “Where are we going?”

“I figure most everyone will be holing up in all the establishments to stay warm and have company, so the best place is my livery. It’s warm and dry, and the only disturbance will be the horses and mules.” 

Clara nodded and slipped her hand in the crook of his arm. A livery sounded downright peaceful, and she’d take the smell of animals over the ripe bodies of the miners any day. 
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Chapter Eight
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Jeremy stayed to the sheltered areas along the sides of the buildings as he led Clara to his livery. He’d never felt as conscious of a woman on his arm as he did now. What was it about her that made him feel so protective? He’d have to fight that instinct if he planned to get them over the pass alive. If he let his guard down at any point while crossing the pass, one or both of them could end up at the bottom of a crevice or canyon. To make it to the interior, a person had to always be on guard for danger. 

He looked down at the scuffed toes of her leather shoes darkening in color from the wet snow. She’s not dressed to go walking through a foot of snow. Moisture crept up the bottom of her dress leaving a dark, wet ring. If she didn’t bring pants with her, she’d have to purchase three pair along with the other supplies the Northwest Mounted Police would require for her to cross into the interior.

They arrived at the livery, and Jeremy opened the smaller man door. He called it a livery because it housed his pack string and once in a while he’d rent a mule to a miner he knew, but he never sold his animals or took care of others. 

Clara stepped through the door and waited as he grasped the lantern and lit it. The golden glow softened the bareness of the building. He shut the door to stop the wind that followed them in and walked toward the area where he slept and had his belongings in a trunk. 

Jeremy motioned for Clara to sit on the trunk. “I don’t have much for furniture,” he mumbled and sat on an upturned crate he used as a table when he ate cold beans and biscuits. 

She settled on the trunk like a hen settling over a batch of eggs, rearranging her skirt and shifting this way and that before she stopped and her gaze scanned the livery.

“How many horses do you have?” she asked, bringing her attention back to him.

“Five horses and six mules.” He looked over his shoulder at the animals relaxing in their stalls. He’d have to take each one out today and stretch their legs.

“Do you use all of them every time you go over the pass?” 

“Not all the time, but mostly. That way I can carry smaller loads on each animal and if something happens to one there is less to divide among the rest. This trail is hard on horses. Especially in the spring during the thaw when things are slippery.” Jeremy stood up and ran his hands over a pack harness hanging on the wall at the end of his cot. He’d lost two horses the past year. One because of a greenhorn in a hurry, and the other put his hoof in the wrong place and broke a leg. 

She waved her hand toward the packs already holding Brightly’s merchandise. “Are those filled for the trip?” 

“They have the items I’m to deliver in Dawson. You’ll have to purchase enough supplies to get you through the Canadian inspection.” 

Her brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“The Northwest Mounted Police are at the boundary for Canada and don’t allow anyone to pass into the Yukon without enough supplies for six months and two hundred in cash plus you’ll have to pay duty tax.”

“But I don’t plan to be here for six months. All I need is enough to get to my brother. We’ll go home once he hears why I’ve come for him.” Clara’s eyes grew wide. “And if I pay for the supplies and your services, I won’t have two hundred to show the Northwest Mounted Police.” 

Her hands squeezed into fists. Her downcast eyes hid her emotions from him. 

“I don’t have to pack a year’s provision because they know I go back and forth. I might be able to persuade them I’m taking you to your brother and they’ll let us go, but it won’t hurt for you to take plenty of supplies.” Jeremy saw the unease slowly slip from her eyes and her body relaxed a bit. “You’re also going to have to buy new clothes.”

She opened her mouth as if to protest.

“You’re going to need wool pants. Those skirts are going to get in the way. We’ll be walking with the pack string. I don’t ride, it’s too dangerous.” He hoped she could take the long uphill trails that led to the summit. If he had to, he could put her on a horse and lead it, but it was too dangerous to trust a horse to find better footing than a person could. “You’ll need high leather boots, like these,” he tapped one of his boots, “and four pair of wool socks. It’s easier to keep your feet warm if you have plenty of dry socks.”

“Where will I find the items you recommend?” Her brow furrowed again.

“I’ll take you, so they don’t try and cheat you. I know the going prices up here. Figure double what you’d pay in Seattle. They see you walk in the door, they’ll double ’em again.” Jeremy had a feeling he’d be tagging along with Clara until they left on the trail. If too many men caught sight of her and realized she was all alone, they’d try to take advantage of her every way possible.

Clara pulled off her mittens and unwrapped the scarf around her head and neck. Her blonde strands shown like ribbons of sunlight in the lantern’s light. She let out a heavy sigh and settled her shoulders back before staring into his eyes. 

“How much are you charging and how much do you think I’ll need for the clothes and supplies?” 

He didn’t blink even though looking into her apprehensive gaze he couldn’t charge her as much as he wanted. “Two hundred to take you to your brother and it will be close to two hundred for clothing and supplies.” 

Clara sucked in her breath. Four hundred dollars to get to Randy. “You said I wouldn’t need six month’s supplies if I told the Northwest Mounted Police I was only searching for my brother.”

Jeremy shook his head. “I said we could try it, but if they won’t allow you to go on without the full supplies, you’d have to find a way back, resupply yourself, and find another guide. Once I’m over the summit, I’m headed to Dawson. I’ll collect what Brightly owes me and head home on a ship out of St. Michael.”

Clara stared at him as fury swirled in her belly. The effrontery of the man! “You’d leave me at the summit with no means to return or go on?” And she’d just started to think the man might be different. But all men dropped what they had when something else better came along.

“I won’t leave you there because you’ll have the required supplies. Once we get by the check point you can sell supplies and make more money than you paid for them. Everything on the other side of the pass doubles in price.” Jeremy shrugged and sat down. “We can buy your clothes and boots today. That way you can get used to wearing the boots and work them in. That way they won’t hurt your feet. Seeing as how the weather has turned for the worse, you might want to purchase the supplies now before they run low from all the people stuck here until the trail clears.” 

He made a good point. All the people milling around town would start using up the supplies quickly. “Where would I store my purchases?”

“You can keep them here. We’ll go ahead and load them into the packs so we can load up and get up the trail at the first sign it’s not too treacherous.” Jeremy kicked one of the empty packs at his feet. 

“I’m prepared to go purchase the supplies and clothing now.” She stood. She’d get that done and then barter with the guide. 

Jeremy picked up the lantern and headed for the door. His back threw a shadow across her. Clara took this moment to lift her skirt and top two underskirts to search for the hidden pocket in the underskirt closest to her body. She didn’t want to do this at the store when she purchased her supplies. It would be improper. To disappear into a room and return with money, would be a signal to the many greedy men she’d come across on this trip to try and look for more. 

Her hand encountered the pocket when the light brightened and she glanced up. Her gaze caught Jeremy’s the moment his scanning eyes left her exposed pantalets and peered into hers. She snatched the money from the pocket and dropped her skirts, shaking them to make the fabric lay correctly. 

Jeremy’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not the best place to keep your money. If anyone but me saw that you’d find yourself in a heap of trouble.”

Clara squared her shoulders. She didn’t need a man, especially this one telling her how to take care of her money. If he hadn’t turned around, he wouldn’t have known where she kept it. Long strides carried her to the door. “That’s why I was trying to get at it before we went to the store.” She glared at him. “You weren’t supposed to turn around.”

He lowered his face to within a few inches of hers. “If you’d told me what you were doing, I would have given you privacy.” His gaze landed on the hand with the money. “Get that deep in a pocket before we walk out the door.”

She shoved the money into the inside pocket of her coat, wrapped her scarf back around her head, and pulled the mittens on. 

Jeremy looked her over and opened the door. Cold wind blew in and swirled around, chilling her face. 

“It can get real cold when the wind blows down here. But this is nothing compared to up on the pass.”

Clara forced her eyes to stay open as the icy wind made them sting. The pass was worse? What am I getting myself into? It didn’t matter. Her stomach could spin and her heart could race with fear but there wasn’t a thing she could do about it but find Randy. Without him her family would crumble. 

Jeremy slipped Clara’s hand through the crook of his arm. Tears from the cold streamed out of her eyes and left frozen rivulets on her face. They moved at a steady, hurried pace along the front of the buildings, until he stopped and opened a door. The warmth from within made her face sting and her eyes water even more. She wiped at the tears with her wool mittens to absorb the wetness and stared through blurry eyes at a vast array of merchandise. 

Jeremy put a hand on her back and moved her down the aisles to the back of the store where shelves held wool pants, flannel and wool shirts, socks, and men’s under garments. She touched a blue plaid shirt and Jeremy held it up to her. 

“Too big.” He grabbed another one and held it up. “This size works. You’ll need two.” 

Clara found another blue plaid shirt, and Jeremy tossed a brown wool shirt over the other two. 

“Layers help keep you warmer.” He picked out four pair of socks and handed them to her. His hand hovered over the shelf of men’s long underwear. He plucked out a small pair and placed them on the pile in her arms. “Layers.” 

His attention turned to stacks of wool trousers. “Try these,” he said, picking up a pair and dangling it as if guessing the fit.

Clara shoved the clothes she held into his arms and unbuttoned her coat to reveal her waist. Holding the pants up to her body, the waist was too big but the legs were the right length. 

“Belt.” He turned and walked to an area with leather belts. Jeremy set the clothing down and walked toward her with the belt. He leaned in, looping the belt around her body inside her coat and buckling it on the last notch. The belt rested on her hips. His face held steady in front of hers as he peered into her eyes. “That’s the smallest one. We can add a couple more holes.” 

His closeness and silver eyes gazing into hers caused her body to warm and her heart to thud in her chest. She couldn’t speak, so nodded instead. 

“Can I help you?” asked a voice growing nearer.

Jeremy spun toward the voice, leaving her to regain breathing and get her wits back. 

“Duncan, it’s you. What can I do for you?”

Clara peeked around Jeremy and was rewarded with a jovial smile in a round face. The store owner had a round barrel-shaped body and sturdy limbs. 

“Ned Garver, this is Clara Bixbee. I’ll be taking her over the summit. She needs outfitted.” Jeremy moved to the side, giving the man a clear view of her but not enough room for her to get past Jeremy without touching him.

Clara nodded her head. “Mr. Garver.”

The pleased-to-meet-you expression vanished. “Duncan, are you crazy taking a lovely little thing like this over that cussed pass?”

Clara started to open her mouth, but Jeremy jumped in.

“She came here to get to the interior and find her brother. If I don’t take her, who do you think will?” 

Mr. Garver’s face reddened and scrunched into a glare. 

“Exactly. Who is she better off with; me or the likes of Ronson?”

“Most definitely you. Miss, if you’re set on going over the pass this is the man that’ll get you there and not fleece you along the way.” 

The conviction in Mr. Garver and the praise Belle had bestowed on Jeremy made Clara feel like she was in good hands. “Thank you Mr. Graver. I appreciate knowing that.”

Jeremy motioned to the belt around her waist and tossed the other clothing on the counter. “She’ll take these, and she needs a pair of boots.” 

Mr. Graver smiled. “This way, Miss.” He led her to a room behind a curtain. Boots much like the pair Jeremy wore sat on two long shelves, starting from a small pair that looked like it might fit her to some much larger than Jeremy’s feet. 

“Have a seat and remove your boots, please.” Mr Graver motioned to a stool and walked over to the shelves. 

Clara felt a little self-conscious taking her boots off in front of not only Mr. Garver but Jeremy as well. Her fingers fumbled with the buttons. 

“Here, let me help.” Jeremy knelt in front of her and grasped her left foot. He placed it on his thigh and used a button hook Mr. Garver handed him to unhook the buttons. The boot slipped off, and he did the same with her right foot. Jeremy then slid a pair of the wool socks over her stockings. Rather than stand and allow Mr. Garver to try the boots on, Jeremy took the first boot from the store owner and slipped her foot inside, then tugged until his fingers were between the boot and the area below her knee. Her face grew warm as his fingers slowly slipped out and his hand ran the length of the boot to her foot. The pressure of his hand sliding along the footwear made her insides flutter. 

He picked up her other foot and went through the same ministrations as with the first boot until her heart thudded in her chest and her body simmered.

“Stand, so we can see if your feet have enough room.” His voice sounded deeper than usual.

She stood, holding her skirt up, revealing the boots. 

Jeremy pushed down on the toes and felt all the sides of her feet. “Walk to the end of the room and back to see if the heels slip.”

Clara brushed by Jeremy, glad to have her back to him and clear her senses. How could his hand on the outside of a boot wrapped around her leg make her feel light-headed? She pivoted and walked back toward Jeremy and Mr. Garver. 

“Are your feet slipping around inside the boots?” Jeremy asked. 

“No. They feel fine.” More than fine. But she wasn’t going to say that to Jeremy or in front of Mr. Garver who had a big smile on his face. 

“She’ll take this pair.” Jeremy picked up her old boots and tucked them under his arm. He motioned for them to go back into the main part of the store. 

Jeremy dumped the clothes on the counter and walked to a wall of coats. “Try this.” 

He handed her a leather, fur-lined coat with a hood. She started to slip her wool coat off.

“No. Leave that on. You’ll have several layers under this.” 

She followed his orders and pulled the coat on over everything. “It’s tight in the arms.”

He pulled down another coat and four coats later she had one that fit. “Put that on the pile.” Jeremy then walked to a table piled with round, duck-cloth bundles. He picked one up and joined her at the counter. 

“What’s that?” she asked.

“A sleeping bag. You can’t just huddle under blankets in the weather around here.”

She’d never heard of a sleeping bag before and was anxious to get it back to the hotel and roll it out to see how it was made. 

Jeremy placed a hand on the mound of clothing. “Wrap the clothes up for Miss Bixbee to take now and send six months’ worth of supplies for one person to get through the Canadian check point to the livery.”

Mr. Garver cleared his throat. “Who’s paying for this?” His gaze bounced from Jeremy to her to Jeremy and back to her.

“I am. Can you give me a tally?” She slid her hand into her coat to pull out the money. Jeremy stayed her hand with a bump of his arm. 

Mr. Garver started writing down figures and adding them up. He glanced up at the two of them once then erased a number and refigured. “Two hundred and forty-five including the supplies I’ll send to the livery.”

Clara shot a glance at Jeremy and saw him frown. She cleared her throat and said, “That’s not the total Mr. Duncan and I figured for supplies.” She shifted her body to conceal her face from Garver as she peered into Jeremy’s face. “Didn’t you tell me the supplies and my clothes would only come to two hundred?” 
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Chapter Nine
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Jeremy had a hard time stopping the smile that tugged at his lips. Clara was playing Garver to get the price of the goods down. This was a side to her that might come in handy.

“Yes, the last person I packed over the trail only paid one hundred-fifty dollars for supplies. You do have clothing to add on but that wouldn’t be ninety-five dollars’ worth.” He slid his gaze to the store owner. 

The big man’s face glowed red. He slapped the paper he’d been figuring on down on the counter. “These are my prices and my figures.” 

Clara bumped into Jeremy’s arm as they both leaned over to read the numbers. He stayed arm to arm with her sniffing her faint floral scent and trying to make the numbers stop fading in and out as his mind cluttered with thoughts of the woman next to him. 

“Hah! Right there!” Clara put her finger on one of the numbers. “And right here.” She moved her finger down the list. “Both these places you added wrong. It should be two hundred and twenty five.” Her eyes twinkled, and her lips were set in a smug smile.

“Let me see that!” Garver pulled the paper to him and began figuring.

Jeremy winked at Clara. Her face reddened, and her eyelids lowered, hiding her eyes behind blonde lashes. The woman was not only pretty, she had a mind for numbers. Jeremy grasped her elbow, maneuvering them with their backs to the counter and Garver.

“Take out the amount of money you added up on the paper,” he said, motioning to her coat.

Clara nodded and pulled out the paper money. 

He directed his gaze to the doors, making sure no one walked in and saw her peeling money off the folded wad. When she finished, Clara tucked the rest back in her pocket.

Garver cleared his throat. “I was mistaken the total is two hundred and twenty-five dollars.”

They both faced the counter. 

“That is the amount I came up with also.” Clara set the money on the counter. 

Garver grabbed it up and counted it three times before he grunted and shoved it into a small safe. “I’ll get these things wrapped up and send the others to Duncan’s livery later today.”

Jeremy nodded and walked over to a selection of knives. He’d thought about taking a knife back for each of his brothers, but then he’d have to find something for each of their wives and all the nieces and nephews. He grinned. That would take up most of his earnings. Guess they’d all just have to be happy he’d come home. 

“Mr. Duncan, would you help me, please?” Clara’s sweet voice pulled him out of his reveries. She stood by the counter, her new fur-lined coat over the one she was already wearing, holding the smaller of two brown, paper-wrapped packages. The sleeping bag stood next to the large package on the counter. 

He ambled back to the counter. If he hurried to do her bidding, Garver would get the wrong idea about the two of them. The man had been smiling like someone tickled his feet the whole time he and Clara were gathering the clothing. 

Jeremy picked up the items Clara had left on the counter and headed for the door. 

“You two going to be back by this way after you cross the pass?” Garver’s gaze roved back and forth between them.

“Not me, I’m headed home after this trip.” Jeremy offered.

“No, thank you. Once I find my brother, I hope to never set foot here again.” 

Garver smiled. “Good luck to the two of you.”

Jeremy couldn’t read the expression on the man’s face, but it resembled a look his aunt Aileen would get when she listened to Hank swear he didn’t have feelings for Kelda, the woman he married. 

He shook off the notion and focused on Clara’s declaration she didn’t want to set foot back here. She’d only been in Skagway two days and she was ready to leave. How the hell was he to get her over the pass if she dreaded the weather and town? 

“Let’s drop some of this off at the livery. You only need your boots and a set of clothes for the first day. The rest can be packed.” He grasped her elbow, guiding her through the people crowding the streets now that the sun peeked through the clouds. 

“Will I be able to take my own things? I’ll need them for the trip home.” Worry edged her words. 

“You can take your clothes, but the trunk will have to stay here. You can sell it and buy a new one before you get on the ship in St. Michael.”

“But that takes longer to get home. Once I find Randy, I’m sure he’ll want to get home as quickly as possible. We’ll come back this way. Probably take the Chilkoot trail since it’s faster.” 

He stopped and stared down into her solemn face. “You haven’t crossed the pass once and you’re thinking of coming back over?” Jeremy would have ran a hand over his face if both of them weren’t holding the woman’s packages. “By the time we get to your brother, the easiest and safest route will be to ride the Yukon River on out to St. Michael. Trying to get back this way with the spring thaw would be suicide.”

“Oh.” Her brows scrunched together in thought.

Jeremy started walking, moving her along faster when he caught sight of sporting ladies hanging out the second-floor windows of a saloon. 

“Hey handsome! Come on, you know you want to look up here!” 

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Clara stare at the women. 

“Honey, tell your man he can take a look!” 

Clara stopped. “Is she talking to me?” 

Jeremy tugged on her arm. “Ignore those women. They’ll only get you in trouble.” 

“Why?” She spun toward him, her eyes wide and questioning. 

“You know what they are don’t you?” He nodded toward the women still calling out the window, only now, to a handful of miners gathered below them.

“Yes. But why would they call out to me? And to hang out the window like that. They’ll catch their death of cold.” 

He stared at Clara. She peered up at the women as if she truly cared that they could catch a cold. “Respectable women don’t speak to those women.” Jeremy tugged on her elbow again and this time she started walking. 

“Respectable women who don’t speak to the likes of the women hanging out the window, should be ashamed of themselves. Many of them aren’t lying on their backs and letting men root around on them because they like it.” 

Jeremy stopped. How did she know what went on with a sporting lady? This wasn’t the place to get into a conversation about it. He resumed walking, lengthening his strides to where Clara was nearly running beside him. 

“Slow down. We aren’t running from a fire are we?” She yanked her elbow from his grasp, breathed deeply a couple of times, and continued at a calmer pace. 

He fell into step beside her as the livery came into sight. Once inside, he set his parcels on the ground and lit the lantern. Clara proceeded to the cot and dropped her load onto the mattress.

She had the parcel untied, rummaging through it when he placed the parcel he carried on the cot. 

Clara pulled out all the socks and held the men’s drawers between her pointer finger and thumb. She’d never touched men’s unmentionables before. They had a woman who washed the clothes and did the ironing. Her shoulders slumped. They had a woman. Her mother now did the laundry among several other things they had paid servants do before. She stared at the clothing. The few garments had cost twice as much as they would have back in Seattle, using up half of the money she and her mother had scraped up to get her here. 

Randy you have to be easy to find. What will I do if I run out of money and can’t find him? That wasn’t an option, though she’d rather starve to death here than watch her family suffer living in the streets.

“You going to stare at them drawers all day?”

Jeremy’s voice jogged her back to the present. 

Her face heated, and she tossed the drawers on the socks. She’d wear them the first day under her pantalets and the wool trousers to see if they helped. She added one pair of trousers to the pile and opened the other package, taking out one shirt and adding it to the other items that would be packed. 

“When should I bring my items over to pack?” Luckily, she’d only brought minimal clothing and personal items with her. The trunk was a small one. “And where would be the best place to sell the trunk?” She wasn’t going to leave it, she needed every penny she could get. The trunk had been an old thing her mother found in the attic. The container meant nothing to her. But she’d learned the value of every cent. 

“The safest would be to see if Garver would buy it. Otherwise you’ll have to stand on the dock or on a corner and hock it.” Jeremy placed a large empty canvas bag next to the bed. “Put what you want packed in here. This will be your personal pack.” 

She nodded, folding her clothes and placing them in the bag. The parka was warm. It would be enough for right now. Clara took the parka off and then started unbuttoning her coat. 

“What are you doing?” Jeremy’s voice kind of squeaked.

“I won’t need my wool coat while around here if I use the parka.” She slid her arms out and folded the coat, slipping the few dollars she had left from the pocket. After placing it in the bag, she slipped the parka back on and snuggled into the fur lining. 

“That was fun watching Garver squirm when you questioned his prices.” Jeremy flipped the canvas lid over on the pack.

Clara stared at the man. He thought she made the storekeeper uncomfortable on purpose. She narrowed her eyes and stalked toward him. Mr. Duncan needed to learn a thing about her. She stopped close enough she could poke his chest with her finger. “I was brought up to know the price of the items I intend to purchase so as not to spend a penny more than necessary. I don’t know how you grew up, but I have never intentionally hurt a person in my life. I merely wanted to make sure the money my mother and I scraped together to send me here wasn’t squandered.” 

“Sorry. But it was impressive the way you figured the numbers so quickly.” 

“I’m good with numbers from working in the warehouse adding up crates and shipping costs.” And that’s how they discovered the manager was stealing from them. Before her father’s death there was never a discrepancy in the numbers—all crates matched the loads and all money was accounted for. After his death every other load had missing boxes while the businesses were getting charged for all the boxes. When she told her mother, she reported it to the police. They talked to the manager and he told the police the women were just overwrought over losing the head of the household. And the papers in question came up missing. Businesses started complaining about their lost goods and going elsewhere. Clara tried to fire the manager, but he laughed in her face saying she had no legal right as a woman to run the company. That was when her mother insisted they needed Randy.

“Why are you frowning? There’s nothing wrong with a woman knowing numbers.” Jeremy stepped closer. 

She had to tip her head back to look into his eyes. “I agree. If I hadn’t been good with numbers, we wouldn’t have learned our manager was stealing from us.” Clara dropped her gaze. “I hope it isn’t too late by the time Randy and I get back. Mother and the children don’t have anywhere to go if the business keeps failing.”

Jeremy placed his fingers under her chin, making her look at him. “How old are your brothers and sisters?”

“Grace is eighteen. She’s started working in the warehouse, but tends to flirt more than work. Mabel is fourteen, and has two more years of school. Russell is twelve, and George is ten.” She watched his eyes grow wider with each sibling she recounted. “As you see, my brother is needed back home, not only for the business, but to help my mother with our younger brothers. They’ll need a man’s guidance as they grow.” 

“A strong sister can be as good as a father figure.” His words were barely a whisper. 

This bit of his past intrigued her. “Did you not have a father growing up?” What had formed this man’s integrity if not for a father figure? 

“Ma and Pa died from diphtheria when I was ten. We were to live with my ma’s brother, but once there he treated me like a slave and sold Darcy to a whore house.” 

Anger flashed in his eyes. The fingers on her chin flexed, tightening momentarily then relaxing.

Panic caused her to step back. His hand followed her, and his touch lightened. Even knowing she could cause him to become angrier, her curiosity wouldn’t let go of his reactions. 

“Why did your uncle do such a thing? How did she get out?”

A faint smile crept onto his lips. “Darcy has always been clever. She slipped out of the whore house and came for me. We were on the run from our uncle when we landed in Galena and ran into Gil, who is now Darcy’s husband.” His hand slid up her jaw and cupped the back of her head. His eyes shone like stars in the sky. “Darcy taught me all about right and wrong and doing for others, but to never let anyone take advantage of me.” 

His warm palm against the back of her head, his eyes peering deep into hers, and his mouth only inches from hers weakened her knees and set her heart racing. 

“I promise I will get you over the pass and help you find your brother. I’m a man of my word.” 

She saw the conviction in his eyes. His actions up till now had all been honorable. Her gaze flicked to his mouth. Was he going to seal his promise with a kiss rather than a handshake? Her lips tingled at the thought. 

A horse snorted and another shifted. 

I’m alone in a livery with a man. Heat rose up her neck and flamed her cheeks. 

Jeremy blinked twice, exhaled, and slowly backed away, breaking the connection. 

Clara stumbled back a step when he released her. 

“I’ll come get you at the hotel when we can leave. There’s no need for you to come back here again.” His voice was rough as he pivoted away from her and strode toward the horse stalls.

“I-I thought you wanted my clothes packed beforehand?” She mentally shook herself. I stood there like one of those women who was hanging out the window, waiting for him to kiss me. Clara carved that thought in her memory to keep her from repeating what just happened.

“Sort through them, and I’ll pick them up later.” He opened a stall and started tossing the soiled bedding into a pile. 

The message was clear, he wanted her to leave. She buttoned the parka, slipped on her mittens, and glanced one more time toward Jeremy. He continued tossing manure out of the stall. What have I done? Was that a test? Her chest squeezed, making it hard to breathe as she walked out into the cold air. Had he pretended he would kiss her just to see if she was a loose woman? If so, she didn’t think she passed his test. Will he still escort me over the pass?
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Chapter Ten
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Jeremy cleaned the stalls and walked each of the horses and mules, using up most of the day. No matter what he did, he couldn’t get his actions this morning out of his head. He’d been about to kiss Clara. Not a good idea given they would be in close contact for two months or longer depending on how easy her brother was to find. He didn’t want to give her any ideas. She wasn’t the type of woman he was interested in. She was fool-hardy. Coming here expecting to waltz over the pass and find a man who was either dead or hiding. And prickly as a berry bush. 

His stomach growled. The snow around town had packed due to all the people milling about. He had a hankering for a meal at the Rookery. Mrs. Otis made the best dried apple pie he’d found since leaving home. Jeremy doused the lantern leaving it by the door and used the muted light from the other businesses to find his way down the streets to the restaurant. 

There were two empty tables. One sat closer to the kitchen, the other near the chilly entrance. He walked through the room nodding to the men he knew and sat at the one near the kitchen. After wearing his heavy coat all day, it would be a relief to slip it off while enjoying his meal. An older woman came over with a cup and coffee pot. 

“Special today is moose roast with potatoes and bread,” she said, filling his cup.

“I’ll take that along with a piece of pie.” Jeremy’s mouth watered just thinking about the pie. 

“Be out in a minute.” The woman stopped at several tables filling cups as she made her way to the kitchen. 

Jeremy sat back and listened to the conversations around him.

“Heard some little gal took one of Soapy’s girls to the Methodist preacher, and then shot at Soapy’s feet when he tried to enter the church to get his gal.” 

This conversation caught Jeremy’s attention. Who was brash enough to go against Soapy Smith? Jeremy kept listening, hoping to hear a little more, but the two started talking about the weather. 

His dinner arrived and he set to eating it. But the men’s words kept tumbling around in his head. Whoever the woman was, you could bet Soapy would be out for revenge.

***
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Clara looked over her shoulder at the reverend and the woman standing by the alter watching her. “I don’t think he’s coming back tonight.” She walked down the aisle toward the two. “I think he’s learned his lesson.”

“Miss Clara you don’t know Soapy. He’s not going to stop trying for me.”

Clara winced. The woman’s face was black and blue. There was no telling what the man would have done if Clara hadn’t heard the noise in the alley and intervened. No one deserved to be beaten to this extent.

“Lily, when I came upon you, he didn’t look like he was going to stop beating on you. I couldn’t let that happen.” She glanced at the reverend. “Every life is precious.”

“Yes, it is Miss Bixbee. I’ll do all I can to get Lily on a ship out of here as soon as possible.” The reverend threw a glance at the front doors then toward the back of the building. “It wouldn’t be safe for any of us to set foot outside tonight. Soapy may have men watching and there wouldn’t be anyone around to help.”

Clara wasn’t excited about sleeping on a wooden pew, but it was better than stepping out and being grabbed by the angry man with black hair, beard, and eyes that she’d run into before—Soapy Smith. She should have put the two together when Jeremy was telling her about the man.

She hadn’t set out to put herself in harm’s way or to have the most feared man in Skagway out for her, but the whimpering and sound of flesh hitting flesh couldn’t be ignored. Queasiness overtook her at the memory of what she’d witnessed. The man had been so intent on his beating, she’d sneaked up behind him, clobbering him in the head with a board. She helped herself to his pistol before half carrying Lily to the nearest church. 

She sank to a pew as she realized she’d fired the man’s own weapon at his feet when he’d tried to enter the church and get Lily. 

“Miss Bixbee?” 

She heard the reverend’s low voice before she hung her head down in front of her knees and breathed deep long breaths.

***
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Still wondering about the event at the church, Jeremy wandered into Soapy Smith’s Saloon. There was one sure way to find out if there was truth behind what the sourdoughs said at the restaurant.

He took a spot at the bar not far from the table where Soapy was sporting a bandaged head and looking meaner than usual. The bartender placed a shot glass of whiskey in front of Jeremy. He sipped the amber liquid and listened with his ears tuned to the owner.

“I want both those women here in the morning. I don’t care if you have to kill the preacher. I won’t have one of my girls stealing and get away with it and away from me. No do-gooder is going to get away with bashing me in the head.” Soapy touched the bandage gingerly. His dark eyes narrowed. “And no one shoots at me with my own pistol!” 

Jeremy threw the rest of the whiskey down his throat and headed for the door. Someone better warn the reverend and the two ladies they needed to find some place other than the church to hide. What woman would defy Soapy? Another one of his girls? If that were the case he would have said two girls. No. Whoever was helping his girl had to either be too stupid to know who they were dealing with or plain crazy.

He cut through alleys and did a wide circle of the church to see if Soapy had men watching the doors. Jeremy spotted a man at the front and back entrances. His options were either sneak in unseen or take out one of the men. The latter would work toward getting the reverend and women out to a safer hiding spot. 

He stumbled out of the alley toward the man watching the back door. When the man came toward him puffing on a cigarette, Jeremy tripped toward the man, falling into him. Pulling himself up the man’s body in an attempt to right himself, he brought the handle of his Colt alongside the man’s head, dropping him to his knees. A quick scan of the alley revealed the scuffle hadn’t attracted attention. 

Hands under the man’s armpits, Jeremy dragged him three buildings over, stuck his bandanna in the man’s mouth, and tied his hands and feet. Quick, soft footsteps carried him back to the alley behind the church. He stepped onto the stoop and opened the door, creeping through the back and stepping from behind the alter. 

Click.

He froze at the sound and peered into the murky candlelight to see who held a gun on him. Slowly, the reverend approached, his face was etched with concern and fear, but his hands didn’t hold a weapon. 

“If you were sent by Soapy Smith you need to leave. I won’t have violence in the house of God.” The reverend waved toward the door Jeremy had just entered. 

“I’m not with Soapy Smith—”

“Jeremy?” 

The voice registered at the same time Clara came into view. He stepped forward. “What are you doing here?” The moment the words were out he knew who the uppity girl was Soapy had threatened to hurt. Clara.

“I saved Lily from Soapy Smith and now we don’t know what to do.” The gun fell from her hand. Her arms wrapped around his waist. 

His arm automatically drew her close and held her tight. He placed his chin on her head and peered at the reverend and red-headed girl with a puffy, black and blue face. She looked about Clara’s age. The two cautiously walked closer.

“I heard Soapy say he was going to make the girl who shot at him and his girl pay. I had to warn you that he was coming for you.” He untucked Clara’s face from his chest and peered into her teary eyes. “I didn’t know it was you.”

She hiccupped. “I wasn’t thinking straight. I saw him beating on Lily and couldn’t go for help for fear he’d kill her before I got back.”

He hugged her close. “I know. We have to get all of you out of here to a safe place.” He started for the back door. “Come on. Reverend, you have a blanket or something to keep Lily warm and hide her dress?” 

“I do.” The reverend disappeared and returned with a worn, brown blanket and draped it around the soiled dove’s shoulders. 

“I tied up the man they had watching the back door. We’ll go to my livery and make plans from there.” Jeremy headed to the door, his arm snugged around Clara’s shoulders to keep her next to him. Knowing the nastiest man in Skagway was out to get Clara had his heart banging in his chest and his mind racing with how to get her out of this mess.

Once out in the alley, he continued moving behind the establishments. Groping in the dark with his feet, he moved along as quickly as he could. The reverend and Lily shuffled along behind them. 

When they were only a couple blocks from the livery, Jeremy took them toward the main street. They would have to cross and hope no one saw them. He didn’t need Soapy Smith and all his gang shooting in the livery and killing not only them, but the horses and mules as well. 

The street remained dark and empty. He started forward and continued at a long stride all the way to his door. Clara’s skirt flapped around his legs as she moved along beside him. He flung the door open and motioned the two following to enter first. Inside, he opened his arm, allowing Clara to move to the side of the entrance. Jeremy latched the door and lit the lantern.

“It’s not much, but no one will come looking for you here.” He grasped Clara’s hand, leading her over to the trunk she sat on earlier that day. Jeremy noted the trio all had glum faces.

“Reverend, do you have a place you and Lily can stay that will be safe?” Jeremy would keep Clara safe. 

“I’d like to put Lily with Captain Moore. He can get her over to Dyea and on the next ship headed out.” His face reddened. “But I’d best explain the circumstances to him before I bring Lily along.”

“That seems reasonable.” Jeremy studied the girl. She appeared eager to do whatever was asked of her. How had someone so young ended up one of Soapy’s girls? He turned to the reverend. “Can you go talk with Moore now? It will be easier to move her about in the dark than daylight?” 

“Yes, of course.” The reverend stood. Lily grasped his arm. “Don’t worry, my child. We’ll have you on a ship headed home soon.” He disengaged her hand from his arm and moved across the building. “I’ll knock four times when I return.” 

Jeremy nodded, impressed with the man’s forethought that he might meet a gun should he enter without announcing himself. Jeremy turned his attention to Clara. 

“We’re going to have to leave here as soon as I get the horses traded for dogs and sleds. Sooner or later Smith will learn where you’re hiding and I can’t hold off all his men.”

The color and determined attitude slowly crept onto her face. She straightened her shoulders and nodded. “I figured as much while sitting in the church.” Clara stood, walked over to the cot where Lily sat, and put her arm around the other woman. “Lily’s going to need proper clothes to travel, and I need my things in the hotel.” 

“That was my next thought.” Jeremy slid his rifle out of the scabbard and handed it to Clara. “I’m going to find Belle. She can gather your things together in a pack, so no one knows your stuff is leaving the hotel and sell your trunk for you.” He nodded to the rifle. “If someone comes through that door without knocking four times, pull the trigger.”

She pointed the barrel at the floor and heaved a deep sigh. “I will.”

He had a notion she’d never killed a person and most likely taking aim at Smith earlier was the first time she’d pulled a trigger. At least he knew she wouldn’t be squeamish if she did need to pull the trigger. Jeremy holstered his pistol and slipped out of the livery, leaving the two women huddled on his cot. 
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Chapter Eleven
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Clara hated that she became more and more indebted to Jeremy Duncan. But there was no one else she trusted to keep her alive to find her brother. She sat on the cot exactly where Jeremy had left her when he headed out in search of Belle. Lily had long since stretched out on the cot behind her. 

She stared at the young woman’s puffy, discolored face. How could a man do that to a woman? She’d heard of beatings before but never experienced the horror of watching it happen. A shudder slithered down her spine. She’d made an enemy of the type of man that had no conscience. 

Four soft knocks sounded at the door. That might be the code, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Clara placed the stock of the rifle up to her shoulder and aimed at the door as it opened.

Reverend Daily stepped in and shut the door. Feeling guilty for aiming at the reverend, she dropped the barrel and placed the rifle on the cot beside her. 

The reverend scanned the interior. “Where’s Jeremy?” 

“He went to get clothes for Lily and my belongings.” Clara pulled out her father’s pocket watch. “He left right after you did.” An hour ago. 

“William is willing to get Lily to Dyea and stay with her until she can board the next ship.” The reverend rubbed his hands together. “Is there a stove in here?”

Clara shook her head. “I haven’t spotted one.”

Four knocks, louder than the reverend’s, echoed through the stillness. Being cautious, Clara picked up the rifle and aimed at the door.

“That’s—” started Reverend Daily.

“I’m not taking any chances.” Clara held her breath as the door opened, and Jeremy’s gray Stetson came into view. Letting the breath out slowly, she noted he wasn’t smiling as he drew closer to the lantern light. 

“What’s wrong?” She placed the rifle on the cot and stood.

“I can’t find Belle.” He peered into her eyes. “Do you have any idea where she’s at?”

“No. I haven’t talked to her since the first day I arrived. She didn’t sleep in the room last night.” Clara paced from the nearest stall to the cot. Lily sat up. Her face looked worse than before. 

“Bring in a bucket of snow,” Clara said, picking up a bucket and handing it to Jeremy. 

“Why do you want snow?” he asked.

“The cold snow will reduce the swelling on Lily’s face.” I should have thought of this sooner. 

Jeremy nodded and strode out the door. Clara walked into a shadowed corner and pulled off one of her underskirts. A large square of fabric was ripped from the skirt when Jeremy returned with the snow. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, standing in the lantern light, watching.

“Making an ice pack.” Clara put two handfuls of snow on the square and folded it into a small pillow shape. “Hold this to your face. When one spot feels cold move it to another.” She handed the bundle to Lily. 

The girl winced but kept the snow to her bruises. 

Clara pulled her scarf over her head. 

“Where are you going?” Jeremy grabbed her arm as she walked by him.

“To get my things.” She stared at him with what she hoped showed more conviction than she felt inside. Roaming about the streets was a sure way to get caught by Smith, but Lily needed clothes and she needed her belongings. Especially, the money tucked in the oil cloth coat she’d brought.

Jeremy ran a hand over his face. An action she’d come to learn meant he was thinking and not happy with the outcome. 

“I talked to William. He can get Lily to Dyea, but like you said, we need to do it before people are up and milling about.” The reverend inclined his head toward Clara. 

She sent him a thankful smile. “We can’t wait for Belle to show up or you to spend the whole night looking for her.”

Jeremy peered into her eyes. “We’ll go. But you have to listen to me. We can’t have anyone telling Soapy they know where you are.”

Clara swallowed and nodded.

“What if he has men watching Clara’s room?” Worry laced Lily’s question.

“I’ll do some reconnoitering before we go to the room.” Jeremy held out his arm like they were going for a midnight stroll. 

Clara slipped her hands into her gloves and slid her hand through his crooked elbow. He led her to the door and out into the night. 

Jeremy didn’t like walking around town with Clara. Soapy had men everywhere. He also knew if he didn’t escort the head-strong woman she’d go on her own. What would have happened if he hadn’t come back when he did? Would she have struck out on her own? Most likely the woman was rash and didn’t think things through. Like bashing Soapy Smith in the head and taking his girl. Jeremy’s gut twisted at the thought of Clara ending up in Soapy’s hands. The mess the man made of Lily didn’t bode well for what he’d do to the woman who defied him. 

Two men who frequented Jeff’s Saloon walked toward them. Jeremy swung Clara into his arms and backed her up against the store front. 

“What?” Clara shoved at his chest, but he pressed all his weight toward her.

“Shh. Those two coming this way are part of Soapy’s gang. Relax. I’m hiding you.” He rested his forearms on either side of her head and leaned in. The night hid her expression from him, but her body, pressed to his, revealed her breathing quickened. 

“Look at them two lovebirds,” a man hollered and pointed. 

“If you ain’t gonna kiss her I will,” said the other man.

A thousand better times and ways for a first kiss came to mind. Jeremy’s heart raced and Clara’s palms pushed at him, again. It was either follow through with the men’s friendly chiding or risk them seeing Clara. 

“I’m sorry.” He lowered his face toward Clara. His lips grazed her cold, soft cheek. He’d planned to only hover over her mouth and pretend to kiss her, but his lips had their own ideas. Her plump sweet mouth under his made him as drunk as a bottle of whiskey. Just as whiskey made him happy and carefree, so did Clara’s kisses. 

He angled his head and licked the seam of her lips. She gasped and he took the kiss deeper. Even with their layers of clothes, their bodies pressed together and her hands now wound in the hair at the nape of his neck. Without her hands between them her soft curves registered, driving him to wrap his arms around her and explore what he could. 

“Really! There are houses for such things!” 

The woman’s shrill voice ripped through his horny haze. Shame slammed into his chest like an avalanche. Jeremy pulled out of the kiss but kept Clara sheltered from any onlookers. He peeked right and left and found the men had moved along. A couple dressed in city clothes stood five feet away staring disdainfully. 

“Wife, you know better than to get me riled up,” Jeremy said, taking Clara’s hand and leading her down the block. As soon as they came to an alley, he pulled her into the darker recesses. He rubbed a hand over his face. What did Clara think of him? He’d shamed her out there, treating her like a soiled dove on the street in plain view. He’d just become lower than a mud fish.

He stood in the darkness, trying to find the words to apologize. 

Clara took a step toward him. He stood ready for a slap. He deserved it. Hell, if Darcy were here, she’d give him a lickin’ with a lecture that would make him feel like a mud fish.

“We need to get to the hotel before more people start moving about.” Her voice was clear but a bit shaky. No recriminations. No accusation. 

“Clara, I’m sorry. I only meant to hide you, I don’t know—”

She placed a hand on his chest, stopping his words. “I know you’re honorable and were only trying to keep me safe. We need to get to the hotel.”

Honorable my ass! If I was honorable I would have never kissed you. He tried to see her face and see if she was as shook up. But the darkness, while being their savior, was his own personal enemy. 

Jeremy grasped the hand still resting on his chest. “Let’s go.” He led her down the alleys until they were one block away from the St. James Hotel. “Stay here. I’ll go see if there are any of Soapy’s men hanging around.” 

Her hand trembled in his. “You’ll be safe. Just stay close to this building and don’t move.” He started to lean down and kiss her, but caught himself before making that mistake, again. He’d never had the urge to kiss a woman to allay her fears. Clara Bixbee had seeped under his skin. He was going to play heck with the devil escorting her to her brother and keeping his lips to himself. Especially since he wasn’t interested in marrying her and that’s what kissing a woman all the time led them to believe. Squeezing her hand once and letting go, he moved out of the alley and walked down the boardwalk to the hotel’s entrance. 

Two of Soapy’s men stood across the street. Puffs of cigar smoke curled with steam from their breath. Jeremy entered the hotel and noticed less people sleeping in the lobby tonight. He crossed to the clerk and asked for the second time tonight, “Is Belle Eiderly in?” 

“Haven’t seen her or her roommate for some time.” The clerk swept his gaze toward the street. 

He knew Soapy’s men were keeping an eye out. That’s the problem with a wintered-in town. Nothing to do but gossip. 

“Thanks. If you see Belle could you let her know Jeremy is looking for her?” 

“Sure will.”

“Thanks.” Jeremy pulled his collar up around his neck and walked out the door. This time he went two blocks beyond the hotel and ducked down the alley. As he’d figured, there were two men standing at either corner of the hotel in the back alley. He ducked out to the next street and circled back to Clara. 

The minute he made out her shape in the dark, he whispered her name. Her body landed against his as her arms wrapped around his waist. He rubbed his hands up and down her back.

“Soapy’s men are stationed all around the hotel.”

“Then I can’t get my things or dresses for Lily?” 

The defeat in her voice triggered his anger at the man responsible for everything wrong and corrupt in Skagway. Soapy Smith.

“We’ll get your things. I just need to do some more looking around. Give me the key to your room. If I can get in, I’ll gather all your stuff and bring it back.”

“How will you know what is mine and what is Belle’s?” She slipped the key into his hand.

He smiled. She’d forgotten he’d dug through her trunk the night he saved it from thieves. He’d memorized every garment and personal item. Even before he met Clara Bixbee, he’d been intrigued by her. 

“You two are different sizes, and she wears men’s clothes. I think I can tell the difference. And I’d bet you have nearly everything in the trunk waiting to leave.”

Clara giggled. “You’re right. It is still packed other than the items we bought at the store today.” She sighed. “I can’t believe that was just today. This day seems like it has been a year.” 

It was good to hear the lightness in her voice. “It wasn’t today. It was yesterday.” 

“It is past midnight isn’t it?”

He gently grasped her arms. “Do you want to stay here and wait for me or go back to the livery?” His male pride wanted her to wait for him, but he knew she would be safer at the livery. 

She was quiet a moment. “I’ll wait here. I can help you carry things.”

He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. “Are you cold?” 

“I’m fine. This parka is keeping me warm. It’s my feet that are getting cold.”

Jeremy moved her against the building. “If your legs can take it, squat. That will cover your feet more and add a little more heat.” This time he didn’t hesitate. He leaned forward and kissed her. “I’ll hurry.” 

“Don’t forget my umbrella. It’s hanging on a peg by the door.”

“There isn’t going to be rain this time of year. And you can buy a new one when you get home.” Fool woman. There wasn’t a need for such a thing during the winter.

“I don’t want it for rain.” Her tone became defensive.

“That’s all they’re good for.” Why would you want an umbrella if not for rain?

“They also work to keep people a respectful distance from me and provide protection.”

He shook his head. Heck if he knew what kind of protection a piece of steel, wood, and cloth could do, but he’d bring her the umbrella. “I’ll grab it.”

He used the dark alley to work his way toward the back of the neighboring building. 

If Soapy’s men caught him entering her room, how long would it be before Clara realized he’d been caught and wasn’t coming back? 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Twelve
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Clara stood in the dark alley watching Jeremy’s murky shadow disappear. She was too proud to have told him how scared she’d been when he left her here the first time. A group of laughing, raucous men had passed the end of the alley. She’d covered her mouth to suppress the squeak made from air escaping as her chest constricted. 

Pricks of cold stabbed at her toes. She slid down the wall and wrapped her skirt around her feet hoping the bit of extra cover would lessen the pain. For not the first time she wondered at her sanity of defy Soapy Smith. She’d be up in her room huddled under the warm blankets right now if she hadn’t charged down that alley unthinking. 

To chase away her dismal thoughts, she touched a gloved-fingertip to her lips. Her face heated from the shame of having allowed a man to kiss her so intimately in public. Reliving the kiss, shame disappeared and desire, along with curiosity, inflamed her limbs, bringing relief to her toes and dots of perspiration to her scalp. How could the action of two people pressing their mouths together bring such elation? Was this why the soiled doves like Lily lay with men? 

Her mind wrestled with the new emotions swirling in her chest from the kiss and she no longer feared being alone in the dark alley.

***
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Jeremy entered the building next to the hotel, took the stairs to the top, and jumped from that roof top to the hotel’s roof. His boots slid on the wet shakes, and he landed hard on his chest. He dug his toes into the shakes and stopped sliding. On hands and knees, he crawled to the side of the building with a second story balcony and lowered himself quietly. 

He peered over the railing, spotting the two men still smoking and keeping an eye on the hotel door. As long as they kept their eyes riveted to the door, chances were they wouldn’t discover he was in the building. Jeremy tried the knob, and the door opened with ease. He peeked down the hall. Empty. 

Long strides carried him to room twenty-seven. He inserted the key and stepped in, closing the door quickly behind him. Walking to the middle of the room and stretching his hand over his head, he found the light dangling from the ceiling. He blinked at the brightness and cursed when he saw the window. He’d just signaled to the outside someone was in the room. 

Thankfully, Clara traveled light. He scooped everything from her trunk up in his arms and placed it on a bed. Then he quickly found the items bought at the store and the umbrella with a ceramic handle. He tossed them on top of the pile and tied the corners of the blanket together. The light glared into the hall when he flung the door open. Long strides carried him down the hall to the balcony. 

He pulled the outside door closed behind him moments before the balcony shook and the pounding of feet echoed in the hall. The men no longer stood across from the hotel. Down was easier than up. Jeremy hurried to the side of the balcony, dropped the bundle to the ground, grabbed the railing, and stepped over. He gripped the railing, suspended in air, and glanced down to see where he’d land. Nothing to hinder his fall. Jeremy let go, dropping to the ground. He missed the pile of clothes and rolled to ease the fall and get to his feet quicker. 

His hand latched onto the knot on the top of the bundle, and he ran down the alley, across the street, and into the next alley without stopping to see if anyone saw him. Breathing hard, he stopped and caught his breath before he came to the area he’d left Clara. 

With his breathing under control, he strode toward Clara and called out quietly, “Clara?” 

“Over here.” Her shadow separated from the building. 

“Come on. We need to get off the streets.” The bundle was slung over his right shoulder. He grabbed her hand with his left and hurried down the alley toward the livery.

“Did they see you?” The quiet words fluttered with fear.

“No. But I didn’t think about them noticing the light. Once it came on, they all headed for the room. I made it in and out without being seen, but they’re going to wonder what happened. They’ll be out searching.”

They arrived at the livery. Jeremy banged four times on the door and entered, dragging Clara in behind him. He dropped the bundle and braced the door with a metal bar. 

“We were getting worried,” Reverend Daily said, stepping forward. 

Lily still dutifully held the snow pack to her face. Jeremy had to admit it did seem to be doing some good. Clara approached the two, checked Lily’s snow pack, and then turned to him. Her eyes were wary and her cheeks flushed.

Jeremy bent to pick up the bundle and avert his gaze. He would regret kissing Clara until the day he turned her over to her brother. That moment would make the rest of their trip together unbearable for him. Knowing how she tasted and felt in his arms. But he had to ignore his body and use his head. She was paying him to get to her brother. And he had plans to marry when he left here, not before. If her brother discovered Jeremy had kissed her so brazenly in public, there was sure to be a shotgun wedding. His honorable self, the one that couldn’t leave her to another dishonest guide, was the same one beating him up over his earlier actions. 

He carried the bundle over to the cot and placed it beside Lily. “I grabbed everything out of your trunk and the things from the store.”
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