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    Prologue


    Blood is so difficult to wash out of good clothing.


    Two men came tumbling out of the gambling room in a flying mass of fists and feet, unwashed clothes, manure-encrusted boots, mining dust, Front Street mud, and months of pent-up disappointment. I had barely enough time to dance backward, avoiding a spatter of blood destined for the bosom of my red satin gown. I fell backward into someone, tall and hard-muscled, and I felt his strong arms wrapping themselves around me and rough hands taking advantage of the opportunity to caress my shoulders.


    Without looking to see who was holding me, I felt the roaming hands now moving away from my shoulders and inching toward my breasts. I drove my elbow backward into his midsection, then raked the heel of my boot down his leg and planted it firmly into his instep. The arms released me and the man grunted softly.


    “I’ll have you for that, you lying son-of-a-bitch,” the larger of the fighters shouted, spitting out a tooth along with a mouthful of blood and saliva as he struggled to be the first one back on his feet. A flock of gamblers, eager to follow the action, spilled out of the back rooms. They still clutched chips or cards in their scarred hands with cracked nails, stained black with dust and mud. But, of course, not everyone deserted the game — the croupier’s voice could still be heard, calmly saying, “place your bets, gentlemen.”


    The larger man, whose tooth was now lying in a slimy puddle in the middle of the floor, lunged toward the other, swinging a wild fist. The punch landed, and the smaller man staggered backward, falling into the crowd of drinkers crowded around the bar. Old Barney’s stool swayed dangerously, but he merely clenched his glass tighter and took another swallow. Maxie screamed in mock terror and pretended to faint dead away, in a flutter of cheap fabric and many-times-mended stockings. Unfortunately for her, no one reacted, and she hit the floor with a distinct thud followed by an indignant shriek. Her skirt flew up high above her ankles, and at the sight of all that exposed leg, men rushed to offer her assistance.


    Irene stood safely back from the melee, watching it all with a smile of mild amusement. A young fellow, dressed as if he were going shooting for grouse in Scotland, extended his arm. She sized him up in an instant, accepted the offer with a gracious nod, and allowed him to escort her to safety.


    “One hundred dollars on the big guy,” came a shout from the back of the room. A chorus of voices took him up on it. The smaller man shook his head and threw himself back into the fight. He landed a powerful right hook that belied his scrawny frame. The larger man flew backwards, crashing into a circle of drinkers watching the fight. A glass shattered on the floor. “Why you …” the glass’s owner shouted, raising his fist to send the other man back the way he’d come.


    “Stay out of it, Williams,” one of his group yelled, grabbing at him. His blood up, Williams drove his meaty fist straight into his friend’s stomach. The friend — former friend? — blanched and vomited.


    “Hey, that was a dirty trick,” a third man said, striking Williams solidly in the jaw.


    The violin player, who had been halfway across the room when the fight broke out, clung to the walls, clutching his delicate instrument to his chest as if it were a newborn.


    “Ray,” I bellowed, wading into the altercation, calling for my business partner, “where are you?”


    Murray, one of the bartenders, dashed out of the gambling room and reached the secondary fight, which was now threatening to spawn a tertiary engagement. “Take it outside, boys.” Murray pushed the antagonists apart.


    At last I could see Ray. He had pulled a well-used baton out from beneath the long counter of the bar and was advancing on the men who’d started the whole thing.


    “That won’t be necessary, Walker,” a voice cut in. It belonged to one of the two Mounties, radiating authority in their scarlet tunics, broad-brimmed hats, and polished black boots. “We’ll take care of it.”


    The patrons moved aside politely to allow the law passage. A forest of arms lifted Maxie to her feet. Betsy stopped screaming and fluttered her eyelashes at the younger policeman, but he ignored her. The man who was taking bets on the outcome of the fight moaned in disappointment. Each Mountie grabbed a fighter by the back of his collar and propelled him toward the door. “It’s a blue card for you two,” the older officer said, “and make no mistake.”


    The moment the doors shut behind them, the room returned to normal. The gamblers went back to their games, the drinkers surged toward the bar for another round, and the dancers and the musicians — including a pouting Maxie and a weeping violinist — departed to get ready for the night’s show. Barney, not much caring if anyone was listening or not, droned on about the old days. Murray politely asked the man with vomit all down his shirt to go home and change before having another drink, and Ray replaced the baton behind the bar with scarcely a blink. Helen poked her nose out of the back room and groaned at sight of the mess she’d have to clean up. I touched my hair, making sure every strand was tucked neatly in place, checked that my best-quality fake pearls were still draped around my neck, and straightened the skirt of my red satin gown. I waved to Ray and indicated that I would take a breath of air for a few moments.


    I watched the crowds flowing up and down and across Front Street. What had I gotten myself into, was my first thought. A great deal of money, was my second.


    Owning a dance hall in Dawson, Yukon Territory, in the summer of 1898 certainly beat dangling from a rope tossed out of the second-story bedroom of a Belgravia townhouse on a rainy February night, dressed in men’s clothes — all in black — with a pocket full of rings and necklaces and a sack of the family’s good silver tossed across my back, trying not to breathe too loudly while a constable, tardy on his rounds for one cursed night, stood below, sneaking a quick smoke.


    I laughed deeply, winked at a shiny faced cheechako passing by, and returned to the lights of the Savoy with a flick of my skirt.

  


  
    Chapter One


    The next night, we seemed to be busier than ever, if that was even possible. It was July of 1898 and the entire world was caught in the grip of Klondike gold fever. Thousands upon thousands of people had arrived in Dawson over the previous weeks, and still they came by every sort of watercraft available. Keep this up and it might require building an extension onto the Savoy Saloon and Dance Hall. The question was, where would it go? The buildings along Front Street, tossed up virtually overnight with little thought to aesthetics, safety, or permanency, stood cheek-to-jowl. Out the back, beyond the alley, was another row of stores, including a mortuary and a dry goods shop.


    Neither of which lacked for custom either.


    The days were hot, the nights long and warm, and people had come through so much hardship simply to get here, they seemed almost desperate to spend what money they had as fast as possible. The lucky few who’d found gold, such as my favourite barfly Barney, didn’t know the meaning of the word restraint.


    All the better, because I myself know perfectly well the value of a dollar — and what it’s like not to have one.


    It was shortly after midnight when I saw him.


    Paul Sheridan. So tall, so thin. So unwelcome in my bar and in my town.


    The first round of dancing had just begun. He was with Lady Irénée, the most popular dance hall girl in Dawson. She acted Lady Macbeth or Hamlet in the plays, sang a few songs, and closed the stage show with a languid, sensuous dance performed in yards and yards of multi-coloured chiffon. Not a Lady, nor even christened with the fancy French name of Irénée, she was plain old Irene Davidson of somewhere in the Midwest. As a headliner, she wasn’t required to remain after her performance to dance with the men, but Irene knew her enormous popularity depended in large measure on her approachability. Besides, she loved attention, soaked up every bit of it, basked in it. She also basked in the money they threw her way. Last week as she took a long languid bow in the one remaining length of chiffon wrapped around her once-white shift, an old sourdough threw a gold nugget the size of my fist onto the stage at her feet. She scooped it up fast enough and gave the man a wave and a cheeky wink.


    I wondered if that’s where the rumour got started: they say that Klondike gold lay at one’s feet, waiting to be scooped up. The only people I ever saw collecting nuggets like windfall apples were dancers.


    Irene wasn’t pretty, at least not in the way that actresses in the big cities of the east might be. She looked like what she was, a tough farm girl who’d taken a chance and climbed the Chilkoot Trail. The Yukon was not a place for delicate women.


    Irene had recently, much to my displeasure, taken up with Ray Walker, my business partner and half-owner of the Savoy. I knew things about Irene she wouldn’t want to be made public, and thus I knew why she was suddenly enamoured of Ray, whom she had consistently discouraged until last week.


    It’s not my job to guard the morals of my employees nor to save my business partner from having his heart broken.


    But it was my job to keep the Savoy the most popular dance hall in the Yukon, and I feared dissent amongst the employees as much as I feared running out of liquor.


    I was on the balcony floor above the dance hall. Tables and chairs were set up so the better-heeled customers in the boxes could observe the dancing below. Men were quaffing champagne — at forty dollars a quart — straight from the bottle, dancers balanced on their knees. Betsy, dressed in a rather ugly shade of mustard, was throwing back her head and laughing heartily at something her companion had said. He lifted the bottle of champagne to his mouth and took a long drink. He belched heartily and wiped his mouth with the back of his right hand. His left hand was under Betsy’s dress.


    My employees are not prostitutes.


    Some of the other dance halls don’t try too hard to disguise the fact that their girls are available for additional forms of entertainment after the show, but mine know if I find out they’re whoring on the side, they’ll be out of a job. Being unobtainable helps to keep my dancers popular.


    I gave Betsy a warning look, but she avoided my eyes. Betsy had been stepping out with Ray (and I had no doubt there was more staying in than stepping out involved), but he’d thrown her over the minute Irene batted her stubby eyelashes in his direction. If she didn’t keep her resentment to herself, she’d be out on the street fast enough.


    I glanced over the railing to the crowded room below. Irene was dancing, laughing and smiling at Paul Sheridan, who towered above everyone in the room. He was extremely tall and thin, looking much like a lodgepole pine with a filthy mop of hair and scraggly beard glued to the top of it.


    My stomach clenched.


    I made my way down the stairs in record time, not even bothering to smile at men as I shoved them out of the way.


    I ran through the gambling room, scarcely noticing the piles of chips and bills and gold dust in front of the poker players.


    Ray worked behind the bar, his scarred and chapped hands moving as he poured drinks, his eyes moving as he watched for trouble.


    I pushed my way through the crowd. The men were always happy to see me, but for once I ignored them. “Ray,” I shouted. “Come here.”


    “I’m busy, Fee,” he replied. Ray hailed from the back alleys and shipyards of Glasgow. His accent could be almost undecipherable to the uninitiated. A Scotswoman myself, even I had trouble understanding him sometimes.


    “Get over here,” I said. “I have to show you something.”


    I rarely spoke to Ray in such a tone. He managed the bar and the male employees; I supervised the women and kept the accounts. We were a good team.


    He must have read something in my face and my voice. He put down the bottle of whisky, told one of the other bartenders, the fellow I call Not-Murray, to take over and came out from behind the long mahogany counter.


    “Problem, Fee?” he said.


    “Might be. I think I recognize someone.”


    I led the way to the dance hall at the back. It was after midnight, but this far north in early July it was still daylight outside. The windows were small and dirty, so kerosene lamps were lit throughout the building.


    “You can’t miss him,” I said. “The one dancing with Irene. Please tell me it’s not who I think it is.”


    Irene was by far the best-dressed of the dancers. Almost as well-dressed as I. Which didn’t particularly please me. We had shared a dressmaker for a short while, until that business most abruptly shut down. With my blue evening gown unfinished, I might add.


    Tonight, Irene was in jet-black silk with flashes of scarlet in the skirt panel and folds of the sleeves. The percentage girls, employed only to dance with the men after the stage show, wore their street clothes to work, and most of them were a muddy brown or homespun. Irene stood out like a peacock. She wasn’t the most popular dance hall girl in the north for nothing. Like all great pretenders, she believed she was what she wanted to be, ergo she was.


    For once, Ray didn’t have eyes for Irene. He sucked in his breath at the sight of the man holding her in his arms. He was about six-foot-five and might have weighed 150 pounds if his pockets were stuffed with gold dust. He was dressed in a tweed suit — nothing out of the ordinary. His waistcoat was threadbare around the edges, his bow tie had seen better days, and his hat and jacket could use the attention of a laundry maid.


    The music stopped in mid-note and the dancers skidded to a stop. They pushed past us as the girls led their partners to the bar. Many of the men tipped their hats to me, some slowed as if to stop and talk, but their partners dragged them away. At a dollar a minute, time was definitely money.


    The tall man’s hand was pressed against the small of Irene’s back. She said something to him, he nodded, and they began to move toward the bar.


    The floor between us was momentarily empty, and the man caught sight of Ray and me watching.


    His face split into a huge grin. He was missing most of his teeth and what remained were cracked and discoloured.


    “It’s him all right,” Ray said. “Paul Sheridan. Goddamnit, Fee. Do ye ken he’s here on his boss’s business?”


    I let out a long breath. “Why else?”


    “Mrs. MacGillivray. Fiona, my darling.” Sheridan extended his arms, as if about to wrap me in a hug. I put my own arm out to stop him. “You’re looking even more beautiful than I remember. Walker, how ya doin’? You’re as ugly as I remember.” He laughed heartily. Irene looked baffled as neither Ray nor I returned the man’s greetings.


    “Ye’re not welcome here, Sheridan,” Ray said. “Get out.” He signalled to one of his men to join us.


    “Is that a way to greet an old friend? Fiona, are you going to let him talk to me like that?”


    “Get out, Paul,” I said. “Irene, find someone else to dance with.”


    “He hasn’t paid ...”


    “I’ll cover it.”


    Irene walked away.


    “Not only out of my establishment, but I suggest you get out of town as well. Do the Mounties know you’re here?”


    “No need. I’ve left my former life behind. I’m going straight, Fiona. And that’s why I’m so glad to see you.”


    Ray and his bouncer each took one of Sheridan’s arms. They began walking him in the direction of the door. He didn’t resist, but continued talking to me over his shoulder. “See how agreeable I’m being, Fiona. No trouble. I have an offer to make you. Supper tomorrow?”


    I didn’t bother to answer. They reached the door, and Ray shoved Sheridan into the street.


    The man stumbled a few feet, then turned and touched the brim of his hat. “Shall we say seven o’clock? You can suggest the restaurant.” He kissed the tips of his fingers, extended them to me, and then turned and walked. A spring was in his step.


    “I’ll have a word with Corporal Sterling tomorrow,” I said.


    “Aye. The Mounties’ll want to know Soapy Smith’s arrived in Dawson.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Angus MacGillivray hated every minute he spent working in Mr. Mann’s shop.


    At twelve years old, he should have been devoting his time to preparing for his future. At the moment, he was undecided if he were going to become a writer, like his friend Martha Witherspoon, or a Mountie, like Corporal Richard Sterling. Perhaps he could be both. He could work as a policeman and write about his adventures, under a different name.


    He wondered what name he could use. His mother was very proud of being Scottish, as was he, so he should take a Scottish name as his nom-de-plume. He didn’t know what his mother’s maiden name was, had never thought to ask. She had no family left, and he hadn’t grown up knowing any grandparents or cousins or aunts and uncles. His father had died before he was born, and for all of his life it had just been the two of them. Angus and his mother.


    Mrs. Mann fussed over Angus as much as if she were his grandmother. She was their landlady, and that made her sort of a servant, but it wasn’t like any of the servants they’d had in Toronto or London.


    More like family.


    “I said how much do ya want for this here pot?”


    A large woman, her bosom like the prow of a ship, waved a stockpot with a broken handle at him. “Are you deaf or just stupid?” she added.


    “Sorry ma’am. I didn’t hear you. It’s a quarter.”


    “A quarter! It ain’t even got two handles. Look, this one’s broke.”


    “I see that.”


    “If you think I’m paying a quarter for a broken pot, young man, you can think again.” She slammed the item down on the counter and stalked off.


    Angus guessed the woman had just arrived in town. She’d find out soon enough that prices in Dawson bore absolutely no similarity to prices in the Outside.


    And Mr. Mann’s shop bore absolutely no similarity to stores in the Outside. It consisted of a couple of lengths of canvas strung up between logs so unfinished they still sprouted crumbling leaves, and a roughly-planed plank served as the counter. A tent next door was the warehouse.


    Stores no fancier than this one were packed along the waterfront. They not only sold, but also bought. And there was a lot to buy. The trip to the Yukon had been so spirit- and back-breaking, the town travellers had given their all to reach so disappointing, that many simply sold everything they had the moment they arrived and turned around and headed back south.


    Mr. Mann was negotiating the price of a rifle. Its owner had been up and down the line of tents, increasingly incredulous at the low price he was being offered. In Dawson the weapon had no value at all — the Mounties outlawed carrying firearms in town.


    With a burst of curses that would have had him arrested if a Mountie were in earshot, the man shoved his rifle at Mr. Mann, took his money, and left. Expressionless, Mr. Mann made room on the counter for the new item by moving aside a pair of long johns that had seen better days.


    He glanced over to see Angus watching him. He shook his head. “Foolish, such men,” he said.


    Angus sighed. Miss Witherspoon had told him that every experience was fodder for the writer’s pen. He reminded himself that he would write about the Klondike some day, and all of this would then seem worthwhile.


    “Angus, my boy. Wouldn’t have expected to see you here.”


    Angus stared at the newcomer, open mouthed. The man thrust a hand across the counter and instinctively Angus accepted the handshake.


    “Surely, your ma hasn’t fallen on such hard times that you’re forced to take work as a shop clerk. Why, I saw her last night, as lovely as ever.” His eyes opened wide, “Don’t tell me that rat-faced weasel Walker cheated her out of her money, and you’re forced to labour here. Why I told her ...”


    “No, Mr. Sheridan. Mr. Walker hasn’t cheated anyone. The Savoy’s the most popular dance hall in all of Dawson.” Angus slid a glance at Mr. Mann, now helping a lady sort though a box of sewing supplies. “I’m ... I’m ... I’m uh, learning a business. So I can help Ma with her own business affairs someday. It’s a great honour.”


    Sheridan looked dubious at that. As well he might.


    “What are you doing here, anyway?” Angus said. “Last time I saw you, you said only fools and easterners went chasing gold.”


    “So I did, my boy.” Sheridan tapped the side of his nose. “I have my reasons. I’m having supper with your mother tonight and I’ll tell her my plans then.”


    Angus laughed. “You’re having supper with my mother? Not if she has anything to say about it.”


    Sheridan took no offence. As Angus remembered, the man could be totally blind to anything that contradicted his view of the world.


    Sheridan studied the line of goods for sale. His eyes came to rest on the Winchester. He picked it up, balanced it in his hands, lifted it, and peered down the length.


    “One dollar, fifty cents,” Mr. Mann said.


    “A buck fifty?” Sheridan said. “What, doesn’t it work?”


    “You can’t use it,” Angus said. “Mounties’ll confiscate it if you have it in town.”


    “Not planning to stay in town.”


    “Can’t take it to the Creeks either.”


    “Not planning to go to the Creeks. Didn’t I tell you, Angus, man’s a fool who goes where every other man goes. Gotta strike out on your own. I’ll take it. And a box of cartridges.”


    Mr. Mann looked to Angus for an explanation.


    “Cartridges, bullets.” Angus mimed loading the weapon.


    Mr. Mann shook his head. “You wants gun? Is one dollar, fifty cents.”


    “What the hell? Rifle ain’t much use without cartridges. Damn strange town you have here. Does anyone else sell ammunition?”


    Angus shrugged. “You can ask.”


    “I’ll do that.” Sheridan handed a tattered American dollar bill and a couple of coins to Mr. Mann, who tucked them away in the small apron he wore around his waist for just that purpose. “Your ma will probably tell you about our plans later tonight. I think you’ll be pleased.”


    Sheridan gave Angus a wink and walked away, head and shoulders bobbing above the crowd, Winchester balanced on his hip.


    “I have to go to the police,” Angus said.


    Mr. Mann’s eyes quickly travelled across over the jumble of items on the counter, searching for something missing. He knew the location and value of everything on display, as well as all the boxes, bags, and loose items stacked under the counter, against the length of canvas that was the back wall, and piled in the tent warehouse.


    Finding nothing missing, he said, “Why?”


    “That man. Nothing but trouble.”


    “Wees wants no trouble here. Yous go to seh police.”


    Angus came out from behind the counter and took off at a run, heading into town.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Corporal Richard Sterling of the North-West Mounted Police put his feet up on his desk and leaned back with a contented sigh. He puffed at his pipe — a rare indulgence in the middle of a working shift. At about 30,000 people, almost all of whom had arrived in the last two months, the town of Dawson was growing fast. The powers-that-be had decided that, in addition to Fort Herchmer, they needed an office in town, and they set it up in a small building on Queen Street at the corner of Second Avenue. Nice and close to the cribs in Paradise Alley and the bars and dance halls along Front Street.


    Richard Sterling had a staff of four constables, and one special constable to cook, clean, and generally run errands. Life was looking up. He had been a sergeant, once, but was busted down to constable, lucky to still have a job, after punching out an officer. He’d been one of the first Mounties in the Yukon, sent to Forty Mile with Superintendent Constantine in the summer of ’95 when the government in Ottawa, in its wisdom, extended the forces of law and order to the untamed, largely unpopulated territory. It was a tough place to live and work, but he loved it. It beat working on the farm in the Carrot River Valley in Saskatchewan, where he’d grown up.


    The office walls were thin, the wood full of cracks. He heard the front door open and a boy’s high voice greet the constable out front. Sterling dropped his feet to the floor and grabbed a piece of paper off the desk. He was reading an official report when he heard a knock on his door. He hesitated for a moment, before calling, “Come in.”


    As expected, it was young Angus MacGillivray. Angus had hopes of being a Mountie some day and hung around the station — and Richard Sterling — to a point just short of annoying. But he was a good lad, smart and principled.


    It didn’t hurt that the boy’s mother was Fiona MacGillivray, who ... Sterling coughed and sat up a bit straighter in his chair.


    “What brings you here, Angus? Quiet down at the store today?”


    “No, sir. We’re really busy. I’m here on police business. You need to know ...”


    They heard the street door open again. Fabric rustled and sharp heels sounded on the wooden floor. The scent of good soap and light perfume drifted in. Sterling jumped to his feet as a woman’s soft voice asked the constable for Mr. Sterling.


    “Mother,” Angus said, “what are you doing here?”


    “Angus,” Fiona said, her head popping around the corner, “what are you doing here?”


    They both spoke at once. “Someone you should know about ...” Angus said. “Man in town ...” Fiona said.


    Sterling held up one hand. “Mrs. MacGillivray, please have a seat.”


    She smiled at him and sat, arranging her skirts around her. She wore a two-piece white day dress that almost took his breath away. White was a highly impractical colour in Dawson, where mills worked night and day producing lumber for the fast-growing town, and the sawdust covered everything. What’s more, even the smallest rain shower turned the streets into rivers of mud. Yet somehow Fiona had managed to keep the hem of her dress immaculately clean. Unlike a lot of women, Fiona MacGillivray wasn’t adverse to pulling up her skirts and tucking them into her belt to wade across the street. Sterling shoved aside an image of shapely ankles encased in high-heeled, buttoned boots.


    She straightened her already perfectly straight hat. “A most unsavoury person of my acquaintance came into the Savoy last night,” she began.


    “Paul Sheridan,” Angus interrupted.


    “You’ve seen him?”


    “He was down at Bowery Street this morning. Stopped at the store and said hello.”


    “Plenty of unsavoury persons in town,” Sterling said. “What makes this fellow of interest?”


    “Soapy Smith,” Angus and Fiona chorused.


    “What?”


    “Sheridan is ...”


    “Soapy must have ...”


    “Hold on. Only one of you talk at once. Mrs. MacGillivray, what does this Sheridan fellow have to do with Smith?”


    Fiona took a deep breath. Underneath the white fabric, her bosom moved. Sterling tried not to think about that and instead to concentrate on the matter at hand.


    “On our way to the Yukon, Angus and I passed through Skagway. Our passage was most speedy, I might add, once I understood the situation in town. Mr. Paul Sheridan is, to put it simply, one of Soapy Smith’s gang.”


    “More than just one of the gang, he’s like a lieutenant or something.”


    “Angus, I believe Corporal Sterling has requested I tell this story.”


    “Sorry, Ma. I mean, Mother.”


    “As Angus so rudely said, Mr. Sheridan is one of Mr. Smith’s top-level assistants. Highly trusted, I believe, in the sense that Mr. Smith and characters of his ilk trust anyone.”


    “Why’s he in Dawson?”


    Angus and Fiona exchanged glances.


    “I have no idea,” she said.


    “He told me he has a plan,” Angus said. “He said he’s having dinner with you tonight, Mother. Is that right?”


    If Fiona hadn’t been a well brought up English gentlewoman, Sterling thought she might have spit on the floor. Instead, she sniffed. “Hardly. Whatever delusions Mr. Sheridan continues to maintain about me are neither here nor there.” She rose in one long, liquid motion.


    Sterling leapt to his feet, knocking his right knee against the underside of the desk. He stifled a groan. “Thank you for coming, Mrs. MacGillivray.”


    “It is no more than my duty,” she replied. He wasn’t quite sure, but he might have seen a spark of mischief in the black depths of her eyes.


    “Before you go, can you give me a description of this person?”


    “Angus will see to that. The boy’s powers of observation are quite astute.”


    Angus preened.


    “He didn’t say anything to you about why he’s in Dawson?”


    She smiled. “No. Ray Walker and Mr. Sheridan did not part on the best of terms. Ray escorted him to the door quite unceremoniously. Good day, Corporal. Angus.”


    They watched her leave and close the door to Sterling’s office silently behind her. Then they heard the street door opening with a clatter that might have had it falling from its ill-fastened hinges, such was the young constable’s haste to assist her.


    Sterling took his hat down from the shelf. “You say this man’s high up in Smith’s organization?”


    “Not that Soapy has an organization as such,” Angus said. “I mean with ranks and all. Just a bunch of men who do what he tells them. But yeah, Mr. Sheridan is pretty close to Soapy.”


    “The last thing we want is Soapy Smith and his gang trying to cross into Canada.” The NWMP kept a Maxim machine gun at the border crossing at the top of the Chilkoot Trail, expressly for the purpose of keeping out Jefferson Randolph Smith, aka Soapy, the gangster who controlled Skagway, Alaska. “I’m going to the Fort to report this. Tell me about it on the way. First, how do you know so much about Smith and his doings?”


    “Soapy wanted my ma to be his business partner,” Angus said.


    Sterling stopped dead. “Your mother ... and Soapy Smith.” He shook his head. “Your mother really is the most interesting woman. This Sheridan, do you think Smith sent him to talk to her about doing business in Dawson?”


    “No. He just wants to marry her.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    I was rather pleased with my performance. If Angus hadn’t been there, I would have told Corporal Sterling all I knew about Paul Sheridan. But Angus could do the job just as well. Of late, I had been beginning to suspect that Richard Sterling was becoming ... fond of me.


    How I felt about him, I was not entirely certain.


    Nevertheless, it is always a good idea to leave them wanting more.


    Regardless of any feelings toward the handsome corporal that I might or might not entertain, I most definitely was not in Dawson to find a man. This gold rush wasn’t going to last forever: some who were in a position to know privately said there wasn’t really all that much gold. I intended to make my money and get Angus and me out in a year or two. I did not need complications.


    Men are always complicated.


    So far I was enjoying living in Dawson. Most of the time. Last winter had been highly unpleasant, as the town slowly began to starve and some unfortunate souls succumbed to frost bite and scurvy. But now that the authorities were insisting that anyone coming into the territory from the Outside have enough food to last them a year, the winter ahead should be easier.


    Unfortunately, the police could do nothing about the mud that coated everything, the perfectly dreadful food, and the shortage of accommodations that had Angus and me crowded into three rooms in Mr. and Mrs. Mann’s boarding house. I didn’t even have a lady’s maid, such a creature being rare in the Yukon.


    “Yoo hoo.” I looked up to see a woman on the other side of the street, waving at me.


    I gave her a genuine smile and waved back. It had rained last night and the street was thick with muck. She ploughed across, dragging her skirts behind her.


    “Martha,” I said, “lovely to see you. How nice you look.”


    And she did. She was large and plain and formidable of feature, but her cheeks were pink with pleasure and her eyes glowed with new love.


    It might almost be enough to make a romantic out of me.


    Martha Witherspoon and Reginald O’Brien, whom everyone called Mouse, had fallen head over heels in love almost from the moment of meeting. Martha had come to the Yukon intending to write a factual account of the gold rush. She still clutched her ever-present notebook, but rather than interviewing miners and dance-hall girls, she now intended to produce a volume of tips and hints to assist family women heading north. Considering that her writing talent was practically non-existent, a shopping list of necessary items was more suited to her skills than breathless prose.


    I slipped my arm through hers and we continued walking. She chattered happily on about all the things she planned to buy for her new home when she and Mouse set up housekeeping.


    We parted outside the Savoy. At this time of morning, the place was somewhat less hair-raisingly frantic than in the evening. Our doors opened at 10 a.m., and a crush of drinkers, gamblers, and general layabouts could then be guaranteed to pass through the hallowed portals.


    It was my custom to go home at 6 a.m., when we closed, get a few hours sleep, and come in to do the accounts in the quiet of the late morning, take our loot ... uh money ... to the bank and then head home for a bit more sleep.


    Helen Saunderson, maid of all work, was on her knees in the corner by the water barrel, scrubbing at the floor. She looked up as I entered and I made a gesture of lifting a cup to my mouth. Murray was behind the bar, managing not to look too dreadfully bored at some old sourdough’s ravings of a valley, sacred to the Indians, warmed by hot springs, full of riches beyond imagining. Never to be found by the white man.


    Better, I thought, than having to listen to the thousandth telling of the tale of the discovery of gold on Bonanza Creek. I climbed the rickety stairs to the second floor and unlocked the door to my office, unpinned my hat and placed it on a table, settled myself behind my desk, opened the drawer, and pulled out my accounts ledger. I checked the bottom-most number.


    Highly satisfactory.


    Footsteps coming up the stairs, moving down the hall. My friend Graham Donohue popped his head in.


    “What’s this I hear about Soapy Smith’s gang being in town?” He failed to offer me greetings.


    “Not exactly the ‘gang,’” I said. “But one gang member. It’s true.”


    Graham dropped into the visitor’s chair in front of my desk. “You know this person, Fiona?”


    “Regretfully, yes. Odious man.”


    “Do you think more gang members are following? The Mounties won’t put up with that.”


    “To be honest, Graham, I don’t know. A year ago, I would have been positive Soapy wouldn’t be such a fool as to come directly up against the forces of her Majesty, but who knows what the intervening time has done to him. Rumour has it he’s losing control in Skagway. Perhaps he’s desperate enough to think he has no choice but to move into the Yukon.”


    Graham peered at me. “Are you telling me, Fiona, you know Soapy Smith? Personally?”


    “Regretfully, yes.”


    Graham pulled out his notebook and pencil.


    “Put that away,” I said. “I am not granting you an interview.”


    “An informal interview. Authoritative yet unnamed sources and all that.”


    Graham Donohue was a newspaperman. A reporter with a big American paper, here in the Klondike to report on the hottest story in North America, if not the world. He was no taller than I, lean and wiry, and he sported a ferocious moustache that clashed with his schoolboy complexion, sparkling brown eyes, thick black eyelashes and perfect bone structure. Any one of my dance-hall girls would be more than happy to give him the time of day, but Donohue never seemed interested in them. I patted my hair. Graham, well I knew, had eyes elsewhere. He was always attempting to lure me onto the badly sprung couch in my office.


    “Angus and I were in Skagway in August of last year,” I said. “Sensing that the environment for an independent person of business was not, shall we say, welcoming, I decided it would be best to decamp for Dawson.”


    Graham’s pencil stub hung over the paper. “And?”


    I smiled at him. “And, it is time for me to get my accounts done. I am running behind this morning, having made a stop at the police detachment office to report the arrival of one of Soapy’s henchmen.”


    Another round of footsteps coming up the stairs and down the hall. Helen came in, bearing a tray with a single cup plopped in the centre. Most unrefined, to be serving tea already prepared, but I’d given up trying to insist that Helen bring the milk and sugar in separate bowls. “Oh,” she said, “didn’t know you was here Mr. Donohue. Shall I fetch another tea?”


    “Yes, please,” Graham said.


    “No,” I said. “Mr. Donohue is leaving momentarily.”


    She put the tray down and hurried away.


    “Come on, Fiona. What was he like? Smith wasn’t in Skagway when I went through.”


    “Graham, go away.” I took a sip of tea. Barely satisfactory. Helen had added too much sugar. I prefer lemon, but needless to say, citrus is non-existent in the Yukon.


    Grumbling, Graham stood up and returned his notebook to his pocket.


    “You may take me to tea this afternoon,” I said. “Four o’clock at the Richmond. Provided you promise my name will not appear in any way in your epistle.”


    He touched his hat and left.


    I picked up my own pen and bent my head over the ledger. I found it difficult to concentrate. Like every other building in town, the Savoy had been constructed with great haste out of green wood and inadequate materials. The noise from below came right up through the floorboards. I pushed away from my desk and went to stand at the window. I could see across Front Street, over the mudflats to the river and the hills beyond. The shore was packed with watercraft of every conceivable type, from steamboats to barges to a mismatched collection of logs slashed together to form a raft. Boats were tied to boats tied to other boats far out into the river. Tents and shacks lined the waterfront, and men and horses struggled through the river of mud that was Front Street.


    Ray and some of the men had strung a banner Angus had created across the street: THE FINEST, MOST MODERN ESTABLISHMENT IN LONDON, ENGLAND, TRANSPORTED TO DAWSON. Our sign seemed to be achieving its aim. As I watched, five men came down the street, their hats and jackets thick with grime, their faces dark under unkempt beards and dust. One of them stopped and looked at the sign. He spoke to his companions, gestured to it, perhaps reading it to them, and then pointed to the door of the Savoy. As one, they nodded and trooped up the step and disappeared from my sight.


    I studied the faces on the street below. Almost all were male, with a scattering of women and even fewer children. I recognized a few of the men — those who came to the Savoy, whom I’d seen on the streets, who worked in restaurants, banks or shops which I frequented. No one from Skagway.


    It had been a year since I was there. Hundreds of men might have joined the gang since and come over the Pass with Paul Sheridan.


    He had been alone last night in the Savoy. Enjoying himself, dancing with Irene. No one in Soapy’s gang would have stood by and watched one of their fellows being evicted physically from the premises.


    It was unlikely Paul had come alone, but not impossible. Perhaps he’d had a falling out with Soapy — easy to do — and decided to strike out on his own.


    He might be on his own, but if he were here to dig for gold, I’d join a nunnery.


    I felt a prickling of unease as I remembered running into Angus at the NWMP office. Paul had approached my son. That I did not care for one bit.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    It had been only a year ago when Angus and I departed Toronto with an unseemly degree of haste. We took the first train pulling out of Union Station, paying no heed to where it was heading.


    We ended up in Vancouver in July of 1897.


    Every person we encountered was talking about nothing but gold. Yukon gold. On July 14, the steam ship Excelsior had arrived in San Francisco carrying half a million dollars worth of gold, and then on the 17th, the Portland pulled into Seattle with a million dollars worth. Newspaper headlines screamed the weight of the precious metal; store fronts were instantly covered in advertisements for the equipment one supposedly needed to go prospecting; waiters and butlers and shop clerks and policemen discarded their uniforms and walked out the door, heading for the Klondike.


    Although a great many didn’t exactly know where that was.


    Or what they would find there.


    I stood on the street corner outside our hotel while the bellboy unloaded our trunks and Angus peppered him with questions. He told Angus that his three older brothers were preparing to leave, that he wanted to go with them but his widowed mother was begging him not to abandon her.


    I watched a cart go by, laden with pickaxes, burlap bags of flour, wooden boxes stamped canned corn, and three men, the youngest of whom was seventy if a day. “Ho! The Klondike! Ho!” they cried to cheering onlookers. A group of small boys and a scrawny dog ran after them. The boys waved and shouted. The dog barked.


    The bellboy took our things into the hotel, and we followed. It wasn’t a particularly good hotel. Definitely second rate, not the sort of establishment I was accustomed to frequenting.


    Which was, of course, the point.


    I was likely being sought by one Mr. Jonathan McNally, whose wife’s jewellery was resting comfortably in the valise that never left my hand.


    
      * * *
    


    Jonathan McNally was a fat, red-faced man in his late forties who dabbled at being a banker but in truth was dependent on his mother’s family fortune. She was a daughter of one of the old-money Protestant families who controlled the financial life of Eastern Canada. Jonathan’s wife — as plump and plain as he — and their six children spent the entirety of the summer at the family vacation home on Stoney Lake. At the weekend Jonathan would travel up on the train to join his progeny. During the week, he would entertain me.


    Shortly after he had made my acquaintance over an excellent dinner at the Royal York Hotel, I told my paramour that my house had been discovered to be infested with vermin. I shuddered prettily and said that, as I was in temporary accommodation, I couldn’t possibly invite a gentleman around for an after-supper drink, now could I?


    He looked slightly unsure — they always did. Then he gave in — they always did — and said he’d be delighted to show me his home.


    One of Jonathan McNally’s virtues, for me, was that an excess of drink put him straight to sleep. I suggested brandies before retiring, and sure enough he was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. I left him snoring lustily and examined the house. Most specifically, his wife’s dressing room. She hadn’t taken the best of her jewels to Stoney Lake. The drawers to the desk in the library were locked but looked easy to pick.


    The weekend arrived and Jonathan, as was his custom, departed to join his family. Saturday night, I used the copy of the key I’d made from the one in Jonathan’s jacket pocket and entered the house.


    Unfortunately, the butler was up in the night. Also unfortunately, a delicate pie-crust table had been placed behind a door where it hadn’t been previously, and I knocked it over. What the butler thought he was doing upstairs in the family bedrooms when no one was in residence, I cannot imagine. Hearing the table fall, he armed himself with a candlestick and came face to face with me, dressed in trousers and a multi-pocketed working man’s jacket, all in black, exiting Mrs. McNally’s boudoir.


    The butler was not accustomed to ladies who’d been taught to fight as if in a bare-knuckle ring.


    I screamed, only half-pretending shock, dropped my sack, mumbled something about having left my late mother’s necklace behind, burst into tears, and reached out as though to weep on his chest. Instead, I grabbed him by the shoulders of his night attire, pulled him toward me, and drove my knee deep into his jewels. He screamed, I let go and stepped back. He bent over, protecting his vitals, overcome with pain. I brought my knee in again, this time driving it into his face. His nose burst in a spray of hot, sticky blood.


    I ran, having the presence of mind to first pick up my bag.


    I estimated I had sufficient time to collect my things and my son and get out of town. Fearful of the possibility of scandal, or the rage of the elder Mrs. McNally, the butler wouldn’t call the police without his employer’s authorization. And even then, McNally might not be too welcoming of the sort of questions the authorities would ask. Such as how I’d obtained a key and knew the layout of his house.


    He’d told me they didn’t have a telephone at the lake. Something about Mother objecting to the vile instrument. Knowing who was the boss — Mother — Mr. McNally might want to instruct his butler to break a window and leave large muddy boot tracks across the carpet before contacting the authorities.


    No, I wasn’t afraid of the police.


    His mother’s money or no, McNally was a wealthy man, and wealthy men had their resources. Rich or poor, no man was fond of being made a fool of.


    Particularly by a woman.


    I hurried home and dismissed the cabbie. I roused the footman and told him to find me a cab, quickly. Letting the rest of the servants sleep, I stuffed the best of my possessions into only two trunks. The scented cedar box containing jewellery, as well as the pieces for possession of which I was forced to flee, went into a valise. I stuffed cash into envelopes for my staff. More than enough to make up for lack of notice, but also to ensure some degree of loyalty, hoping they wouldn’t sell me out to the first person who came calling.


    I ordered the cab to Angus’s school, where I roused the headmaster in the middle of the night. Angus was sent for and told he had ten minutes to pack his truck. The headmaster and his bony, nightgown-clad wife protested earnestly, something about the importance of strict regimen and rigorous attention to routine in the development of a young man’s character. I told them I’d leave a donation to the school, which went a long way to mollifying them, slapped another cash-stuffed envelope on the table, and went outside to wait impatiently by the cab.


    Angus was back in seven minutes, trailed by a porter wheeling his trunk in a barrow; his possessions were loaded onto the top of the cab, and we were off again.


    On our arrival at Union Station, while Angus patted the horses’ noses and thanked them for bringing us, and the cabbie went in search of a porter, I slipped into the building alone, telling Angus to deal with the porter and meet me inside.The cavernous station was dark and quiet. The sound of my footsteps disappeared into the great vaulted stone ceiling.


    I changed into a plain dress of brown cotton, wrapped my long black hair into an exceedingly tight bun and topped it with a most unattractive hat, propped a pair of spectacles containing plain glass onto my nose, and slipped a cheap wedding band onto my finger. I rubbed a bit of dirt, scooped up while waiting for Angus, onto the hem of the dress. To his credit, Angus barely batted an eyelid when I emerged in my new costume. I purchased our tickets in a flat Canadian accent, blinked myopically at the man behind the counter, and fumbled through my reticule for a few coins to tip the porter.


    “What have you done this time?” was all Angus said as we boarded the train.


    During the long journey across the continent, I’d decided to head for the United States. San Francisco, perhaps. It was supposed to be a rough-edged town. I had sufficient funds to find a place for Angus in a good boys’ school, rent a house in a respectable part of town, and hire an adequate household. Whereupon I would make my living as I had since I’d been eleven years old.


    Stealing.


    
      * * *
    


    Standing in the hotel lobby in Vancouver I changed my plans.


    Enough of climbing up drainpipes and escaping by the skin of my teeth. Enough listening to fat old men snore in the night.


    And enough of missing my son. Angus was eleven years old. I hadn’t wanted to put him in boarding school, but once he reached the age of awareness I could hardly have him living with me when I entertained the gentlemen who, usually unwittingly, provided my income.


    We’d left London four years ago with as much haste as our recent departure from Toronto. It was time to provide my son with a bit of stability.


    “Angus,” I said, as we stood in the lobby of the second-rate Vancouver hotel. “How would you like to go to the Klondike?”


    “That’d be grand, Mother.”


    “Where,” I asked the hotel clerk, “is the shipping office located?”


    I hadn’t intended to actually go to the Klondike. It sounded like a most difficult trip. I certainly had no intention of prospecting for gold. Unlike what had been suggested by the talk I heard in Vancouver, then Victoria, and then on the Bristol, heading for Alaska, I suspected that gold nuggets were not lying about on the ground waiting to be picked up by men who’d last week been bank clerks or cooks or farmers.


    But where there were men, lots of men, away from their homes, full of dreams, there was always money to be made.


    And legally, too.


    I’d find a profession in Alaska that would allow me to have my son living with me, and not necessitate bracing myself every time I saw an officer of the law heading my way.


    This place called Skagway seemed like a good destination. I’d open a theatre and employ women to dance and perform stage plays. I exchanged Mrs. McNally’s jewellery for cash and bought supplies and two boat tickets to Skagway.


    Skagway turned out to be more than even I had bargained for, and eventually Angus and I joined the long line of fortune-seekers climbing the Chilkoot trail.
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