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CHAPTER ONE


SNOW was beginning to fall again.


Great white flakes, greyish in the dimming light of early afternoon, whirled and spat against the window pane of John Grey’s log-cabin in the Great White Wilderness. The wind howled furiously down the chimney and moaned like a lost spirit round the cabin. But John Grey heard nothing, saw nothing. Still and pallid he lay on his camp bed in the living room, drawn up close to the fire. It shed a red glow upon him, but even in that glow he was marble-white. Rigid features, a calm, bearded face, long rough hair, hands of skeleton thinness lying outside the coverlet.


John Grey was dead.


Beside him crouched a girl. She might have been boy … slender, lithe little figure in breeches, leggings, fur coat. Small cropped head covered with dark, crisp curls. Boyish hands, brown, used to rough work. Only the face was purely girl, oval, chiselled, with great dark long-lashed eyes and a small mouth. Fire and passion and endurance in every line of Joanna Grey’s face. She had learned endurance out here on the Yukon for the last twelve years. She had been through the bitter struggles which men face in the Gold Rush. She had shared hunger, pain, privation, failure, with her father. From the age of five she had lived out here in the snows with him and their Indian servant. She had known no other home, no women friends. Only men … some who were kind, some from whom she had learned to protect herself. She had cared for nobody but her father.


And now he was dead.


Jo—he had always called her that—had watched him die at dawn. She had sat like this ever since, watching her dead, dumbly suffering, brooding.


She was appalled to find herself alone, without Daddy. She was bewildered because she did not know where to go or what to do. But she tried not to be afraid. She had no fear of Death. She had seen so many men die, of cold, of fever, of starvation. Daddy’s still, silent form did not horrify her. It only filled her with speechless grief. It was Life she feared … Life in the form of many rough strange men who trail through the White Wilderness. She wished, passionately, that she had been a boy. But she was a girl of eighteen. She wondered where to go and what would happen to her.


Outside, Kiche, which means Wolf, the Indian servant who had loved her father and who was her slave, had gone with his team of Eskimo dogs to fetch a coffin and a priest to give John Grey Christian burial. She felt very hungry and lonely. Her firm little mouth turned down at the corners. She hid her face in her hands. But she could not cry.


Then in a swift startled way she sprang to her feet, every nerve jumping, eyes large and bright. She sprang to the door and reached out for her rifle. There came the sound of a man’s voice.


“Hi, you, Joe. Are you there? Let me in.”


Her arms dropped to her sides. The colour receded from her face. It was Conrad Owen, a fur-trader who had known her father. Several times she had seen him and talked to him over a mug of coffee. She did not like him. There was a certain secret look in his eyes that she only half understood but disliked. But now that her father was dead and the terrible sense of loneliness was crushing her she felt she would be glad to talk to even the fur-trader.


She unbarred the door and let him in.


Conrad Owen entered, stamping the snow from his boots and blowing on his hands.


“Good-evening to you, Jo,” he said.


She did not answer, but pointed mutely to the still body of John Grey under his fur rug. Conrad Owen uttered a low whistle and walked up to the bed. Then he turned to the girl.


“Yes. He died at dawn,” she said. “You knew he was ill when you last passed our way.”


“Sure, I knew that. But I’m sorry he’s gone.”


“Yes,” said Joanna. Her voice quivered with pain. The man looked at her while he unbuttoned his bearskin coat and took off his round fur cap. He looked at her curiously. A strange, wild little thing, Joanna Grey. He admired her spirit. More than that. He wanted her beauty, the redness of her lips and the soft pale curve of her throat. There was no girl like this for miles around … none so soft, so pretty, so virginal and at the same time so untamed and fierce.


And old Grey was dead and the girl was alone. That was news. He walked up to her, thumbs in the lapels of his leather jacket.


“What you going to do, kid?” he asked.


“I don’t know,” she said wearily.


“You got no relations?”


“None that I know.”


“Where’d he come from?”


“London.”


“Why’d he come out to the Yukon? For gold?”


She resented the cross-examination. She answered reluctantly:


“I don’t know much about it.”


That was true. She knew so little. John Grey had never told her very much about his past. She only knew that when she had been a baby of five her mother had died and he, at that period of his life, drinking heavily, had because of some shameful deed, something connected with forging a cheque, left England forever.


He had brought her out to the Yukon. For all these years they had been everything to each other. He had made gold and lost it again. Now illness had overtaken him and death put an end to the striving. He had died as he had lived, a failure. Poor, lovable, weak John Grey. And he had left her, his Jo, with nothing in the world, he who would have given her everything.


She moved away from Conrad Owen.


“I shall go to Fort Yukon later when my father is buried,” she said brusquely.


Conrad Owen passed a forefinger over his lips. He stood watching her, thinking. He was a handsome man in his fashion, huge, muscular. But coarse and florid. Yellow hair and china-blue eyes gave him a Germanic appearance. He had a loose mouth and that way of looking at her which caused her uneasiness.


She walked into the adjoining room which was a kind of kitchenette and where she slept, herself.


“You would like food and coffee,” she said.


He followed her.


“Jo,” he said. “Look here. No need for you to be all alone, kid. No need to trail to Fort Yukon by yourself. You come along o’ me.”


“No thanks, Conrad,” she said.


“Sure, why not?”


“I’d rather be by myself. I shall get work.”


“Work—you—a baby!” he jeered.


She swung round.


“I am no baby. I can take care of myself.”


“A woman, then … the chaps will rush for you.”


“Let them rush. I can take care of myself,” she repeated with fierce pride.


Conrad Owen rubbed his hands together. He gave a little, low chuckle. John Grey lay dead in the next room. Little Jo was most desirable. Many times when he had dropped in here for rest and food on his way down the trail, he had desired her. He might even marry her, the little kid. His eyes gloated over her, moved from her curly head to her small neat ankles in their long, laced boots.


“Jo,” he said softly. “Suppose I say I want you to come along o’ me—for good!”


She turned from the stove on which she had set a pot of coffee. Eyed him steadily.


“No thanks, Conrad Owen.”


“Don’t you like me?”


“Not much.”


“Damn it,” he said with a look of annoyance. “The cheek of it.”


“Go out of this room and leave me to my cooking, please,” she said.


She was not prepared for his next move. He sprang at her suddenly, had her in his arms before she could prevent it. A feeling of acute terror gripped her then, she who was as a rule fearless. She felt his hot breath on her cold cheek and gasped.


“Let me go, Conrad Owen.”


“I want you,” he said. “Look here, kid, I tell you straight, I’m mad for you. You’re going to come along o’ me—for good.”


“Never,” she said. “Let me go. Beast … beast—let me go!”


He laughed and kissed her on the throat. She saw red then. Terror grew on her … terror of sex, of men … of her loneliness—the helplessness of a girl.


“Don’t you dare to touch me,” she said. “With my father lying dead in the next room. God should strike you dead … you beast!”


Her low furious voice sobered the man for an instant. He let her loose.


“Aw, cut it out, kid,” he said. “I only want to be nice to you. A kiss or two. Come on now, my Beauty, be loving …”


Joanna gave him a look of scorn, pushed him from her and rushed out of the room. She heard him call her.


“Jo, come back, little fool. You can’t escape me …”


Couldn’t escape him? Couldn’t she? Did he think she would stay here, now that she knew what he was like, what he wanted? He wanted her. She knew that he would not long have respect for the name of God or for a dead man. For the first time in her life she knew limitless terror. To be touched by that brute … she shuddered at the thought of his hot lips against her throat, knew she would die before she felt them on her lips. She must run … run for life itself.


It meant leaving Daddy … but Daddy would understand … she must get away from Conrad Owen. She dared not stay in this cabin with him to-night.


She fled through the living room and out of the cabin. She slammed the door behind her. She faced a stormy night. Icy flakes blinded her, beat against her face. But she did not notice the snow. She only heard the rough voice of the fur-trader calling her.


“Come back you little …”


He called her a vile name which she barely understood.


She ran on … stumbling, panting … into the night.



CHAPTER TWO

FOR half-an-hour Joanna Grey made her way through the storm. Half mad with fear, but less afraid in the wilderness, in the storm, than she had been in the cabin with Conrad Owen and his clutching hands.

Dark spruce forest frowned on her. A frozen waterway. A starless sky, like a leaden pall and snow falling heavily. Desolation and darkness. And the girl, running, gasping, with a sharp pain in her side and nameless fear in her mind, seeking a safe hiding place from the man who was beast.

At last she slowed down, stopped, fell on to the snow in a little heap. Long shuddering sobs shook her.

“Oh! oh! oh! …” she sobbed again and again.

She was exhausted, but she was still defiant. Even here, if she were lost and doomed to death in the wilderness, she had escaped from Conrad Owen and she did not think he would find her now.

Her shudders ceased. The small thin body in the fur coat twitched slightly and was still. The dark veil of insensibility had fallen over Joanna Grey. She was spent, done.

Along the frozen waterway toiled a team of dogs pulling a sled. A man wrapped in furs was driving them. Eyelashes, cheeks, lips, coated with crystals from his frozen breath.

He strained through the falling snow and saw the huddled body on the ground. He pulled up the team and sprang out.

“Hullo, what’s this?” he muttered.

He pulled an electric torch from his pocket and flashed it on. Saw the thin body in the fur coat and leggings, the cropped curly head.

“A boy,” he said. “A boy … half dead, I should think!”

Joanna stirred. She flung up her arm and moaned, opened her eyes. Saw dimly the face of a man framed in a fur hood. For a moment thought it was Conrad Owen. She gave a cry.

“Don’t touch me …”

Then she knew it was not Conrad Owen. He had a well-bred, unmistakably English voice. Like her father’s had been. It said:

“All right, my lad. Don’t be afraid. What’s hurt you?”

She sat up, her heart pounding, and stared up through the whirling grey flakes at the stranger. ‘My lad,’ he said. Did he then think she was a boy? All the better if he did. She swallowed hard and stumbled on to her feet.

“I—want to get to—Fort Yukon,” she said.

“You’re miles from there,” said the stranger. “I’m going in the other direction. But you can come along with me if you like.”

She hesitated, stood wiping her smarting eyes with the back of her hand. She felt sick and dizzy. She said:

“Maybe you don’t know this country. I do. We can’t ride anywhere very far. A blizzard’s coming up.”

A long wailing cry broke the stillness of the evening. A sad, hungry cry. It sent a shiver through Joanna.

“Wolf,” she said briefly.

“That being so,” said the man, “we’d better move on. But what about you? How did you get out here like this?”

“Never mind,” she said. “Let’s find shelter.”

The man returned to his sled.

“Right,” he said.

She wanted to go back to the hut where she had left her father’s body and dared not because of Conrad Owen. Kiche would return. Kiche must keep vigil for her. She must find shelter now with this stranger or die in the storm.

The dogs strained forward, leaping, snarling. They did not go far. They came to a small shanty built of spruce on the edge of the waterway. Joanna urged the man to stop.

“We can’t go on in this blizzard,” she said.

“Very well, but I have little food,” he said.

She said nothing. He opened the door of the hut and struck a match, found an oil lamp and lit it. Joanna stumbled in and looked around her, brushing the snow from her eyes. The room was bare save for a wooden table, two chairs and a mattress with two torn blankets on the ground, and a small cooking-stove.

“I wonder who lived here,” she said. “Perhaps someone dead or—gone on the trail.”

The man shut the door.

“It will keep out the cold if we light a fire and have some food, anyhow,” he said.

She watched him from under long lashes. He took off his fur cap and coat. She could see him plainly now for the first time. He was young, perhaps thirty. A spare athletic figure. Fine-cut face, a strong mouth and chin, brown hair. Handsome, in a stern fashion. And a man of intelligence and breeding. Unlike any other man she had seen out here. Dimly she recognised that quality of culture and appreciated it. It was not the face of a man who has gone lightly through life. She read repression in the stern lips and cynicism in the grey eyes. He had suffered.

He looked at her casually.

“Take off your furs, my lad. We’ve got to spend the night here, anyhow.”

“Yes,” she said, a slight tremor passing through her.

He pointed at the mattress.

“We can share that. Keep warm together under my fur rug off the sled.”

She pressed her hands tightly together but did not answer. She knew that sooner or later she must tell him that he was making a mistake and that she was not a boy. She remembered Conrad Owen’s hot, grasping fingers and desirous eyes and she felt suddenly stiff with fear. If all men were alike. If this man … her thoughts went no further. But she stood there in a frozen way, wondering if she had been a fool to come here and trust this stranger.

To hide her confusion the knelt down by the stove and began to rake the cinders with her bare hands. The man said:

“I’ll get some wood for you …”

When he came back with a bundle of sodden twigs she was still kneeling there staring at the stove. Her head was spinning. She felt sick and dizzy, as though she were going to faint. She heard the man say:

“We’ll have to put a dollop of kerosine on this wood to get it to light. What’s wrong with you? Feeling sick?”

She tried to answer, then toppled over and lay on her side, gasping for breath.

“I—do feel rotten—faint—no food lately … don’t touch me …” she stammered incoherently.

The man dropped the wood and knelt beside her. He put an arm firmly beneath her and lifted her up.

“Come on, my boy, this won’t do—let’s have a look at you——” he began.

“Leave me alone,” Joanna said under her breath, struggling desperately not to faint.

Her words, her whole manner filled the man with amazement. And he was amazed by the light fragile weight of the body in the curve of his arms. Suddenly he pushed open her coat and his hand touched her throat and breast. He felt her trembling, heard her faint little voice say: “Don’t … please don’t …”

Then he knew that his companion was a girl. It was a slender girl, half-conscious, here in the hut with him. For a moment in astonishment and dismay he stared down at her. And now as he saw the feminine curve of her neck and the length of her lashes, he wondered how he could have been such a fool as to mistake her for a boy. Of course the cropped curls and the breeches had deceived him and who would expect to find a girl out here?

The last thing he had wanted here in the wilderness was a woman … he had come to escape from a woman … to forget sex. Almost angrily he looked down at this girl, then whipped a flask out of his hip pocket and unscrewed the stopper. He forced the few drops of brandy between her lips. She choked and swallowed. The colour came back to her face, the red to her lips. She opened her eyes and began to move back from his supporting arm.

“Please let me go.”

“Look here, what are you frightened of?” he said. “I know now you’re a girl, but I’m not going to hurt you.”

She staggered on to her feet, stood looking up at him with wide bright eyes. His gaze travelled up and down the slim boyish figure. There was an angry flush on his face. He turned from her abruptly.

“I don’t know what you think I am,” he added. “But you’re safe with me. You can have the mattress. I’ll curl up on the floor. Now shall we light the fire?”

She drew a breath of relief; the hard throbbing of her heart died down. She felt that the dangerous moment had passed. She did not think she had anything to fear from this particular man. The brandy had given her fresh strength and she knelt down by the stove again and began to lay the fire.

Later when the fire was lit and the little cabin had grown hot and full of the odour of boiling coffee, the man and the girl sat down at the table and ate hungrily.

Over the meal they learned something about each other. Joanna told him of her father’s death and the reason of her flight from the cabin. And he told her that his name was Richard Strange and that he had not come out to the Yukon for the reason most men come … for gold … but for forgetfulness. There were many things he wished to forget. But of these he did not speak, just then, to Joanna Grey. They were bitter and unhappy and he was a man of reticence.

He quite obviously disliked women and mistrusted them. Yet he looked with a certain pity at this young girl whom Fate had flung across his path. She was so very young, almost a child. She had led a rough, difficult life out here in the Yukon. She was a little savage, half educated, ignorant of the civilised world and its ways. While most girls of her age were still at school in the nursery, she had been keeping house in a rude log cabin on the frozen trail for her father. It was astonishing to Richard Strange that she should be as cultured as she was. John Grey had undoubtedly been a gentleman. There was that unmistakable quality of breeding in this child of the White Wilderness. Richard recognised that at once.

“It’s incredible to me that any man could have kept you out here all these years … I mean, it’s been a frightful life for a girl …” he said, after he had listened to her story.

Joanna, who had taken off her fur coat and sat huddled before the stove, hands in the pockets of her old woolly jumper, looked at Richard Strange unsmilingly.

“Daddy couldn’t help keeping me out here. He couldn’t go back to England … he couldn’t get work in any town like ’Frisco or New York. You see, poor darling Daddy had a weakness for drink and he had to keep away from the cities and temptations. And he always thought he’d strike gold up here one day.”

Richard liked the simplicity of that. This child had known her father’s weakness and accepted it stoically. She was a grave stoic little creature.

“I see,” he said. “And so he kept you with him. But it is no life for a girl out here.”

“Daddy brought me up as a boy.”

“I can tell that. All the same you are a girl.”

Joanna moved uneasily.

“I know, and when men like Conrad Owen …”

“Ah, there you are. There must be many fellows of Conrad Owen’s breed up in the Yukon … and anywhere else if it comes to that. You aren’t safe. You oughtn’t to be here.”

“I can take care of myself,” she said stubbornly.

Richard Strange took his pipe from his mouth and gave her a brief, frowning look.

“Up to a point. No further. What would have happened to you to-night if I hadn’t found you?”

Joanna flushed.

She had no argument to that. But she liked to think she could take care of herself. It annoyed her to be treated by this stranger as though she were a silly baby.

“The best thing you can do is to get South as soon as you can,” he said, after a pause.

“I’ve no money and no one to go to,” said Joanna.

He stared.

“Then what on earth did you intend to do?”

“I know people in Fort Yukon and Dawson City. Friends of Daddy’s. I might get a job.”

“What kind?”

“In one of the saloons, I suppose.”

Richard Strange leaned down and knocked the ash from his pipe.

“A child like you serving drinks in a saloon in the Yukon, eh?”

“I’m nineteen next spring.”

“Well, it doesn’t seem right to me,” said Richard Strange. Then he lapsed into silence again, and scowled into the fire. After all, it was none of his business what this Joanna Grey did. And he wasn’t going to make himself responsible for her welfare. She was a total stranger to him and she had lived most of her life out here. He presumed she knew a bit about it. On the other hand she was English and of gentle birth and it worried him a little. He didn’t want to be worried over a nineteen year old girl … an orphan thrown on the world without a decent friend, without a farthing.

She had no relations that she knew of. A pity she wasn’t a boy.

Joanna rose to her feet and he looked up at her. She was yawning, stretching her arms above her head like a healthy young animal ready for sleep. And now he saw, suddenly, beauty in the curve of her breasts under the tight-fitting woollen jumper, and the whole feminine grace of her. No boy, this. No child, either. She was a woman.

Once Richard Strange had loved women. As a very young man he had worshipped at the shrine of beauty. And to women he had been a charming lover, full of sensibility. Until one woman had ruthlessly destroyed every ideal and every belief. To-day, at twenty-nine, he was a cynic, a man who could still be stirred, violently, by passion, but who had no longer any use for, or faith in, the thing called love.

Coming out here to the Yukon on the lonely, frozen trail, he had wanted to get away from all women. He was angry that he should find himself shut up in a hut with this girl, Joanna.

“How long might this blizzard last?” he asked her.

“Oh, a long time—many days.”

“Damn,” he said under his breath.

Joanna heard him. She coloured.

“It’s just as aggravating for me,” she said.

“Quite,” he said with a grim smile.

He turned his gaze from her and packed another pipe. And while he smoked he was conscious of her presence and strangely embarrassed by it.

“One thinks one can put women out of one’s life,” he pondered. “But it’s impossible.”

Joanna was puzzled by his demeanour.

“He’s a queer rude man,” she thought.

She had never met another man like Richard Strange. He treated her as though he almost disliked her. Still, that was preferable to the company of Conrad Owen and his kind.

She grew very tired and kept yawning and shutting her eyes. She must share this room with this man to-night, whatever he was. There was only one bed. What would he do?

Her heart gave a jerk when at last Richard Strange put his pipe in his pocket, stretched and rose.

“It’s about time we turned in,” he said.

“Yes,” she said.

She stood before him, her hands locked behind her. He glanced at her and saw that she was nervous and that her cheeks were hot and red. She was very woman then, disturbing his peace.
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