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Chapter One
Dawson City, Yukon, July 1898

“I now pronounce you man and wife.” The old judge coughed. “Sort of.”
Genevieve Summerville felt like a fraud. She didn’t normally dress in such rich clothing. She clutched at her much-too-expensive bouquet of fresh-cut pink roses, white chrysanthemums and stag’s-horn moss. Ribbons of organza streamed below the stems, lily of the valley perfumed the air and she could barely breathe in a corset laced too tight for this heat. She glanced up from the banks of the rushing river to the judge. His black robes flicked in the breeze. Dots of sweat gave sheen to his forehead and caused his spectacles to slip down his nose. Behind him sprawled the tents and new plank buildings of Dawson City, center of the Klondike gold rush, at the juncture of the Yukon and Klondike Rivers.
She couldn’t bring herself to look at the tall, intimidating man standing to her right, a position normally reserved for the groom. Dressed in the handsome red uniform of the North-West Mounted Police, he wasn’t hers.
She’d only been in town for three days, but she’d already heard the rumors about him.
A light breeze lifted her loose black hair and swirled around her bodice, around the see-through lace overlay, the twenty-four tiny buttons that plunged down her spine, the low-cut neckline she’d picked out because she’d thought she’d be wearing it for another man. Beneath the silk and chiffon and her lengthy tulle veil, she wore homemade bloomers and drab stockings she’d mended many times over.
Thank goodness, some things remained private.
“You may now…um—” Judge Donahue strained to be heard above squawking ducks “—shake hands.”
Genevieve turned to the Mountie inspector.
Luke Buxton Hunter didn’t smile when he took her hand, gloved in white satin. His grip was a bit too firm, like the man himself. The officer wore no hat and his shiny black hair sparkled in the sun. She bet his underclothes matched the state of his fine-looking uniform.
She bet he was what he appeared to be.
“Congratulations,” said the stand-in groom. “I hope you two will be very happy.”
“Thank you.”
“Whenever he makes it back to town.”
“Hopefully Joshua will return…before the end of the month.”
Sunshine caught the jagged scar beneath the officer’s left eye. She wondered how he’d got it. Is that why he never smiled?
“Unless he strikes gold first.”
The statement cheered her. It was the whole point of Joshua’s absence, and why he hadn’t been here to meet her three days ago when she’d arrived. Most of the lucrative gold claims in Dawson City had already been staked. Joshua was trying his hand panning farther up river, working hard to support her and any future children.
“Yes…well…well, thank you for filling in for Joshua.”
“Least I can do for an old friend. I must admit, this is my first proxy wedding.”
“Mine, too. Well, save for my parents’ back home, but I didn’t attend their wedding.” Anxious, she chattered on. “I wasn’t born for another two years.”
When she stared into his dark and serious eyes, that pang of loneliness hit her again. What this man had done for his friend, Joshua McFadden, reminded her of the dear friendships she’d left behind in Montana.
But she should count her blessings. She was getting a whole new start in a beautiful new country, with an upstanding man she’d briefly known in her childhood. He came highly recommended by her aunt and uncle here in Dawson.
In his letter to her, Joshua had written that he was supportive of her new profession. She didn’t recall exactly what he looked like, but she remembered his kindness when once taking her to the country fair, and how ambitious he’d seemed telling her of his big dreams to see the world and make a fortune.
His ambitions were what had attracted her as an adolescent. That’s why she understood his absence today.
Her puppy yelped at her boots, biting at the buttons, breaking her spell. Genevieve smiled. She bent forward in the intricate gown she’d hauled over the Chilkoot Pass, careful to hide the scuffed boots that didn’t match her gown, and scooped up the frisky white pup.
“Nugget, can’t you sit still for ten minutes?”
The inspector leaned over and, with two broad fingers, stroked Nugget’s head. The gesture seemed too intimate, seeing how the puppy was pressed so close to her bosom. Genevieve flushed, but then recalled that the inspector was a veterinary surgeon. A doctor of animals. He looked after the horses and livestock at the Mountie outpost. Hence his interest in puppies was genuine.
“How’d you get her here?” he asked.
“In my pocket, the whole climb up.” All three pounds of her. Now she was four. The tiny white lapdog had French heritage, Genevieve had been told by the steamship captain who’d donated her, like Genevieve herself.
Her aunt was the first to bounce over from the handful of witnesses.
“Congratulations, my dear.” Abigail Thornbottom, as wide as she was tall, cupped her niece’s face in her hands and kissed her cheek. “Your mother would be so proud. And your father, my goodness, may God rest their souls.” She lowered her head—and her magnificent felt hat in the process—to smell the bridal bouquet. “Worthy of a princess.”
“Much too extravagant flowers,” murmured Genevieve. They’d sent the money for her wedding gown, as well, and she’d be forever grateful.
“Nonsense. We bought them from the best Dutch florist in town—”
“The only florist,” said thin Uncle Theodore, dressed in his tight wool suit.
Aunt Abigail whispered with pride. “His gardens are full of imported seeds all the way from Rotterdam.”
Genevieve knew they meant well, but she lowered her lashes. She wished they’d stop boasting. Especially in front of the officer.
Two steps away, Judge Donahue moaned. When he coughed again, his face turned patchy red.
Inspector Hunter put his hand on the frail man’s shoulder. “Are you all right, sir?”
He rubbed his temple. “It’s this…heat….”
“Come. Let’s get you a glass of water.” The Mountie led the gent to a table and chair, set up beneath a gnarled willow tree. The officer’s wide brown Stetson lay on the table.
While he took care of the judge, some of the other witnesses stepped forward to congratulate Genevieve. They were all strangers to her, except for her smartly dressed seventeen-year-old cousin, Milly, Aunt Abigail and Uncle Theodore.
A rugged man in his thirties, a casino owner and friend of her uncle’s, removed his gold pocket watch and looked at the time. He’d brought his two brothers to the wedding out of respect for her uncle, she’d been told. Uncle Theodore, a rope and broom salesman who’d only arrived weeks ago himself, seemed to know almost everyone in town.
They were the Cliffton brothers, Genevieve recalled. Burt, Vince and Ripley Cliffton had been introduced to her as the saloon keeper, casino owner and gold prospector. In addition to their good looks, they had sandy-brown hair in common, shaggy to their shoulders. One of them, Burt the saloon keeper, wore a mustache.
“Miss, are you sure this is legal?” asked Vince Cliffton. “A proxy ceremony without your groom?”
She took her hand off the elegant bouquet and pressed it to her nervous stomach. “As legal as any country wedding.”
Some of the weddings on the long journey here, Genevieve recalled, hadn’t bothered to use a preacher or a judge. There were simply none available. Her folks had told her that on the frontiers of Montana, too, on the trails riding West, couples solemnized their nuptials by themselves, using friends as witnesses. The couple would then register the marriage at the courthouse—when and if they could; otherwise, saying their sacred vows aloud and moving in under the same roof meant they were married.
“You know, English royalty have been using proxy weddings for centuries.” Aunt Abigail shook her head so hard that her plumed hat sprang forward on her head, like a chipmunk about to pounce.
“You don’t say,” said Burt Cliffton.
“And we mustn’t forget Napoleon to his archduchess.” Beaming, Aunt Abigail pressed her gloved hand to her throat.
Ripley Cliffton, the third youthful brother, not nearly as finely dressed as the other two but just as handsome, strummed his fingers along his shabby wool overalls. “If it’s good enough for emperors, it’s good enough for your niece.”
They laughed.
“But to just to make sure,” Genevieve declared, “Joshua and I plan on a church ceremony as soon as he returns.”
She smoothed her wedding gown and attempted to step forward, but her boot snagged the train.
“Let me help you.” Cousin Milly, in an apricot dress and white picture hat, scooted to the grass and picked up the ballooning silk.
Genevieve scanned the gathering to locate the sturdy Mountie. She looked over the heads and shoulders of the other men—an older fellow who worked in the livery stables, as muscled as a horse himself and his scalp as shiny as a cabbage; a quiet jeweler she’d met only yesterday and whose head was shielded by a bowler hat; and a tall blond constable who was the veterinarian’s apprentice.
Her gaze found the officer. He was giving his apprentice direction, pointing to the horses hitched at the riverside.
She tried to ease her jitters. Her new life with Joshua would work out fine. She’d just been married to a man who’d take good care of her. She’d do her best to make their home a center of comfort and, hopefully sometime in the future, of love.
“The proxy is only a formality,” Uncle Theodore explained to the guests. His long white ponytail ruffled in the wind. It hit the spine of his plaid wool jacket. “It was our idea. Genevieve, well-bred lady that she is, didn’t want to move into his cabin while he was gone, without the proper title of being his wife.”
“Of course,” said Burt Cliffton, the saloon keeper.
Aunt Abigail caressed the silk on Genevieve’s mutton sleeve. “And Joshua insisted she be looked after in fine style while he was away. He wasn’t quite sure when she would arrive in the Klondike. But he begged us to move in with her, in that gloriously large home he built last year.”
“I can hardly wait,” whispered Milly.
“We bought her a little bell,” said Aunt Abigail.
“A bell?” asked the men.
Aunt Abigail giggled. “To call the maid.”
Genevieve blushed. “There’s no maid, Aunt Abigail. I’ve told you, there’s isn’t that type of money—”
“There will be. There will be. Just you wait until Joshua comes back with sacks full of gold.”
“But—”
“I picked up the bell from a shop across the street from ours. The shopkeeper is the only Englishman in town who imports directly from London.”
Inspector Hunter looked up from the judge’s side, straight at Genevieve. He’d removed an envelope from his uniform and was pointing to it as the judge took quill in hand, signing the marriage certificate. Had the inspector overheard?
Genevieve prickled with discomfort right down to her toes. What did it matter what he thought of her or her family?
She would enjoy this moment. She inhaled air as fresh as morning dew, sensed a breeze warming her throat, tasted the mint powder she’d brushed her teeth with only an hour ago.
It occurred to her that the officer had taken extra care to dress, as well. His hair, dark above his temples, shone with freshness. His cheeks were smooth due to a morning shave, his uniform neatly pressed. A shoulder harness was strapped across his broad chest and fitted with a gun. He was well groomed, she thought, out of respect for his friend, Joshua.
Still, she pondered the incongruous nature of the polished details set against the scarred face.
There was no getting around the daunting presence of the officer looking her way. She was in her early twenties, but he was likely in his late thirties. More experienced in the world. She wondered about the rumors, the whispers she’d heard about him. It was said that Inspector Luke Hunter was a man who highly savored his bachelor days.
Her breath quickened. And nights.
 
She was a lovely bride, thought Luke, and Joshua McFadden was a lucky man. If a man went for that sort of thing. Marriage.
Watching her from beneath the willow tree while he stood over the judge, Luke straightened in his uniform. A warm summer breeze filtered through his dark hair. Amusement tugged at his lips as he watched the dark-haired beauty with her aunt and uncle. Only a few weeks ago, Luke had traveled with the Thornbottoms on their journey here, and he considered himself damn fortunate the journey was over. He had been traveling incognito with five other Mounties, disguised as brothers to infiltrate a crime ring. The Thornbottoms were unsuspecting stampeders they kept bumping into.
He’d never met a woman who talked so much as Abigail Thornbottom, usually utter nonsense.
Her pretty niece, Genevieve, however, seemed to take after her Uncle Theodore. Quiet and watchful. And a little bit scared. But you never knew with women—sometimes the quiet ones turned into Abigail Thornbottoms when you least expected them.
Luke surveyed the bride. He took in the curves of her silky gown, the large bosom, the pinched waist, the long length of her hidden legs. But it was her face that drew him. Her sharp green eyes, the arched black eyebrows, straight nose, glowing skin, the eager lips. Hair a mile long.
What a shame she would be spending her wedding eve alone.
If she were his, he’d be keeping her up all night.
Luckily, though, Luke wouldn’t be thus constrained. Sure, the wedding night would be easy. Spending a night with her would be more pleasure than any man could fathom. Especially in this harsh land where women were few and far between. It would be the other forty years that would be trying. He’d witnessed that with his own eyes.
Good luck to Joshua McFadden and Miss Genevieve Summerville.
This evening, Luke would be enjoying a get-together of his own, with an enchanting woman who worked at the casino.
Luke’s apprentice, Weston Williams, approached him and the judge, swinging a canteen.
“It’s empty,” said Weston.
Luke frowned. “Judge Donahue could use a sip of cool water.”
“It’s…it’s…all right.” The judge’s face dripped with sweat. “I’ll just finish with this paperwork and sit here a spell.”
“It’s no trouble.” Luke gazed up the slope to the Mountie outpost. It was right on the edge of town, two blocks up from Front Street from where the banging and hammering on the new wharf echoed day and night. Beyond the boardwalk that ran past the outpost, several log cabins were perched on a grassy slope, along with stables and corral. The place was deserted because most of the Mounties were out on duty.
A well stood in the center of the courtyard.
“Let me go to the well,” said Luke. “I’ll be right back.”
He took the empty canteen and strode up the hill. He twitched with discomfort, feeling as though he was being watched. He scanned the outpost, between the buildings, but there was no one around. Smoke puffed from the chimney of the commissioner’s cabin. The man was likely preparing himself coffee.
Luke turned his head to the wedding crowd by the river. No one was looking back at him, so he trudged upward.
The sooner this ceremony was finished, the sooner Luke could return to more vital tasks.
There weren’t enough Mounties to deal with everything that needed attention.
First off, the measles scare. Everyone in town was fearful and watching out for symptoms of the deadly disease. Two gold miners, found dead last week at their campsite, had caused near hysteria. Near as Luke could tell, the men hadn’t been in contact with any townspeople, so it had to be passersby who’d spread the disease.
Then the usual bout of crimes and misdemeanors. The ongoing investigation of the armed robbery two days ago of the jewelry shop—belonging to the very man who stood as witness to the wedding today—plus suspected arson of one of the town’s livery stables. There was Luke’s personal overseeing of the construction of a new bridge over the Klondike River, two miles out of town. Then there were the gold disputes. Hell, those never seemed to go away on their own. So many folks, all claiming someone else infringed on their claim.
Luke reached the well, hauled up a bucket of cool spring water and filled his canteen. When he returned to the judge’s side, Luke tingled with warning again.
Someone was watching him. And something wasn’t quite right with the judge. His color was off; his eyes looked hollow.
Bloody hell, did he have a fever?
“Your Honor, have a sip of this.”
The judge looked up from the marriage certificate. He clutched the letter he had removed from the envelope Luke had given him yesterday. In it, Joshua had asked him to take care of Genevieve if she arrived before he returned.
Luke glared at the names on the certificate and froze.
“What in God’s name?” he whispered, thunderstruck.
The judge groped for the canteen, rose to his feet and immediately fell over.
Ducks quacked.
Abigail Thornbottom screamed.
Genevieve dashed to help.
Luke dropped to his knees beside the old man. The marriage paper fluttered to the grass. With racing fingers and pounding heart, Luke clawed at the old man’s cravat.
Eyes closed, the judge lay as still as a board.
Luke ripped open his robe and then his shirt. Buttons flew. Although Luke struggled to shake life back into him, the poor man was dead. His chest was covered in tiny red dots.
Measles.
Luke took a moment to fathom it.
Then he was suddenly aware of her. Genevieve, on her knees beside him in a cloud of creamy silk, trying to help the judge. It took her seconds to realize, looking up at Luke’s solemn face, that the judge had passed on.
She sank back onto her heels, speechless.
The marriage certificate blared up at them from the grass, as though it had a voice of its own.
Dumbfounded, Luke stared at the white parchment riddled with drops of water. There, in the shaky penmanship of the judge’s hand were the names of the new bride and groom.
Miss Genevieve Summerville and Dr. Luke Hunter.
Genevieve gazed at it long and hard. She blinked and stared at it some more. Then with a trembling to her lips, she turned slowly, stiffly, to face Luke.
Holy hell, thought Luke. What had just occurred?


Chapter Two

Commotion swirled around Genevieve as she tried to compose herself. Breathe in. Breathe out.
Strangers hustled around her, trying to stir the judge for themselves, but to no avail. Aunt Abigail, who’d fainted beyond the willow tree, was lifted from the ground by Uncle Theodore. Milly paled to the color of a dull moon. She fell on Genevieve from behind, and pressed her face into Genevieve’s back as if afraid of looking at a dead man.
The officer said nothing.
Genevieve got to her feet.
Why couldn’t someone say something? The inspector, rising to his full height, his broad shoulders blocking out the sun, stared down as Nugget raced around and around the outer edges of Genevieve’s wedding gown.
Trying to act composed, Genevieve swept a strand of hair off her temple. She adjusted the lace tulle of her headgear. Sorrow touched her heart at the judge’s passing.
“Now then, what can we do for this poor man? I feel awful for him.”
Surely, surely, the incorrect marriage record was null and void. It meant nothing. There was no need to panic.
But the poor judge could be helped. Not to bring him back to life, unfortunately, but to lay him gently to rest. To tell his next of kin—if he had any in town—and to thank them for his…presence at the ceremony. It didn’t matter about the mistake on the marriage document. She’d fix that later. What mattered was the judge, and notifying the folks who loved him.
His age and his thin figure reminded her of her father when he’d passed away, and the wake she’d held in Montana several years ago. Her father’s passing had quickly been followed by her mother’s, then her grandmother’s. Genevieve had more experience in wakes than most women her age.
The inspector covered the judge’s face with the judge’s broad black hat, gently tucked the dead man’s shirt back into position over his chest, and pressed the black robes shut.
“We’ll need someone to go up the hill and inform the commissioner.”
“Right,” said the saloon keeper. “I’ll go.”
“No, it’s best you stay here.” The Mountie eyed the group. “Weston, you go. Throw some pebbles on the door to attract his attention. When he opens up, you’re not to get within thirty feet of him.”
“Thirty feet?” asked Weston. He dropped his hand to the side of his brand-new blue jeans. New cowboy boots squeaked on the grass.
“That’s right. You’ve been exposed to the illness.”
Genevieve shifted her weight as Nugget nipped at her boots. What exactly did this mean?
Weston tore up the hill.
“Well, we best be goin’, Luke.” Burt Cliffton, the saloon keeper, had stood listening to the exchange. “Shop’s about to open. Things to do.”
“Hang on a minute, Burt,” the Mountie said but was ignored.
“I’ve gotta run, too.” Ripley Cliffton, the gold miner, adjusted his spectacles. “Back to digging my claim.”
Vince Cliffton, the casino owner, looked at his gold pocket watch again, turned and left.
“Hold it right there,” said the inspector.
The Cliffton brothers all kept moving, as if they hadn’t heard. Inspector Hunter stared after them in silence, but Genevieve noted the twitching jaw and slight flush of anger creeping up his neck. The brothers kept walking, two toward the center of town, the prospector toward a stallion hitched at the river.
Uncle Theodore, bracing Aunt Abigail, who was breathing easy now, set her down on the chair formerly used by the judge. They both listened quietly to the officer.
Clyde Orman, the freckled jeweler with his bowler hat and handlebar mustache, backed out of the crowd. “I’ve got an appointment.”
Kirk Kendall, who was older and had a shiny head and thick muscled neck, hiked his hands into his pockets, headed toward his horse tethered next to the prospector’s and made his excuse. “I’m sure the commissioner will find some men to help you bury this poor fellow.”
Every guest wanted to leave. Not one wished to stay a moment longer. How could Genevieve blame them? She wanted to run, too.
She turned and embraced Milly. The puppy, lying at their feet, chomped on a stick.
With a deliberation that frightened her, Inspector Hunter pulled his handgun from his holster. She gasped as he hoisted it to the air and pulled the trigger.
The explosion ripped through sunshine and pulsed down her spine.
“I want everyone to turn around, right now, and come back. Do you hear me? If you take one more step, Burt, I’ll haul you up that hill and throw you into jail so quick your boots won’t touch the ground.”
The three brothers and two other men froze in position. Slowly turning, they faced the panting Mountie.
“We can do this peacefully,” said the officer, glaring at them, “or we can do it by force.”
Aunt Abigail groaned and slumped her head onto the table.
“Listen up.” The Mountie swept his gaze over the group, ending on Genevieve, making her shiver at the magnitude of his power. “This wedding party’s in quarantine for the next fourteen days.”
 
Four hours later, Luke hoisted a shovel into dirt. He had examined the body and found measles.
The three Cliffton brothers assisted him in the digging, while the other two men helped the Thornbottoms and their displaced niece—the new bride—gather their things beneath the willow tree. A crowd of about twenty folks with nothing better to do watched from the boardwalk, not daring to cross the white line Luke had one of the shopkeepers paint on the planks. Some were saddened about Judge Donahue. Some were curious about who exactly would be kept in quarantine. Most were still murmuring about the scandalous news.
Had Luke and the Summerville woman been accidentally married?
Luke cursed beneath his breath. There’d be time to sort it out later. Now was the time to bury the dead.
Reverend Murphy, thirty feet away, standing behind the painted white line alongside Mountie Commissioner York, read from the Bible and the service began.
The quarantined group gathered around the riverbank and lowered the casket. Heads bowed, they prayed for the judge’s soul. The three women brought out their hankies and sniffled when it was over. Mrs. Thornbottom wailed the most, but to Luke, quiet Genevieve seemed most affected.
She’d barely spoken for four hours. Adrift in her silent thoughts, she looked out of place at the funeral, standing in her silken wedding gown.
Luke’s heart tugged with a softness he hadn’t felt in a long time. He stared at her swollen eyes, the soggy cheeks, the gentle turn of her lips as she reprimanded her pup. Even the little dog seemed to sense this was serious business, for she’d simmered down at her mistress’s feet.
When it was over, Luke approached Genevieve. Still in uniform, he towered above her. “Do you have a change of clothes?”
“Pardon?” She looked up from the grave as the Cliffton brothers poured dirt onto the casket. Holding her pup to her chest, she seemed not to notice its paws were soiled. At some point earlier, the bride had removed her veil.
“I’m sorry I never thought of it before.” Luke ran his hand along his sleeve. “Can you get out of that gown? Do you have a change of clothes?”
“Yes. Yes, I think so.” She squinted up at him, the light breeze blowing tendrils of black hair across her forehead. Somewhere behind them, ducks squawked on the river. “Someone went to my home…Joshua’s home…and packed my…my suitcases, as you ordered.” She craned her neck to the willow tree. The soft muscles at her throat tugged gently when she spotted her two suitcases. “There they are.”
“I’ll bring them to my cabin for you.”
“Your cabin?” Genevieve leaned back. “Now just a moment. If you think I’m going to hop into your—”
“Hold on. Hold on.” He raised his palm and nodded to the large log cabin on the edge of the Mountie outpost. “Those are the Mountie barracks. One of three cabins. The commissioner and I have decided it’s where the eleven of us will spend our quarantine. Men in one room. Women in another.”
“Oh.”
“The other buildings are far enough away—forty and fifty feet—that the troops will be safe. We’ll have a cook at our disposal. Can’t get close to him, but he can deliver meals.”
She clutched Nugget. “Yes, I suppose…I suppose that’ll work well.”
“I’ve ordered my men to check into all the other people the judge may have been in contact with in the last four to five days. If he had a fever then, he would have been contagious.” Luke inclined his head to get a better look at her solemn face. Sunshine warmed his cheek. “How are you feeling?”
She raised her chin. Her eyes flashed a new depth of green. “I’m better than the judge. But not great.”
“Do you have any symptoms? Headache? Fever? Itchy—”
“No.” Her eyes widened. “Nothing like that.” When she pulled away, the sun’s rays cut her in two. “Don’t be digging another hole just yet.”
He stared. Obviously upset, she took in a deep breath. He waited for her to relax.
“I’m sorry,” she offered. “I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that…I’m…I’m…”
Luke lowered his voice. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m scared, too.”
She sighed.
They waited, quietly fidgeting while the Cliffton brothers finished the burial.
“Did he have any next of kin?” she asked.
“Not here.” Luke retrieved his shovel. “He came from the East Coast. His wife passed on ten years ago, I’m told, but he still has his grown children. I’ll be writing to them first chance I get.”
“Oh.”
“It wasn’t a bad way to go, as far as departures. He lived a long, productive life. He was likely frail to begin with and succumbed to the symptoms.”
“…not a bad way…” She stared at the heap of newly turned soil.
Something about her manner didn’t sit right with him. “Are you sure you’re all right?”
“It reminds me of too many other funerals I’ve been to.”
“Ah, I see.” But he didn’t really. He knew almost nothing about her. Whether she still had family in Montana, or what she planned on doing in the future.
Her coal-black hair flickered across her face. The sharp black features, set against smooth creamy skin, were riveting.
“Luke!”
He heard his name called and spun around toward the boardwalk and the crowd.
Commissioner York held up the marriage certificate. “I’ve had a look at it. And just spoke to the reverend here.”
Luke glanced at Genevieve. He pressed his fingers into her spine and led her two steps closer to the two men who were deciding their fate but still at the safe thirty-foot distance to protect them. The crowd was dispersing, but some folks fell back to listen to the commissioner’s verdict. Luke winced, but there was nothing he could do to control the busybodies.
“What do you think?” Luke hollered. “Big mistake, right? We can just tear it up and walk our separate ways.”
“I’m afraid not!”
Genevieve eyed the commissioner. “What do you mean, sir?”
“Well, the reverend and I…we went over it very carefully…and I’m afraid we must consider this certificate to be a legal document.”
Luke’s heart took a leap. “But it was a proxy wedding—”
“Yours was no proxy. You were there in person. There are nine remaining witnesses who saw you take your vows.”
Luke’s heart drummed. “But I said them on behalf of Joshua McFadden.”
“That’s how it was supposed to work. But that was verbal. We’ve never come across anything like this before, so we have to take the judge’s written decree as valid.”
Luke’s face heated. “But he was ill. He wasn’t in his right mind.”
“That’s exactly why you should have no problem in dissolving this union, when a new judge arrives.”
Genevieve’s voice was shaky. “When will that be?”
“Who knows? There may be one on his way here already, in a natural course of events. One should have arrived in early spring, but we don’t know what happened to him.”
Luke rubbed his cheek. “Wonderful. Just wonderful.”
“Or, the other option…”
Genevieve rose eagerly on tiptoe. “Yes?”
“When the quarantine’s over, you two could travel out of the Yukon and see a judge on your own.”
“That would take half a year,” said Luke.
“Now,” Genevieve demanded. “I want this settled now.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”
With frantic appeal, she addressed the clergyman. “Reverend, can you please help us?”
He adjusted his clerical collar and shrugged his shoulders. “Nothing I can do. Right from the beginning, I counseled you to wait until your groom returned. If you recall, I advised you to marry properly in the church. Not by a judge.”
Genevieve groaned. Reverend Murphy was too far away to hear the grumble, but Luke heard.
“You young people are always in such a hurry,” the reverend added. “I shall use your unfortunate situation as an example in my sermon on Sunday.”
Genevieve gasped.
“Look at the bright side,” hollered the commissioner. “The new judge will no doubt dissolve this marriage very quickly when he arrives. Or give you a divorce.”
“Divorce?” She stumbled back a step. Yards of white silk pooled at her feet. “I haven’t been properly married and you’re talking of divorce?”
“Sorry, ma’am. On second thought, divorce is not something you’ll have to trouble yourself with. It’ll be out of the question because it’s not like you’ll be consummate—” The commissioner suddenly seemed to notice the inquisitive faces lining the boardwalk. He cleared his throat. “Divorce won’t be necessary. It’ll be a simple dissolution of marriage. Annulment. Whatever you want to call it.”
And with that shocking assessment, the two men turned and walked down the boardwalk.
The remaining folks dispersed, whispering and shaking their heads. Gossip and rumor and scandal. Luke couldn’t contain it.
“It’ll run its course,” he whispered to Genevieve, who was staring at them with mouth agape. “They’ll tire of it.”
“What am I supposed to do when Joshua finds out I got married without him?”
“Well, no one knows quite where he is. He’s off panning for gold in the middle of the wilderness. It’s not likely he’ll hear until he returns to town. And then you’ll be here to explain it to him directly.”
“So will you.”
“Right.” Luke gulped. “So will I.”
They strode to the trees. He lifted her two suitcases, watched her pick up her pup and waited for her to fall into step beside him. She hiked her wedding gown to her ankles. He glanced away at the impropriety of looking beneath her skirts.
“And how, Inspector Hunter, do you suggest we explain this to my real groom when we do see him?”
“I’m not sure. Hopefully the new judge will get here before Joshua does and clear up this mess.” He felt his heart still pounding, and she looked out of breath. “And under the circumstances—” he tried to be humorous “—seeing that you’re my wife, you might as well call me Luke.”
Her eyes misted with tears. He’d never seen a woman look at him with more displeasure. It was a disquieting sensation and one he was unsure how to handle, for most women, in the heat of the night, looked at him as though they couldn’t get enough.


Chapter Three

Wife.
Inspector Hunter…Luke…had called her his wife. The sound of it made Genevieve nauseous. How on earth was she going to explain this to her dear Joshua without making herself and Luke appear to be nitwits?
They trudged up the hill toward their cabin, the others slowly following. The weight of her wedding gown pulled at her waistline. The scooped neckline bulged open, and the gold chain she wore at her throat hovered above her breasts.
“Luke!” called a pretty brunette woman from the boardwalk.
When he halted to look, Genevieve did, as well. She had to glance past his wide shoulders, in full red uniform, to get a good view.
The first thing Genevieve noticed was her striking hat. Sunshine caught the brim of the green felt, tipped at the front and embroidered with colorful little birds. Pigeon feathers, tucked smartly at the side, whirred in the breeze. Everything about her said money. The matching green cape, the leg-of-mutton sleeves of her crisp white blouson, the abundant use of fabric in her green wool skirt. She would have made a very elegant, high-society woman, save for the overly done rouge and painted eyes. Nonetheless, the pretty brunette woman turned the heads of every man in the vicinity.
“Penelope, how are you?” Luke called.
Was that a smile gracing Genevieve’s so-called husband? The scar beneath his eye nearly disappeared with his grin. The done-up woman got a smile from the inspector, but in the hours Genevieve had spent with him, she hadn’t got a one?
The woman’s painted cheeks pinched with alarm. “I just heard. How are you feeling, luv? Have you got any symptoms?”
“No, I’m fine.”
“Thank goodness.” She cast her eyes at Genevieve. Her gaze traveled down and then up the silky wedding gown. “Tell me the other rumor isn’t true, luv.”
Luke stammered. “Um…yeah.” He set down the suitcases. “Let’s see…how can I explain this?” He scratched his dark cheek, standing a foot above Genevieve, his razorsharp eyes searching hers for assistance.
She pursed her lips together, determined to say nothing. Let him talk his way out of this.
Two men on the boardwalk leaned over the rail, watching and listening as if this was some sort of staged play.
“Can you or can you not make it to dinner this evening?” asked his Penelope.
“I’m afraid I can’t.” Luke took a deep breath and planted his hands on his slim hips. “I’m married.”
Penelope burst into a chuckle of humor, disbelieving at first, then simmering when she saw neither Luke nor Genevieve smiling.
“How do you do,” said Genevieve, nodding with a smile. “I’m his wife.”
Penelope gasped. She turned and stumbled. Luke tried to stop her from fleeing by calling out, but she continued running.
“Penelope! It’s not what you think! We can still see each other!”
Struck with an incredulous sense of insult, Genevieve reeled toward him. “I beg your pardon.”
“Oh, we’re not truly truly married. You know that. You’re having a bit of fun at my expense. But this is a private matter you’re ruining.”
Genevieve snatched one of her suitcases. She clamped a fist on her skirts and whirled up the hill. “And I, in contrast, am having the time of my life!”
They entered the barracks without speaking.
It took her an hour in the cabin, alongside Aunt Abigail, Milly and Nugget, unpacking her suitcases into an armoire and arranging her things, before her temper abated. How could he possibly think this affected him more than her?
Genevieve folded her wedding gown neatly onto the top shelf of the armoire and sighed. She’d wear it again for Joshua, she told herself, trying to cheer up. She’d already placed her wedding bouquet above the fireplace mantel, so that everyone might enjoy its beauty and scent.
“I can’t believe we have to suffer like this.” Aunt Abigail heaved herself onto a lower bunk.
Milly shoved her flannel nightgown onto the upper bed above her mother. “This is so…unexpected…and dangerous. Not knowing who might get the measles next.”
“It won’t be you, Milly,” said Genevieve. “Don’t worry. None of us got close enough for the judge to breathe on.”
“Except maybe you and the inspector.”
When her mother glowered at her, Milly clamped her mouth. That heavy foreboding in Genevieve weighed her down again. She hadn’t really gotten that close. And there had been a breeze swirling around them during the entire ceremony, pushing away any possible germs. Wasn’t that right?
Wasn’t it?
When the two other women left to join the men in the sitting room, Genevieve unbuckled her second suitcase. She lifted the flap and stared at the nightclothes intended for her wedding eve. The nightgown smelled of fresh white cotton. Pretty eyelet lace ruffled its neckline and hem. There was a new black corset and shimmering silk stockings.
Gently, Genevieve pulled out the corset. She’d saved for two months just to buy the raw silk fabric. It had taken her a whole day to insert the whalebone strips. The scooped neckline was low enough to show her cleavage, and when she’d sewn the tiny pearls along the cups of the bosom, she had hoped that dear Joshua would appreciate the time and care she’d taken to look her best on their wedding night.
Nugget barked beside her. The door creaked open as the pup jumped through it, and there he stood.
Luke. Staring at her as she held up the most intimate undergarment she owned.
The heat of her blush surged to the roots of her hair. Genevieve slapped the door closed, but not before she witnessed the sparkle of amusement in his face.
Ignore him.
She tried to, as she changed into more sensible clothing, but she couldn’t rid herself of his image. Perhaps she’d have better luck if she stepped outside to catch a breath of fresh air.
Horses in a corral fifty feet from the cabin attracted her attention. Two mares were ripping at fresh grass in the corner when Genevieve hiked her worn-out cotton skirts and hitched her foot on the bottom rung of the wooden fence. She stroked the bay. So soft and warm.
A movement beside her caused her to jump.
Luke, dressed in denim jeans and white shirt, wearing his broad Mountie Stetson, hiked his boot next to hers.
She huffed. “I came here for some fresh air.”
“Nice, isn’t it?”
Obviously, he was too obtuse to catch her meaning, so she had to be more direct. “I was hoping to be alone.”
“I’m sure you were.”
“Who was the woman?”
“Penelope Wick.”
“Your companion for the evening.”
“Not anymore.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You don’t sound it.”
She burst out with the thought that had weighed on her mind for hours. “The paperwork was your responsibility.”
“You’re blaming me for this fiasco?”
“As a woman, I have no say in the paperwork or the proceedings. Joshua left it with you. You were to take care of it all.”
“He left me that envelope. He wrote my name on the outside, and his note on the inside. It’s not my fault the judge copied the wrong name onto the marriage certificate.”
“Then whose fault is it? Mine?”
The fine line of his scar drew a ridge down his cheek. “It’s the judge’s fault.”
“Don’t speak ill of the dead. It’s bad luck.”
“Bad luck? How much more bad luck can we have?”
“Listen, I’m sorry you can’t go out for dinner with your…your companion. Marriage can be such an inconvenience.” She realized she was angry about her situation more than at him, but he wasn’t helping matters.
“It’s not the marriage that’s stopping me. It’s the quarantine.”
She gasped. “You mean if we weren’t quarantined, you’d still see her tonight?”
“Why not?” He reached into his shirt pocket and removed the certificate. “It’s just piece a paper. Nothing more. Here, let me tear it up right now and we’ll pretend this whole thing never happened.”
She leaped for the page. “No.”
Without effort, he held it above her head. She accidentally bumped her body into his, trying to maneuver. The touch of his biceps grazing her shoulders sent a rush of sensation through her limbs.
She panted. “Everything I’ve heard about your reputation is true.”
He held the certificate higher.
Stepping back in defeat, she crossed her arms against her chest. Her everyday cotton corset, beneath her linen blouse, strained to contain her.
“If you tear it up, we’ll have no chance of rectifying this situation. You’ll put any further marriage of mine into dispute forever. And right now, I wouldn’t be able to stomach the thought of being married to…to…”
She whirled to the feeding mares.
“You might not think a lot of me,” he said with restraint, “but Joshua did. He trusts me.”
“For all the good it did him.”
“He’s got a good sense of humor. At least he did have once. Maybe he’ll understand.”
“What do you mean, did have?”
He blinked, then ran his hand along the railing. “I mean…maybe he’ll laugh at this.”
She uncrossed her arms and stepped closer, ignoring the sheer size of him. “You think this is funny? Joshua won’t, I assure you. He’ll react in the same manner as any red-blooded man would. More so, I’m told, because of his Irish temper.”
Luke’s mouth tightened, as though he found it difficult to respond. She noticed the wind puffing through the dark hair at his temples. Late-afternoon shadows crisscrossed his shoulders.
She turned and stomped away.
“Where’re you going?”
“To get word to the cook to send up the bottles of wine we set aside for the reception. Wine for all. It’s my wedding night, and I intend to drink myself out of this nightmare.”
 
Five hours after dinner and a dozen wine bottles later, Luke peered up at the springs on the bunk above his head.
Sounds of insects buzzing and chirping outside filtered through the open window. The men in the spacious room with him were sprawled out on their various bunks, their suitcases kicked beneath their beds as they snored. Two of the Cliffton brothers snored the loudest. Clyde Orman lay silently facing the other wall. Kirk Kendall rolled his body beneath his sheets, trying to cram his muscled weight into his tight cot. Luke wasn’t having any better luck fitting into his. He couldn’t stretch out to full length or his feet would hang over the edge.
Sunlight poured into the room, even from around the cracks of the curtains. They were so far north, now, at the end of July, that daylight lasted twenty-one hours of every day. There were only two or three hours during the middle of the night where the sky remained an unusual twilight blue. There was never complete darkness. Luke had grown accustomed to it, but it drove some people mad.
Abigail and Milly Thornbottom had retired to sleep when the men had, but Genevieve had insisted she wanted to take a walk on the grounds. Alone at night was the best time to avoid the other Mounties, seeing how she was quarantined. A fence around the outpost ensured her safety.
Physical safety, thought Luke, but her inner tension was more worrisome.
His own wasn’t much better, but he could hide it.
Couldn’t he? The guilt of letting down his friend washed over Luke. How could he have been so careless to let this happen?
But there was nothing Luke or Genevieve could do about this ludicrous marriage until a new judge arrived, so she might as well sit back and let the time pass.
Maybe he should tell her; maybe it would help ease her disquiet if he stated it aloud. Working silently, he rose to sitting position, pulled on his jeans and boots, grabbed his leather duster at the back of the door, and walked out into dimming sunshine.
It was close to midnight, and the night was chilly.
He found Genevieve sitting on a swing tied beneath a cottonwood, curled inside a sheepskin coat.
“Can’t sleep?” he asked, taking the swing next to her.
“Guess not.”
Waning sunlight outlined the gentle curve of her cheeks. The scent of summer grass and wild raspberries mingled between them. He planted his boots on the hard ground and rocked back and forth, easing his shoulders sideways between the ropes to make them fit.
“Look, I’m sorry. I’m sorry you’re stuck here with me.”
Her dark lashes flickered on her cheeks. The swell of her lips rose as she spoke softly. “I should apologize. I took my frustrations out on you. You don’t want this any more than I do.”
He murmured in sympathy.
His heart tugged for her. At the beginning of the proxy ceremony, her optimism for a future with Joshua McFadden had shone in her eyes. Now there was nothing but sadness.
At least she’d changed out of the wedding gown. The clothing she wore now was not nearly as affluent. Her skirt pockets were well worn at the edges—obviously from years of use. Her blouse had a collar that was nearly threadbare. This was the clothing she’d picked out for her honeymoon with Joshua? This was the best she had?
“I came out here,” he said, “to tell you we can’t change what happened with the judge. But we can try to come to terms with what we’re going to do in the future.”
“Which is?”
“We ride this out. We wait for the new judge. As soon as he arrives, we cooperate as quickly as we can to dissolve this thing.”
She smiled then, very softly. Her skin sparkled and changed her entire demeanor.
“Yes, well, that is a sensible plan.” She rose, still smiling, as if wanting to make amends. At some point in the evening, she had braided her hair into a single plait. It rolled down her shoulder as she held out her hand. “I suppose we should shake on it. That we both agree to cooperate as quickly as we can.”
Whatever wine she’d consumed had long ago left her. She was steady on her feet, although a tinge of red wine graced the air around her. He liked the scent. It mingled with the scent of the grass and her laundered clothes.
Rising to his feet, he took her hand in his. Her grip was warm and soft but decisive as she squeezed.
She wobbled, and he realized the effects of the wine hadn’t left her.
“Easy now. You’ve probably had a bit much.”
“Just three glasses.”
“But at the end of an exhausting day.” He noticed an empty wineglass at the base of the tree.
“So you promise, then?” she asked.
He responded to her grip with a gentle shake. “Promise. We’ll call a truce.” Then for some unknown reason, he swooped down to kiss her cheek. Innocently, like a brother to a sister.
But she stepped aside unexpectedly, maybe thinking the handshake was over, and his lips landed on her throat instead.
Warm velvet skin met his. A delicious sensation burned through his body. He moved his lips slightly and inhaled the scent of her. Unable to stop himself, he grazed her with his lips again. The pulsing hollow at the base of her throat pulsed against his mouth.
A shock of want surged through him. His breathing stopped. His pulse tripled.
He felt her breath at his ear. A soft gasp. A whisper of no.
Raising his head from her flesh, he gazed into her green eyes. The heady sensation of his lips against her throat left him yearning for more.
Speechless, she stood frozen with her mouth an inch away from his.
He couldn’t have kissed her in a more intimate place than if he’d kissed her naked breast.
The thought of her naked breasts made his senses roar. Cold night air filtered through his lungs. A songbird called above them. The taste of her skin lay moist on his mouth. The smell of rich red wine permeated his air.
She said nothing.
The accusations were ripe in her gaze.
What have you done? she seemed to ask.
Do you feel it? came his reply.
It was something about the night, he told himself. Not something about her.
It was something he was lacking, mourning the loss of an intimate evening with Penelope.
It was not this woman before him.
Bursting with the perception of a man who’d just felt and witnessed something extraordinary, he disengaged his hand and took a step back. He was married to her?
Genevieve dropped his hand, as though it was a heavy anchor, and rubbed her throat at the spot he’d kissed. She was trying to erase his touch, he thought, and as she raced back to the cabin, he wondered how on earth he might do the same.
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