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Chapter One

 

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?


Chapter Two

 

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.” 


Chapter Three

 

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?


Chapter Four

 

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. 

***

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… 


Chapter Five

 

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. 

***

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. 
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