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The Goldcamp Vampire

OR

The Sanguinary Sourdough
Elizabeth Scarborough

A Heavenly Moose

THE CANDLESIN thetrophy room guttered to cowering blue sparks at the base of the wicks. The
cold draft got colder. | looked up. One of the moose faces had grown whiter, the snout shorter, the eyes
sadder. " Sweet Jesus, Papa, but you look strange with antlers,” | whispered.

The stove roared suddenly asif devouring anew log. " Sscat! Get out! Sscramé& mdash;™

| set the candelabra back on the table, and faced the spectre. " For pity's sake, Papa, will you quit the
macabre monosyllables? If you've something to tell me, come out withiit."

"Nag, nag, nag," the fire snapped and Papa grinned amoose-wide grin.

Ascold as| felt, | was soaking with perspiration. My head throbbed and my feet burned and here
stood arguing with my dead father, who was no doubt of even less usein spectra form than he had been
inlife. Just then the door flew open and | twisted to stare dazedly at an opera-caped Vasily Vladovitch.

My host stared at me asif | wasinsane.

"The water bucket!" he cried, and pointed. | picked it up and threw the contents into the fire, which
blossomed into awide explosive ball.

Suffocating black smokefilled the air. From within the stove, the choked flames szzled themselvesto
degth, hissing "crosses," and then "crusssstifixsss' asit died.
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CHAPTER |

M &raguo;

THREE DAYS AFTER my father's funera, hisformer mistress summoned meto her place of
employment and proposed that the two of us distract oursalves from grief by accepting arather bizarre
proposition. "Meet me backstage at 12:15 and you will, asthey say, learn something to your advantage,”
her note read.

Asvery little had been to my advantage latdly, | roused myself to accept.

It would be inaccurate to say | had been prostrated with grief. My father's death was hardly

unantici pated& mdash;he had been deliberately drinking himself to desth since the demise of my mother
thirty years ago, and since his second marriage to the sanctimonious Widow Higgenbotham, he had
speeded up the process appreciably.

Congdering hisinclinations, the manner and location of his passing were as he would have wished it.
When found, he wore a blissful smile upon hisface asif he had discovered some new and particularly
potent elixir that had carried him straight to heaven& mdash;assuming that was his destination. | felt guilty
when | saw him to note how pale and drained he looked, for | so despised hisnew wifethat | had seen
him very seldom. But his happy expression and the fact that he had died just outside his favorite haunt,
the Gold Nugget Opera House, consoled me. Nevertheless, | purposaly averted my eyes and held my
skirts away as | passed the spot where he had been found on my way to the backstage door.

With the mist creeping up to conced the garbage and broken bottles, and the drizzle descending like
unceasing tears, the dley was a depressing place to be. Even the pearl-handled derringer in my bag was
cold comfort. Thiswas anight the poet Poe might relish, except that ravens seldom frequented the dleys
of San Francisco anymore. Pigeons perhaps. Pigeons with uncannily direct gazes, for as| turned back
toward the lamplight flickering in from the main street, small eyes glittered down a me, then swooped
aside. | grasped the knob of the backstage door and shoved.

The gtrains of the final chorus act met me even before | entered, but Sasha Devine's numbers were over
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for the evening. It was her policy awaysto "leave them wanting more." Her dressing room door was
cracked open, for despite the midsummer fog and damp, the air waswarm.

Sashasaw mereflected in her mirror even before | spoke. "Vahlenteena," she said effusively, twistingin
her chair to face me. "How kind of you to come to see mein my bereavement. Y ou alone know how
very dear Patrick wasto me. And you, my dear Vahlenteen, have aways been the daughter | never had.”

| would have been more moved by this declaration were it not for the fact that it was only since my
novels began to sdll that Sasha had learned my name& mdash;and at that she choseto learn my nom de
plume, Vaentine Lovelace, not my given name, PelagiaHarper. Although to be perfectly fair, | do recall
that at timeswhile | wasin my teens, she waswont to refer to me as "' Peggy.”

"Because of this sentiment | bear you and your dear departed father,” she continued, "and because you
areafdlow artistein what | understand are straited circumstances, | have sdlected you to be my traveling
companion on my grand tour of the Klondike. Expenseswill be paid, of course, but you must wait for
your sdary until we arrive.”

My spiritsroseimmediately. | was, in fact, so elated by the chance to see the Klondike, that dazzling
repository of gold of which everyone was speaking, that | failed to note Sashastone. It wasidentical to
the one | had once heard her use when she parted my father from the subscription money that was
supposed to support our newspaper for a month.

Instead, my previous caution vanished and | saw in her my deliverance from my problems. No matter if
Jade Fan, Wy Mi'sgrieving sigter, sold her laundry& mdash;and my lodgings& mdash;and moved back to
China. No maiter if the Widow Higgenbotham refused to pay me the moniesthat Papa had promised me
for the seridization of my latest sagain the Herald. No matter that the West was now al but won, and |
had to dredge my dwindling memories of Texas for materia for my popular-but-unlucrative epistles. No
matter that | would never again see Papa dumped over hisdesk, or hear him singing as he ssumbled from
his favorite sdloon. Long since he had ceased telling me the stories of Cuchulain and Maeve, and Wy Mi
had not mentioned the Wind Dragons of his native Chinasince | told him I'd met one. Life had become
quite dull. And now lovely, kindly SashaDevine, in al her beneficence, was going to take me away from
dl this

My face must have betrayed my emation. With acomplacent smile, she turned away from me and began
removing her stage makeup, smoothing the cream below the high ruffled collar of her dressing gown,
which kept tickling her chin and threatening to get makeup and grease on itslace. | had never redlized her
complexion was so fair& mdash;pallid, one might even say. When she removed the whitening under her
great green eyes, dark hollows appeared. When she turned back to me, her collar flopped away,
reveding an angry insect bite on the left sde of her ill dmost-perfect throat.

Even without the makeup, however, Sashalooked no older than |, though she had to be at least ten years
my senior. Her hair really wasthat blond, but without the false curls of her fancy coiffure, it hung long and
graight. She looked delicate when unpainted, rather like afairy princess who might, with that sharp
determined chin and those acquisitive green eyes, turn into awicked queen with the least encouragement.
Hadn't | heard arumor somewhere that she was descended from the roya house of some long-defunct
Bakan country?

"I have been working very hard, and your father's degth has distressed me grestly,” she said. "Also, until
departuretime, | must continueto fulfill my contract here. Y ou will bein charge of the practicd details,
booking the passage for me, yoursdf, and Mr. Lawson's coffin& hdllip;"

"Mr. Lawson'swhat?' | asked.



"Hiscoffin," she said, dowly and digtinctly, asif to the deaf. "Mr. Lawson is dead and requires one.”

"Excuseme,” | said. "Unacquainted with Mr. Lawson as | am, his demise had escaped my notice. If heis
dead, why does he require not only a coffin, but passage aboard a steamer to the Klondike?"

Sheturned again, her actresss eyes entreating metragicaly. "Because Mr. Lawson's partner isaman not
only of exceptionally good taste, as heisan admirer of mine, but also of consderable sentiment. He and
Mr. Lawson worked their Alaskan claim for many years without success. Even when my admirer
temporarily gave up mining for bartending in order to earn afurther grubstake, Mr. Lawson, it issaid,
worked with commendabl e determination throughout the winter in an attempt to find the mother lode. To
no avail. Thisearned him the cruel soubriquet of Lost-Cause among his associates. Findly, his partner
ingsted that he come to San Francisco to recuperate from exhaustion and the iliness that consumed him
asaresult of hisefforts. When the gold strike was made in the Klondike, my admirer abandoned his bar,
after stlanding adrink for the denizensin order to get a head start on them, and headed for Canada. The
day Mr. Lawson died, my admirer made one of the richest strikesin the Y ukon. Bur heis guilt-ridden
about it. His partner must at least see the wedlth that € uded them both for so long, hefedls. The
gentleman in question remembers me fondly from a night& mdash;a performance& mdash;two years ago,
and dispatched a message containing aretainer and promising that if | would seeto it that his poor
partner was escorted to the Y ukon, he would make me owner of my own establishment, whichis
somewhat better than agold mine."

III %II

"And you, you will get the experience of traveling to the most exciting placein theworld. Later, when |
have earned my reward, you may be my agent to summon my girlsto comejoin me."

"It'savery kind offer, MissDeving," | said. "But | fail to understand exactly why you need me& hdlip;"

"Because | certainly cannot be expected to do everything. Y ou must see to collecting the body from the
undertaker's, to booking the passage, to acquiring certain papers assuring Mr. Lawson's corpse of entry
into Canada."

She rose and faced me, one hand extended dramaticaly. "Vahlenteena, | ask you because | know that
you are aperson of integrity, and in my line of work one meetsall too few of those. Do you think | failed
to see how you kept your newspaper running when dear Patrick was unable? Y ou are rather young, of
course, and awomean, but | thought you might be& mdash;"

She needed to say no more. | was hooked without hearing any of the particulars, which is, of course,
dwaysamidake.

| asked to seetheletter from her admirer, so that | might get alist of the tasks to be accomplished. |
thought, from dl the detailsin her story, that it must certainly have been avery long letter, or perhapsan
entire series of correspondence. However, she responded that she had received just anote and she
thought she had left it in her suite. She remembered it quite well, however, and went over with methe
prodigiouslist of chores | needed to perform to secure our passage. The oddest of these was arranging
for, the disinterment of Lost-Cause Lawson from histomb and histrangport to the steamer.

This | determined to tackle the following day. | got arather late start. | 1eft Sasha Devine during the wee
hours Sunday morning, when it was not yet light and the fog made the dley ook like the smoking
aftermath of agrest fire. | have traveled the streets of my native city in what | fondly believed was perfect
safety for most of my life, but in these early hours, | fdtill a ease. Therain finished its demoalition work
on my mourning bonnet, which had not been especialy crisp to begin with. My one good woolen coat
had used the warmth of Sasha's dressing room to finish permeating its fibers with damp, so that | was



now chilled through. My spinewas aready curling itsdlf into tight ringlets when the black carriage flashed
past the dley entrance, drenching meto the waist as the whedl's splashed through a puddle.

| shouted afew of the more colorful epithets| had learned in Texas a the denizens of the carriage, little
expecting response, for haf of my remarks were in Spanish, the vernacular being particularly suited for
self-expression of that sort.

To my dismay, the carriage stopped abruptly and swung around in the middle of the Street, the lamps
gleaming off the coats of the horses and the polished ebony of the coach. Shadows shrouded the interior,
but as the vehicle drew even with my dripping form, alow and me odious voice from within said softly, *
Se o reuego usted que mi disculpas con todo sinceridad, senora.”

"Oh, dear, excuse me," | sputtered, wringing out my hem. Evidently, | had just had the honor of being
splattered by amember of our local Spanish nobility. "I mean, | didn't think you'd under& mdash;oh,
never mind& hdlip;"

"Ah, you are American, despite your bilingua fluency." The voice sounded pleased. Its accent was
foreign but not, | thought, Spanish after al. "Please, madam, permit meto offer the services of my
carriage to your quarters, where you may change your attire and present your other clothing to my man
for cleaning or replacement, if the damageistoo extensve.”

| peered into the shadows and aternated between feeling like a perfect fool and feding very cautious
about this disembodied voice. The man sounded like agentlemen, but many gentlemen, | had found,
were anything but gentle and had attained their wedlth and high station by taking the position that
everyone esewasinferior to themsaves and, therefore, fair game.

"Dont trouble yoursdlf, ar," | said, inching away. "My lodgings are not far and my landlady and her
family, who are waiting up for me, operate alaundry. Jade Fan will have my costume good as new
tomorrow at no expenseto me."

And before he could say any more or possibly legp from his carriage and drag mein, as my overheated
imagination began to sugges, | sprinted& mdash;or splashed& mdash;away.

| bounded up the outside steps that were my private entrance above the laundry and dammed the door
behind me, throwing the bolt. As soon as my heart stopped pounding, | began to fed extremely silly. The
man hadn't even gotten out of his carriage, for heaven's sake! And he certainly was polite. And my best
mourning costume, which was not al that good in thefirst place and might have inspired him to replaceit,
was certainly theworsefor itsdrenching. | removed it and toweled my hide briskly before dipping into
my nightshift and between the covers. The laundry opened an hour later than usua on Saturdays, so |
would have alittle while to deep without having to combat the noise and heat rising from below.

Jade Fan and her family did not deep below, as| had insnuated to the man in the carriage. The laundry
had become prosperous enough for the family to occupy the entirefirst floor of the hotel owned by
Fanny's eldest daughter. | occupied their previous quarters, a space far too cramped for the family of
fifteen. My room had adormer ceiling and was furnished with anarrow iron bed, awriting desk salvaged
from the newspaper with the help of Wy Mi and father, and a Chinese lacquer chest, aloan from Fanny,
for my clothing. These meager possessions occupied al floor space save anarrow pathway. The room
did have alarge window on each end, under the peaks of the roof. Beneath one of these | had situated
the head of my bed. Beneath the other ssood my writing desk.

| could not deep immediately, despite the late hour, for | kept seeing visions of mysdlf inthe gold fidds,



swirling water in apan with glittering chunks at the bottom, interviewing the newly weslthy, eating moose,
and fending off wild bears. How uncharacteriticaly kind of Sasha Devineto think of me. Whereas| had
aways admired her for many other traits, her toughness, her beauty, her talent& mdash;for over the years
she had shown hersdlf to be afine actress aswell as an energetic dancer and versatile

chanteuse& mdash;and her kill at managing people, kindness had never been one of her more obvious
qudlities.

Wi, | mused, al of those stories about tarnished angels with hearts of gold surely had to have some
bas's, and perhaps | wasfindly discovering it in the character of my new employer. Anyway, trave,
adventure, and much needed revenue aside, it would be worth accepting the position just to imagine the
expression on the Widow Hig's face when she heard that her sepdaughter was traveling in the employ of
awoman of virtue that had not even the benefit of being questionable.

With that happy thought | drifted off. Unfortunately, happy thoughts did not linger after | drifted off. |
dreamed again of the dragon, Quetzequoatl, that greet fire-breathing lizard and self-proclaimed fountain
of divinewisdom | had encountered in Texas and whom | had ddlivered by anarrow margin from the
clutches of unscrupulous worshippers. The dragon now safely reposed, to the best of my knowledge, in
the rocky vastnesses of the Texas desert, but in my dreams | saw him, wings spread in pointed scallops,
eyes gleaming darkly, every movement causing ava anches of smal stonesthat rumbled like the sound of
carriage whedls over cobbles.

And then | became confused, unable to decideif it wasthe dragon | was hearing or if it redly was
carriage whedls on cobbles. But surely day was not dawning aready?

Then there came a scratching at my door. Another emergency cleaning job for Jade Fan, the client no
doubt mistaken about the location of her quarters. | tried to convey the information, but | was much too
fast adegp, and the harder | tried to waken, the further back into dumber | plummeted. The scratching
moved to the window over my head and changed to a thumping& mdash;throwing rocks now, were they?
Some people had no sense of proportion. How bad could it be anyway? Blood stains on abridal dress?
Now, what made methink of that, | wondered& mdash;one thinks the strangest thingsin dreams.

Eventoday | am not entirely surethat | truly opened my eyes. | kept dreaming that | woke and went to
the door, but then | would wake just enough to know that | still dept. When | tried to rise then, | could
not and fell into another dream. But findly it did seem that | opened my eyesto backlit

darkness& mdash;| could make out the gray outlines of furnishings. Outside the window, the murkiness
roiled. | was awakened this time not so much by the noise over my head as by its cessation. | waited, my
breath coming shallowly, without knowing quite what | waited for.

Thenit struck, apoint of blackness penetrating the fog for amoment to rap the window, withdraw, and
rap again. | discerned no shape. | tried to St up, and heard my heart pounding in my ears, magnified until
it sounded like the jungle drums Mr. Haggard mentions so dramatically. My limbs were suddenly
gelatinous, too much so to reach the derringer in the bag beside my bed.

The rapping was accompanied by arustling sound now and came ever more furioudy. | saw the outline
of wings& mdash;wings like those of Quetzalcoatl from my dream& mdash;which made methink | must
be dreaming again. | had half risen onto my elbow, | think, but all at once the assault at the window
crescendoed into ferocity, and | fell back against the bedhead, sending into a pendulumlike swing the
wooden rosary given to me by my old friend Mariquilla. One of my braids became tangled with the
beads, but | remember laying back very quietly, telling mysdf not to panic, that it was only adream, but
that neverthelessit would not do to pull my hair sothat | cried out or break the string between the beads.

Asl| struggled, the thing at my window grew quieter. The rapping and rustling ceased, and | heard a



diding noise and a soft thud. | twisted my head asfar as the beads would alow and saw a black shape
outlined in the gray of thefog. My professiona curiousity piqued, | broke the tangled hairs one by one

and rose to seewhat it was. | could not make it out and felt the strongest urge to go to the window and
raseit, tolet thethingin sothat | could study it. While was deciding, | nibbled on garlic dmond duck
pieces, asismy habit while pondering.

By the time the pieces were gone, | was no longer able to resist the compulsion to open the window. |
bent low and shoved, to no avail, for as usua the frame stuck in the sill. Instead of giving up, | grew
oddly frantic, even trying to bresk the glass. Then | tried once more.

So forceful was| that not only did the sash fly up, but my elbows cracked painfully on the desk and my
head shot out the window. My braids and crucifix dangled over the street as | hung there, panting. The
thing, which was by now practically perched on my head, shrieked and, with adap of wings againg my
scap, flew away before | could see any more of it.

Shutting the window in one disgusted dam, | eventuadly settled back into repose, but not before | had
done as Wy Mi had instructed me since girlhood& mdash;| wrote down the dream, not sure whether |
was dill within it or whether | would wake on the morrow to find my pages blank.

In Ching, the printer had told me, people ask about one's dreams and one's family's dreams amost
before they ask how one is doing when conscious. This had so impressed methat for my entirelifel have
kept adream journa, and should | ever visit China, | expect to be a stunning conversationdist.

CHAPTER I

&laguo; N &raguo;

Thanks to my diligence and competence and Sasha Devine's money, we departed in early August.

The arrangements were expedited by a number of factors. Chief among these, of course, was being inthe
right place at the right time. On July 15, the day before Papa's demise, the excitement had begun when
the Excelsior steamed into port carrying $750,000 in gold dust from the Klondike strike. This event
served to convince the more perspicacious that a northern clime would be healthy for one's persona
economy. Two days later in Seettle, the arrival of the Portland, bearing an additional $800,000, assured
the start of agold rush even more phenomena than the one that had figured so prominently in Cdifornia
history. | wondered fleetingly at the fortunate timing of these events, for surely the message from Sasha
Devine's admirer must have come on the Excelsior, just in time to prevent me from getting maudlin over
Papa's demise.

| amost did anyway while booking our passage, for | was reminded of Papa's sociability and popularity
over and over again. The drinks bought with the money needed to support us over the yearswerewell
remembered by the seafaring men of the San Francisco docks. Most also knew me, of course, since |
had frequently appeared in the optimigtic hope that my presence would remind them all not to drink me
out of house, home, and employment. To no avall, of course.

But now when | appeared in my second-best mourning suit, begging afavor that did not require the
regtitution of funds, | was met with enthusiasm. More important, | received awedth of information that
eventudly led meto seek out acertain Mr. Eustace Flannery, avillainous looking specimen who, |
believe, came up in the world Horatio Alger fashion, from pirate to purser of alarge sseamship, flagship
of theline.

The ship, formerly named the Myrtle Marthe, after the mother of the line's owner, had been rechristened
the Golden Queen. Old signswere going down or being painted out al over town, their [abelsand
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advertisements replaced with new onesthat prominently proclaimed their establishment, enterprise,
sarvice, vehicle, or product to be the "golden” this, the "Klondike" that, or the ™Y ukon" something else.

Once assured that | had not come to forecl ose on the gambling debt owed by Mr. Flannery to Papa, the
scarred face with its mashed nose, single ear, and one haf-closed eye took on an expression that could
amost be described asjovia. When | told him | required immediate passage for mysdlf, another ladly,
and acoffin, thejovidity turned into wheezing laughter.

"A coffin? Takin' old Patrick dong, are you?"'

"Not exactly," | said guilefully. For Sasha Devine had ingtructed me that she and Mr. Lawson would need
to travel incognito. For her part, she wished to avoid advertising her departure until she had informed her
employer, which sheintended to do the day we left. Mr. Lawson would need to pose as a Canadian
subject in order to cross the border without undue fuss or customs. | had aready picked up the papers
from alocd artist friend of Sashas, who also specidized in portraits of presidents done in shades of
green.

Hannery had been flimflammed by better flimmers and flammers than myself, however. He winked with
his drooping eye and put afinger to hislips. "I hear you, Miss Pelly. Never let it be said ol FHlan asked
too many questions. The space is yours for ahundred dollars apiece for you ladies, ahundred fifty for the
coffin.”

"Why more for the coffin? That's passenger rate, not cargo and Mr. Law& mdash;the
departed& mdash;won't be moving around or using your fecilities."

"Just so, mum. But hewill belyin' down, takin' up maximum space. And there's no cargo spaceto be
had, so hell need to ride in the cabin with you ladies and the other passengers. | do hope he don't stink
much by now?"'

| hoped not either. My impression was that Mr. Lawson was among the more recent additionsto the
heavenly choir.

My next errand was to stop at the address Sasha had given me for an undertaker who would remove our
charge from histomb and deliver him to the docks on the appropriate day at the appropriate hour. | did
not recognize the address, and little wonder. 1t took meto a part of town | did not frequent, the section
where the grandees and their descendents still dwelt sequestered within their haciendas.

| knocked at the iron-bound door of a stucco cottage adjoining a graveyard. The door opened only a
fraction. Two dark feral eyes set in aswarthy face dl planes and hollows peered at me from around the
door, but I was not invited in, nor was the door opened wider. No wonder Sashaand my father got
aong so well. They both had the strangest taste in friends.

| ddivered my message, and therecipient grunted. "Tell me" | said in my most sociable tone, "when did
Mr. Lawson die? That is, how much in your expert opinion might remain of him? Quarterswill be rather
close on the ship, you see, and we're somewhat concerned about the quality of the air& mdash;”

"No stink," the man said, and dammed the door in my face.

| knocked on it angrily, then pounded, and findly gaveit akick, which did the door no damage, athough
| cannot say as much for my foot.

| had had along day by then, abaffling one that filled mewith a certain anxiety. | had awakened hung
over from the nightmares of the previous deegp period. Then Flannery had provided mewith anew



worry, that of sharing along voyage with apossibly extremely fragrant companion. And though the
piratical purser had promised us first-class accommodations, | had afedling that our ideas of first class
might differ. Thento top it dl off, here | was, afoot and alone on the edge of a strange part of town,
having been forced to spend many hoursto speak to what proved to be a secretive person whose
comprehenson was doubtful, whose reliability was improbable, and whose manners were negligible.

Though my foot was rather tender, | could not control my temper enough to stop myself from stomping
downonit as| strode past the graveyard. Or | think it was the graveyard | strode past. Fog was settling
thick as smoker's pall in a saloon on Saturday night, and | could see but afoot or two in front of me.
And, figuratively spesking, everything | saw wasred anyway. | wasfuming, and when | fume, | fume. As
| walked | gave the rude undertaker apiece of my mind, after thefact, asit were. My angry mumbling to
mysdlf ceased only when asmal prickling part of my consciousness recognized that my footsteps had
acquired an echo. | stopped in midmumble. The echo continued.

"Now what?" | asked mysalf doud, exasperated.

| twisted thisway and that, my fists balled. | wanted to challenge my unseen companion to come out and
show himsdf like aman, and fight meif he dared. So incensed was| that at that moment | felt fully
capable of defeating at fisticuffs someone of even Mr. Hannery's Size and expertise. But | never issued
the challenge, redlizing how foolish | would have fdlt if the footsteps proved to be those of some perfect
innocent, trapped inthefog as| was.

As| stood poised what had seemed the echo of my footfals drew even with me, and, with a cool rush of
air, swirled the fog toward me, and passed me to recede into the grayness enshrouding us both.

For amoment | remained till, then | drew my shawl tightly about my shoulders and continued, more
cautioudly, toward town. The street passed in front of arow of rowdy waterfront saloons, but | had been
in and around these off and on for most of my life. Compared to the tunndl of fog-wrapped road from the
graveyard, the lighted bars with their noise and stench seemed cozy.

| whisked dong now, anxiouslest | be late meeting Sasha Devine for dinner in the smal restaurant
adjoining the opera house. Two men rolled out into the street in front of me, fighting, and | Sdestepped to
avoid them, backing into the dley between buildings.

| was watching the fight instead of where | was going, when something caught me behind the kneesand |
fell backward, flailing to catch at the wall and stepping al over whatever it wasthat tripped me. The
impediment was solid but yielding, and it yielded severa moretimesas| danced acrossit, my soles
seeking pavement, my hands scratched by paint flakes and splinters. When finaly | had both my baance
and my bresth, | looked down& mdash;into the deeping but beatifically happy face of my dead father.

"But surely you knew it could not be Patrick,” Sasha Devine said casualy. She was unimpressed by what
| consdered amagnificent excuse for tardiness. Tardinessin others was inexcusable, sheimplied,
athough according to father and the papersthat kept track of the affairs of the theatrica crowd, she
hersdf was dwaysfashionably late.

We sat together in thelittle restaurant, me devouring aplate of beans and she toying with what remained
of adisgustingly rare steak. Thiswas her day off and she had, characteristically, dept through most of it.

Many stage entertainers of my acquaintance have smilarly nocturna habits. Her face was till innocent of
makeup, but the gadight flattered it, and it seemed to methat her color was better now, although she il
appeared somewhat languorous. That was no doubt due to the fact that she was not yet fully awake.



"l suppose so, but I'm not used to him being gone yet. | keep expecting to runinto himin just such a
setting. 1t must have been the expression, of course& mdash;you know, | don't believe | ever saw him
look so happy about anything while he was dive& mdash;did you?"

"Ummm, yes, severd times,” shesad.

Redlizing what she meant, | gave my attention to my food for amoment. The corpse had worn the same
expression as my father. But morethan that, it was asif, as| wasfocusing on it, my father'sfeatures were
superimposed on those of the man who looked very different from him. My father was amiddle-sized
man, clean shaven but for amustache, and hishair was till distinguishably red despite the gray and the
ever-loftier forehead. This man was large, with ablack beard and shaggy black hair. | felt asfoolish
about the mistake as | had about the squeal | et out when | made it. The two combatants had even
stopped fighting, and one of them, good citizen that he was, fetched the constable. But even asthe men
disentangled to see what made me screech and possibly to seeif there was any benefit to be had by
them, either from the cause or the effect of that screech, | saw Papas features melt away from those of
the man on the ground& mdash;and it seemed to me that one eye opened and closed again in awink.

What possessed me to confess these private halucinations to Sasha Devine | don't know, except thet |
was sure sheld heard things even crazier.

"Hmm, well, perhaps you are being haunted, Vahlenteena. Or you are missing your papaalittle maybe,

Y ou have bad dreams, too?" | confessed that | did, and she patted my hand peremptorialy. "Well then, it
isavery good thing, isit not, that we are leaving this sad place? That busying yoursdf with such
arrangements leaves you lesstimefor gloom.”

"l suppose,” | admitted reluctantly. | felt shewastaking dl too lightly therigors of my tasks, and | went
into some detail about the difficulties with Mr. Flannery and expressed my chagrin at the behavior of the
undertaker entrusted with Mr. Lawson's remains.

Sasha Devine looked unexpectedly uncomfortable and tugged at the prim lace collar petaling up under
her chin. A wide blue satin ribbon fastened the lace above a sheer bodice, which plunged dangeroudy
into periwinkle tucks. The dress seemed too hot for her, despite the flimsiness of the fashionable fabric.

"Never mind the undertaker. All he must do isddiver the coffin, and that he will do. And you handled
Flannery very well& mdash;| suppose | could have gotten the passage for us much more easily by using
my contacts, but my contacts might have expected payment in coin that would be inconvenient, if you
understand me. While | am till a better dancer, a better singer, a better comedienne, a better actress,
and aso better at—other things& mdash;than any woman in San Francisco, one must think of the future.
After twenty-five& hdlip;"

She shrugged so that | could imagine what happened after twenty-five, which | didn't haveto since | had
been over twenty-five for many years, as had she, if she cared to admit it.

Then she sighed daborately and twiddled her fingersin the air beneath her ear. "'l want aplace of my
own, afortune of my own, where| cal the shots, do you see? Where no one €l se says, 'Sasha, you will
dance now,’ or 'Sasha, tonight you will bethe comic rdlief' | will answer to no one. Oncewe arein the
Klondike and | have received the payment promised me, | will make my own fortune."

| thought that for awoman in her business, she was showing incredible optimism about her patron's
reliability. "And if the payment isn't forthcoming?' | asked.

"Oh, it will be," she said and smiled arather smug and somewhat nagty little smile. "Never fear. It will be.”



CHAPTER 111
&laguo; * &raguo;

| had the rest of the week to gather provisions, our "ouitfit," and to acquire suitable clothing for the
journey and afterward. For these things it was necessary that | stand in line for hours and borrow a
whedbarrow in which | hauled my acquisitions& mdash;atent, atarpaulin, blanket rolls, sheet metd stove
(rapidly becoming known asa'Y ukon stove), food stuffs too inaccessible or expensiveto obtainin
Skagway (our first stop), alantern, and numerous other items.

Sasha Devine had commissioned meto buy her traveling clothes. Normally, | was sure, she would no
sooner let another female purchase items for her wardrobe than she would consider taking second billing
inaprogram, but in this case she needed, she said, my expertise. She would journey as arespectable
widow recently bereaved, and had no ideawhat such a creature might wear. Since al the good little
widows were home counting out their pittances prior to crawling into their lonely beds before Sasha
Devine even got up for the day, | saw her point. She did not, she assured me, wish to ook dowdy,
merely dauntingly decent.

For most of my life, merely clothing my body in enough attire to go about in society without comment had
been astrain on my pocketbook, so | had to give the matter some study. That was when | had the
brilliant ideathat dlowed meto perform my commission, settle a score, and have enough of the clothing
alowance |eft to make my own purchases.

| could not have doneiit, of course, had our boat not been leaving the next morning. The idea blossomed
of its own accord when it occurred to me that the only place | knew of to purchase widow's weeds was
the one frequented by the Widow Higgenbotham for her various black costumes, first celebrating her
widowhood from Mr. Higgenbotham, and lately from Papa. | suspect shejust felt shelooked good in
black. It certainly became her nature.

So it was with asense of innocent investigativenessthat | entered the dressmaking establishment and
inquired of the rather Snooty proprietor if perhaps Mrs. Harper had arecent order that had not yet been
delivered. | merdy wanted to look at it, to give mysdlf and the woman someidea of my requirementsfor
Sasha. Although of totdly different persondity types, the women wererather smilar physicaly,
statuesgue, wide-shouldered, deep-bosomed, and narrow-waisted. My father's taste was consistent in
that respect. Augtere though she was by nature, the Widow Hig would never have dreamed of wearing
something unbecoming.

The proprietor glared at me, but she bustled to the back of the shop and bustled back carrying three
costumes, among them awalking suit. While | was reflecting that just such an ensemble would be perfect
for Sasha Devine, the shopkeeper began wrapping all three outfits.

"Pleasetdl Mrs. Harper that if sheingsts on sending someone round for purchases before | am ableto
hang them properly, | can't be held responsible for the consequences. Only the walking costumeis
complete with chapeau at thistime, I'm afraid. Shelll asmply haveto wait until tomorrow as we agreed for
the other accessories.” And she plopped them into my arms, assuming that | was my stepmamas errand

girl.

What was | to do? | do so hate to disappoint people in their expectations of me. | assured the woman
that tomorrow would be finefor the hats, dthough in the futureif things could not bein complete
readiness within the time the widow had specified, she might be tempted to take her business e sewhere.
And | walked out of the shop with Sasha Devine's wardrobe, paid for by the Widow Higgenbotham
with, | felt, the money she had bilked me of for the seridization of my last nove.
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The clothing money given me by Sasha Devine was, therefore, now mine to spend. And spend it | did,
going straightaway to the ladies riding outfitter and buying mysdlf adivided riding skirt of the sort favored
by Little Sure-Shot, Annie Oakley, sharpshooting female star of Buffao Bill Cody's famed Wild West
Show. At various other places | aso purchased long-handled red woolen underwear, red plaid flannel
men's shirts, apair of men'strousers and suspenders, apair of fur-lined leather boots, apair of galoshes,
awide leather belt, four pairs of woolen socks, and a hat with flapsto keep one's ears warm that was
said to be very fashionablein the Y ukon. A warm coat made of aHudson Bay blanket and ruffed with
wolverine completed my purchases, with money left over. A man'stoilette, | learned some years ago,
goesfor consderably lessthan alady's and is on the whole far more practica, particularly for
adventuring. By combining my new purchases with the clothing | already owned, | could present amore
or less gentedly feminine gppearance and sill be warm and comfortable.

A small grizzled man watching me from the end of the counter remarked, "Y ou look like you're loaded
for bear, little lady."

"Indeed, | am, gr," | told him. "I'm told there are bears aplenty in the Klondike."

"That's for damn sure, maiam. That's for damn sure. But say, | just come down from the Klondike, and if
you're going to go after bears up there, you'll be needin’ you abear gun. | just happen to have one
here& mdash;"

And the upshat, if you will pardon my choice of expression, wasthat | bought for a pittance not only his
rifle, but dso apistol, which he assured me wasjust the thing to take berry picking or wildflower
gathering in the northern foredts.

The merchant's wife, acanny woman not overly pleased to find someone else making a profit off her
customerson her premises, said, "Pshaw, honey, you ain't likely to need no hardware with thousands of
big strong men dl around to protect you from bears and everything else. | got me afriend up in Dawson.
She sayswhat you need up thereis dancin' dresses.”

So | acquired my firgt ball gown aswell, down the street where the lady who ran the shop was having a
clearance sdle and going home to Chicago because her husband had lost his mind and was heading north
with the hordes,

Fedling quite plucky at having obtained two wardrobes for the price, to me, of one, | headed for my
room. To my surprise | saw Jade Fan, her eldest boy, and two men ascending the stairs with what
seemed to be packs.

| dropped my purchases at the foot of the steps and followed them up. "Fanny, what's going on here?"
"New tenants," she said tightly. "Y ou go. They stay. They need. Y ou don't. Vely smple.”
"But | am not leaving till tomorrow morning,” | protested.

"Pelly, you been with that woman. Mai saw you. She no good you papa. She no good you, too. Wy Mi
at that place when hekilled. Y ou no pay two month now."

"But one more night, Fanny&hdlip;" | said.
"No. Y ou need place to deep, you come my house. But | need money. They got. Get stuff and get out.”

There was nothing to do for the time being but comply. | rescued our new ouitfit, my old wardrobe,
aready packed, my writing materials, and an indispensable box of books, flouncing down the stairsand
back up again until dl of my belongings were removed. | was hurt by Fanny's attitude, but not redly



baffled. Jade Fan had aways considered Papa and me to be extensions of her family. She did not like for
him and Wy Mi to drink, and she did not like it that he associated with Sasha Devine. Asanewly arrived
bond servant, Jade Fan had narrowly missed being in aprofession even lower on the socid scale than
Sashas, and this made her touchy about such matters. She was determinedly middle-class aspiring to
upper-middle-class, and | gathered shefdt that | had fallen in with evil companions and was disgracing
her lodgings, and that | was no longer to be trusted on my own, sweet young thing of thirty-six that | was.

Worst of dl, | had not consulted her before deciding to go to the Y ukon. She ruled her household with
anironfigt, and | was not obeying rules. Therefore, | must either go or fit mysdlf in with the rest of the
children. Cursing to myself and signing with exasperation a her lack of ingght into the artistic soul, |
reloaded the whedlbarrow to precarious proportions and trundled off to await Sasha Devine a her

lodgings

Thelandlord, indulgent of histhestrical clientele, recognized me from my photographsin the paper asmy
father's daughter and let mein, even assisting me with my bundles.

"Miss Devineis engaged in a performance right now, Miss Harper, but shelll be home later on. You just
make yourself comfortable and I'll send word over to the thegtre that you're here." | wondered what he
thought, that we were going to be roommeates? But | didn't wonder long. Totally exhausted from the day's
exertions, | found her fainting couch irresigtibly aluring. No sooner had the packages falen from my
weary fingersthan | curled up on the luxurious red velvet upholstery and fell adeep.

| have no ideawnhat time it was when | awoke, chilled by asudden draft. Even before my eyes opened, |
experienced afeding of oppression, asif something loomed over me. | lay facing Sashds private terrace,
the doors to which now hung open. My hand was raised above my forehead, asif to shidd mysdf from
attack, and | recalled that | had been having adream, no doubt prophetic of my journey, of swatting at
the largest mosquito | had ever seen.

Although no insect now shared my shelter, someonedsedid. Asl sat up, | felt him withdraw to the
darkness that veiled most of the room, stepping afew feet back into the deeper gloom surrounding
Sasha's canopied bed.

"But how stupid of me," acultured voice with a pronounced foreign accent said. "Y ou are not Sasha."
"No," | said alittleregretfully.

"No, no, | seethat now, but you seem very nice dl the same. Areyou anew servant girl perhgps? Or a
coworker?' He asked, histone hopeful, and took a step or two forward again.

"No& mdash;nothing likethat,” | replied, smothering ayawn, for | suddenly felt deepier than ever. He
drew close enough that | could dmost discern featuresin the shadows shrouding hisface. "Are you from
the same place as Sasha?’ | asked. "Y our accent& mdash;™

"Y es, yes, the same place. And you, my dear, where are you from?'

"Here" | said. "Hereintown.” And then, ridiculoudly, for had | not been so deepy | would have found it
quite threatening to be in extended conversation with an unknown man in the middle of thenightina
courtesan's bedroom, | added, "I used to work with my father, you know, before he married someone |
didiked. Then hedied and | was aone when Sasha& mdash;”

"Ah," he said sympathetically, sepping near enough now that light reflected from his eyes, which stared
intently at me. "How sad it isthat those we love cannot stay with usadways. | myself have been very
unfortunate in that respect. So few women areredly willing to commit to afull and diversfied lifetime



such asl&mdash;"

"That'swhat | think, too," | agreed, lying back down on the comfortable couch as the gentleman inched
hisway closer. As| lay down he wasto one side and somewhat behind me, but for somereason | didn't
mind. It was not exactly that | trusted him, but that | felt, in my stupor, that he had a right to be there,
that whatever he did or did not do was his entitlement. " And Sasha does, too. That's why were going to
theKlondike," | finished drowsly.

"Y ou& mdash;you are going to& mdash;excuse me, my dear, are you by any chance called Vdentine
Loveace?'

"Y es, how did you know?"

"Ah& mdash;how? My little secret. Mine and Sashas. Well, my dear, this has been very pleasant, but |
really must be going—do be more careful about whom you speek to in the future, will you?' He stepped
toward the terrace, and | got the oddest fedling he was about to jump off it. " Sashawill need much help
on her journey and werre& mdash;l mean, | know that sheis counting on you. Sleep well."

His admonishment was redundant. Despite my excitement over the trip on the morrow, my exertions of
the day and the spate of nocturnd chitchat must have exhausted me more than | imagined. | did not even
see the gentleman actually leave, but | did hear the terrace doors close even asmy eyesdid likewise. |
have no idea when Sasha Devine came home. When she woke me, she was already wearing her new
widow's weeds. The bundles she had plowed through to find them had to be repacked before we
disembarked.

| boarded the boat wearing the same dress | had dept in, for al of our new purchases had been loaded
into our cabin by the time we got there. | was not aert enough to ask why, and Sasha did not explain.
She could not have if sheld wanted to. The docks and dl the streets leading to them were so crowded
and noisy that it made traffic nearly impossible, and | feared lest we prove unable to knee and gouge our
way through in time to secure our berth. The first-class accommodations for which | had paid so dearly
turned out to have everything they should& mdash;berths, for instance& mdash;but aso a couple of
unanticipated extras& mdash;atinhorn gambler and lady friend, who had aready taken the lower bunk.
Our goods and those of the couple were piled againgt the walls.

| was pawing through one of my vaiseswhen | heard Sasha Devine say, "Thisway, and be careful about
it"

"Light deeper, eh?' asked the crewman on one end of the casket. The gambler and his girlfriend looked

daggers a him, casting significant looks a our mourning clothes. At the other end of the casket was atdll
swarthy man, obvioudy an Indian of some sort, but quite unlike the Comanches and Apaches | had met

in Texas, or any of thelocal triba peoples one occasiondly encountered in the city.

As soon asthe coffin was lowered, taking up what little space we had | €ft, the Indian backed away, and
the crew member sprinted over the coffin to follow.

"That'svery inconvenient,”" | said. "Wait!"

|, too, hopped across the coffin and out onto the deck, where it wasimpossible to progress any farther
because the people were packed together so tightly. A few other women and a child or two could be
seen in the crowd, but mainly the company was masculine. | wiggled through to therailing, where people
were waving good-bye, and saw the Indian clamor down the gangplank, mount the driver's box of a



shiny black carriage, and urge the equally shiny black horses onward.

When | returned to the cabin, Sasha Devine and the gambler'slady were aready making do by piling
some of the other things atop Mr. Lawson, whose receptacl e had been mightily shoved by the gambler
into the corner farthest from the door. Once more we had afootpath, which was fortunate since the
gambler wasill for the duration of the journey and needed quick accessto therail.

The ship stuck to the coast for the two days it took to reach Seattle, where we boarded more firewood
and squeezed in one or two passengers and ateam of oxen. Another day at open sea, and then we were
within the Insde Passage, atwisted skein of sea running between mountains and among the idands and
peninsulasin the waters intertwining the land masses of Alaska and Canada.

The Golden Queen was a splendid ship, compared to most of the ones that were hastily rehabilitated for
the trip north. She was seaworthy and her captain had not been drunk for almost three days when we
started the voyage. | saw Flannery once, but he didn't see me. The ship was not large, but it was
extremely congested, with men deeping in the dining and forward saloons, both of which were piled high
with freight. Horses, oxen, dogs, and mules also abounded, and | thought | saw a cat Sitting high above
the confusion. Gambling and drinking wererife, as were wild parties. Sasha Devine was hard put to
maintain her image as agrieving widow, but trooper that she was, she stayed in character whenever
anyone was around. And whenever that anyone might have been someone she knew, she kept the black
net vell down over her face. It had the additional advantage of deflecting mosquitos.

Some jocular souls claimed the mosquitos were a so responsible for the occasional disappearance of a
passenger, but most of usfigured the missing parties got drunk and fell overboard when the noise was
too loud for the splash to be noticed. All but one seemed to be drifters, with no one to care much that
they were no longer in thisworld. The exception was a young Norwegian with awild streak no doubt
harkening back to his Viking ancestors. He left behind a comrade who insisted his friend had been lured
on deck by aman in evening dress. Even when it was pointed out that none of the gentlemen on board
had come quite so formdly attired, the man ranted on, and finally sat sullenly staring out to sea, hishead
drooping and his raw-knuckled hands clenching and unclenching.

Hewas il gtting there after dinner, and | hunkered down beside him, drawing my shawl close against
the breeze of our passing. | dmogt told him about Papa's death, but | was afraid I'd start him up again, so
| didn't say anything. He seemed to relax almost imperceptibly, but said nothing, and when | left hewas
dill gtting there.

Despite the noise and excitement, | dept well and deeply every night, asdid the othersin my
compartment, even the seasick gambler. My dreamswere vivid and full of foreboding, aswell asimages.
| kept feding like something or someone was biding their time, waiting in ambush for me. And | kept
seeing Papa's face on Sasha Devine, on the corpsein the aley, on abig mosquito carrying aminer who
looked like me, but when | twisted up to say hdllo, retreated into the shadows. While | wanted to run,
and in some of thedreams did, | dso felt like | was missing something, and if | just could make contact
with whatever it was or whomever it was everything would be dl right and | would recelve something
better than | had ever had from anyone. | often awakened teary and retired reluctant to deep and return
to such dreams. My good spirits returned only after my first cup of tea

But on thewhole it was agood trip. The food wasn't bad, the berths were not buggy, and Mr. Lawson,
as advertised, did not stink. He did, however, dmost get wet.

Dyeahad yet to build adock. Common practice was for passengers to wade ashore and goods to be



dumped overboard. The weather wasfair and | had no objection to wading. We had been warned of the
eventuality of our goods being dumped into the tide and had accordingly bound them in oilskins.
Strangely, it was neither the goods nor her own person that Sasha Devine feared to dampen. She set up
ahowl only when apair of crewmen offered to toss Mr. Lawson overboard with the other items, which
we were hoping would hit one of the small boats that ferried the more precious belongings, including a
piano, ashore. The livestock swam, their owners jumping overboard with them. Altogether the scene was
aslively asafully clothed and much diversified beach party, with much the same spirit Snce everyone
was elated to have findly arrived at the entrance to the goldfields.

But Sashawas not about to let Mr. Lawson get wet, and to preserve his aridity, she gave the two
crewmen the full benefit of her dramatic skills. "Ah, how can you be so cruel to apoor widow woman?
she cried, throwing hersdlf across the casket.

"Lady, if you can think of another way, fine. Otherwise, pay up for aticket back for the mister here and
welll be on our way," one of the crewmen told her.

"And have you bury poor Henri at seaagaingt his specific requests? Never! Did | tell you, dear Miss
Lovelace, that Mr. Lamour had a particular aversion to water?"

The Norwegian mourner, who had been standing apart from us but close enough to hear the commotion,
shouldered hisway to the casket. He patted Sasha awkwardly on the shoulder. ™Y ou wait here, lady.
Too many logt at seadistime, | tink. Egil Larsson will get your boat and take your man ashore.”

Small though our deception was, his concern shamed me. So | was very glad when aboat with apair of
Indians seemed oblivious to the other passengers shouting for their attention and rowed straight to therall
beneath us, indicating with sign language that we were to load Mr. Lawson aboard.

These miraculous Indians also owned a dedge and oxen and, without ingtructions or the payment of extra
funds, began, once ashore, to load our belongings aong with Mr. Lawson aboard their dedge.

Sasha Devine lowered her eyes at the stares of our fellow former passengers who envied our good luck.
But the amile beneath she gave me was smug. "My admirer seemsto have foreseen our difficulties,” she
sad.

"How do you know it is he who sent them? Perhaps they smply picked us out astwo lonewomenin
desperate straits,” | said. Though my nature is as charitable as the next person's, | felt it unwiseto be
unduly trusting so soon after arriving in anew country.

"Dahling, what do you flunk? That they will take advantage of usin the middle of this crowd? Burdened
likethat?'

"They could rob us" | said, now feding foolish a redizing how silly my suspicions sounded. Still, there
was something too pat and too convenient about them showing up so suddenly when everyone se was
having to rough it.

"If they tried such athing, we wouldn't even have to resort to the Roya Canadian Northwest Mounted
Police, with whom no one, forgive me, fornicates. Y ou see these boys? | persondly could organize a
lynch mob in two shakings of a sheep'stail& mdash;”

"Three shakes of alamb'stall&mdash;" | muttered.

"No matter. As| say, they must have been sent by Mr. Lawson's partner. And even if not, packingisa
very good business here from the looks of it. Why ruin agood thing? It makes no senseto sted afew



dresses and things from inbound travelers when minersrich with gold are coming the other way and could
be robbed so much more profitably." She sounded amost asif the notion was giving her inspiration for
business opportunities.

Sheinggted that the packers lash the coffin round severa timeswith rope lest they fal and Mr. Lawson
be didodged from hisresting place. | couldn't see what difference it would make& mdash;of dl the
peoplein our party who might be damaged in afal, Mr. Lawson wasthe least likely to suffer. But hewas
our ticket to Dawson, so Sashawas as solicitous of him asif he were afirst-class passenger on aluxury
liner. The Indians were very responsive to her manner, being positively reverent in the way they handled
the casket.

| had taken time to repack my belongings, extracting my riding skirt, boots, and afew other items. The
stove and groceries stayed packed. Neither of us knew how to cook anyway.

| carried my valise strapped to my back and Sasha Devine had asimilar small pack. She aso produced
one additiond item for thejourney. "My dpenstock,” she said, wielding a canelike wooden stick with an
elaborate slver handle.

The packersleft hours ahead of us while we partook of nourishment in the form of beans and cornbread
served from atent kitchen. Wethen got in line for the long trek up the Chilkoot trail.

Even my by no means modest narrative skills cannot sufficiently explain how demordizing it wasto tramp
behind Sasha Devine up the steep incline of the Chilkoot Pass, where men and women had died before
us, where the less surefooted horses dl but filled the valey with thelr rotting carcasses. The
whed-barrowing | had done up and down the hills of home while procuring our goods had hardened my
sturdy San Francisco calves and anklesto iron. Many of the men fared lesswell, used to flat citiesand
lesser burdens than they now bore. But Sasha Devine put us dl to shame. Restored to the full bloom of
radiant good hedlth, she climbed surefootedly, even after dark, when we were athird of the way up the
mountain and others turned back. She al but danced up that pass, and little wonder, | suppose. Not only
did shelive and walk in San Francisco, she danced the cancan three shows anight, Sx nights aweek,
besides her other terpsichoria activities.

| was glad | had brought the extra clothing, for we were dmost at the top of the pass when an avalanche
occurred, injuring two men and killing three others who had | eft three hours ahead of us. We waited,
nearly freezing, for night was upon us now. The only consolation was that night would at least be a short
one. Evenin late August the nights are foreshortened compared to San Francisco. We till had light as
late asnine P.M. We should have it again by fivein the morning.

Meanwhile, a path was carefully cleared by those nearest the tragedy, and though it seemed like forever,
it wasredly only about three hours before we were able to pick our way

Cadt the debris. | tried to ook neither to the right or left, but asthe sun rose, it glinted off ametal object.
| bent to one side to investigate.

A crucifix&mdash;glver but much worn and inscribed on the back with initid s& mdash;perhaps a
confirmation gift or agraduation present. Another Roman Catholic had died here then—perhaps afellow
child of Erin. Nothing else remained of the wearer, who was probably pushed over the steep edge of the
precipice by theforce of thedide. | could throw the crucifix over the side, or | could keep it with me until
| could learn the identity of the victims and perhaps by surname or description decide to whom my
discovery belonged and return it to the family. | stuck the sad artifact into my pocket, and the line moved
on.

When we began the descent, | wished ardently that we had arrived in winter, when it might have been



possible to dide to the bottom& mdash;the pressure of my body against my toes was torture. Sasha
Devine hummed alittle song under her breath until | reminded her that she was supposed to bein
mourning. She switched to alament, but kept humming.

Thetrip from Dyeato Lake Bennett took four days atogether. Two of them were spent ascending and
two descending the passto the lake. Although our packers carried the bulk of our equipment, we
maintained our bedding, our coats, some extra clothing, and those things dearest to us—Sasha had her
ivory-backed mirror and brush set with the etchings of mermaids on their backs, and | had a picture of
Papa, my journal and pen, and the latest Sherlock Holmes story by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.

| found it hard to read, deep, or to concentrate, however, the entire four days. It must be the proximity of
the goldfields, | thought, for | had dept like ababe on the boat. Everywhere outside the canvas walls of
the tent "hotel” room at Lake Lindeman, men talked, drank, hauled, swore, and dropped whole outfits on
their feet from the sound of it.

The next morning it was raining, but gently enough so that the Petershoro canoe that ferried usto the
portage, three-quarters of amile from the head of Lake Bennett, did so without difficulty. Wewaked
along the ridge while ropes guided the canoe down the narrow, crooked stream that emptied into the
lake.

The scene that met us at the lake was a daunting one. Men in teams carried huge logs, while other teams
of men whipsawed morelogs. The nearby forest was practically denuded aready, and rafts and boats
were banged together hourly. Thousands of tentslined the shore. We hoped ours was there, too, for we
were both weary from lack of deep and Sasha Devine was quite snappish, adthough | maintained my
usud pleasant demeanor despite the increasingly stupid remarks and irrationa actions of those about me.

But the rain was growing colder and the wind stronger. We were actualy looking for acup of coffee
when we spotted our own distinctive cargo& mdash;Mr. Lawson's coffin sat upon awell-made raft with
sail unfurled and tent pitched on board, while our packers, plus one other of their kind, busied themselves
digributing the cargo.

"How fortunate we are to have been chosen by such an enterprising tribe of Indiansastheir primary
customers,” | said. "Have you noticed how little these fellows ook like the Chilkats packers? Obvioudy
they are of another people well versed in the travel industry and have discovered dready how to make
this arduous journey asworry-free for the client as possible.”

"I have noticed,” Sasha Devine said, "that our warm dry tent stands empty aboard the wherewitha to
make our departure while we stand in the rain making conversation.”

Although she didn't have to put it so sniddly, her point was well taken. We availed ourselves of the
fecilitieswith al possible dispatch, and set sail for the Y ukon that very hour.

CHAPTER IV
&laguo; " &raguo;

| found it oddly comforting to be back in the company of Mr. Lawson. Our previous companions, now
boatless, had offered kindly to join us and protect us from any possible designs that our packers might
have upon our persons and our belongings, but we demurred.

We were not exactly unescorted, however, since there were from eight to twelve other boats on the river
most of the time. Our guides were the oneswho skillfully led the others down the right-hand channel
when theraft hit the first series of rgpids, expertly steering through and setting an example that meant
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success for al who followed us. If any boat was foolish enough to ignore our guidance, | fortunately did
not witness what became of it.

In view of what happened there, | fed rather foolish to admit how glad | wasto seethe Lake Tagish
customhouse. But theriver journey, for al the grandeur one could glimpse when the sky cleared, which
was approximately two woefully short periods during our five-day journey, was aslent and frustrating
one.

Although an author and asfull of deep literary musings as others of my caling, | am asociable sort of
person by nature. | had hoped to use the journey to learn more about Sasha Devine, who | presumed
wanted my company since she had asked me aong. | aso hoped to learn by means of sgn language
more about our remarkable native guides. Neither wasto be. What | learned about instead was
sweepers& mdash;trees ha f-uprooted that bowed low over the riverbank with the express purpose of
knocking tent, mast, and crew into theriver. | also learned about snags& mdash;piles of deadwood that
lurked around every turn to snatch the edges of our raft and try to dismantleit to add itslogsto their
number. And, of course, there were al the sandbars and shalow spots Mr. Twain is so fond of
describing.

| spent most of the trip watching the river anxioudy for these obstacles, though for the most part our crew
avoided them. | did read some of my Sherlock Holmes book but found it difficult to
concentrate& mdash;insde the tent the light was insufficient. Outside the tent it was raining.

The use of stove and lanternsinsde the tent was imprudent anyway, due to the danger of fire. My single
attempt at lighting the stove nearly met with disaster when we hit agravel bar and the boat lurched,
opening the door and spilling embers onto the logs. | hagtily ran to the edge of the raft to fetch water to
extinguish the ensuing flames, a which time the raft lurched once more as the Indians didodgediit. |, too,
was didodged, and fell into the river. | might have drowned except that the water was only shin high at
that point. The fire was doused and the cookstove nearly washed overboard with the waves | made.
Already wet, | assisted the men in prying our craft |loose and was rewarded afterward with a piece of
dried salmon.

From then on, the sdlmon was the mainstay of our diet, the rest of which consisted of dried fruit. | began
to wonder why | had thought writing western adventure novels preferable to writing the society page,
which at least offered the fringe benefit of tasty hors d'oeuvres.

The exchange of my labor for sdlmon turned out to be the height of my socia season on the Y ukon.
Throughout the rest of thetrip, the Indians exchanged only the briefest administrative communication with
me and did not respond to my questions or statements. | assumed they could not understand the same
sgn language | had learned in Texas, or perhaps were not interested in communicating with women, a
trait common to many of their Caucasian brethren.

Nor did Sasha Devine prove astimulating companion. She dept dmost the entire trip, and | thought that
despite her seeming energy throughout our hike, she must have been more fatigued than she admitted.
Soon | redlized, however, that she Smply was maintaining her customary nocturna schedule—she was
only truly awake after | fell adeep. She kept watch with the pilot, and once or twice | heard her cursing
aswe drifted too near an impediment. But overdl, | felt no diminution of socia contact when | crept into
my bedroll beside Mr. Lawson. Once one got over the macabre aspects of degping next to a coffin, it
was quite convivia, compared to the rest of the company.

Thus, after five days of smoked fish and silence, | waslooking forward to answering any sort of
guestions that the mounties at Tagish had to ask, just for the sake of conversation.



Five other crafts of various sortswere tied up to trees aong the bank while the water-logged Canadian
flag drooped overhead in the fading twilight. A few of our fellow travelers had made camp ashore for the
night, and their tents glowed softly from within, though their goods were strewn about, half-opened to the
rain. Severd men blundered about in the twilight, trying to reassemble their outfits after they had been
ingpected and taxed.

A congtable strode over to our raft and climbed aboard, entering the tent and, as he thought, surprising
Sasha Devinein dishabille, which heignored. "Who'sin the coffin?' he demanded in aflat, officia voice.

| intercepted him at the tent flap, my indignation aroused. " See here, Constable, we will present oursalves
for proper ingpection momentarily& hdlip;"

"Eeek!" Sasha Devine squeaked, sounding extremely modest and refined. "Oh, officer, Sir, how you
dartled me! Why, | fed quite faint& mdash;”

Sheflicked her eyes, sgnaling me, and | led arather confused constable away from the tent opening and
onto the shore.

"My poor friend was only recently tragically widowed, and her nerves are il ashambles.”

The flustered officer blustered and glared red faced at the register book he brandished asif it were his
weapon, "Wdll, just get this unloaded and be quick about it. Thelight isnearly gone.” He sounded asiif |
were personaly responsible.

From the cabin another mountie called in avoice thick with a Scottish burr replete with r'srolling like
moorsfull of heather. "Congtable Williams, | would be verragrateful if you could seefit to exercise the
authority vested in us without undue alarm to ladies, causin' them to shriek and scare awah yon fish | was
plannin' to apprehend for our breskfast.”

"Yes, Congable” | chimed in. "Redlly, | am surprised at your lack of sensibility for the bereaved and
defensd ess& mdash;”

"Itissdright, my dear Vahlenteena. | haf not soffered& mdash;" Sasha Devine said, emerging with her
shirtwaist buttoned amost far enough to cover her chemise, her black walking skirt accidentally tucked
up to show aflash of petticoat and atrim ankle encased in aboot. Her hair was awork of

at& mdash;the artificia curlswere arranged so that they gppeared absolutely red, but in charming
disarray asif she had just risen from deep. Her pdlor fit the rainy evening, and her eyes, bright with the
chdlenge of bamboozling the authorities, seemed feverish with grief.

"Asto your question, Congtable, the& mdash;coffin& mdash;contains my bel offed hoshand.” She sniffed
elaborately into alace handkerchief. Her voice was even huskier than usua and her accent far more
exotic than twenty yearsin San Francisco had alowed it to remain. "He 'wass Canadian citizen.

V ahlenteena, hiss documents? He 'wass gold miner. Found notink. Before he die he say to me, 'Sasha,
my beloffed, you take me back to Klondike. | must be there for the big strike." ™

| fished out the papers from their oilskin packet while Sasha heaved her remarkable bosom with a
not-quite-stifled sob. The mountie's eyes widened. Sasha's lashes fluttered and dropped to haf mast. She
took the papers from me, her fingers caressing them asif they were flesh, and her hands trembled
delicately as she proffered the packet to the congtable, her fingertips brushing his. The mountie started as
if she had handed him the lit end of acigar. Helooked faintly aarmed and rather indignant.

"Thesearedl very wdl, but you must open the coffin, madam. We are checking for contraband here.



"Oh, certainly, officer, certainly,” she said alittle sadly, and turned, lifting her hand asif to motion to the
packers. Then she seemed to have an afterthought. "But, oh, my goodness, officer, pleasefirst to tell me.
Y ou haff had mumps as smdl boy, yes?'

"l can't precisaly recall, madam,”" he said tiffly.

| was sure he hadn't. It had clearly been along time since he had suffered the indignities of childhood, if
ever. He seemed to have been born in uniform, with his hat on, probably with the register in his hand.

"But, officer! Issvery important. Y ou must try. My poor Henri, he did not recdl either, but you see, he
had not had them at al. First he swells up, you know, not just in the jaws but down there?" She brushed
her skirt lightly in the region of her lap to indicate where and the constabl €'s eyebrows disappeared
beneath the brim of hishat. "It was horrible. Truly. Very painful, | think, especidly when he burst.”

"He& mdash;burst?

Overcome, the Widow Lamour sobbed into the lace-edged handkerchief she untucked from her
conveniently bared décolletage.

"Congtable Faversham, will you no mind what | told you aboot the fish, mon?* exclaimed the other
mountie from the doorway of the cabin that congtituted their officid outpost. "Eh, beggin' your pardon,
ladies" he said, "but what seemsto be the nature of your problem?”

Congtable Faversham turned to him asif he was water in the desert. " Sergeant Destin, Sir, these ladies
are bringing a corpseinto the territory, sir. But he had mumps and& mdash;,er—burg, gr.”

"Burgt? From the mumps?'

"Oh, yes, officer," Sashareplied, wide-eyed, "It was shocking, he soffered so. And for many months
before, you know, because the disease took him& mdash;down there& mdash;" She repeated her
previous gesture for his benefit, and he was much more receptive and appreciative, his eyesfollowing her
hand at her lap with keen interest. "He was& mdash;how do you say& mdash;ah well, sufficeit to say |
was very londy." Another sniffle, but over the handkerchief she gave the sergeant along look during
which her tears and the rain virtudly turned to steam on her cheeks.

"Ah, were you now? Y ou puir puir dear,” he said, taking her arm and brushing past his congtable with a
jerk of his head that wheeled the subordinate into an about-face and a smart trot toward the woodpile.

| was not the least bit sure the sergeant was taken in by Sasha, but he certainly was taken with her, from
the lingering way he kept paiting her deeve.

"Do comeingde," hesaid, "while | have awee look at these papers of yours and you can have anice
cup of teawhile your raft is unloaded.”

| stood therein the rain for amoment and didn't even notice that, without trandation or sign language, our
guides began unpacking the tent and dragging the coffin ashore. I, too, wanted a cup of tea, quite
desperately at that moment.

Bdatedly, the sergeant remembered his manners and turned back to me. "And your companion, madam,
is she perhaps a kinswoman travelin’ with you as chaperone?’ He regarded my bedraggled form kindly.
"Y our mother perhaps, or amaiden aunt?"

Mother indeed! Just because her blond hair concedled the silver better than did my brown. At least al of
minewasred. | fet mortified that a sturdy man such asthe sergeant, with that solid square build, those



reliable shoulders, and those otherwise intelligent blue eyes, should be so blinded to my worth by the
more obvious charms of my resplendent partner. During our journey | had begun to get used to such
reactions, however. Not al of the preferentia trestment given to Sashawas on account of her aleged
widowhood. Nevertheless, | felt it only sdlf-respecting to embellish our cover story.

"Asyou will seefrom our papers, Sergeant, | an Miss Vaentine Lovelace, noveigt, journalist, and public
lecturer currently on assgnment for the San Francisco Herald, covering the human interest aspects of
the new El Dorado for our readers. My editor and | fed that Mrs. Lamour's touching story of awife's
devotion to making her husband'slifelong dream pan out, asit were, even after death will add a poignant
note to the rather overwhelmingly male essence of thisevent.”

"Verrawise, madam. But | fear you ladieswill find conditions here rough on your delicate condtitutions.”
"On the contrary, Sergeant, | havefound it invigorating,” | said, and thereby overplayed my hand.

"Ah, then, you're a hearty lass, Miss Lovelace. Puir Mrs. Lamour looks about to swoon. | think she must
rest insde for awee bit, perhaps even take the constable's bunk. 1 will be on hand to guard the door.
Come now, dear lady, time enough for official mattersin the mornin'. Rest iswhat you need& mdash;" he
said and kindly led Sashainside, to hot teaand afire newly warmed by the wood with which the
disgruntled constable had just stoked the stove before being summarily evicted.

The door closed firmly behind him, and Faversham turned toward the woods, from whence for severa
hours issued the sound of wood being hacked to pieces.

| wandered to the edge of the woods, too, athough | did not see the constable. Nor was | looking for
him. | was searching for some deadfall with which to build asmal fire and make myself acup of tea |
also considered inquiring a one of the tents farther down the shore, but the rather raucous soundsissuing
from those il lit from within deterred me,

By thetime | returned to our raft, the packers had finished their task and disappeared, leaving our
worldly goods huddled under the frail covering of oilcloth that spared them the worst depredations of the
rain. Too tired and disgusted to bother with finding the wherewitha necessary for the insurmountable task
of brewing that longed-for cup of tea, | crept back insde the tent.

It was Hill pitched on the raft, the view of the mountie post from within partially blocked by the coffin,
which rested about afoot beyond the waterline. | wondered at Sasha's €l aborate deception to prevent
the sergeant from looking in the coffin. No native to deception myself, | was surprised that she would go
to such lengths over what seemed to me an unimportant matter. Of course, perhaps she was being
pragmatic. Possibly she knew from her broader experience that once the coffin was opened, Mr.
Lawson would stink, and we, not the constable, would have to smell him the rest of the way to Dawson.

While that reasoning might sound lameto me, | redlized that Sasha Devine took arather more casua
attitude than | about lying to the authorities.

My musings receded as darkness encroached, clear thought giving way to avague awareness of the
clatter of utensls, the whimper and yelp of dogs, the stamping of horses, the sound of men's voices, the
sonorous snore of someone very nearby. Perhapsit was my own snore, | thought, and | had smply
neglected to redize that | had falen adeep. Certainly that was more likdly than the

aternative& mdash;that the snore could be issuing from Mr. Lawson's casket.

It must be my own noise, for it sounded familiar& mdash;| had heard it every night on the boat and



thought it was the gambler& mdash;well, it did have amasculine sort of quality about it, dthough with
snoresthat was hardly rdigble. | felt mysdlf rise up out of myself and glide toward the coffin, for dl the
world like something out of one of Sir Walter Scott's ghost Stories.

But asmy dream sdlf gently wafted casketward, it came face-to-face with yet another apparition.
Congtable Faversham, afanatic gleam in hiseye, hisledger clutched to his uniformed breast like Moses
clutching the tablets& mdash;assuming stone tablets lent themsdves to that sort of thing& mdash;stood
glaring down at the casket. My dream self beat a hasty retreat back into my shivering body, and | sat up.

"Congable, what isthe meaning of this?' | demanded. "Up until now | had agood opinion of the
much-vaunted vaor and courtesy of men in your service, but you, Sir, try my patience. Do you never go

off duty?

"That, madam, is precisay the point,” he said. "We dways get our man. Or whatever. The sergeant may
be taken in by your story, but I'm not easily swayed from my duty. There is something suspicious about
the way you women act, and the widow has an air about her | have noted in agrest many other women
who prey upon the baser ingtincts of mankind. | think that you are trangporting liquor in that casket,
madam, and | mean to have it opened and impounded.”

At least | could be honest in denying this particular charge. "Congtable, that is nonsense.”

"Very wdl, if youinsst. But eveniif, asyour finefriend clams, thisis her husband dead of a contagious
disease, helll have to be buried here or hauled back where he came from. Can't have diseased corpses
entering the country.”

| sighed. If not opening the casket meant so much to Sasha Devine, she could deep nearby and guard it.
| did not intend to get into trouble with the authorities so near to our goa, having gone through so much
to get thisfar.

"Of course, you must do asyou think best, Congtable,” | said wearily.

He made another smart about-face and returned with a crowbar before | could get cozy again. He cut
the ropes Sasha Devine had tied around the coffin and inserted the crowbar into the sealed rim of thelid.
It dipped on the damp metal and gouged him in the chin. He fell back, flinging the crowbar onto the coffin
lid with such agreat clangor that | was surprised it did not rouse the sergeant or the other men camped
nearby. | recal seeing the congtable standing there, holding his bleeding chin while looking at the casket
asif hewould kick it open.

| could see nothing but the coffin and his angry, bleeding face, which he turned on me, hisback to the
coffin. "All right then, madam. What's the trick?" he asked unreasonably. "How do you get it open?Be
quick and it will go easier onyou."

"Congtable, your accusations are ridiculous and unfounded. Perhapsif you are so convinced we are
desperate criminas carrying contraband cargo, you should await the arrival of your superior to continue
your investigation. | intend to go to deep now. Good night to you, Sir."

His mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. | watched from between ditted eydlids,
pretending to settle into deep. He backed toward the coffin, crowbar in hand, and was still backing when
the mist that had been coming from the river seemed suddenly to boil out of the coffin lid, through the
crack that the iron wedge had been unable to penetrate. It seeped quickly through and surrounded the
congtable before he knew it, enveloping him in swirling gray that abruptly darkened to blackness,
thoroughly engulfing him. Or wasit only that deegp thoroughly engulfed me then, that my pretense
suddenly became dire necessity as| sank helplesdy into dumber?



Thelethargy that exacerbated my own exhaugtion swept through melikefire. But till, asmy lashesfell
and my mouth and nogtrils bresthed in the rags of migt, imprinted on theinsides of my eydidswasalast
sght of the constable being swallowed by blackness. The whimpering sound he made asit took him was
thelast thing | heard before | lost consciousness.

CHAPTER YV

&laguo; N &raguo;

Something cold and wet pressed against my cheek, and | opened my eyeintimeto haveit licked. |
groped upward and my hands encountered coarse fur. Panting and bad breath confirmed the rest of my
suspicions even before | faced the canine entity so intent upon awakening me. One of the ded dogs, |
thought, had gotten loose. Fortunately, it seemed to be one of the friendly ones, though itseyesborea
digtinctly ferd expression. It whined and turned and licked me again. | sat up and banged my head on the
tent pole. It was dark outside and raining, asow cold drizzle that reminded me heartwarmingly of home.
For amoment | thought | had dreamed the whole incident, and then my eyes adjusted sufficiently that |
made out the bodly, its boots grazing the water, itstrunk lolling against the Sde of the coffin.

| crawled through the tent flap as the dog leaped from the raft and onto the shore, heading, as | thought,
for the woods. | knelt before the body and looked down into the face of the constable, aman who had, |
thought, gone out with awhimper. Perhapsit was agiggle. For this straight-laced officer, who | would
have sworn was incapable of pleasure, bore the same blissful smile | had seen before. Shock and the
dregs of whatever had caused me to | ose consciousness before knocked me off my haunches onto the
ground before the body. | ground my handsinto my eyelids and tried to re-examine the Stuation with
some sort of objectivity. To no avail. When | looked up again, my father lolled there, in that uniform,
lending the late constable a sort of gauzy phosphorescence. His eyes opened and the smile changed
briefly into afrown, asif I'd done or said something very stupid, before the glaze of ghostliness
evaporated from the body, and | was |eft once more with an inconvenient corpse.

Whatever the gpparition had to say, it would have to wait until more practical matters pertaining to the
living and the more recently dead were addressed. For although it seemed to me that an epidemic of
smiling desthswas following me around, | could only believe that grief somehow made me see my
father's face superimposed on those of the victims. And thiswas no timefor meto givein to the tricks my
mind had played on me.

Had it not been for my canine friend, | would have been found with the body in the morning. Then Sasha
Devine and | would be arrested or deported, and Sasha would never get her saloon, Lost-Cause would
never be buried on his partner's claim, and | would never get the story | had come for. What we might
get would be ajail term. Or executed. Who knew what sort of justice was meted out on the northern
frontier? | felt sure | would never be able to convince the sergeant of the truth of my tale. He would not
believe that the constable had managed to die without ass stance from me. | would need to get rid of the
body. But just putting it in the river would not guarantee that it would float avay on the

current& mdash;with our luck it would get caught in an eddy or snag and be discovered.

Nearby, awolf howled like a cross between a sobbing child and a scream of afreight train. Not to be
outdone, the ded dogs tethered behind the outpost joined in. | shot an anxious glance at the cabin. No
light blossomed. No one tirred.

But as the howling continued, the bumps that rose on my skin were not entirely from thewind or rain.
Perhaps Mr. Lawson did contain some sort of contagion that had been loosened by the constable's
assault on the casket and had escaped to kill the officer. In that case, | wasin grave danger mysdlf. Still, |
had laid out my father for hisfunera and practically waltzed dl over one other corpse bearing the same
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signature. | could, | supposed, scream and pretend | had just discovered the body. Surely that would
look lessincriminating than trying to dispose of it. Surely. The choice was snatched from me suddenly as
thelast light in the last tent went out, and agroup of men spewed forth.

"Hooboy, lady luck was with metonight,” | heard one voice, the only happy one among the throng, say.

| looked up sharply and tried to see through the darkness. A man swaggered toward me, ostentatioudy
counting money doud. But it was the Texas drawl with which he counted that interested me, and the
familiarity of the voice behind the drawl.

"Purdy?’ | half whispered.

"Huh? Shhhhh!" he said, and dl but sumbled over me. "Pardon me, maam, gr," he said to me and the
congtable's corpse as he disentangled himsdf from us. "I'll just dust mysdlf off and leave you young folks
done”

"Alonso Purdy, identify yoursdf,” | hissed.

"Don't know no such person. Wait aminute. Purdy? Ain't he thefelagot in trouble with amountie
ingpector'swife? Why, | don't know no scum like that. Name of Petrie, maam. Slim Petrie. Yesm.
Petries my name. Poker's my game.”

"You can't fool me, Dr. Purdy,” | said, for now | could seethat it was indeed he& mdash;somewhat
paunchier, and he had grown a beard, but the same rainmaker | had known in Texas.

"Miz Vdentine, darlin', that you?' he asked, asif | had been raised from the deed. "Wéell, I'll be hung.”

"Precisdy,” | sad. "Dr. Purdy, it isvery fortunate that you happened along just now for that very thing
may happen to me soon if you cannot advise me what to do about the constable.”

"Why me? I'm agambler, not an advice writer for thelovelorn.”

"We are not discussing love here, Dr. Purdy. The constable is dead.”

Purdy immediately dropped his spuriousair of jovid drunkenness. "Y ou kill him, maam?
"| did not. But that sergeant isgoing to think so if hefinds uslikethis."

"No, hewon't. Hell get to checkin' closer and find out who | am and decide | doneit, just to
accommodate that inspector.”

"But couldn't you leave?'

"Not without gettin' chased clear acrossthe Y ukon, which isnot my intention, which isto get rich, not
dead. These boysdon't give up, MissVdentine. Y ou may have heard.”

"But what can we do?" | asked, shamelesdy linking his precarious position to my own. Shamelesdy
because | knew that for al hislack of mord fiber, Purdy was agood man in life and death crises. Just
now, however, it was his known crimind tendencies that would comein handy.

My trust was not misplaced. Before the wet gray sky lightened to biliousness, we had very discreetly
weighted the constable with stones and dumped him into theriver, dong whose banks we went for a
groll, looking like a courting couple, but in redity guiding the body by means of alength of the rope cut
from the coffin. When we came to a spot well overhung with sweepers, where the water was deep but
the current swift, we released the constable.



Thetwo of us separated then, for Purdy wished to draw no attention to himself by being associated with
the only two women at the post at thetime. And | fdlt the presence of agambler in our party would
arouse associ ations with her profession that Sasha Devine had been strenuoudy trying to avoid.

| was walking back to camp when the door to the mountie post opened, and Sasha Devine and the
sergeant, haf inand haf out of uniform, emerged.

The packers had silently returned while Purdy and | disposed of the body. Perhaps they had been wiped
out in the card game my old friend had won.

At any rate, when Sasha and the sergeant arrived, she looked refreshed and wide awake, while he
looked deepy and mildly disgruntled and also a bit abashed. After the most cursory look at our
belongings, he said, "Duty's twenty dollars. I'd fed much better if you had awee bit more food. Food is
gettin' scarcein Dawson, | hear. Word isit may not last through the winter.”

But he declared uslega and even helped usload the coffin back aboard the raft. "There you are, dearie,”
he said to the Widow Lamour. "Theresyer mon, now. Y ou be lettin' me know when ye need someone
livdier."

Sasha Devine, playing her role with afine subtlety, took both of his handsin herswhile gazing soulfully
into his eyes, and then stepped aboard the raft, ducking into the tent like Cleopatra saying farewell to
Mark Anthony. | could not bear to look at the man.

The wind was high, the waters of Lake Tagish blowing wild and choppy aswe st forth. The trees sighed
and creaked. Aswe pulled away | saw Purdy approach the sergeant and indicate his gear. The sergeant
looked around, undoubtedly for his recently departed subordinate, and then with a shrug of his brawny
shoulders, followed the gambler. | watched apprehensively as Purdy led the mountie downstream, afraid
he might betray me. | had no illusions about whom the former rainmaker looked after, first and foremost.

"Redlly, Vahlenteena, you should have let me know you were so interested in that little soldier,” Sasha
Devine said laughingly, reclining on her bedroll asif Nubian daves ought to be fanning her with peacock
feathers. "But you hardly can expect him to notice you when you look so like adrowned rat. Y ou should
fix your hair& mdash;"

That was too much for me. Now that | fancied we were safe, | had begun trembling like adrunk three
days after hislast refreshment. "1 should fix what's under my hair for ever becoming involved with you
and this scheme. While you were flirting with the mountie and having anice rest and a.cup of tea, |
became an accessory to murder. If it hadn't been for afriendly dog, your nice sergeant would probably
be locking me up right now."

"Murder?' she asked. Shelooked darmed. "What murder? What dog?'

"The one that howled the whole damned night,” | snapped. "And furthermore, | saw Papas ghost again.
On the face of the constable. And mist coming from Mr. Lawson's coffin that seemed to envelope the
congtable, who died of the same thing father did."

"No!" she sad, with insufficient incredulity to convince me. | suddenly redlized that my newswas not
entirely unexpected.

| told her dl that | had gone through that night, and by thetime | had finished, | redlized that | had not
quite finished.



"Miss Devine& mdash;Sasha," | said, "l sensethere is something about our mission you have not confided
inme. What did Mr. Lawson die from, anyway? Was it the same thing that killed Papa? Are we
transmitting adeadly, abet seemingly glesful, disease into Canada? If o, what has prompted you to
commit such ahideous act? | want you to know | deeply resent you involving mein any such schemeand
intend to turn mysdlf in at the next outpost. | cannot think why | have cooperated this far& mdash;why |
hid the body& mdash;”

She amiled engagingly at me. "And you did it very wdl, I'm sure. Redlly, dahling, | do not think | would
have done any better myself& mdash;well, perhaps alittle better. | might have been able to get that

man& mdash;what did you say his name was?—to help me without |etting him know quite so many of the
unpleasant details. But on the whole you were wonderful, my dear girl."

"So wonderful I'veincriminated mysdlf for something & mdash;" Sashalooked bored, her eyesturned
skyward& mdash;or rather, canvasward. "V ahlenteena, | asked you to come along because | hoped you
would not be so dull as most women. Not so stupid. Did you think there would be no price to pay? Y ou
St and write about your petty little adventures, but do you not realize one must dare to live? To teke
risks, to break rules, to cross borders, to smuggle perhaps, and to involve onesdlf with people your
wretched stepmother would disapprove. Y ou've donewell. Don't turn into a prig on me now."

"But the mist and dl those bodies and Papa's ghost& mdash;”

"My friend, listento me. Y ou act asif you do not care about your papa, but me, | know better. All your
life you sought him out, no matter which bar, which aley, which opium den he inhabited. Do you suppose
you can stop looking for him so easily just because heisno longer dive? | had hoped thistrip would give
you some time to get used to that. Y ou have not been fooling anyone e se with your pretence of
nonchalance about Patrick aswell asyou have fooled yoursdlf. | understand. My whole family was
murdered when | waslittle girl. My nurse smuggled me out of the old country or | would aso have been
killed. | travel from this place to that one, hide here, hide there, take thistrain and that ferry, and finally
the ship to San Francisco. When at last | have my first job as agreat operatic actress, | cannot wait to
write and tell my papaand mama. Not until then did | remember that they were not there any longer, to
be ashamed or to be proud. That what | did was of no consequence to anyone but me. So& mdash;|
think you see Patrick on dead men's faces because you look for him and maybe you see mist coming out
of coffins, too. Asfor the deaths& mdash;lifeisfull of desth. How many died in the avd anches? How
many shipsdid not make it to Skagway from Seettle? How many rafts did not make it past the rapids?
Weadll die, dahling. And if it istruethat you die asyou live, consder that the constable was an
obstructive and awkward young man who chose to die at atime that was obstructive and awkward for
usdl. You merely outmaneuvered the wretched fellow. And | say good for you. Enough of this
breast-beating.”

Later, it occurred to me that Sasha Devine could have made afine career for hersdf in politics. Although
she had given me no direct answersto any of my questions, | felt much better and aso far too confused
to ask any more. Anyone who can dodge atrained journalist such as mysdlf in that fashion has areal
cdling for public office.

Stll, I could hardly be so blasé as she concerning the event at Lake Tagish. Not being able to discussthe
matter with Sashamerdly drove my thoughtsinward, so thet it preyed on my mind al the more.

| regret that | was so preoccupied with my trepidationsthat | saw little of the now-historic scenic
landmarks that have so often been rhapsodized when others speak of the Klondike gold rush. | spent the
time on Lake Laberge looking backward for pursuit from the mountie sergeant, and held grimly on



through the various rapids, dl but daring drowning in my bleak mood, and feding that it would keegp my
good name from disgraceif | wereto die here.

In retrogpect, that was an unredlistic concern, for in what way even the direst charge might have
disgraced me | cannot rightly tell. Ned Buntline, Edgar Poe, and many others of my profession had
greatly enhanced their literary reputations with various incarcerations and addictions. Being arrested for
murder most likely would create an ingtant reviva of my work. Asfor my family, at least on Papasside,
it was expected of offpring that they would cometo preciouslittle, and if one of us made anamefor
oursalves by being hanged, then any later generations would at least have a colorful ancestor to decorate
thefamily tree

Sasha Devine grew quite chatty during thisinterval & mdash;partidly, | think, to kegp me from brooding
too much on the questions | had asked her before. Also, she was probably trying to keep herself awake.
With the gradua onset of colder wegther and longer hours of darkness, nights on theriver were more
hazardous and less comfortable than ever, so we began spending them ashore, forcing Sashato a
daytime schedule. She asked me many penetrating questions about the dragon, Fort Draco, and how |
felt about those experiences, what they meant in terms of my life. She hersdf did not answer any
guestions or alow hersdf or our trip to become atopic of conversation.

The day we left Tagish, we hit the White Horse Rapids. Theriver isbroad and deep at the head of the
rapids, but congtricts to amere forty feet a the foot, where the pent-up waters burst through the
narrowed channe in awhite spume that rages for about seven miles before resuming itsformerly
well-mannered ways. Along the banks hundreds of men had carved their names and legendsinto bare
tree trunks. Our guides once more proved skillful in riding the foam, and we had awild trip through
towering waters that bucked worse than any of my old friend E.F. Ledbetter's Texas cayuses.

From there we entered Lake Laberge. While on the lake, we passed three men in a poling boat going the
other direction. | watched this craft closdly, looking for lawmen, and dso for possible means of escape,
should | need them. The boat was propelled by means of atwelve-foot pole and had to be kept close to
the shore to keep contact with the bottom and out of swifter currents. A good poler, | later learned,
sometimes made twenty miles aday. The men aboard the boat | saw hollered that there had been arich
strike on the Stewart River, and that they hoped we had plenty of grub with us as none was to be had
farther up theriver.

Later that day we shot more rapids and passed the mouth of the Tedlin River. The next morning our
water bucket had alayer of ice asthick asthefirst knuckle of my little finger. The surrounding hillswere
frosted with athin coating of snow, and Sasha Devine dug out her warm coat, scattering many of the
other provisons needlessly around the tent.

Theicewasyet thicker thefollowing morning. After landing on arocky beach, we pulled the raft ashore
and built afire. | decided that | was going to grow gillsif | didn't have something other than smoked
salmon to eat. Cups of coffee and teadso held irresistible appeal in this harsh weether.

| searched the gear for our groceries and new cooking utensils. | had only opened these packages
partialy to show the contents to the sergeant. He had not searched them, but had passed everything with
anod. Therefore, | was surprised to find that my cast iron frying pan had been replaced by a Chinese
wok. Also, dried Chinese mushrooms, dried ginger root, canned water chestnuts, and a string of garlic,
Fanny's favorite spice, had been added to my other provisions, along with abag of rice. My heart was
warmed by more than heartburn. She hadn't kicked me out without any concern for my well-being then,
blessher!

| stirred together some of everything as| had so often seen Fanny do, and even threw in abit of salmon,



to prepare the first hot meal we had had in two weeks. Our guides were grateful at first, but after a
mouthful or two retreated from camp and were violently ill. Sasha Devine barely whiffed at it and said her
stomach was fedling rather nervous that evening. | was forced to enjoy in solitude a splendid repast of the
sort to which | had become accustomed over the years as Fanny's lodger. That night | dept more
soundly than | had at any time since leaving the ship at Skagway, my dreams broken only by the howling
of wolves.

And though they didn't care for my cooking, the Indians apparently thought hot meals anoteworthy ides,
for when | awakened, they were butchering amoose carcass. A very good thing, too, for we needed all
the strength we could get that day, when we shot Five Finger Rapids shortly after noon.

Wefound Fort Selkirk al but deserted. A sign on the trading post door, no doubt put there because the
trader was weary of being asked the same futile questions and of having to supply the same discouraging
answer, said, "Parties contemplating going out this season take notice that no provisons of any kind can
be obtained here except, possibly, alittle moose meat and dog salmon in small quantities for dog feed.
No steamer has been herefor two years. No flour can be had." The trader and his Indian wife were
there, but, as advertised, the shelves were empty. | made another forage through our provisonsto find a
bit of flour so the couple could bake themselves some biscuits.

We spent three more long, cold, tense days on theriver. | was glad the nights ashore were no longer, for
when | dept there, | dept that helplesdy deep deep that | had experienced intermittently since leaving
home. It puzzled and frightened me, and | worried that | had caught some rare aillment of which this
strange comatose deep was an initia symptom. Never beforein my life had | been aheavy deeper,
oblivion being my father's department. But now, each night | seemed plunged into another world where |
stayed until roused by one of my companions or by the packs of wolves whose howling enlivened the
night. | wondered if the stories we'd been hearing about the lack of food in Dawson were understated. It
seemed the wolves were dready at the city's door.

The last night before Dawson, when we had tugged the raft ashore and built our fire, | cut up some of the
moose mesat and prepared a cel ebratory feast. Despite the cold, the meat was getting alittle ripe, and |
mourned my garlic, which had been lost overboard with afew other things when a sweeper brushed our
bow. At leadt, that was what Sasha said must have happened to it.

As| cooked, the men were hunkered down, staring upriver, conferring among themsalves. Suddenly they
stood, as from the woods a party of their fellow Indians appeared. These people bore adistinct family
resemblance to our companions, unlike any Indians we had seen so far. Tdl, long-boned, and
fine-featured, the lot of them conversed in their own language, while Sasha Devine made lists of what she
would need for her sdloon. | tried to tell from facia expressionsthetone, if not the topic, under
discussion. Except for wearing moose hide moccasins and perhaps a bandanna for a headwrap, dl of the
men wore western dress, trousers, suspenders, and plaid shirts& mdash;the woman among the
newcomerswore a skirt three sizestoo big for her, pinned together at the waist, and aman's shirt for a
bodice. Our guides, whose faces were so blank when in our company, were quite expressive when
conversng with ther vigtors.

Asthe shadows grew longer and | grew deepier, it becameincreasingly difficult to keep my eyes open
enough to watch their faces, which grew darker and darker. 1 no longer heard whole exchanges, just
snatches, which sounded to me oddly like German or Russan& mdash;certainly like no Indian language |
had ever heard before.

Their voices droned on as | drifted into deep. Once | felt the woman turn toward Mr. Lawson's coffin
and gesture, her outflung arm throwing the scent of woodsmoke across my nodtrils. Another timel
roused briefly as| heard what | thought was Sasha Devine's voice join into the conversation. Later |



heard her skirtsrustle as she rose from her place to the left of my head. For amoment her skirts blocked
the warmth of thefire, which popped and hissed asif recelving new fud.

Then | felt long cold fingers at my neck, fumbling beneeth my collar, and the rasp of metd againgt my skin
asthe crucifix given me by my mother was drawn forth. | tried to lift my hand toward my throat to pull it
back, but the effort was too much for me. Suddenly | felt the prickly wool of her traveling skirt againgt
my cheek and shoulder as she did down, Sasha's weight resting against thearm | wastrying toraise.
Before | could think or do anything else, deep billowed over me once more.

CHAPTER VI
&laguo;  &raguo;

| surfaced abruptly from asnug spdll of deep to cold and emptiness and avague feding of panic. Every
musclein my body was clenched figt-tight againgt the freezing night. Thefire that had warmed my feet
when | fell adegp was nothing but embers, afew sparks echoing the pae specks of stars blinking from
behind flying scraps of navy cloud. The moon was bloated and blurred, itslight spilt into theriver and
washed away. From within the black spruces, other mysterious chips of light flared in pairs, and
vanished. Wispy trails of woodsmoke tickled my nose, the promise of warmth taunting.

But here, in the camp, | was utterly alone. No Indians muttering among themselves. Not the faintest hint
of Sashas dainty snore. The blanket draped around my shoul ders was coated with frost, as were the
gravel and dead leaves under me. The hair a my nape curled without the benefit of a cosmetic gppliance.

| rose on the balls of my feet and stood very quietly, not redizing even then that | waslistening for
something specific. A sharpness stung my neck as| swung my head toward theraft. | grabbed my collar
and found it open& mdash;mother'slittle crucifix, biting likeice, nipped my hand as| pulled it away from
my skin. | crept to the boat. Sashals bedroll was till negtly rolled and the interior of the tent looked
oddly spacious, even in the darkness. It took me amoment to redize that the coffin was gone.

| looked stupidly back toward the woods. The woodsmoke& mdash;a settlement perhaps. But not
Dawson, not yet. Maybe an Indian village or afort, which might have explained why | had been left
behind, though if so the ruse was less than crafty, leaving me out in the open like that beside a perfectly
visbletent.

| was working up agood warming case of righteous indignation when | heard the rumbling growi. |
stopped dead and listened, aware suddenly that | had heard it only seconds ago in my deep and had
since been waiting for arepetition. The river picked up the sound, magnified it, and carried it itslength so
that | could not tell where it came from. A bear maybe, sniffing out our supplies? | smartly removed
myself asfar from the boat as possible. Just then the growl escalated to afull-fledged snarl, challenged
amogt at once by abellow, both noises erupting into a cacophony of bestia fury.

A rifle cracked. And just as| wasfeding some sense of relief that other people were nearby and had the
wild animals under gpparent control, someone screamed. The scream was long and jerky and gargling,
not just an expression of fear but of horrible pain.

In my place, Natty Bumppo undoubtedly would have stayed cool, melting silently into the woods,
ferreting out the location of the commotion and its cause. Snesking takestime, however, and | felt
judtified in assuming that time was a commodity of which the screamer had preciouslittle. So the coursell
took was not only the most practicd, but the one most natura to my inquiring and impetuous nature.

Heedless of the thorns and underbrush tearing at my skirts and flesh, | knotted the blanket capelike
around my shoulders and plunged into the woods, uttering fierce banshee crieswhile thrashing my arms
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meadly a anything foolish enough to get in my way. | wanted whatever it was that caused the screamer to
scream to know that something large, loud, and determined was headed itsway, so it would have ample
opportunity to choose the better part of valor while the screamer& mdash;| hoped—had time to rel oad.

Thus, | ran full tilt upon a scene that those of ascientific nature might say perfectly illustirated the balance
of nature, the surviva of thefittest. But even Mr. Darwin himsdf would have had adifficult time deciding
who was thefittest of the three bodiesin various states of disrepair that littered the clearing before me.

Theleadt fit was easy to decide. That was the poor little animal that had literally had the stuffings knocked
out of it, making the footing dippery aswell aslending the vicinity acertain nausegting air. The other two,
their bellies dragging the ground, squared off just in front of afire pit that cast a demonic glow onto the
bloodied features of aman, on theleft, and amoose, on the right. The moose, acow, had only two good
legs& mdash;the back legs were torn and dragged uselesdy behind her. She braced on her front hooves
to lunge toward the man, who tottered on his knees and elbows, but met each of her lunges with one of
his own, battering her muzzle with the stock of hisrifle. Neither man nor moose seemed aware of me,
which was odd, because | had certainly made enough racket. Also, even absorbed as | was by the
dramabefore me, | till had the crawly fedling that something watched me very closaly indeed.

The moose lunged, her bresth pluming opague whitenessinto the man'sface, her nose missing him by
about afoot. He whacked feebly with hisrifle, missing her by about the same distance and falling over to
one sdewith the effort.

"Dumb moose," he panted in an aggrieved tone. "'Crazy moose. | wastryin' to help ya, yadumb moose."

The moose responded only by lunging again, doggedly lurching for him as he doggedly whapped at her.
The determination in the set of hisjaw and the thrust of his pale head more than equaled her own
hardheaded stubbornness.

As| drew nearer, the details of the man's appearance darmed me. The top of his union suit was soaked
with blood, one suspender hung broken from hiswaist, and his pants were soaked through with blood
and mud. The moose was not in much better shape. One side of her throat had been torn open, the
wound pumping great quantities of blood every second.

"Seehere, gr," | said to the man askindly as possible, "1 hardly think that's the ideal way to moose hunt.
Of course, I've only seen it done once, but | believeit's customary to use the other end of the gun.”

Asif to makealiar out of me, the moose lunged afind time and fell heavily to her Sde, her great dark
eyesrolling up in her head, her front legs sticking straight out.

The man gazed at her wonderingly and held his gun stock adoft again, the barrel digging into the ground,
before looking up to notice me, after which he, too, fell over. | skirted the fire pit, approaching him
cautioudy, armed and undoubtedly demented as he was. But as he continued to muitter, | looked him full
in the face and recogni zed both his visage and that stricken voice with which he had once confounded a
whole shipwith hisgrief.

"Dumb moose," Egil Larsson mourned. " She was adumb moose. | was gonna help her. Dumb moose.”

"Help her what, slly fellow, commit suicide?’ | chided. | tried to get him to hisfeet, but though he
groaned he would not rise, but lay till, very wet and sticky and cold, and | grew afraid that something in
him was serioudy damaged.

"Wolf," he answered me as though we were carrying on a perfectly reasonable conversation. "'l was
gonnahelp her with the wolf. Killed her baby. But the darn wolf ran away and she got me insteada him.



Dumb moos="

As he spoke | looked elsewhere, searching for help, for some device with which to move him, for details
of the clearing, for something to carry water from the creek which | had barely noticed before, what with
everything else happening. | was, in fact, looking everywhere but at hiswounds and hisface, from which
thelife was surdly going to depart unless | could find away to aid him, and quickly. | scanned the
clearing, the creek, the distance to the open-doored cabin about a hundred yards away from us. Thinking
of splints, | looked to the woods, and saw twin red points looking back at me.

"W& mdash;wolf Did you say wolf?" | asked. The points seemed to grow larger, and | thought, evenin
the nighttime shadows of the trees, | could make out a deeper blackness over there.

"Dumb moose& mdash;" he muttered lessintelligibly than before.

"You're sureit wasn't, perhaps, aded dog looking for a handout? They look very smilar to one another,
as|'m sure you may have noted.”

Stll, I didn't think aded dog could be trusted amidst al thisblood either. By that time Larsson was
expressing no opinions whatsoever, either on the relative menace of ded dogs versus wolves, or on the
mental capabilities of moose. | unknotted the blanket from my shoulders and spread it over him. Leaves
rustled behind me, four timesin quick succession, and | whirled to see adigtinctly lupine outline studded
with red eyes and gleaming teeth, severa feet away on the other sde of the moose.

Wild animals, as| know from my extensive study of the subject in the Leatherstocking series and the
works of severa other authors knowledgeable on the subject, are mostly afraid of fire. | say mostly to
except the dragon, who generated fire himsalf and so was not, but then, he was aminor deity of dien
origin and not, properly speaking, awild animd at dl. Thefire pit contained little more than brightly
burning cods now, buried too deeply to produce wolf-intimidating flames.

If I was unable to frighten the beast away with fire, | would have to try another method. Larsson's grasp
on hisgun was dack enough that | easily pried it from hisfingers. My own fingersal but refused to
cooperate as| pressed their cold-numbed surfaceslightly over theicy metal, seeking the rel ease that
would adlow me to examine the cartridge chamber. | found it and therifle broke open with aclank like
rusting armor. No shellsremained and a hasty pat-down of Larsson's accessible pockets failed to
produce extras.

| peered down the barrel, but saw no light through the other end, even when | pointed it at the fire pit.
Clogged then, and usdless. Evenif | had shells, | would rather risk my luck with what was actudly little
more than awild dog, for dl of itsterrifying pressinfairy taes, than blow mysdf up with adirty rifle. |
have ahealthy respect for technology. | preferred taking my chances with flesh and blood, however
hairy.

| congratulated myself on my decision when, glancing toward where the wolf had been, | saw now only
moonlit woods, heard only the durp of the creek.

Larsson moaned and | quickly returned my attention to him. Sweat matted his colorless hair and ran into
his staring, pale eyes. | had not redlized, on the boat, what alarge man hewas. | could not leave him to
go for help nor, | fdt, could the two of us stay in that clearing al night. The best thing to do would beto
get him insde that cabin. That way, even if thewolf went for friends, we'd have solid walls between us
and it. And it could huff and puff al it liked. Probably though, it would just forget about us and devour the
moose ingtead. Glutton. How could it move with haf of the cdf dill initsbely?

| glimpsed afast flash of blackness from the corner of my eye, but when | tried to pinpoint it, saw



nothing. Animals are popularly supposed to be able to tell when one fears them and to attack on that
bass. Therefore, | held my breath to keep my limbs steady and scanned the woods asif | were Ssmply
admiring the scenery. Amazing, how many thingsin anighttime spruce forest resemble awolf whenyou
arelooking for one. Thetrue identity of the objectsthat stopped my heart every few seconds| will never
know, but none of them bore the flaming eyes and glittering teeth that suddenly, as| finished my perusd,
faced me, just afew yards beyond thefire pit.

It didn't like what it saw any better than | did, for it let forth aroar like an open blast furnace,

"Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!™ | cried, and before | knew that | was too small and unmuscular to do so,
| had flipped Larsson over in the blanket, wrapping him up like ahand-rolled cigar, and was dragging him
toward the cabin.

Thewolf legpt an impossibly large leap, and | dropped Larsson and brought up the usaless gun. The wolf
sailed over my head, twisted Sdewaysin midair, and landed back on the other side of the moose.

"You great glutton,” | yelled. "Why don't you eat what you've killed dready and let usbe!”
It lifted its head and howled, just asif it waslaughing at my hel plessness.

That infuriated me. The best way to handle bullies, in my experience, iswith belligerence. Leaving poor
Larsson on the ground for amoment and facing the wolf so it couldn't surprise me with another of its
acrobatic stunts, | tore off a section of my petticoat, wrapping it around the stock of the gun, which | then
thrust into thefire.

"There," | told the wolf. "Put that to the hair of your chinny-chin-chin and smoke it, confound you!™

Thewolf howled again asal my petticoat burned up and fdl off the stock, and | was forced to drop the
gun to avoid being burned by the debris.

Then casudly, dowly, the beast started walking& mdash;admost sauntering& mdash;toward me, itsteeth
strong and glistening, itseyes blazing. | didn't ook at it, but | grabbed the blanket and hauled at Larsson.
He groaned and the blanket snagged under him.

Thewolf kept coming. "Stay, damnyou,” | ordered.

Black lips peded away from begored fangs, and another blast-furnace snarl told me what it thought of
my order. The eyes bored into me, and | knew all at once that this beast hated me. It was not merely
hungry. It was not afraid. It hated me.

Ridiculoudy, I was as much wounded as frightened. The animd's attitude was singularly vindictive on
such short acquaintance. | usudly have away with animals. Hadn't | written that well-received series of
articles caling for legidation to abolish dogfights and prohibit cruety to mules and packhorses? It was
very unfair for that beast to glare at me with such mad maevolence, its eyestransmitting visons of my
dismemberment and mutilation. Mad? Could it be mad? Though no foam flecked itsjaws, it did have a
strange malformed ook to it—massive shoulders, a snout broad enough for a pig ingtead of awolf. An
unnatura look, but, | thought and fervently hoped for Larsson's sake, not arabid one.

It hunkered down and poised to spring, then suddenly stopped, its ears pricking, as along howl that
sounded like a screaming woman ululated through the night. | leaned down and scooped up therifle. The
wolfsflat gray head snaked back, snarling. The howl rose again, like an extension of the wind cowing the
trees and scattering ash and smoke from thefire pit.

Thewolf rose and turned, whimpering in afrustrated fashion.



"Whoo! Ligtento that!" avoice exclamed mildly from behind me.
| turned to look. The wordsissued from the woods upstream.
"Get yer darn claws out of my neck, yadarn cat. Y ou heard wolves before.”

The admonition came as another howl rose, urgent and compelling. From the corner of my eye, | saw a
flash of movement. Our tormenter had vanished, growl, teeth, red eyebdls, and dl.

CHAPTER VII
&laguo;  &raguo;

Labored panting rasped in my ears. | twisted franticaly, looking for the wolf, then redlized my own
ragged respiration was making the racket. Frozen leaves crunched, and the fuzzy full moon outlined a
hunchbacked man as he stepped out of the woods, above the cabin. For astep and ahalf he strode
blithely toward me. Within the course of the second step, his hunch expanded until it overshadowed his
head, then sprang from his shoulders, and with a steam engine's worth of hissand eyes glittering red as
the lampsin abawdy house, it bounded past me, skidding to a stop between Larsson's feet and the
MOOSE'S NOSE.

By the glow of thefire pit, the salf-propelled deformity was revedled as avery large, highly discommoded
mottle-furred cat, puffed up to three timesits sze. Withitslips curled back from itsteeth, it sniffed the
moose, extended a stiff paw to dab at the carcass, made a sound like a consumptive old man hawking up
sdewak dime, jJumped back three feet, executed a sixty-degreeturnin midair, and with tail rigid,
streaked like a Chinese rocket for the open door of the cabin.

The man watched the performance of his companion before continuing his journey toward me. "Ahoy
there, stranger. Y ou seem to berunnin' up adistressflag.”

"I'd prefer to be runnin’ up to the cabin right behind your cat, but | have an injured man here. Can you
givemeahand?'

"Aninjured&mdash;?" And he very sensbly stopped asking questions and started running.

"Migosh, nephew, if you wanted to get outtawork that bad, you shouldajust said so. Thislady coulda
hurt hersdlf tryin' to drag you around.” The former hunchback, who by the lantern light in the cabin now
more closaly resembled a svelte edition of the popular conception of St. Nicholas, spoke softly in agruff
tone belied by the concern clouding his countenance. A hand aslarge as his nephew's smoothed a canvas
sheet across abed of spruce boughs and laid a heavy Hudson Bay blanket over the casuaty, who
shivered and sweated but made no verba response. Poor Larsson had suffered in the transfer from
moose-side to cabin, athough once his uncle came, the two of us had been ableto carry the young man
with relative gentleness.

"Wolf atacked him, wasthat it?" the uncle asked when he had built afirein the rectangular sheet-iron
stove and filled the kettle Sitting on top. He seated himself on an upended birch log and faced me across
the stove.

| sat dumped on another example of his'Y ukon Chippenda e furnishings and watched with vision blurred
by the frost of my own bresth as he poked a pipe in hismouth and lit it with one hand, the same with
which he did everything. The other, except while hoisting Larsson, he kept in the pocket of his peacoat.
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Which didn't seem too peculiar for aman who wore a cat around his neck like aruff. The cat, after a
thorough wash and judicious arrangement of its various deep plush multicolored mottles and stripes, with
extraattention for the tufts on its ears, impersonated a boudoir bolster and rumbled itsalf to deep.

"No," | said. "It was the moose. Larsson told me before he passed out that he had tried to aid her againgt
the wolf, and she attacked him. They were locked in combat when | found them."”

"Thewolf and the moose?*
"The moose and your nephew. Asyou can see, your nephew won."

"Well, blow me down and salt mefor aherring,” he said with satisfaction. "Darned if he didn't. That'sthe
Larsson side of the family for you, okay. Don't know enough to keep outta arguments with mooses.
Then you fought the wolf, en?' He raised a furred white eyebrow above startlingly keen eyesthat
parked like blue flames through the pipe smoke. "Between the two of you, the huntin' won't be worth
much around here. Scarin’ off al the wildlife. Likely that wolf didn't know what it was gettin’ into."

"I'm s0 sorry about that,” | said sweetly, picking absently at one of the moldy yellow leavesthat yet clung
to my costume after what this man seemed to think was my lighthearted little fracasin the clearing.
"Actually, as aconscientious member of the Society for the Prevention of Crudty to Animals, | wasjust
trying to save the moose from your nephew. The wolf misunderstood the situation. Infact, if itsmate
hadn't called it into the woods for alittle chat, it probably would have misunderstood you to degth, too."

"Do tell? Wonder why the other wolf didn't just come out and join your friend for supper?”

Thelittle stove crackled, sighed, and throbbed forth shimmering waves of blessed warmth. The kettle
burbled for attention, and he rose and lifted it from the stove, pouring water into abasin and dumping a
raginit, which he placed beside Larsson's pall&t.

"Ahoy there, son," he said quietly. "Y ou've lolligagged around enough for aspell. Got to clean you up
now. Weve got company, you know. Best bib and tucker and dll that.”

| followed him to seeif there was anything | could do, but hefirmly shielded his patient from my view. |
turned my attention to examining the decor. It was decidedly rustic. | have aready described the degping
and sitting accommodations, tastefully assembled from native products, and the hot little sheet meta
stove. Other than the eclectic assortment of crates and boxes of foodstuffs and cooking supplies, that
was about it. Overall the cat was the only grace note in the whol e establishment. Except, perhaps, for the
library, which flanked the makeshift bed. It was arow of books, but along row of books. The
bookshelves, two wooden crates nailed end-to-end to the moss-chinked log wall, proclaimed in faded
red lettersthat they had formerly hedd ACME PREMIUM PACKED SARDINES. Therewasacertain
symmetry in that, snce many of the books were of aseagoing nature: Moby Dick, Treasure Island, and
afew more obscure exploratory seajournals among them. Othersinvolved red herrings, being the
collected mystery stories of Edgar Allan Poe, and at least one of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's novelsthat |
had not read.

"] have anew Sherlock Holmes on theraft,” | said.

"Hmmm&: hdllip; she didn't open anything up too bad, boy, but she gnawed on you some,” the man
muttered. A gasp from the patient. "Pour yoursdlf a cup of teawhile the water's hot, why don't you, lady,
and make yoursdf a home?'

| did so, finding the teatin on the window ledge, the window itsalf being asmall aperture covered with a
piece of semitranduscent greased cotton. Above the upright box on which the basin had rested, two



nails, driven precisaly in line with each other on either sde of the window, held two dick promotional
gimmicks& mdash;coffee cans with tin handles attached to them, so they could be used as cups after the
coffeewas gone.

Footsteps crunched toward the cabin and the door swung ponderoudy open. "Heey, Lomax," the visitor
cdled as he entered, "1 heard shootin'. Come by to seeif you wasal right. Them people | wastellin' you
about? Somebody seen them tonight around here and Mary thought there might be trouble.”

The voice, deegp and dow with asort of sing-song cadenceto it, broke off as the short, wiry-looking
Indian man closed the door behind him and saw the two men and the basin of bloody water. "Heeey," he
sad. "What'sgoin' on here?'

"Aw, you know boys, Tom. Egil got alittle lonesomewhile | was over vistin' Y oung Jack and tried to
strike up a conversation with alady moose. Guess she didn't figure he was her type, exactly, and got
insulted. Y ou know how testy them mooses get.”

"Yeah," Tom said noncommittally, no doubt used to Lomax's nonsense. "Boy, he don't look so good.
Think I'd better go get Mary, en? Have her bring some of her medicine stuff.”

Lomax grunted and covered Larsson back up. His apple-cheeked face was grave and he massaged his
mustache thoughtfully with hislower lip. "Aye, wed be grateful for that, Tom. Whew, | tell you, boy, I'm
sure awful glad | don't have to explain what happened to him to my sster. If Liv wasn't dead dready, this
wouldakilled her. Shedahad my hidefor givin' 'im theideato come up here.” He shook his head dowly
and stared at his boot.

Tom did likewise for amoment. "Boy, that'srough, en?" Then, drawing his largely buttonless mackinaw
more tightly closed, he headed for the door.

"Y ou watch out for them wolves," Lomax cautioned. "One of 'em got the mooses before the moose got
Egil, according to thislady. Then the wolf came back and dmost got everybody."

Sure was some wolf then, if it was by itself. But, hey, you said wolves. Isthere apack around then?' He
turned so that, athough his mouth was still facing Lomax, | was givento redize | wasincluded inthe
question.

"Onewolf that | saw. | only heard itsmate," | said.

"Funny kindaway for awolf to act, but that's what the stories say, you know, about them people.
Animasact funny, people act funny, when they're around.”

'What people?’ | asked.

He avoided looking a me. "I'll go get Mary.”

"Who'sMary?" | asked when he had gone.

"Mary? She's amedicine woman. Best thing this side of Father Judge.”

"Wdll, it certainly is neighborly of that man to check in on you that way," | sad, dthough till puzzled by
the Indian's evasiveness.

"Aye, Tom and me, we get dong pretty good now. Too bad Lucy didn't liveto seeit. Sheldagotten a
kick out of it. Lucy, she was my wife. She was closeto her kinfolks, red close, but ol' Tagish Tom, he's
been around white men enough that he wasn't too sure about me. 'Fraid I'd be mean to her, | guess.”



"He seemsto have revised hisopinion.”

"Aye, well, it don't matter now. Lucy isgone. She caught chicken pox up to Fort Y ukon last fall. Was
real sck by the rime we got home. Mary wanted to take care of her, but things that just make awhite kid
sck, they'll kill an Indian, even agrown-up. | nursed her for aweek and she was gettin' better, | thought,
till oneday | comein from choppin' wood and found her lyin' by the stove. | asked Tom and Mary how
they wanted her buried. '‘Bout thistime last year, it was. Ground sureis hard, right about now. Tom, he
come and helped me thaw out a space for the grave. Since then, he's sorta been in the habit of comin' by
when he'sin this neck of thewoods." Thismy host primarily confided to his stove as he fed it more
kindling, adjusted the draft, and put more water on to boail.

| murmured sympathetic noises, but he continued gazing at the sove asif it were an object of deep
fascination. "Wdll," | finaly managed, "you must have been up here quiteawhile. Y our cabin dl built,
relativesin the neighborhood.”

"Quiteawhile," he agreed, and swung back to face me. "How 'bout you?'

"Only just arrived,” | said. "Actudly, that was why | was wondering about the people

your& mdash;er& mdash; brother-in-law mentioned. Y ou see, my companions seem to have wandered
away from mewhile | was dozing. Three Indian gentlemen, not of the same people as your relations, |
would guess, and ablond lady.”

"Didn't notice 'em. Y oung Jack didn't mention anybody like that neither. 'Course, might not have
noticed, though a blond lady& mdash;™

"They might have been awee bit more noticesblethan that,” | said. "They were probably carrying a
coffin.”

He scratched his head thoughtfully. "This has been one unusua night and that's a sure thing. Mighty
unusud. A coffin, you say?'

"Yes. It was Mr. Lawson, you see& mdash;" And | told him the whole story, except for the incident at
theriver, which was il inexplicable, even to me. It passed the time while we waited for hisin-lawsto
return to care for the boy. My continued interest in Larsson's condition was enhanced by my reluctance
to venture forth done. When | faced the areainto which the Big Bad Wolf (or wolves) had so recently
disappeared, | wanted to be accompanied. Preferably by the U.S. Cavalry or adivision of armed
infantrymen, but failing that, 1'd take anybody | could get.

Lomax sipped histea, wiped his nephew's face, and patted the cat, who rumbled deepily a him. The
purring cat seemed to generate and spread its own boneless relaxation and contentment, calming and
dowing Larsson'stortured breathing as afaith healer might by laying on the hands, and filling the cabin
with warmth as welcome as that of the stove. Lomax swabbed his nephew's face, chewed on the stem of
his pipe, and listened to me, grunting now and then. | had meant to provide him with abrief outline, but
every time| stopped he seemed disgppointed, and findly | was given to understand that dthough this
fellow had undoubtedly heard many tales of the journeys of newly arrived gold seekers, my own was by
far the most engrossing he had ever encountered. Thus convinced that my account was fraught with
dramaand humor, fascinating detail, and agreat depth of human insght, | told him dl that had occurred in
San Francisco, of the death of Larsson'sfriend on shipboard, and our adventures on theriver. The arriva
of Mary and Tom prevented me from having to decide whether or not to disclose the events surrounding
the mountie's death, but even so, | was alittle sorry to see them.

"Lomax, what happened to that moose out there?' Tom asked as he pushed open the door.



"Nothing. It's il by the fire pit& mdash;a cow and part of acaf.”

"Not no moreit ain't. Come and look." Lomax trudged out after him. The crackle of the stove and the
crunch of the leaves under the men's feet were enough to drown out the entrance of the soft-walking
Mary, around young woman with abulging flour sack over one arm and each hand stuck up the cuff of
the opposite deeve of aman's mackinaw.

Her eyeslingered curioudy on me for amoment after she nodded to me, then she went straight to Egil's
bedside. Sheflipped back the covers with none of the regard for modesty Lomax had shown, and
examined thewound. After awhile she sat back on her hedls, her breath sucking in through her teeth.

"That bad?"' | asked.

"Pretty bad," shesad. "But it'sfunny. Red funny."

"How'sthat?" | asked.

"Heshurt ingde. | cantell. But he sure does hed fast. HE's gettin' better already.”
My faith in native healerstook asharp dive. "Already? That's imposs& mdash;”

"Look here," she said defiantly, and pointed to his bared ssomach. Purple and black coloration spread
like agreat spider from adouble row of enormous tooth marks biting in the shape of agigantic egg
horizontaly across historso. Where the sides of the egg touched his breast and navel, the flesh and what
lay under it had been mashed together in astew of that which belonged inside and that which belonged
outside. It was awonder his heart and lungs were intact.

"What do you mean better?' | said, trying to keep my dried salmon down. "That's horrible. The poor boy
probably won't make it through the night.”

"Nah, nah," she said, shaking her head so that her black braid flopped back and forth between her
shoulders. "Look at that black and blue. That shouldn't be that way till near daybreak, anyway. He
oughta be swelled up, red. Redl sick. Look at him. That's one hell of aguardian spirit thisman has."

That, asit turned out, was an understatement.

Nothing remained of the mooses but along bloody trail leading into the woods. Snow had started falling
sometime during the night, glazing the worst of the gore. Thefire pit, freshly replenished, glowed likethe
gateway to hell.

Neither Tom nor Lomax had much to say as we passed the spot on our way back to my boat. Lomax
strode dong with his handsin his pockets. Loki, draped around his shoulders, looked like addliberately
artistic backdrop for snow crystals. Tom padded aong with his head bent, the flaps of hisfur cap pulled
firmly down over hisears. All of us fiffened alittle as we entered the woods, but the only sign of the
wolves was the foreleg and hoof of the moose, laying dantwise acrossthetrail. We quickened our pace.

The scene at the clearing on first glance seemed much as I'd left it. The raft still lay beached and deserted
on the rapidly whitening shore. It was Tom who first noted the claw marksthat had scratched the snow
back to thin stripes of lacerated dead |eaves.

We stepped carefully around the tracks, and Tom shifted hisrifle so it was pardld to the ground. The
tent flap was closed and nestly tied, | saw aswe drew nearer. | knew | hadn't stopped to do that.



"Unnnhuh.”
| jumped back asthe groan issued from the raft.
"What wasthat?' | asked.

"It ant nowolf," Tom said, and pulled the bow loop with the barrdl of hisrifle, nudging theicy canvas
asdewith same. | peered around him and a horrified breath caught in my throet.

The blankets covered a person-sized mound of rippling gray and black fur. I'd seen such fur just the night
before. But as Tom drew a bead on the head of the bundle, another groan escaped it. Thistimel
recognized the voice and rushed forward. | had been listening to such moans and groans for most of two
months now. Thewoalf in our bedcl othing was none other than Sashain wolfs clothing, as| proved when

| tugged at her shoulder to wake her and she rolled over, the hood to the wolf-fur parka dropping away
to reved her cusomary soill of golden hair.

Lomax whistled. "Boy, Miss Loveace, you told me your friend was a pretty spunky lady, but who'da
thought shed have that old wolf skinned out and made a coat of him before morning?*

| grinned back at him, but as | continued attempting to wake Sasha, my grin faded. Her face was clammy
and pale asthe prevailing climatic condition. Her eydids were thin shells of white whose golden lashes
curled into deep craters of shadow. Her head flopped on her neck as| shook her. As her cheek turned
away from me, | saw that the pulsing line of her jugular was once more studded with apair of inflamed
insect bites. "I don't know where she got this coat,” | said. "But she was cheated. It hasfleas. Or
something worse. She seemsiill, like she was before, and | can't wake her up.”

Lomax handed me hisgun. "Y ou keep this. Well fetch Mary."
And before | could ask if it was redly necessary for both of them to go, they went.

| haf lay within the tent beside her, watching her face and feding perspiration | didn't know | was
capable of generating at such temperatures dick the gunmeta under my pam. The gun lay within the folds
of the mackinaw I'd borrowed from Mary. | wiped my hands on my skirt, left the gun laying in my lap,
and following alifelong habit, looked for something to read. The sun penetrated the white canvas with
enough forcethat if | strained alittle, I could read afew pages of my new book to take my mind off the
rigorsof redity. Unfortunately, Dr. Watson's professiond status kept reminding me of my patient and |
looked over at Sasha after reading every other word.

| heard Lomax and Mary coming after what seemed like enough time for him to have gone to Sesttle and
back to fetch her. | crawled outside to meet them.

"How's she doin'?" he asked.
| shrugged. "Maybe Mary should be thejudge of that."
Mary, wearing Tom's mackinaw and carrying her flour sack over her arm, crawled into the tent.

"| sortaforgot to thank you for helpin' Egil back there, Miss Lovelace" Lomax said rather formaly. "
hope Mary here can help your friend.”

| looked down at my feet and felt my face thaw. What could | say? That it was nothing? That | fought
wolvesevery day?

Mary rescued me. | heard her suck in her breath again, and | ducked back into the tent to see her



kneeling over Sasha, fingering the puncture wounds.
"What do you make of them, Mary?" | asked. "Infected insect bites, | thought. Perhaps a salve?’

She cast awild look back over her shoulder at me, asif shethought | had gone completely crazy, and
scuttled backward out of the tent. Lomax, who had been staring in, had to jJump aside to avoid being run
over.

| followed Mary outside. Without aword further to either of us, shetook off down the path toward the
cabin. Lomax frowned after her and looked to me for explanation. | shook my head and ducked back
toward the tent. That was when | saw the police boat gliding toward us. In amoment it had docked, the
mountie pilot expertly guiding it so that it blocked the raft, to which he moored his own craft before
climbing aboard. | had been so intent on the winter-uniform-muffled policeman thet | failed to recognize
one of the passengers until he spoketo me.

"Sorry, darlin'," a hangdog handcuffed Purdy apologized. " Seems like that poor little ol* constable got
dumped right in the sergeant's favorite fishin' hole. Somebody saw us together walkin' and when thisfine
representative of Canadian law asked me who was that lady | was seen with, | just thought he wanted to
pay hiscompliments.”

It sounded lame, even to me, and cut no ice at al with the mountie.

"Vdentine Loveace," the Scottish sergeant who had fancied SashaDevine sad, "itismy duty to inform
you that you are under arrest for the murder of Constable Hamish Faversham, and aso that extradition
has been requested by this officer.” He nodded to aman wearing a black overcoat with afur collar.
Under histhin black mustache, the fellow smiled at me asif held just panned a cabbage-s ze gold nugget.
"His chargeis petty theft."

"Detective Norman of the Pinkerton Detective Agency,” the overcoated man announced, just to let me
know with whom | was deding. To Destin he said, "We, too, always gpprehend our party, asyou
mounties say, Sergeant.”

Destin wasn't listening. Hisface was hard and impersonal as he stepped forward with apair of handcuffs.
| took a step or two backward. Lomax stepped in between us, jerking hisleft hand free of his pocket.
Where the hand should be ametal hook protruded from awooden socket.

"Move asde, Dag. Y ou heard me. This woman murdered one of my men and I'm bound to take her in."

"| think this bearstalkin' about, Sergeant Degtin. Thisain't one of your murderin' barroom hussiesyoure
fixin' to truss up like a Thanksgivin' turkey. Thislady isabook writer and she saved Egil'slife last night.
Wolf attacked him& mdash;well, sort of. It'salong story. But if it wasn't for her, held be worse off than
heis. Which aint good."

"Captain Lomax, will ye be steppin’ aside, mon, or maun | arrest you, too, for the obstruction of the
Queen'sjudtice?’

"Queen'sjustice be damned. | know alady when | see one," he said, and thrust hisjaw out at the same
angle his nephew had done when arguing with the moose. And with about as much effect. | feared the
sergeant, clearly in no mood to placate anybody, would arrest the man. | stepped around him and
presented my wrists asif | expected him to kiss my handsinstead of cuffing them.

"It's perfectly al right, Captain Lomax," | said haughtily, asthe meta bracelets snicked shut. "Asyou
pointed out, the sergeant has made a mistake, but he will soon discover it when weve had a chanceto



discussthe matter in acam, reasonable fashion.”

"Y ou can camly and reasonably tell it to Ingpector Congtantine, madam,” the mountie said. "In the boat
withyou."

"Oh, ohno, | can't." | backed away, suddenly remembering Sasha. "My companion, Miss& mdash;uh,
Mrs. Lamour, has been taken dangeroudly ill. | can't leave her here on the boat done. Captain Lomax
and hisfamily aready have one patient to tend to."

| hadn't even gotten out the last part, however, before the mountie was insde the tent. He scooped up
Sasha, wolf fur and dl, and lay her tenderly in the boat. The Pinkerton man cradled her hooded head in
hislap while Degtin returned for me.

"What happened?' Norman asked. "Did you try to kill her, too?"
| glared & him, devoutly hoping the fleasin her wolfskin parkainfested him in unscratchable places.

"Wadl, what about EQil?' Lomax asked in alagt-ditch attempt to preserve my honor. "Y ou gonnatake a
perfectly healthy woman who you just suspect of doin" somethin' wrong and leave my nephew hereto
die?"

"If your nephew was dying, Dag," the mountie said with more patience than | expected, "you wouldnabe
gandin’ here arguin’ with me, even if thiswoman was the Queen of bloody Sheba, now, would you? Go
back and do the best you can for him. I'll either return for him mysdlf or send someone.”

Lomax glared at him and picked up Loki by the front paws, settling the cat on his neck, whereit dapped
itstail againgt his shoulder like ajudge rapping the bench and stared at us dl asif we were guilty of dog

loving.

"Macom?' Lomax haf mumbled Degtin'sfirst name as the mountie climbed aboard.

"Aye?

"I'm right about thislady."

Dedtin ran histongue around his teeth and looked at his hands for amoment, and gave ashort nod.
Aswe cast off, Lomax cdled, "I'll bring your boat up mysdlf, miss, soon aswe can move Egil."

| nodded quickly as severd yards of water rapidly separated us from shore. "Oh, Mr. Lomax!"
"Maam?' he called back.

"Fed freeto read the new Holmes. If they hang me before you can return it, consider it your inheritance
for your kindness!"

The bow turned and we headed downstream then, and when | turned around he was trudging into the
woods. Loki'stail, risng and faling against the back of the blue peacoat, waved alanguid farewell.

CHAPTER VIII
&laguo; " &raguo;

"Really, Sergeant, this can dl be explained& mdash;well, most of it can be explained,” | said, spesking
to Destin's back as he steered us downstream. He was not having an easy time of it. The paddie kept
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icdng up.
"Y ou can make a statement when we reach Fort Herchmer, madam,” the Scot replied without turning to
look a me. "'l ken yer accomplice here has made al the explanation I'll need.”

"But I'mnot acrimind!” | told him. "I've never& mdash;"

| felt the eves of the Pinkerton man on my back and stopped, dismayed by my luck. Thousands of men
toiled for monthsto makeit into the Y ukon, many of them dying in the attempt, yet the long arm of the
Widow Hig could still wiggle dirty fingersin my pie from thousands of milesaway, just when | most
needed to leave her ill opinion behind me. Perhaps| should have kept her ill opinion and |eft her dresses.
The Pinkerton man spat into the water. | was sure he wasn't just clearing histhroat, but reiterating his

opinion of my integrity.

"Giveit up, darlin'," Purdy advised. "Y ou know you'retellin' the truth& mdash;or most of it, and | know it.
But there's people lie better than you can tell the truth and these dedicated officers of the law have heard
‘emal.”

"Well, you're one of thelatter kind of people,” | hissed. "Why couldn't you have been alittle galant for a
change?'

"Madam, | am always a perfect Texas gentleman, but my galantry does not extend to wearin' the kind of
necktiein fashion at the fort to the kind of party they're hopin' to make us the guests of honor at. Y ou got
meinto this, lady. You figure away to get us both out.”

There was abright side to the Situation. By being arrested, Purdy and | had secured some of the finest
accommodations Dawson had to offer at that time. Hotels and saloonswerein the fina stages of
construction, but dmost even' other building in the city consisted of canvastents or rickety lean-tos
standing in asea of rutted frozen mud. Fort Herchmer, on the other hand, was a series of finelog
buildings& mdash;a barracks, a police hospital, amess hall, a headquarters building, awarehouse, an
outhouse, which was not yet too backed up and which smelled redlly unbearable only when therewas a
little breeze, and, of course, the guardroom and stockade, which was where Destin deposited us after
summoning two officersto carry Sashainto the hospitdl.

We arrived at about five o'clock that evening, and wereimmediately provided with gainful employment
(for Purdy) and an active socid life (for me.)

For when | was shown to my cell, Purdy was placed in the charge of aburly young policeman and
marched off to the police woodpile.

"Hell have another good three hoors yet of steady choppin' beforeit'sfully dark,” Destin said, grinning in
much the same manner asthe grim reaper as he closed the door of my cell behind us. "Wefind that
woodpile a powerful deterrent to lawlessness. Whileaman is cuttin’ oor wood, he's no cuttin' hisown
nor minin' and as for gamblers and riffraff like your friend, who maketheir livin' off the sweet of other
men, why, they find the work its own punishment enough. If they don', for you Y anks, we usudly just
giveye ablueticket and send you back where you come from. Y ou, however, may force usto use oor
imaginations. Weve never had a case before, you know, where afemale foreign national drooned one of
the congtabulary.”

"But | didn't& mdash;" | protested, and most earnestly.



"If you had amotive, woman, I'd appreciate hearin' it, just to keep mysdlf frae flyin' into arage and doin'
aught I might regret. Why did you kill him?" He thrugt hisjaw forward and lowered hisvoice two
octaves. "Areyou goin' to try to tell me he made advances?'

"Not of the sort you imply, no. | very much doubt he could have appreciated even my modest feminine
assats without first having them appraised by a second party and figuring the customs due. By that time |
could certainly have screamed for help instead of resorting to the kind of desperate measuresyou
accusa& hdlip;™

"Y ou had no reason for killin' him then?"

"I had no reason, nor did | kill him. Be reasonable, Sergeant. He was rather larger than I, used to the
outdoors& mdash;| presume even your constables on customs duty at sometime or other haveto lift
something heavier than apen? | am awoman of sedentary occupation and inclination, nearly wornto a
frazzle by unaccustomed exertion. How could | have possibly had the strength to drown him even had |
earnestly desired to do so?'

If | detected aflicker of doubt in the sergeant’s eyes, he managed to keep from his voice anything but
determined condemnation.

"Trickery, | suspect,” he said, glowering a me from under beetled brow and voicing his charge quietly,
the words measured and weighted as an ounce of gold on an assayer's scales. "Y ou lured him to the edge
of the water and drooned him then got Purdy to help you move the body."

"Ask Purdy again. He seemsto have told you agreat dedl. | hope he didn't neglect to mention that your
congtable was dead& mdash;and no, not by my hand& mdash;and dry when he went into the water.
Haven't you adoctor of some sort who could examine the body? An expert in police science, one who
employs some of the techniques used by Sherlock Holmes? If you have, that expert could tell you that
Faversham certainly did not drown.”

"How wasit you did kill him then?" the sergeant dyly inquired.

"l did not kill him. He came to open Mr. Laws—Mr. Lamour's casket, and then& mdash;then | passed
out& mdash;and when | awoke, he was dead, and with no wound | could see. No stab wound, bullet
holes, or Sgn of strangulation.”

"And have you had these mysterious blackoots before, madam, when you wake and find you've killed
someone?’

| blew out my breath, which emerged in acloud, and sat down on the edge of my bunk. | reminded
myself that to those not suspected of murder, the sergeant had shown himself akindly and reasonable
man. | had to enlist some of that kindlinesson my side, but | knew inginctively that nothing would
convince him but the truth. If only the truth weren't so unconvincing, evento me.

"Sergeant, please forget for amoment that you think you aready know how and by whom your
subordinate waskilled. | do know more about it, but it will require an open mind on your part to hear me
out. | have not yet made sense of it mysdf, although | have formed atheory."

Toindicate his receptiveness, the sergeant stood glaring down at me, arms folded across his chest, one of
his hedsfirmly planted on each sde of the doorway.

"Y ou& mdash;uh& mdash;you see, though | saw no wounds on the constable when | awoke, | did see
something dse.”" The sergeant did not nod encouragingly, say "umm humm” or "go on" or any of the other



indications that might have madeit easier. | twisted my skirt in my hands and stared resolutely at the
moisture freezing on my boots. The stove wasin the guardroom and the heat did not adequately reach
the cdlls. "I have reason to believe, judging from the man'sfacia expression and the condition of his body
as| found it, that hewaskilled by the Deadly Miasmathat attacked my father and his oldest friend as
wdll as severd other people | have seen lately."”

"This Deadly Miasma, was it the mumps by any chance?' the sergeant asked without missing a best and
with an unpleasant curl to the side of his mouth.

| ignored the tone and responded to the content of his question. "No, something deadlier, an affliction
that, whenit kills, leavesits victims with a sergphic smile on ther faces. | was under theimpresson it
awayskilled until I saw Miss Dev& mdash;Mrs. Lamour. Perhaps the vector is some

insect& mdash;though she bore no signs of violence, she did have what might have been insect biteson
her throat. | did not ingpect the constable for such marks, but it occursto methat | may have seen them
on other victims."

"May have?If you redly thought Faversham waskilled by an oversize mosquito or some other farfetched
beasgtie, why did you dunk him instead of reportin' his death to me? Could be | might have saved thelad,
whether you thought him dead or no."

"| thought you might decide the—uh—the late Mr. Lamour had brought the dis—oh, never mind. | can
see| shall haveto tell you about the others.” Carefully avoiding reveding Sasha Devinesidentity, for |
was determined not to be atattletale like Purdy, | described the circumstances surrounding the deaths of
Papa, Wy Mi, and the drunk in the alley. | also related the disappearances aboard the Golden Queen.

"Tragedy seemsto follow you aroond, miss. To be sure, had | known, I'd have sent you back over the
pass”

"| thought as much. So surely you can see why | panicked when | awakened next to the policeman's
corpse. Dr. Purdy agreed to help me only because he saw what atight spot | wasin. | hope it won't go
hard with him."

He shook his head in grudging admiration. "I must say, | didna put much stock in it when you told me you
wrote soriesfor alivin', but hearin' isbdievin'. Never in dl my eighteen years on the force hasit been my
duty to listen tae such afarfetched, outlandish, lame excuse for an dibi. If anything more creditable
occurs to you, the constable can take your statement. The Crown would very much agppreciate a
believable explanation for yoor murderous conduct on Canadian soil. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll take
my leave before | come down with some of your dead foggy bug bites. Good evenin', miss."

"Sergeant?'
"Y@l

" just want you to know& mdash;l mean, | know it looks bad, but I'm innocent of that other charge, too.
It'safamily matter. My late father's wife owed me money, which she refused to pay me. Since poor Mrs.
Lamour had nothing appropriate for the journey, and my stepmother's dressmaker thrust the gowns upon
me, | took them as payment instead. |& mdash;"

"MissLoveace? That iswhat you cal yoursdf, isit not?"
“Itis"

"Miss Loveace, dresses are the least of your problems and mine right now. | suggest you concentrate on



Faversham's desth and look to the salvation of your soul, woman."

And with that he dammed my cell door behind me. Had | had aguilty conscience, | would have hung
mysealf on the spot out of sheer remorse. It was such ashameto waste an exit like that, in fact, that |
amog wished | were guilty of something | could repent.

Latethat night, when | had settled down for deep asbest | could, | had another visitor. Purdy was
snoring boisteroudy in the next cdll, aroom like mine with abarred window in the door through which we
desperate criminals could be observed. The poor rainmaker had on his return from the rigors of the
woodpile spent considerable time and vocabulary curang mefor involving himin my problems, but he
eventualy wore himsdf out.

|, too, had findly falen adeep, the total darkness of the windowless cell and my own exhaustion from the
previous deepless night overcoming the mill race of if-only-1-hads and

no-but-I1-couldn't-have-that-woul dn't-have-worked-eithers cycling through my brain. | dreamed of the
wolf again, so vividly that | heard itstriumphant how! and knew, from the answering howls, that it had
brought the pack to finish off dl of us—Larsson, Sasha, Papa, the sergeant, Purdy, the dead constable,
Lomax, Tom, and Mary. The baying grew so ingstent that | sat bolt upright, ready to meet the wolves as
they sprang for our throats. Then my eyesflew open and | remembered where | was. The howling
continued, though, amournful *woo-wooing" from the ded dogs tethered behind the barracks. Even asit
dawned on methat here, at least, | was safe from wolves, the outer door of the guardroom scraped shut,
and the guard's muted voice cursed, followed by aloud yelp and awhine or two.

| did not hear the door open again, but amoment later the fragrance of burning lamp oil reached me, and
soft yellow light flooded my cell. Thinking it was the congtable, returning in what was probably an
unsociable mood to check on us after silencing the dogs, | pretended to deep. Perhapsif | wasamode
prisoner, quiet, well-mannered, and untroublesome, the police would conclude awoman of my ladylike
bearing was incapable of having drowned one of their brethren.

Then, though | heard no rattle of keys, thelight grew brighter and | sensed that | was no longer donein
my cdl.

| rolled over rapidly and sat up, shielding my eyesfrom the lantern light. A tall shadow knelt and set the
lamp on thefloor. Asmy eyes adjusted, | saw that the figure was aman, civilian, not apoliceman. He
wore awell-tailored frock coat and aruffled shirt, with golfball-sized cufflinks and a stickpin made of
gold nuggets twinkling with diamonds. His black boots shone mud-free in the lantern light. With curling
dark hair sporting adistinguished white streak in the middle, sorrowful dark eyes, and a dazzling toothy
smile, helooked the perfect picture of ariverboat cardsharp, which waswhat | took him for.

He beamed a me wordlesdy, his smile containing an avidity | hoped | misunderstood. "Excuse me, sir,
but | think you've wandered into the wrong cell. Thereisafree one next to Dr. Purdy.”

He chuckled adeep, rich chuckle and wagged a nugget-clad finger at me. "Ah, Miss Lovelace, you make
alittle joke, even in these so deplorable circumstances. Such spirit! But then, | expected no lessfroma
woman of such remarkable wit and wisdom.”

"l beg your pardon? Y ou're not anew prisoner?' | asked alittle stupidly. Prisoners and policemen were
the only two categories of people | could imagineinthe cell a night. It had yet to dawn on methat a
fellow prisoner would not likely be carrying alantern.

"No, no, of course, my dear lady, | am not a prisoner, and neither should you be."



"A lawyer!" | sad. "But who retained you& mdash;who& mdash;”

He made aface. "Dear Miss Lovelace, you insult me. | am an honest businessman, not alawyer. The
solace | am hereto bring you is completely free of charge. Asit should be sinceit was|, you might say,
who drew you into this predicament. | came as soon as | learned of your arrest, but you understand, with
the respongbilities of running adance hdl, it isdifficult to extricate onesdf quickly, even for such urgent
matters. Please rest assured you will be free soon. This business& mdash;a free spirit such as yoursalf
imprisoned& mdash;it isterrible, terrible! What must you think of my adopted country! | cannot
understand how such misfortune could have befalen me.”

From his aggrieved tone and lugubrious expression, | had trouble telling whether he was sympathizing
with me or expected me to sympathize with him, but the mention of adance hal gave meaclueto his
identity. "Y ou're Sashas admirer! Lost-Cause Lawson's partner,” | exclaimed in awhisper.

"Ah! Ah, yes" he said and swooped down upon my hand like ahawk on arabbit, kissing it rather more
fervently than custom dictated. "It was | who engaged you and the inestimable Miss Devine to escort the
casket to Dawson. Permit meto introduce mysdlf. | am Vadly Vladovitch Bledinoff, aboyar in my own
country, but here merdly abusinessman like everyone e se. Please be informa and addressmeasVaslly
Vladovitch. Everyone else does. Well, dmost everyone.™

"Pleased to meet you& mdash;oh, dear, | assume you heard what has befallen Sasha, Mr. Ble& mdash;?"
"Please, Vasily Vladovitch. Please”

| wasn't trying to be formal. | just wasn't sure | could pronounce his name. His accent was much thicker
than Sashds, for hisvoice wasin alower register and very melodious, so that the rhythm of it obscured
the underlying syllables. The voice sounded most familiar, but | was growing tired by then, and the
impact of recent eventswas finally overtaking me. | suppose | wasin shock, too, and though alittle thing
like that has never kept me from functioning, it did impair my ability to recall certain past eventswith my

customary lightning speed.

"Yes, ohyes, infact, | have seen her and sheisrecovering very quickly. With proper diet and rest, my
lovely Sasha should be able to be transferred straight from the police hospital to her new quarters.”

| wondered if hislovely Sashawas aware he considered her his. The woman who had spoken to me of
wishing to gain independent meanswould not, | thought, be pleased by such presumption. But then, no
doubt she had vast experience at disentangling hersdf from such situations. I, on the other hand, had no
experience & jailbreaking.

"I'm glad she'sdl right,” | said sportingly, wishing that the same could be said for myself.

"There, there, my dear lady, you must not fret. And please also rest assured that | do not consider you
remissfor failing to deliver the casket here to me personaly. Asamatter of fact, | wished only that you
facilitate its passage through the legal intricacies at the border. From there on the Indianswho
accompanied you were perfectly capable of taking it to its proper resting place, asindeed they have
aready done. Y ou see, those people are re atives by marriage& mdash;"

"Of yoursor Mr. Lawson's?" | asked.

"Mr.& mdash;? Oh, Mr. Lawson. They are Mr. Lawson's relatives to be sure. And mine. A remarkable
people, very loyd, very intdligent, very dedicated. They heard from contacts along the river that the
policeman was coming and decided to remove the casket to safety& mdash;”



"l wish they had moved me to safety,” | said.

"But it was for you the policeman came. Had you been gone, he would have continued to search and
their precautions would have been usdess”

"l see& mdash;l hadn't thought the Indians understood so much, to be honest,

Mr.& mdash;uh& mdash;anyway, | seel migudged them. They thought | was guilty of murdering the
congtable, too, didn't they? My, they areloyal to you. When they feared my supposed little lapseinto
homicidal maniawould jeopardize Mr. Lawson's chance of reaching hisresting place, they dumped what
they thought was a guilty living person to protect the rights of an innocent dead one. While | admit theré's
acertain gppedling reverence about such logic, | must implore you to believe me. Appearancesto the
contrary, the police and the Indians are wrong, Sr. | did not kill that constable.”

His soft laugh was kindly and full of genuine amusement. "Why, dear lady, | know that perfectly well. I,
of al people, do not need to be convinced of your innocence." He paused for amoment asif the
statement was self-evident, then added, "That alady who has personaly conversed with the great god
Quetzequoat! should be subjected to such indignity& mdash;”

"Why, Vasly Vladovitch, you've read my work!" | said. Hisname no longer seemed the least bit difficult
and, indeed, rolled fluidly off my tongue. For | redized from hislast satement that this charming, erudite
man of impeccable taste meant to use hiskeenly insightful and perceptive mind to help me, not because |
was atemporary employee of his, but because he was an admirer of mine, one who obvioudy
understood the immense vaue of my, das, thusfar grosdy underrated literary accomplishments.

"Not to have done so would have been agrave omission in the education of aman of my station, my dear
lady. And | insist that at a more opportune moment, you will tell me al that passed between you and the
Great Dragon, al that minds smaler than ours would have been unable to grasp. Understand, my dear,
that it isthe same sort of small mind now imprisoning and threstening you over what wastruly an
indggnificant mishap. So, come, let metake you away from dl this" he said fervently, and taking me by
one hand and the lantern by the other, walked out of the cdll and into the guardroom.

Hedidn't haveto ask metwice, and | followed him gratefully. A dismantled rifleand polishing rag lay in
disarray upon the duty officer's desk. The kettle on the stove burbled for attention.

| grabbed ariflefrom arack near the door and Vasily Vladovitch, who had paused to hang the lantern on
the hook above the desk, removed the gun from my hands and replaced it in the rack.

"Just because you are trested like acriminal, Miss Vaentine, does not mean you need act like one. You
will have no occasion to use afirearm. Come now, we have much to do and quickly.” He stuck his head
outside and watched the courtyard for afew seconds before beckoning me out. "To your left, around the
Sdeof the building and behind the woodpile. Under thefirgt tier of logs near the middle, you will find a
pair of policeman'strousers, auniform coat, and hat. Please to don these garments beneath your own."

"But I'll be seen& mdash;"
"Itisarranged. Go."

Well, if he was going to be snippy about it& mdash;but then, he was the boss, and he was ddlivering me
from circumstances from which | had little hope of delivering mysdf by lega means. | went. And hafway
past the building, | went back again, cracking the door. "What about Purdy?' | asked. No answer. |
opened it wider. Vasily Vladovitch was not there. He must have circled around the other side of the
building. I could unlock Purdys cell, too& mdash;but the keys were not on the hook. Vasily Vladovitch
must have them. Purdy would have to wait. | scuttled around the building once more, dong awel-worn



path, and out to the woodpile.

Vadly Vladovitch had obvioudy alowed hisregard for my work to magnify my staturein hisevesin
more ways than one. Purdy had done his punitive task well. The mounti€'s woodpile, covering a
house-sized plot of ground, towered to the roof of the guardroom. How the devil was| supposed to
reach the second tier of logs, especidly toward the middle, where they were pyramided even higher than
on therest of the pile? Why couldn't he have put it toward the end? There, some of the logs had rolled
free of the pile. | hefted one of these back to the center and stood it on itsend, like one of Lomax's
gools. Climbing up on it, using the pile to balance myself, | spotted thelittle scrap of yellow stripe against
thelogs. | grabbed for it. Asthe clothing came free, so did the top logs, rumbling over their fellows and
sending them flying. The dogs howled with alarm as the whole woodpil e threatened to scatter from the
river to the hills beneath which the city huddled. | cringed in the shadows, waiting, my hands over my ears
to shut out the rumbling and the howling. Abruptly, the howling ceased. | tugged on the hard-won uniform
garments and fluffed my skirt out over the britches. My jacket wouldntt fit over the uniform blouse,
however, so | draped the flimsier garment over the shoulders of the mountie coat.

"You areready?' Vadly Vladovitch hissed from the other side of the woodpile.
" think s0," | hissed back.

"Then come, before this oaf freezes to desth and you have to your discredit the death of another
policeman.”

| rounded the pileto see Vasly Vladovitch standing beside the guard, at whose feet severd dogs lay
apparently adeep.
"Good heavens, ishe& hdlip; 7'

"Do not concern yourself with the constable, Miss Vaentine. If he could move, he would prevent you
from the so desperate measures you are about to take. Please walk over that bank there, down to the
river. No, no, not that way. Wak whereyou arein full view of the constable. | will supply him with the
necessary interpretation of your tragic actions.”

| had little dlternative but to humor him. His voice murmured softly to the constable as | walked the two
yardsto the edge of the overhang dropping down to the skein of gravel fronting the Y ukon. Beyond what
seemed to be a drainage ditch separating the fort from the rest of the town, the beach was covered with
tents, but here, within the immediate domain of the palice, it was barren of al but police boatstied up
aong the shore,

"Now then," Vasly Vladovitch said from somewhere just behind me. | jumped forward afoot. Once
more, his approach had been soundless.

"I know you can't knock or anything,” | said, "but you might somp alittleto let agirl know she'sgot

"Take off your clothes," Vaslly Vladovitch said.

"l beg your pardon?' Had | escaped from the hand of justice only to fal into the claws of perverson?
"Take off your clothing& mdash;your own clothing, that is. We must makeit look asif you drowned.”
"Why would | do that?"

"From despair, naturdly. In the old country, it isahighly respected motive for drowning onesdf.”



"But won't that make it look like I'm guilty?" | asked. | asked while stripping off my jacket and skirt,
however.

"It will makeit look asif you are dead, which will mean that the mountieswill believe that they no longer
are under the obligation of apprehending you. In acity the Sze of Dawson, it isvery difficult to hide
Secrets or persons. So we must resort to subterfuge.”

"Subterfuge. Got it. Now what?' | asked, standing arrayed as a mountie except for my boots.

"Now, dear lady, you have removed your pitiful little pile of garments and have plunged into theicy river,
where you freeze dmost before you drown. Y our pathetic corpse is never located, but your garments
and that little cross you wear a your neck, of which you must divest yoursdf aong with other remnants
of your past identity, bear Slent testimony to your termindly desolate state of mind.”

"Waitaminute," | said, "l take off my clothesand diveinto afreezing river, committing amortal snwhile
compounding it by renouncing my faith at me moment of my degth, as evidenced by my ditching my
crucifix?Y ou must bejoking. I'd have to be crazy to do that.”

"And you would have had to be acrimind, in their eyes at least, to have killed the constable. My dear
Miss Vaentine, surely you see that these rustic wardens of the peace are a alossto understand the
senshilities of awoman of your complex and sophisticated nature. Now, please, the crucifix. Oh, and |
amogt forgot, your shoes."

"My what?'

"l see no reason you would take off your other clothing before immersing yourself while leaving on your
shoes, do you?"'

"None except that it's blessed cold to run around barefoot out here."

For thefirst time he looked abashed. "Yes, | made an error. | forgot that you would need boots and,
anyway, the officers do not keep spares of those." And with unparaleed chivary, he removed hisown
boots and tossed them to me. "Here. | have arather neat foot, so perhaps you will not be too
uncomfortable. Now then, attend mewell. Y ou must pretend to be an officer on patrol. Walk aong this
beach until you reach the hospital at the upper end of the city. There you will turn up toward the hills until
you see set againgt them alarge building made of logs. Thisis my home. Await methere. | will rgoin you
soon. Later, we can find away to return the uniform. Be swift. | must release the guard to report the
terrible tragedy he has been s0 helplessto prevent.”

| looked back up the hill. The constable till stood motionless, staring over our heads at theriver. The
overhang hid usfrom hisview, but his eyes did not seem to see anything anyway.

"Mesmerism?’ | whispered to my conspirator.
"Something likethat,” he agreed. "Now, if you don't mind, it ismy feet that are cold. Please, go.”

| tucked my hair under the winter uniform cap, straightened my jacket, and trudged off, each step
sounding like acannon shot to me. To my chagrin, Vasily Vladovitch's"neat foot" was quite abit neater
than mine and his boots pinched uncomfortably.

Although the hour was quite late, Dawson City remained awake. Lights burned brightly in the sdloons
aong Front Street and from within issued the tinkle of ragtime piano. Miner's gumboots clomped aong
the boardwalk, which kept the patrons of these superior solid-walled establishments out of the mud.
From the tented encampment, conversations, laughter, and quarrels mingled with the familiar plash of the



river. The smell was aless colorful and more pungent mixture of unwashed bodies denied the amenity of
outhouses and woodsmoke.

Twice men looked out of their tents and wished me a""good evening, Constable," and one asked meif |
had heard anything of the supply shipsthat were supposed to be arriving at any moment. | kept my head
lowered and shook it gravely, asif the weight of my officid dutieswas particularly heavy that evening.

The distance from Fort Herchmer, past Princess, Queen, and King streets, which rapidly degenerated
into unnamed, tent-strewn, brush-filled semiswampland, seemed interminable. By thetime | reached S
Mary's Hospitd, three fine log buildings set around a church with its religious symbols, as advertised,
prominently displayed, my poor feet felt in need of its heding services. Only my desreto remain at liberty
kept memoving, for | was sure | was now suffering from compound blisters, total exhaustion, migraine
headaches, and possibly the vapors.

I'm surethat in the time it took me to complete the walk, Sherlock Holmes would have decided how
Vasly Vladovitch controlled the dogs and the constable, how he moved so silently, and how he unlocked
doors without the gpparent benefit of keys. Unfortunately, unlike Sir Arthur'sfictiona powerhouse of
intellectua vigor, | am ared-life, frall, flesh-and-blood cregture. | become quite cranky when
uncomfortable. When my feet are aching, | can do nothing at al with my head. | was much lessinterested
inmy savior'sfacility with locks, by thetime | reached his dwelling, than | was gratified that he had
dispensed with locking his own door.

Assoon as| stepped into the house, warmth surrounded me, 0ozing gently from the ornamented iron
stove that was the centerpiece of the parlor. Unlike Lomax's rugged cabin, Vasily Vladovitch's contained
red furniture—acherry dining table covered with adamask cloth and claw-footed chairs upholstered in
rather dusty red velvet, al Stting on an amber oriental carpet with awine and lapisborder. From asilver
candelabra on the table, seven glowing candles shone like pearls. Scattered and stacked over the floors
and across the huge cushion-strewn dogded dong one wal were enough sumptuous furs to depopulate
the forests between Skagway and Lake Laberge. Deep, silky, and rich asfrosting on abirthday cake,
they drew meirresigtibly into them. First | sat on them, removing the painful boots and tossing the blasted
thingstoward the door. Then | wiggled my toesin them, savoring the voluptuous warmth and softness.
And findly, without bothering to drag myself to the divan, | fell adegp on them, my cheek stroked by the
luxuriance, my nosetickled by the feethery strands, my dumber blissfully dreamless.

CHAPTER IX
&laguo; N &raguo;

When | awoke, the room was cold, colder than the outdoors had been, it seemed to me. | wrapped
mysdlf inafur, but even that didn't help. | used the edge of the table to pull mysdlf awvkwardly to my fet,
for my muscles were stiff and one leg had gone to deep. The cloth dipped and the candelabradid
toward me. The candles were only an inch or so shorter than they had been when | arrived, so | could
not have dept too long. | padded over to the stove. The kindling was in a carved wooden cradle pretty
enough for an upper-class baby. When | opened the firebox, however, flames crackled up a mefrom a
hedlthy supply of logs. | shivered again, even as| closed the stove. Either | had been suddenly stricken
with illness or there was a draft from somewhere. Perhaps some of the chinking had fallen from between

thelogs.

Hoisting the candelabra, | walked toward the walls. The logs on three walls were stripped of bark and
polished to agolden sheen. They fit together beautifully. In the few places where they were packed with
strips of moss and fur, the packing was tight. The fourth wall was covered with red brocade, over which
was alarge white bearskin. As| lifted the candles higher, further evidence of Vasly Vladovitch's
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depredations on the animal kingdom became apparent. The walls were decked with acaribou rack, the
skins and heads of bears of al colors, lynx, fox, beaver, an ugly creature with beautiful fur | did not
recognize but later learned was awolverine, and on asmall shelf in agold capped jar, a collection of
extremely large dead mosquitos.

As| stared at thislast whimsica trophy, the candles guttered to cowering blue sparks at the base of the
wicks. The cold draft got colder, carrying on it afaint fragrance of whiskey and smoke. | looked up. One
of the moose faces had grown whiter, the snout shorter, the eyes sadder.

"Sweset Jesus, Papa, but you look strange with antlers,” | whispered.

The stove roared suddenly, asif devouring anew log, athough the room felt no warmer. The hissand
crackle of thefire, however, provided the raw sound materia for avoice, at first full of short vowel
sounds and alot of hissingss, but avoice al the same, shaping distinct words. " Sscat! Get out!
Sscram& mdash;”

| set the candelabra back on the table and faced the spectre. | supposed | should have been relieved that
thistime my paterna parent was not inhabiting someone | could be accused of murdering. Still, his

mel odrameétic entrances, no longer novel, were beginning to annoy me. After what | had been through, |
wasin no mood for ghostly warnings, and | found the incendiary speech defectsirritatingly mel odramatic.

"For pity's sake, Papa, will you quit the macabre monosyllables! | am half-frozen and totaly exhausted. If
you've something to tell me, come out with it. Telling meto scat from the only refuge | have, snce thanks
to the schemes of your mistress| am now awanted woman, isnot helpful. | have been scatting dl night,
as I'm sure you must have observed from whatever other world you inhabit. Surely even you can seethat
scatting any further ishighly impractical under the circumstances. If you ingst on haunting me, pleasetry
not to make such a hash of it. Proper ghosts are supposed to tell the living how to put them to re<t. If you
can't do that, I'd appreciateit if you'd just fade back where you came from and put me to rest.”

"Nag, nag, nag.” Thefire snapped and Pgpa grinned amoosewide grin. Then the fire developed awall,
and Papas voice grew dmost recognizable. "Pdlly, my girl, for shame, to be blamin’ your troubleson a
poor dead man such as| am, and me goin' to al thistrouble to warn you. Ah, it's sharper than a serpent's
tooth, this havin' of an ungrateful child& mdash;”

"All very wdl for you or whoever said it origindly to say, Papa, but | anin aterriblejam,” | told him, and
had to pause to wipe moisture from my face.

Ascold as| fet, | was soaking with perspiration. Papa's image swvam before me. My head throbbed and
my feet burned, and here | stood arguing with my dead father, who was no doubt of even lessusein
gpectral form than he had beenin life. | unsuccesstully tried to stifle a sob of frustration.

"Ah, that you are, daughter, and you don't know the haf of it. But there now, you musin't take on so.
Wheré€sthe old Harper fighting spirit? Y ou got most of it, y'’know. | never had much after your mother
died. | seethat now, death bein' the sadly soberin' experiencethat it is."

"But, Papa, | can't fight the entire Royal Canadian Northwest Mounted Police Force," | protested. "
can't even prove my innocence by telling the truth because | honestly am not sure what the truth is.”

"Ah, now that's an easy one, me girl. What thetruth is, ishighly relative, iswhat it is. Y ou just decide how
it'sto bewith you, you see. Make up your story and stick to it, and if anything or anyonetriesto tell you
differently, you just makeit go away."

"How?'



"Drownit outiswhat | did.”
"| tried that, with Constable Faversham. That'swhat got meinto such apickle.”

"Not at dl, Pdlly darlin’. What got you into trouble was the same thing as did mein. Ah, the blood suckin'
bastard would never have taken meif that killjoy stepmother of yours hadn't shorted me so that | could
not afford the extrafortifyin' pint necessary to keep mein finefightin' shape as Hard-Hittin' Harper, terror
of the docksidering, as| oncewas cadled. | tell you, he never would have taken me, never, never never
never& mdash;"

Hisimage dribbled away as his chanting grew louder.
"Don't carry on so, Papa. Look how draining it is& mdash;”

But the chanting grew louder, degpening to a drumming chug that shook the floor. The door flew open,
and | twisted to stare dazedly at a stocking-footed, opera-caped Vasily Vladovitch.

"Never mind Papa,” | told him. "He's just an hallucination. Has to be. He never talked to me at such
length while he was living. No reason to think he would now that he's dead. That's just amoosehead,
redly.”

My hogt stared at me asif | wasinsane, then began kicking hides and rugs away from the stove, which
glowed cherry red. Grabbing a poker, he pulled open the firebox door. Flames belched halfway to the
caling.

"The water bucket!" he cried, and pointed. | picked it up and threw the contents into the fire, which
blossomed into awide explosive bal before wilting back within the confines of the stove.

Bledinoff rammed the door back into place, but the stove still resembled an oversized tomato with a
freight train rumbling inddeitsskin.

He grabbed the bucket from me and dashed outside. | dashed after in time to see him scooping up snow.

"Go back inthe cabin," he said, surprisingly cam now. "Thereisanother bucket in the kitchen. | will
climb upon the roof and throw this down the chimney. Y ou throw the other bucket of water onto the
Sove

Asl| raced toward the kitchen doorway, | heard afaint dither and scrabble on the roof. The freight train
thundered within the red-hot metal. | found the other water bucket and ran back to the parlor, snatching
open the door with ahand full of jacket inadequate to prevent me from getting agood singeing.

Flame, steam, and soot hiccoughed with agiant whooshing whoop down the chimney, which crumbled
into fiery sections on thefloor. | poured haf of my water into the stove and the other half on the
gtill-burning pipe charring the floorboards.

Suffocating black smokefilled the air. Coughing, | fanned it away from me. From within the stove, the
choked flames sizzled themsalves to death, hissing "crosssss' and then "crussss-cifixsss' asit died.

Vasly Vladovitch, looking asif he was ready to put on a one-man minstrel show, kicked the door shut
behind him and set down the bucket.

"I'm so sorry about your house,” | sammered. "I-1 hope the furs can be cleaned and the stove, onceit
cools off, shouldn't be too hard to repair& mdash;"



"My very dear Miss Lovelace.” Bledinoff clagped my hand in his; hisvoice throbbing with someintense,
unidentifiable emotion. His handsfet cold enough that | feared he had been frogthitten. “Do not
gpologize. By no means must you gpologize. If only you knew how thrilling it isto meet once more such
afiery woman."

"But the fire wasn't ddliberate." Helooked asif he did not believe me, and furthermore did not want to.
"It was an accident. Although actually& mdash;" honesty compelled me to admit with asidelong glance at
the moosehead, "' suppose it might have been Papa.”

Vadly Vladovitch had lost interest in pyromaniac super-naturas by that time. He had me backed against
thewall right under the caribou rack. Hislids drooped heavily over his magnetic brown eyes asthey
fastened on my person somewhere south of my chin and north-northeast of the high brass-studded collar
of the policeman’'s uniform blouse. His hand cupped my cheek in an extremely familiar fashion, dipping
over my ear and down, until hisfingersfished inddethe collar.

Now, | do not customarily permit liberties to be taken. However, in thiscase | found mysdlf at aloss. His
movements were not threatening, but seductive, asif he himsalf were now mesmerized. Perhaps he
drought | was, too, adthough actudly | wastrying to think of what | might say to dissuade him. He had
just helped me out of aterrible predicament, he was my employer, and | had been responsiblefor the
ruin of hisstove. Furthermore, he was an erudite man of highly sophigticated literary taste, not to be
dismissed like some crude ruffian. Then hisfingers moved deftly over the top brass buttonsand | knew |
hed better say something, and fast.

"Oh, yes" | said, scooting Sideways. "The uniform, of course. Y ou'll want to return it to the fort before its
owner discoversit missng. Have you something else | could wear? | hate to impose on you, but old
overalsand amack perhaps, until I can find something suitable?' He edged closer to me as| fiddled with
the buttons mysdlf. My little crossfell forward, its ddlicate chain tangling around the button.

Hetook a step backward and regarded me reproachfully. "I believe | told you to throw that in the river.”

"Soyou did, but | decided againgt it,” | said. "Itisdl | haveleft of my mother's. Besides, I'll want it if they
catch me again and somehow |& mdash;uh& mdash;fail to clear mysdlf.” | shivered both &t theideaand
because the room was rapidly growing truly cold, now that the fire was out and the stove pipe waslittle
more than alarge straw for the room to suck in freezing air.

Hetook my hand in hisagain. "Please, my dear, do not fear. No matter what happens. You will not be
permitted to die. | give you my solemn promise on tins.”

"Itisso good of you to believeme,” | said, shifting away from him again, pacing for warmth. "But |
haven't told you my theory yet& mdash;about the Deadly Miasmaresponsible for the sudden, fatal, and
gpparently, from the expression on the face of the victims, highly euphoric disease that ssemsto be at

large”

"Why, | know dal about that, my dear lady. Believe me, the symptoms are extremely familiar tome. Itisa
common disorder where | come from. It wreaked great havoc in the Old Country. Let me ded with the
policemen. Y ou must not worry yourself. Y ou have higher thingsto contemplate. Y ou must rest and
regain your strength. Poor dear,” he breathed, closing on me again. "Y ou are so tired, so cold. Y our
veins pound blue there, beneath that creamy pallor of yours& mdash;*

"Whose creamy pdlor isit now, Vasly Vladovitch?' afamiliar voice demanded silkily from the doorway.
"Can you not contain yourself for even one night?"

Bledinoff whirled around so fast that his opera cape tickled my nose. "Sasha, my darling girl! You are



wdl! You have found me"

Sasha, wearing the wolfskin parkalike afine mink, dinked dowly over to Bledinoff. Putting ahand on
either sde of his head, she shook hisface gently. "Ah, yes, and now that | have found you, my beloved
Vadly Vladovitch, what am | to do with you, eh?Y ou'll frighten poor Vahlenteena carrying on like that,
you know. She's not used to our kind& mdash;show people, | mean. My God, it'sfreezing in here! Vasly
Vladovitch, have you forgotten that those of uswith warm blood in our veins have need of proper

hedting?'
"A little accident, my darling& mdash;" he said, and explained dl that had passed between us.
"I hadn't expected you to be well so soon, Sasha," | said. "I'm delighted to see you hale and hearty.”

"Likewise, Vahlenteena. More than you can possibly imagine. The police were very kind to me, but as
soon as| ate those moose steaks you so thoughtfully had ddlivered to me, Vasily Vladovitch, | felt much
better. When the constable came to the ward to look for you, Vahl, | thought | had better come looking
for you mysdlf. | asked the first questionable-looking woman | saw on the streets where was the home of
Vadly Vladovitch Bledinoff, and, of course, she was able to show me the way immediately. Vahlenteena,
that policeman's uniform isnot very becoming, dahling. Have you nothing more fashionablefor her, Vasly
Vladovitch? We shdl haveto hide her, and | have no doubt that the mountieswill noticeif they suddenly
have anew recruit. In fact, whomever those clothes belong to may aready have noticed the sudden
poverty of hiswardrobe."

"I wasthinking to hide her on my clam,” he said. "The Metklaswill guard her there& mdash;"

"No," Sashasaid very quickly. "No, that is not agood idea. In an isolated place a strange person,
particularly awoman, will be noticesble. We must concea her by not concedling her, if you seewhat |
mean, by placing her where she would be expected& mdash;"

"Yes, yes, of course" | said. "You'rereferring to the sort of clever ruse used by Mr. Poein The
Purloined Letter . However, if you intend that | should return to jail with the other felons, forget it.”

"Youslly girl. I do not imply that you belong with felons, but with other women. | think that you must
cometo work with us at the Rich Vein. Where are the police lesslikely to look for amissing woman than
ongtage at the opera house?'

So, while the mounties spent that cold September Sunday searching theriver for my poor drowned
body, | was busy being reincarnated in time for the Monday evening grand opening of the Rich Vein. |
would be presented to the public as one of the troupe of girlswho had arrived two daysago on a
steamer from Alaska, dong with the upright piano and afew of the sdloon'sfiner last-minute fixings.

Although Sasha Devine and Vasily Vladovitch concurred amost at once on the wisdom of the plan, | had
my doubts. | didn't seewhy I couldn't continue in men's garb and pos asaminer, surely amore thorough
disguise. | could cut my hair and ater my silhouette with gppropriate binding, and perhaps add afadse
beard and mustache made from my own hair. When | suggested this dternative scheme, however, | was
roundly and thoroughly pooh-poohed.

"Y ou have no understanding, dear lady, of whét lifeislike herein Dawson. Such adeception would be
impossible!" Vasly Vladovitch said sternly as he, Sasha, and | dipped down Second Street, past the
tents and log cribs of Paradise Alley, and up to the back door of the newly constructed Rich Ven.



| was swathed from head to foot in Vasily VIadovitch's opera cape, and rather resembled a monk on his
way to vespers, another role for which | felt much more suited than that of femmefatae.

Vasly Vladovitch did the door open and beckoned usinsde, where helit a stubby candle that cast a
pool of light no larger than my head. The smdll of the place was of new raw wood, polish, and wallpaper
paste. All of the windows faced Front Street, and the backstage areawas, to use a metaphor
appropriate to the premises, black as the ace of spades.

The darkness bothered Vasily VIadovitch not at al. He threaded hisway through the rows of chairs,
lined up neat as crossesin amilitary graveyard, past the cat's eye gleam of the bar, and up a set of
carpet-cushioned stairs. Behind us, empty theatre boxes stared blankly at an empty stage. Helet us
through another door, then shielded the candle as he passed us into the little room beyond. He pulled a
cord, and the dice of starlight that had striped the floor vanished.

Helit alamp. Red velvet, gold brocade, and lace trim danced just at the fringe of the hdo. "There," he
sad. "Everything that is not herein this room, makeup, dyes, creams, costumes, you will probably find in
the trunks backstage.”

"But, Vadly Vladovitch, thisisridiculous! | will run off your business I'll make amuch better gold miner
than an operagtar.”

"Out of the question. Remember, please, that in assisting in your escape, | have become your
accomplice, aswell asyour employer. | have some responsibility for you. My dearest Miss Love ace,
you are asenditive, scholarly woman with& mdash;excuse me—a condtitution that does not lend itsdlf to
athletic activities. Asaman you would be asked to haul wood, to build cabins& mdash;"

"Women on the western plains aso do those things” | said loftily.
"To thaw frozen ground, to dig mine shafts.”
"l suppose I'd be as good at it as any transplanted male bank clerk.”

Sasha, seated in her overstuffed velvet upholstered chair with the lace antimacassars at head and wrist
rests, smiled indulgently at us both and said, "Nonsense, Vasily Vladovitch, aclever girl like Vahlenteena
can, of, course, overcome such things. But | think she will have difficulty with those pissing contests of
which you so amusingly wrote to me. Do tdll her about those, Vasily Vladovitch. About how every man
must stake his claim in the same way as awolf& mdash;so primitive, so natura a customé& mdash;l found
it quitethrilling, but for Vahlenteena, well, it might prove difficult& mdash;"

"SashaDeving, if you think that aline of blarney likethat is going to teke mein, you're mistaken,” |
informed her, plopping mysdf firmly on the straight-backed visitor's chair. "However, | supposeif you
believein this scheme of yours desperately enough to tell such awhopper, | should go aong withit for a
while, at least. But | warnyou | do not intend to remain cooped up in thisbuilding. | must investigate this
menace that seemsto have followed us down theriver, and if at al possible discover its source and find a
way to clear my own name with the mounted police. Failing thet,” | added wearily, "1'd very much
appreciate being smuggled into Alaskaand back down to the states again. Thisis not exactly turning out
aswed planned, isit?’

"Nonsense," Sashasaid. "You'll do marveloudy, dahling. What better place to learn secretsthan a
saloon? Y ou will have agtory unlike that of any other journdist. Thetruetale of what it isliketo bean
entertainer in these arctic goldfields, to comfort and succor the weary miner. Perhaps we could have you
dance the dance of the seven vells," she said, playfully fluttering her fingers under her eyes. "That's good
concedment for you—well, most of the time anyway& mdash;and will certainly make the boys want to



tak toyou."

"I have someonefor that specificaly, my darling,” Vasily Vladovitch said regretfully. "Manhattan Maise
and her Vanishing Vells. A classact. However, the flamenco dancer drank from the Y ukon and had to
be sent back to Spain to recover. Perhaps Miss Lovelace could take her part. She so eoquently
described the dancing of the Mexican ladies of Texasin her book, | am sure she could emulate them. She
could wear alace mantillaand ashawl and carry afan in front of her face much of thetime. We could

say she came straight from Barcelonaand speskslittle English. | think,” he said with aconspiratorid smile
a methat dtirred avaguely uncomfortable recollection, ""her Spanish vocabulary will suffice for therole”

Sasha concurred. | watched helplesdy asthe two of them gathered costume materias and argued over
makeup, hair dye, and other details. Sasha Devine won every dispute. Findly, Vasily Vladovitch
departed to fix hisstove, he said, with asulky glance a me, and to deep. But | was not alowed a
moment'srest until my pompadour was pulled down, cut in front into little curls around my face, and al
my hair was dyed to dead blackness. My rather bushy brows were plucked into atotaly different shape,
too. Theinjudicious application of agreat deal of makeup provided my exhaustion-reddened eyeswith a
smoldering appearance and my lips with a carmined luxuriance at odds with nature's plan and society's
sanction.

Even without the costume, my overal appearance was, with those small changes, asfar from the wan and
studious demeanor of arenowned woman of |etters as cabbage roses are from regular cabbages. | had
to admit, gazing into Sashas mirror, that in such garb even Papas ghost would have to look twice to
recognize me.

| held the spangled costume to my chest, piled my wet black hair atop my head, and skewered it with a
tall tortoiseshdll comb. Sashas reflection winked a mein the mirror, and mine, to my surprise, winked
wickedly back, abrilliant scarlet grin spreading across what was formerly my face. Exit Vaentine
Lovelace née PelagiaHarper. Enter Corazon, the Belle of Barcelone.

CHAPTER X
&laguo; N &raguo;

Much more work was necessary to make me a star before the following night, however. The costume, a
congtraining creation of crimson satin with black |ace deeves and flounces, had to be let out enough for
meto move, aswell as breathe. We found a pair of high-hedled dancing shoesthat fit me, but overdl |
fet | wasin lessdanger from the mountiesthan | was from breaking my neck as| tried to prance around
without looking a my feet. | could avoid catching my hed in my hem only by carrying the bottom ruffle
up over my head like wingswhile | somped in what | sincerely hoped was a passably Hispanic fashion.

| had even |ess confidence in my ability to charm the customersthan | did in my dancing, but Sasha
Devine shrugged off my fears.

"To bethe fascinating woman is very easy, and very profitable, though a timesvery very boring," she
told me. "Observe me. | smply tilt my head abit to this Sde, widen my eyes, and appear to be listening
to whatever issaid to me, nodding now and then or saying umm hmm or making addightful faceif my
customer says something he seemsto wish meto find disagreeable. The most important thing to
remember isto do your act onstage. When you are offstage, keep your mouth shut and let the customer
dohisact. S, senor should see you through most Situations.”

| tilted my head abit to the side, widened my eyes, nodded, attempted to curtsy my thanksas| sad, 'S,
senor,”" and fell off my shoes.
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Sasha Devine sighed. "Ahwell, great courtesans are not made in an afternoon. And, fortunately, our
audienceis not composed of dance critics.”

Despite the banter and foolishness, we were both exhausted. She was till peaked looking and seemed
troubled, besdes. We had come such along way from the times when Papa walked through town with
one of uson each arm while gentlemen stared, the ladies stuck up their noses, and | silently cheered each
outlandish thing Sashasaid and did. | had no doubt outraged every known saint by praying to become
just like her. Rather belatedly, it seemed, my prayers were going to be answered. | reached over and
took her hand.

"I'll try hot to betoo bad," | said. "We're great hams, we Harpers. If | don't makeit asaromantic
dancer, perhaps I'll be ahit asacomedienne.”

She patted my hand.
" Sacha?'
IIYS?I

"What happened to you back there on the river? Where were you? Where did the parka come from?
What madeyou soill?*

"Poor dahling, were you worried about me? It was nothing, redlly, to cause such afuss. AsVasly
Vladovitch probably explained, the Indians heard the mountie was coming and decided to move poor
Mr. Lawson. Y ou were fast adeep, but | was curious to see their camp and went with them. They lent
me the wolf coat, and when we reached their camp | dined with them. They fed me agreat delicacy, they
sad, but I'm afraid it did not set ddlicately on my stomach.”

| was beginning to redize that when she explained so much so reedily, shewas, at least partidly,
exercisng a penchant for creetive invention that was the equa of my own. Shetried to bat her eyelashes,
but they stuck shut on the second bat. She yawned widely.

| tugged the costume off over my head.
"Vahlenteena?'
"Mmph?*

"That little cross you wear? That isavery good touch, you know, for aflamenco dancer. Makeit your
trademark. Never takeit off, no matter what anyone says."

| pulled the dress all the way off. She dready lay fast adeep, curled up on the velvet-covered bed.

It looked like awonderful idea, but the room wasicy and there was only one bed. | decked myself out in
awrapper and the wolfskin parka and braved the cavernous theatre once more. The corridor was even
colder than Sashas room. | trotted down the stairs to the big stove and stuffed in a handful of freshly
inked playbills stacked on one of the chairs. Over these | arranged ateepee of kindling, and alog. Then |
searched the shadowy bar for matches. Columns of light striped the ground floor of the theetre and cast
mini potlights on the stage. When my kindling ignited and | was quite sure there was nothing that

sounded remotely like atrain ingde this stove, | wandered up to the stage. | wanted to remain closeto
the stove until | was quite sure a controlled, steady warmth rather than araging conflagration would ensue
from my efforts.

The stage occupied about hdf the width of the room, the remainder being taken up with wingsin which to



wait. Currently the backstage areaa so held props, scenery, and unopened cases of liquor. The door
through which we had entered the previous night was the backstage door. Aslong as | had to wait for
thefire, | tried blocking out my dance in reation to the space& mdash;l could make alot of noise with my
feet but would need mainly to try gppearing impressive by executing dramatic turns, throwing my arms
over my head and bending over backward. Maybe arose in my teeth? It would haveto be asilk rose
herein Dawson at thistime of year.

The core of the room wasjust beginning to thaw when the back door rattled with the thump of a heavy
fid.

"Open up in there!" amasculine voice demanded.

Unaccustomed as| wasto being afugitive from justice, | complied without giving the matter much
thought. Thefact that | had had very little deep in the last Sixty hours probably had something to do with
it, too.

A policeman glowered in a me. "What'sthat smoke for?" he demanded. | scurried back behind the
thegtre curtain, covering my face to the eyes, shy Spanish maiden that | was.

Now was as good atime as any to get into character. "Por favor, senor,” | said, "eeet ees mucho cold.”
And | shivered graphicaly until | feared to bring the theatre curtain down around my ears.

"What are you doing in here? This placeis closed on the sabbath.”
"|& mdash;no sabe, senor.”

He glowered more deeply and set a booted foot inside the door. | wondered how | wasto get out of this
one without becoming alot more eoguent in English than | was properly supposed to be. Sasha Devine,
dead to the world, was not an available resource.

Too hoo! Officer, honey, isthat Miss Devine you're addressing, by any chance?' A mop of bronze curls
appeared to the | eft of the mounti€e's elbow and a dark-eyed face bobbed above and bel ow the man's
armin an attempt to see beyond it.

"And who'swanting to know?" the policeman said, turning on this new and seemingly worthier target for
hisofficid inquiries.

"Grace Margaret Mary Adanopoalis." She beamed up at him, adimple showing on either sde. "Areyou
one of those handsome mounted policemen I've been hearing about? Y ou know, when Mr. Bledinoff's
agent contacted me about coming up to the Klondike, | said to my mama, | said, Why, Mama, I'd be
scared to death to go way up there with dl those gun-toting miners and bears and outlaws and such.’ But
shesadto me, 'Maisie, honey,' she sad, 'look here, you'll be safer out there in the Klondike than you will
be back home in Manhattan. Why, those mountieswon't let any bears even say so much as a naughty
word in front of you much lesstake a bite out of you. Those boys are good,” she said. They dways get
ther man," shesaid. Now tell me, officer, isthat so? Because now that | see you | understand what she
meansand | do so hope you don't restrict yourself to getting men& mdash;”

The policeman was a strong person and did not exactly givein to this spate of effusiveness, but Maise
had visbly softened him up some. "Wdll, you see, miss, in order to keep the law and order here your
mother told you about, we have very strict laws about closing on the sabbath. Gun control, too. Oh, yes,
no handguns alowed.”

"I'm not armed, officer," she said. "But you can search me."



"| doubt that's necessary. | was just making certain this establishment is obeying the Sunday closing laws.
Thislady here doesn't seem to speak English very well."

"Oh, then that can't be Miss Devine. She's to be manager. | wasn't coming to see her on business, of
course, just to say hello and introduce mysdalf& mdash;asocia cal, you know. Hi, honey." Shewiggled
her fingersat me, and | wiggled mine back. "I'm Maise. Who are you?' She pointed to herself when she
said her name and to me when she asked mine.

"Corazon," | said.

"Hi, Cory." She pointed to him.

"Tim O'Bannon," he said. "Congable," he remembered belatedly.
"Hi, Tim. Cory, isMiss Devine around?'

| rested my head on my steepled hands and closed my eyes.

"Oh, she's till adeep, huh? Y eah, 1'd be doin' that, too, but I'm too excited about the opening tomorrow
night. Wait till you hear& mdash;well, no, | won't say. That'd be too much like working. I think, if you
don't mind my saying so, Congtable Tim, honey, it'sokay. | mean, if Miss Devineis deeping, nobody's
working around here, are they? She has aroom upstairs. Most of us girls are staying over at the Miner's
Rest for now, but there's swell rooms for Miss Devine and Mr. Bledinoff and some of the imported acts,
like maybe Cory here. And it &laquo; cold! Maybe we shouldn't stand here in the door and | et the heat
out, huh? So tell me, Tim, how long have you been stationed in Dawson City?" she asked as the door
closed behind them.

| poked three more logs onto the fire and closed the door. As| straightened, elongated silhouettes
danced acrossthe light columns on the floor. One of them stopped and turned full face, saring inthe
window. | stepped into the shadow and peered back, but he straightened and strolled on. Still, therewas
something familiar about the way he carried himself, the way his hat tilted across hishead. | had seenthe
man before, and the associations were not pleasant ones. It seemed a good note on which to acquire
some much needed rest before Monday officialy began and the other girlswould be arriving for
ingructions, introductions, and rehearsdls.

| woke up twisting in the soaking covers of the bed in Vasily Vladovitch'sroom, my hair dankly plastered
to my neck. I'd been dreaming of Texas and the desert and swarms of dragons with golden teeth dll
amiling at me and breathing insufferably hot sticky bresth upon me. A barrel stove can generate an
impressve amount of heat, especialy in asecond-story room. Tropica flowerswould have felt right at
home there over Dawson City's Front Street in the beginning of winter.

Downstairs bloomed exotic blossoms of another sort, their mingled perfumes enough to gag awhole hive
of bees, their questions, demands, exclamations, and jokes vying cacophonoudy with each other.

| was gtill twirling spit curls and tugging at the costume as| stumbled down the sairsto join them around
the stage.

Vadly Vladovitch wasin hisglory, his cape fluttering behind him as he siwooped down on hand after
hand, murmuring greetings and compliments. Sasha, alittle gpart from the group, douched on one elbow
againg the stage and yawned, patting her mouth with much the same gesture as she might use to powder
her nose.



"Hi, there, swestie!" Familiar curls and dimples and wiggling fingers distinguished their owner from the
rest of the flouncing bustles and bosoms. "It'sme, Maisiel™

| swung wide of the rest and met her halfway. She had by the arm a pixie-faced girl who looked about
twelveyearsold. "Thisis Cory, Ndlie. Ndliethe Kid," she said, pointing at the girl, who looked asif she
was about to ask if she could have a cookie before she took a swig from a hip flask whose fumes
threatened spontaneous combustion.

"Hi," Ndlie said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand before extending that same hand to be
shaken.

"Uh& mdash;buenos dias& mdash;noches?' | said.

"And that other short girl over there with Mr. Bledinoff, mat's Bon Ton Bunny. She playsthe piano.
Great gd. When | was seasick on the ship from Sesttle, she Single-handedly kept me from trying to jump
off the ship and walk the rest of the way. The one beside her, dapping Mr. Bledinoff'swrist with the
black feathered fan? That's Miss Millie the Alabama Fillie. I've heard’ & mdash;her voice lowered a
decibel & mdash;"that sheisfrom afamily in Mobile, Alabama, that had abig plantation and owned half
the state before the war. Can you imagine?' | shook my head. "And that one," sheindicated alanguid
red-lipped person chiefly remarkable for arrogant dark eyes and a cascade of black ringlets, "that is
Gin-Mill Gisdlle. She isfrom New Orleans, Louisiana. Sort of dark and mysterious, don't you think?
Millie and she don't get dong. Millie calls her atwo-bit voodoo queen, but she's dways been perfectly
nicetome, Gisdle, | mean."

"Ladies, it has been such a pleasure to have the good judgment of my agents confirmed once again. Now
permit me to introduce my own persona choice as manageress of my establishment and star of our show,
as she has been of so many others, the incomparable Miss SashaDevine."

"Attend me, ladies," Sasha commanded, rega enough to cow Queen Victoria "We must now have quiet
if weareto rehearse, yes? Maise?'

"Y es, maam, Miss Deving!" Maise cried, waving alacy hanky asif anxiousfor parlay.

"Y ou're going to sart the lineup with your Vanishing Veils. At least for tonight. Then while you changefor
your second number, the chorus& mdash;that's you, Ndlie, and Millie, Gisdlle, and Jeannine& mdash;will
do thefirst cancan. Then Bunny leads the boysin uh& mdash; The Beer Barrel Polka,' Bunny? Y es? No,
sodl right, in'A Bicycle Built for Two," before | do my solo. Néellieison next singing 'Daddy Wouldn't
Buy Me aBow-Wow,' followed by Millie and Jeannine in the acrobatic duet, after which Jeannine
performs the Stephen Foster medley. Then another cancan, Corazon's flamenco, and acancan finale
backing up my closing number. Got it? Now for the second show& hdlip;"

| watched with growing horror as one &fter the other, the previoudy unrehearsed acts were performed
with skill, exuberance, and sometimes even artistry. Although I'm sure the Widow Hig would have
declared the performances shocking, | saw nothing in them excessively immodest. When Maisesveils
vanished, she ill wore acostume of harem trousers, avery full skirt, a spangled bodice, and quantities of
coined jewdry sufficient to provide armor for half amedieval cavary squad. Admittedly, the fabric of her
costume was rather sheer, but she was quite thoroughly covered. All of the girls were, another edict of
the mounted police, as Maiseinformed me. Miss Millie wore red ruffles, a sassy bow at her bustle, and
long black satin gloves. She sported ajeweled topknot of black feathers and carried ablack feather fan,
with which sheflirted asif it was an extraset of eyelashes. She and Jeannine performed splits,
handstands, cartwhedls, and handsprings while singing "Camp Town Races' and "Dixi€" with extravagant
sentiment breathed into each and every lyric. Jeannine with the Light Brown Hair, as shewas



professionally known, aso imparted to Stephen Foster's romantic ballads a smoldering qudity they did
not usualy possess when sung by someone without Jeannineg's laughing heavy-lidded eyes and
deep-throated gravelly ato.

The cancan exhausted me just watching it. All of those flipping flounces, high kicks, and quick turns|eft
me dightly dizzy. Vasly Vladovitch watched with the same expression | had once seen on Papasface
when we covered awine-tasting party.

Uncharacterigtically intimidated into an acute case of stage fright, | pushed past the shimmering curtain of
heat waves surrounding the big stove and bolted toward the front of the saloon. A white-haired man
cursed regularly and imaginatively as he unpacked crates of bottles behind the bar. Outside the bay
windows, feathery puffs of snow assaulted the building, tumbling through the velvety darkness. | pressed
my face againgt the cold windowpane. The Y ukon glided duggishly beyond the tented beach, while
tendrils of smoke from the miner's stoves threaded between the snowflakes. Down Front Street adog
fight wasin progress. Heavy footsteps thudded on the wooden boardwalk. A competitor's piano tinkled

nearby.

The dogfight restored my confidence. My colleagues might present formidable competition, but the
cultura offerings of the rest of Dawson City were reassuringly meager.

| returned to the stage to do my bit to ingtill or reinforce afalse sense of cultura superiority in anyone
present who wasn't of Spanish or Mexican origin. The estimable Bunny, unfortunately, was incapable of
shoring up my performance. She knew no songs even vaguely Spanish, and improvised by playing one of
her regular numbersin arather staccato style.

Vadly Vladovitch waskind. "It will be much better when the musicians arrive,” he reassured me. "1 hired
asmall orchestra, but they are till climbing the pass, | think. Meanwhile, you and Bunny must make do.”

"I think I'd prefer the stockade,” | said. "Or theriver.”

Sasha Devinelaughed. "Y ou'll improve. It isn't so easy, you see, being afdlen woman, but never mind,
my dahling. That'swhy you're on next to last. By the time you get up there everyone will have had so
much to drink that you'll look like Lillie Langtry to them."

Caamity Jane wasthe more likely comparison, but | didn't argue.

Asit turned out, Sashawas correct, dthough she underestimated the intoxicating effects of opening night
on one relatively unaccustomed to show business. When | actually slamped onstage among throngs of
cheering miners who had been treating the whole evening as a combination of Christmas and the Fourth
of duly, | thought | was Lillie Langtry. And was received as such, which was more amazing. But so were
we all well received, every one of us goddesses.

It was heady to be sought after, plied with champagne (which was actudly ginger defor us

girls& mdash;houserules). Even though | quickly let it be known that | did not have "mucho esengleesh,
senor,” the men talked to me asif | was an expert mining engineer and economic advisor on how vast
quantities of soon-to-be-dug-up riches should be spent. | enjoyed this attention right up until thetime
when the excitement and the ginger ae necessitated ajaunt outside and two of the customers attempted
to follow meto the privy. They were cheerfully deterred by Vasily VIadovitch, who popped up behind
them.

"No, no, my friends, you must not leave yet! Come and have this round on me, to honor the opening of
my new place. | will be deeply hurt, deeply, if you refuse.” And though he looked comparatively foppish
in his nuggets and diamonds and silken pingripes, he virtually hefted one of hisrugged customers under



each arm and bore them both away. | pondered on my dash through the dark, as much as anyone
ponders anything under such circumstances, on the depredations that addictive drinks could wreak upon
the spirit. | meant the miners, at thetime.

The excitement faded as smoke thickened. My previous e ation was replaced by adull achein my heed
and burning codsin both shoes. | could have danced unshod, but the boots of our lessterpsichorialy
gifted patrons soon would have crippled me. Too tall to dance with my feet on their toes, as Bunny and
Nédliedid, | suffered my iron-maidenish footwear. The dances were supposed to be long romantic
waltzes but felt more like musical chairs& mdash;a brief measure of music, then back to the main bar to
guzzle adrink and change partners. The object of the dancing was to encourage the drinking, of course.

The pinnacle of achievement for us sirens of the dance floor was to lure a customer upstairs to one of the
theatre boxes, where for only twice the price he would pay if he bought champagne on the first floor, he
could order it delivered to usin grand style. | was not fated to accomplish this exated goa during my
term of employment, but that first night Sasha, Millie, Bunny, and Gisdledl had well-heded clients
pouring bubbly down on the heads of us commoners. Maisie held court &t the bar, her customers buying
her twice the drinks and avoiding climbing al those Sairs.

| think it was not so much my possible lack of physical charm, which would have been difficult to discern
through the flashy clothing and heavy layer of makeup, as my putative language barrier that kept me from
excdling in my new career. | found, however, that such cross-cultural muteness made it easer for meto
smile, nod, and watch whatever | liked while my customer croaked himsdlf hoarse to make himsdlf heard
abovethedin.

The opulence of the establishment only seemed to make more poignant the worn-out, down-at-the-hedls,
down-in-the-mouth, and down-on-their-luck men comprising the mgjority of our clientele. These were
the oneswho had come to the Klondike hoping for riches, and at the VVein, among € egant surroundings
inhabited by cheerful-looking women, they seemed to find at least some semblance of, if not what they
had come looking for, what they might have left behind. Smoke pooled in aghostly seaabovethe crysta
chanddier dangling from the second floor ceiling. The genuine cherry wood bar swarmed with doshing
drinks, grimy hands, and worn elbows. Behind the bar, from waist high to celling leve, green, brown, and
clear bottlesin hundreds of shapes stood row upon gleaming row, distorted images hobbling around the
labels. From the more fortunate customers, enough nuggets and gold dust to mount the crown jewels of
Europe and part of Asia changed hands.

But it seemed to me that the most important element in that room was the stove. Its warmth was essentia
to the sense of cozy security pervading the saloon, creating the relaxed atmosphere for drinking and
gaming. It also adlowed both taff and customersto shed four or five layers of garmentsin the interest of
glamour on our part and comfort on theirs. Unfortunatdly, the grand concerted warmth bore with it an
off-key undertone, enhancing asit did the gamey aroma of amultitude of seldom-washed bodies and the
barely tanned hides of the winter gear that in many casesliteraly stood between those bodies and
frosthite. Take it from me, it is salf-defense rather than poor taste or alove of excess that moves ladies of
the demi-monde to cloak themsdavesin strong perfume.

By two o'clock in the morning, the party had died down to the hard-core drinkers, and we dancing girls
were expected to retire for our beauty deep. Upstairs, Sasha Devine was cgjoling a customer to please
try to stand, while at the bar, Vasly Vladovitch had Gin-Mill Gisdlle cornered, or wasit the other way
around? Though | had not noticed Vasily Vladovitch taking so much asasingle drink of water dl night,
he was far more expangve and carelessin his manner than previoudly. Asthe others sarted to leave, he
unwound himsdf from Gisdlles bodike grip and hailled me.

"Well, dear lady, how have you enjoyed it, your masquerade? Ah, forgive me, | can see by your face that



you are depleted. | regret that my stove remainsin disrepair, so | cannot offer you the use of my home,
and that | must, in consequence, abide here, making my in-residence gpartment unavailable to you as
well. The hotel, das, isaready full of your new colleagues. | do not think it wise that you dwell among
them. | have dways found that people reveal the most embarrassingly persond thingsin their degp!” He
smiled a mein atipsy fashion and bundled meinto Sashaswolfskin parka, "Therefore, come. Seethe
little surprise | have for you. | love to surprise people, don't you?'

Sashaleaned down over the edge of one of the boxes as we headed for the back door of the theatre.
"Vd&mdash;Vasly Vladovitch, will no one assst me with this eephantine lout?!

"Mr. Lane!" Bledinoff called, and jerked his head toward Sasha. Johnny Lane, the polar bearish
bartender, pulled his hands out of a dishpan tinkling with saloon crysta, wiped his pams on his apron,
and wearily rose to the occasion.

The snow had melted as it touched the ground. The sky had cleared and the night air crackled with
crispness. Aswe cleared the corner of the building | stopped in puzzled amazement.

An arc of green light rippled through the sky over the far bank of the Y ukon. "What'sthat?" | asked,
thinking it reminded me of ahalo of city lights, although, of course, darkened Dawson comprised the
height of civilization for hundreds of milesin every direction.

"My dear lady," Vasily Vladovitch said formdly, "I have the privilege of introducing you to the aurora
borealis. Something to do with aform of eectrica current, according to scientists, but my adopted
people have a better explanation. They say that like the full moon the aurora possesses supernaturd
powers, magic that intensifiesmagic. Ah, look there! Y ou see! They know you are admiring them and
they display themsdves shamdesdy!”

The band pleated and expanded like a concerting, fanning into feathery chainstipped with violet, red, and
pink. | stlamped my feet, blew on my fingers, and watched, thinking that the aurorals magic power
probably had something to do with fascinating onlookers with its shenanigans until its admirersfrozeto
death. | muttered as much to Vasly Vladovitch, who pressed his hand against the back of my neck,
gtroking the left Sde of my jaw amost imperceptibly with histhumb. Though the gesture was undeniably
exciting, it was aso decidedly ingppropriate familiarity consdering my involuntary dependence on his
good will. I hunched the parka up around my chin, gently crowding him out. "Well, after that fanfare, your
surprise must be something spectacular,” | said. "Lead on.”

Helaughed and shrugged and led me down Paradise Alley to one of the tiny cabins more accurately
referred to asacrib.

"Y our pied-a-terre in Dawson City, madam,” he said. "Y ou will note that unlike many of its half-canvas
neighbors, it is made entirely of logs. And even such acrib, when occupied by alady, can be acastle.”

Apparently its previous occupant hadn't been sufficiently well connected to elevate my new hometo the
cadtle category. "Redhot Rosie' read the legend painted on the door. The place was so small that thellittle
pot-bellied sove warmed it to asmothering temperature dmost immediately. Kindling and fire logs were
neetly stacked to one side of the stove, with awash-stand, water basin, and jug comprising the plumbing
facilities. The bed waslittle more than acot, but aroll of familiar looking and dightly singed hideswas
piled initsmiddle. Two raw yellow boards with most of the splinters sanded off were nailed together
beneath the single tiny window. An unlit cobwebbed lantern hanging overhead and an upended log
completed my office suite, or so | thought, until my foot touched atin pail. | peered down. "Sop bucket?
Waste basket?" | asked.

He waxed imperious with impatience. Do with the pail whatever you like. Theimportant thing isthe



candles | have acquired for you."

"Oh, oh yes! The candles! Thank you! My goodness, what alot of them there are! How very
congderate,” | said, recalling dimly hearing someone remark with awistful glance a the Rich Ven's
gleaming lamps and glowing candelabra chandeliers that he had tried to buy asingle taper the other day
and was asked to pay two dollars. Another customer, who said he was a newsman from Illinois, had
anxioudy inquired the whereabouts of the precious item. Lamp ail, he grumbled, was worth more than
frankincense and myrrh at thetime of Chrigt.

"Vadly Vladovitch, | redlly cannot accept thislargess” | said firmly. | balked at becoming a dance hdll
gueen and akept woman, in however humble afashion, in the same night. "It istoo much."”

"Oh, no. It isnot so much. One hundred dollars amonth, which you will easily be ableto repay from
your earnings. | felt that you, awoman of solitary intellectua pursuits, should havefirst chanceat it. Itis
theleast | can do. | will have afew other amenities sent down later this morning from my home—akettle
perhaps, and achinacup." He gazed meaningfully into my eyes, his pupilsdilated widein thedim light
and glowing dightly, likeacat's, alittle crossed due to our enforced proximity. He was so pleased with
himsdf that hislips split into afunny smile, his upper teeth protruding in an incongruoudy rabbity fashion,
until | noticed that some of the poor fellow's teeth were a bit oversized. He raised his hand to cup my
cheek and beseechingly bent his head toward mine.

"Hey, in there, open up!" The door banged open, knocking us toward the bed, and afurry head intruded
itself. "Who the devil are you?' he demanded. "Where the tarnation is Rosie? What the dickensis goin'
on here?'

"Asyou see, Roseno longer liveshere" Vasly Vladovitch said, Sitting up on the cot and crossing his
legs, the very picture of savoir faire. "And | am sorry to say sheleft no forwarding address.”

"WEell, then, how long you gonnabe?' he asked, with awink a me.

"Forgive the lady, but she speaks no English. She aso does not sl the commodity you require. | suggest
you check her next-door neighbors. Perhaps, if they are busy, they could provide you with areferra.”

"Good ideg, sport! Thanksalot. And& mdash;uh& mdash;have fun,” and he banged back out again.

"l think, if we are to maintain my reputation, which is going to be no mean feet in this neighborhood,
perhaps I'd Better thank you for your kindness and see you to the door,” | suggested, but firmly.

"Yes, | suppose s0,” he said regretfully. "1 merely wanted to see you comfortably settled. And, of course,
if thereisanything dse& hdlip;"

"Wdll, thereisone other littlething,” | said, suddenly guilt-stricken to haveleft it so long.
llY@l

"About Purdy? | hate to ask, you've been so kind, and put yourself in so much jeopardy aready, but if
you could please exert your influence on his behaf? Heisascoundre in generd, but innocent in this
particular case.”

"I'll seewhat | can do, but your friend has regrettably succeeded inirritating our uniformed protectors on
his own merits, you know. A matter of an ingpector's lady? Sometimes these things must take their
course, but | guarantee, since you scruple againgt it, that the course will not take Mr. Purdy asfar asthe



gdlows"
"Good," | said. "Thank you and& mdash;good-night.”
"Good-night, Vaentine," he said, bending toward me again. "I may cdl you Vdentine?'

"Not publicly, no," | said, staring at the bridge of his nose to avoid the intendity of hisgaze. "I'm Corazon,
the Bdlle of Barcelone, remember?”

"Oh, yes, of course, not publicly. But there will be other occas ons& mdash;private occasions. We must
discuss your work, you and |, particularly concerning the dragon.”

He bent over me again, but by thistime our former visitor had apparently found refuge, for an enthusiagtic
mumping, whooping, and screeching emanated from the dwelling to the right of mine.

"Very well, then, good-night," Vasily Vladovitch said. Scooping up Sasha's parka, he melted into the
night, hisblack cloak winging behind him.

Aching and weary of limb though | was, | till felt too restlessto deep. Exploring my smdl domain, |
mentally listed things | would need and those | aready had. Candlesto write by would do me no good
without paper and pen. The hide blankets and the wood would keep me warm indoors, but there was
gtill the problem of what to wear outdoors. | could use one of the hides asashawl! until | could obtain a
parka. Thelantern had no ail, the water buckets contained no water. If | wasto maintain my disguise by
use of makeup, | would need amirror. Rosie must have taken herswith her. More darming, sheaso
took her chamber pot.

My thoughts turned to water, suddenly, and the need to make my preparations, however belated, for
bed. Wrapping ahide around me, | waddled into the dley. While not exactly lively, it still bore morelife
than my old neighborhood in San Francisco a the same hour. In the cabin on my right, the thumping and
laughter were finally dying down. And as| passed the tiny window of the crib to the l&ft, the door
cracked open, just alittle, and light glinted off something shiny at eyelevd.

"Hello, there," | said sociably, for | thought the denizen of that hovel had muttered something at me, and |
did not wish to get the reputation for being superior or stand-offish. Though some socid barrier probably
existed between stage entertainers and those who provided what Papareferred to (out of my hearing, as
he thought) as "horizontd refreshment,” | preferred to behave asif | were unaware of them. After all, |
would need the ass stance of my neighborsto fend off the advances of Ros €'s disappointed suitors.

Behind Paradise Alley ran the set of ruts that formed Second Street. A mere stubble of habitation graced
thisthoroughfare. Beyond lay muskeg. No outhouses. Anywhere. | headed for the cover of the muskeg's
gparse foliage. Dogs howled—or wolves—in the distance. Somewhere nearby, something panted. The
aurorawinked and wrinkled overhead. | watched it wonderingly as | completed my task and headed
back to the cabin.

Maybe thiswhole Y ukon adventure would work out after all. | wished Papa could see it& mdash;redly
seeit, | thought, and felt such athrob in my upper torso as | might have felt had | swallowed an anchor.
Ghostly gpparitions weren't the same thing, somehow. | wanted to talk with him again without risking
burning down the house around us. | missed him, but | did not especialy want to join him.

| fetched one of the pails from the cabin with the intention of making atrip to theriver for weter. The
back of my would-be guest from earlier in the evening was disappearing toward the tent encampment on



the beach. Against the door of the right-hand cabin leaned avery ample lady, clad not-so-amply ina
gauzy nightdress and apaidey shawl. Seeing me, she dimpled in agreat many places and stuck out a set
of well-manicured fingers.

"Hi there, kid, new in town? I'm the whore next door. Cal me Lurleen. What's your handle?!
| dmost spat it out before remembering my new persona. "No sabe, senorita,” | said.

"Oh, don't give methat stuff, kid. See here?' She jerked her thumb inddlicately at her roof. "Canvas. Redl
thin. | cantdl you what's going on from Circle City to Whitehorse on anight like this. Saw you go into
Rosieswith tal, dark, and devastating. | heard you two talking, so | know you're American as| am. So
you don't have to say who you are, you know. | can ask around why a gal who speaks perfectly good
Englishis pretendin’ to be somelittle wetback but& mdash;"

"No, don't do that," | said. "It's& mdash;well, it'sa cover story for an article I'm doing. And I'm having a
little trouble sticking with it, so it would help meif you'd just call me Corazon, or Cory, asthe girlsat the
Ven do. I'm dancing there to& mdash;um—to gather background on conditions here in Dawson for
working girls”

"Great. Expecting afire?"

"l beg your pardon.”

"The bucket, kid. Why are you carryin' it around?"
"l wasgoing after water. Totheriver."

"Where els2? But 100k, you don't have to do that yoursdlf. Theré's akid comes around ddliverin' every
other afternoon. He's due tomorrow. Meanwhile, | got alittle fresh left | can let you have. Professional
courtesy, mind you. Thanks for sendin' that fellamy way." She patted her ample bosom. "Got dmost
enough nuggets for my necklace now."

"If you think the& mdash;uh& mdash;otherswon't object, I'll just send dl of Rosi€sfriendstoyou,” |
suggested. Unfamiliar as| waswith the ethics of pimping, | was afraid of upsetting the socia order of my
dreet.

L urleen assured me that she would pass a ong any business she was too overburdened to take to the
other girls, thus providing them with more than they had to begin with, and they ought to be satisfied with
that, hadn't they?

"W, yes, but | noticed the person on the other sde watching me," | said. "Won't she be offended?

"Who? Stellathe Stiff? No, maam. She only works when she hasto. She got forced into thiswhen she
was akid and never did taketo it. Her specidty isfdlasthat want it just like they get it at homewith the
old lady& mdash;"

Sometime later, supplied with fresh water, abudding case of chilblains, and agreat deal of miscellaneous
and unsolicited conversation, | retired to my own cabin, boiled some of the water in the extra bucket and
scrubbed myself down before retiring. Tomorrow | would don my hide again and take a portion of the
tips | had earned to purchase writing materials, amirror, and a chamber pot.

Carrying my candleto the bedside, | saw something flicker from beneath the hem of the quilt. A
pam-sized shard of mirror was lodged between bed and wall. | picked it up and examined my face for
resdual traces of Corazon, and dmost smimereened the mirror into smaller, even more usaless



fragments. Pgpas bony hand, filmy white as awedding veil, played at gpplying an invisble powder puff
to the veiny bulb on the end of his nose, then fluffed the ghost of histhin hair into an imaginary coiffure.
Histoilet completed, the apparition glared at me.

"Wdl," | sad, forgetting in my annoyance a this otherworldly tail-pulling my earlier longing for my
departed parent, "you didn't quite burn down Mr. Bledinoff's house last time. Back for another try?
Wouldn't it be smpler to tell me what these haunting histrionics are all about and have done with it?"

Not aword did he utter, by fire, wind, water, or other means, but the face in the mirror shivered into an
expression of wounded innocence, then dissolved into asingularly unflattering reflection of my own
countenance, which briefly bore an expression of smpering awe and credulity such asit has never been
my misfortune to seeimprinted upon my features.

| arose a noon the next day, splashed water on my face, and wrapped mysdf in the hide, afold carefully
concealing most of my face. In thisimprovised overcoat, | took my meager tips from the night before and
went shopping. Although no notepads were available, there was a surplus of wallpaper rolls, which the
owner of thelittle stdl let me have, ten rolls for twenty-five cents.

"Ah, ladies," he remarked, sounding gruff but looking shy, an interesting phenomenon | had observed
many times since beginning thisjourney into aland where feminine companionship was amost as scarce
asflour. He ddlicately avoided touching my pam as he counted out my change, but joked gruffly at me
ingtead. "Don't you girlslove to dress things up though? Paperin' them old log wallsjust like you wasin
Philadel phee or somewheres.”

"Ain't though," declared afur-hatted mountain whose shovellike hand cradled asingle egg. "Herb
Clauson got mauled to desth by somethin' last night& mdash;mounties thought bear &t first, but the
Chinook say it waswolf or dog, most likely. Not that there's much difference between them. That don't

happen much in Philade phee.”

A sguarish man with ayelow complexion presided over acollection of items eadly identifiableasa
typical Klondike outfit. A piece of canvas stretched acrossit was unevenly lettered in charcod "Wd trad
fr meet or flower." The man spat. | did not turn away quitein timeto avoid seeing threads of blood in the
tobacco gobbet. "It ain't like anywhere civilized," he said sourly. "Nothin' has et so many young, hedthy
men since thewar. Did you hear about that fellow stepped outside his tent thismornin' to take aleak and
found that boy, couldn't abeen more than nineteen years old, froze solid, so white you'd atook him for
snow, and with asilly da& mdash;darned expression on hisface, excuse me, maam, like hed
sngle-handed discovered the mother |oad?”

"Father Judge saysit's somethin' in the water,” my shopkeeper told him wisdly.

The yellow-skinned man's laugh emerged as a painful wheeze superimposed on agrimace. "Not too
likely. Didn't look like he'd been drinkin’ water. Had two empty bottles of cheap whiskey beside him.
They found more hidden in his stuff. Contraband. Constable confiscated it all. Da& mdash;dang, buit |
wonder if them mounties are havin' afine party tonight.”

| wondered whether the drunk and frozen boy hadn't briefly looked asif he was a certain dear departed
relative of mine. No, | didn't wonder. | was sure. The Deadly Miasmathat had dain the constable before
my eyes now stalked Dawson City without so much as a by-your-leave from me.

CHAPTER XI
&laguo; " &raguo;
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BY THE END of thefirst week my stage fright had vanished, my dancing had improved dightly, and | felt
more relaxed with the customers. | was glad | was not supposed to speak English so that | couldn't
possibly be expected to encourage othersto do what | wished al my life my father would quit. Not that
they needed my encouragement to drink. They had plenty of reasons of their own. They drank because
they were excited to bein Dawson and dreamed of getting rich (though, of course, the possibility of them
doing it while standing at our or any other bar was extremely remote). They drank because they were
smart enough to redlize they had arrived in time only to see others get rich, and because without the
prospect of making afortune, they had no excuse not to return to whatever life had driven them so far
from homein thefirst place. Theless complex drank smply because there was companionship of sortsas
long asthey drank, or smply because they liked drinking. Many of them were well educated, had | ft
warm homes and well-paying jobsfor an adventure. If they found nothing but hard menia work they
would have shunned in their native towns and adiet they wouldn't wish on a charity case, they could
awayslie when they returned home. Providing they lived that long.

Late Friday night, early Saturday morning, the empty floors puddled with haf-melted snow from
hundreds of unwiped boots that had tramped it hours before. Downgtairs, drafts snuck in from the hastily
finished doors and windows, but the boxes upstairs shimmered with heet. The piano was covered with its
fringed tablecloth, most of the chairs were upended on their tables. Only two of the lamps and afew
scattered candles till lit the interior, which jumped with shadows a ong the vine-striped wal lpaper. Lane
had wiped and restored all the glasses except for those till in use by the five or Sx men at the bar and
Gidle

Vadly Vladovitch wasthere, too. He had arrived late, even after Sasha Devineretired. Again he acted as
if he had had too much to drink, athough | had yet to see him lift aglassto hislips.

| had spent the evening listening to a customer tell me of histroubles with filing his clamé& mdash;the poor
man really had been robbed and had just cause to lament his fate& mdash;when the other women left for
their hotel rooms. | saw him to the door and stood watching snowy globs spit againgt the panes as he
blundered out into the two inches of accumulation aready pillowing the street. | dmost wished | drank so
I'd have an excuseto linger in the bar. | lacked the courage to face the dippery walk to my cabin, the
cold ashesin my stove, and the ice on my water bucket.

One of the remaining lamps haoed atouded golden head bent over agaming table. The man had
insufficient flesh on him tofill out his stocky frame. His face was gaunt and the bony fingers of hisright
hand scribbled furioudy. | limped over and sat down beside him. He didn't look up until he had finished,
but his hand shook and spoiled the symmetry of hislines, especialy when he coughed, which was often. |
leaned back dightly, away from his pungent breeth. He raised his head from hiswork, and I saw him flick
adrop of blood from the side of hismouth. Histwo front teeth were missing and the rest of them were
crooked and discolored, which was a shame, for he was otherwise a handsome man, too young for me,
of course, but very atractive, with amocking, perhaps self-mocking, gleam in hiseye.

"What's the matter, sweetheart? Didn't you ever see aman write before?' he asked, with an attempt at
bravado ruined by another cough.

"Si, senor,” | said agreesbly.
Herelaxed. "Oh yesh, | remember. The Spanish girl."
"S, senor.”

"Did it ever occur to you that your ignorance of local custom is being exploited, a the sametime
depriving you of your native land and some deserving American trollop of agood job?"



| shrugged and lifted my eyebrows.

"Oh, never mind. Y ou ever been to Alhambra? | read abook about that once when | wasaboy." |
looked blank. "Never mind. I'm Jack," he said, tapping his chest now asif at last realizing that he was
dedling with an authentic European non-English-speaking savage.

"Corazon," | responded, and involuntarily recoiled as he leaned closer.

He caught my expression and wiped his mouth saf-conscioudy. " Sorry about that. Scurvy, maybe, or the
beginnings of it. My partners and | have had two outfits among the three of us and we're most out of flour
aready and out of sugar long before we got here. Captain Lomax, down by the Stewart River, indsts
that the gold will bethereif it's there next spring and we'd be smart to winter in Dawson, but I've heard
others say therelll be afamine here. Besides, I'm hereto dig gold, and that'swhat | mean to do.”

"Ah, but work is not everything, my dear young man," Vadly Vladovitch said. He had been listening from
the bar and now picked up adrink and brought it to our table. "Recreation is also important, isit not?
Here. | antold that al night long you nurse onelittle drink. Perhaps, with ahair more, | can influence you
to acquire amore pronounced taste for the entirety of the dog, en?’

"Sir, that particular dog has been one of my best friends for some time now,” Jack said, and knocked
back the shot, started coughing, and wiped his mouth again. Vasily Vladovitch smiled beneficently, but
his eyes were fastened on Jack's mouth, until the droplet of blood disappeared into the rugged growth of
red-golden chin whiskers.

"I thank you, sir," Jack said. "London's the name. Jack London. Maybe this dog of yourswill inspire me
some. |'ve been trying for the last two hoursto try to think like adog for thisstory | in writing and not
having much luck. | keep thinking of what poor old Lomax is going to say when he hearsthat thet
murderess he took such ashineto killed hersdlf. | confess, I'm not very happy about it on my own
account. Lomax told me who she was& mdash;Valentine Lovelace, who used to be on the Herald and
wrote a couple of terrific dime novels. | wanted to maybe visit with her injail. I know how bad that can
be, believe me. | could have taken some of that time off her hands by showing her my stories, seeing
what she thought. Of course, I'm here to prospect, you understand, but a man can't help thinking." He
stopped, and stared at his pages for amoment. "I guess awoman can't either. Poor kid."

Helooked very young then and touchingly disappointed at my untimely demise. Though ayounggter like
that could hardly be expected to write anything worthwhile for years yet to come, | suspected that if
things had worked out as he hoped, 1'd have given the lad a break. There was something of the quester in
his eyes, something sad and at the same time penetrating, that made me fed he might, after al, have
something to say for himsdlf.

"Well, then, you arean artist!" Vadly Vladovitch said admiringly.

"Of sorts," Jack replied. "Though not at prospecting. Actudly, | mostly camein for your light. I'm
camped out up near the hospitd; Waiting for my friend Lomax to bring in his partner. But it's mighty cold
and practically too dark to think, much less read, out there now."

"My dear boy, | understand,” my employer smiled. "Why, | recal my first winter here.”

Three of the customers at the bar departed, and Giselle sauntered over and perched herself on Vasly
Vladovitch's knee. She had taken to affecting awide black velvet band around her throat lately. Millie
said it was to keep her head attached to her shoulders, because she was too scatterbrained to remember
to do it otherwise. "When did you come up here, Vassy?' Gisdle asked. "How did you manage to get so
many beautiful things up here before anybody ese got them?'



"Why, because my excellent agent was able to secure your services, chérie," he replied with a gallantness
that | found cloying, especidly when it was not directed & me.

She batted him with her fan. "No, silly, | mean redly. | redly want to know."

"Very well, for you, ma petite chou, | will bore these people with my bragging. You see, | havebeenin
thisregion longer than any other white man.”

"How can that be?' she asked with what | felt sure was a broad exaggeration of her honeyed New
Orleansdrawl. "Why, old Lem Loudermilke has been heah dl hislife he says, and he must be neah
eghty. Y ou must mean to say your family's been heah that long, surdly.”

"Must 17" he asked. Then to therest of us, he said, "These treasures of mine had to be smuggled out of
the old country, over the years, as my enemies died off. Assoon as| learned the Bonanza strike was
imminent, | arranged for the building of my home and business and shipped my belongings upriver.”

"Where'syour family from, Mr.—7?" Jack asked.

"Bledinoff, but cal me Vasly Vladovitch, please. Everyone does. We are origindly from alittle place that
isnow apart of Romania. Y ou probably have never heard of it. We were of the aristocracy& mdash;my
father aprince of the old order. From timeto time, when | think it will impress someone who can be of
useto me, | have used what would have been my title had we remained. So if you hear someonerefer to
Count Bledinoff, that isme, but you understand, that would not be how | would be caled in Romania
werel dill there, and | am not entirely sure that thetitle is mine any longer. My family moved to Russa
before | wasborn.”

"But if you were aristocrats, why evah did he move awvay?' Gisdle asked, welding her shoulder to his
neck, thereby providing him with an unparaleled view of the snowy mounds she seemed inclined to
ubdtitute for persondity.

Vadly Vladovitch's chin rose defiantly, and his eyestightened at the corners. The fierce pride blazing out
of hiseyesfroze her lashesin midflutter. "Treachery and petty-mindednessiswhy. The preference of
ungrateful princes with depleted treasure chests for wedthy merchantsinstead of loya nobleswho had
spent their fortunes defending their country's honor."

"But if you were& mdash;"

"Even the best of blood can be defamed. Always there is someone who carriesthe family foiblesto
excess, someone who is& mdash;indiscrest. In our case it was my second cousin, an intemperate woman
who committed such crimes againgt the peasantsin her care that eventualy she became an
embarrassment. The family had to allow her to bewalled up in her own castle. Terrible scanddl,
distasteful for everyone. Especidly sincetherest of uswere, asyou Americans might say, tarred with the
same brush. Peasants actualy cameto our castles with torches and attacked us& mdash;killed our pets
on sight, desecrated our family tomb. But& mdash;oh, my dear Gigi, | did not mean to frighten you. Here,
here, it back down now."

And he spent afew moments stroking and comforting the silly thing who had, to my eye, been thoroughly
enjoying the drama of the moment, having awonderful time heaving her bosom and rolling her eyesand
otherwise feigning feminine fright at hisferocity. The longer he spoke, the more | fdlt that hisferocity was
more re-enacted than actudly felt right now, that the lowering brows and the bitter lupine grin were the
ritual expressions of hereditary threats toward deceased enemies. | wastoo deepy to fear anything
anyway. | raised my fan quickly to hideayawn and Vasly Vladovitch laughed, his amiable mood
restored as quickly asit had vanished.



"Y ou understand that when | speak of these things | am speaking of them to you as my father spoke of
them to me, and he was quite naturally incensed, as was my older brother, who stood to inherit histitle
and riches. | mysalf was brought up on the steppes, amid half-wild Cossacks with no need for castles or
titles. Infact, when | heard my father say that wealthy merchants had beaten the abused nobility, it
determined me to become awedlthy merchant, and so | have."

"Y ou must have made ared early strike to have done thisgood,” Giselle said.

"Not gold, my dear Gigi, but furs. When first | came to these shores, the Native peoples plucked fortunes
from the forests and the seas. Sedl silken asyour own skin, marten, lynx, fox& mdash;russet, silver,

purest ivory, and crossed like a churchman& mdash;bears whiter than a newborn baby's soul, wolverine
that repellsfrost of its own accord, and wolf hidesthicker and warmer than anything found on our own
shores. It wasacold life, but | love the cold, being from acold country, and loved a so the wilderness
and the company of free, nomadic people. | an aso aman of nocturnal habits and do my best work at
night. | see extremdy wdll in darkness. This has obvious advantages for the hunter. The Indians cameto
trust me& mdash;and later became my new family, for none of my old one ever joined me here."

"Still, you must have been mighty lonely without others of your own kind around,” Jack said.

"Indeed | was. Though if you mean for other white men, in recent years there have been plenty of those.
Before opening thisbusiness| ran asmilar onein Circle City, though nothing, you understand, so grand.
But what of you, my friend? What brought you so far, and when you have done with thisland, whet are
your plansthen?'

"My plans don't seem to mean much,” Jack said. "'l planned to be afamouswriter, only the editorsdidn't
cooperate. So | came up here to become a rich man. However, so far I've been unable to get the land to
cooperate. And after today, when | tried to help aman who has been busting his behind for ayear
record hisclaim, | learned that certain blood-sucking officias are even less cooperative. After working
hisclamin al kinds of weether for al thistime, poor Bob Clancy found somebody elses name on his
piece of ground. And not asoul would listen to him, or to mewhen | tried to witnessfor him. I've only
been here three weeks, but plenty of folks out there have seen that he's been the only one working that
dam."

He had more to say on the subject, but since Bob Clancy was the name of the customer | had aready
spent most of my evening with, | wasn't afraid of missing anything when | dipped away. The snowflakes
were thick asthe hairs on my borrowed bear hide blanket. The wool socks, also borrowed, with which |
covered my shoes when walking out-of-doors grew quickly wet. Both Stella's and Lurleen's cabinswere
dark, which could mean either that they were in business or that they were out of candles. Onceinside
my own place, | tried to build afire with the hide wrapped around my hands and succeeded in warming a
hole in both the hide and my left hand. After setting the water bucket on the stove to thaw, | plucked two
candles from the box and plodded back to the saloon.

"Thought you'd gone home, Cory," Lane grumbled when | walked in. The bartender's shock of white hair
amost met hisfurry white brows and gave him arather grouchy look. This, coupled with avoicelikea
rock dide, served to counteract any misapprehension on the part of rowdiesthat an establishment owned
by a seeming dandy and managed by awoman was an appropriate place to misbehave. In fact, the
bartender was no ruffian, but acontemplative, if rather critica, college man who hid volumes of poetry
behind the bottles and read during dack times. Thiswas one of thosetimes. | had interrupted A Tale of
Two Cities. Lane was aone with abottle, abook, and acandle and obvioudy enjoyed the solitude.

Thumping noises and the crash of broken crockery issued from upstairs, by which | took it that Vasily
Vladovitch and Gisdlle might be enthusiastically indulging in recregtiond pursuits. That wastheir business.



Mine, as| had decided earlier, wastrying to catch up with Jack. Snow blew into my face when | opened
the front door. The street seemed deserted. Most of the men were sticking to the relative dryness of their
tents at this hour. | stepped onto the boardwalk and looked down itslength, but | saw no one. Thinking
Jack might have taken a shortcut through aside dley, | walked past our building and down asfar asthe
Alaska Commercial Company's warehouse, on the other side of the street.

The boardwalk wasicy and | had been treading carefully to keep my footing, but suddenly, ahead of me,
the steady Sift of snow parted around ablack void. | had been concentrating so hard that actually seeing
something took me by surprise, and | missed my footing and fell, curaing. Thevoid spun away likea
cyclone. The snow indantly filled it.

"Jack?" | called after it, but it had vanished. A grunt from the direction of the Alaska Commercid
Company warehouse drew my attention, however, and | jumped down off the boardwalk and ran across
the street asfast as one can go flat-footed and pigeon-toed across adick irregular surface.

"Jack, isthat you?' | asked the crumpled form propped against the ACC wall. | didn't liketo think I'd
toiled across that street for some drunk | didn't know.

Another grunt. Drawing closer, | saw that it was indeed Jack, but before | reached him he was on his
feet.

"l am not awell man. Onedrink is not enough to lay me so low," he complained, shaking his head.

| was about drop my disguise and ask him if hewasdl right and to tell me what happened, for | felt sure,
after what | had learned of him, that he would keep my secret. He was, after al, afellow former convict
and afriend of Lomax's. But as| laid ahand upon his elbow, firm steps thumped down the boardwalk.

A familiar Scots burr called, "Is everrahthing aright over there?' Before either of us could answer,
Sergeant Destin was upon us.

"Just fdt alittle faint, Sergeant, thank you," Jack said hastily. "The lady happened along in time to keep
mefrom lying here freezing to deeth, | reckon.”

"Theingpector frowns on public drunkenness," Sergeant Destin warned.

"I wasn't drunk& mdash;couldn't afford to be. | haven't been feding well latdly, il tired from thetrip
down, probably."

The sergeant leaned forward and gave him ahoundlike sniff. "Hmph. Aye, well, you seem to be right
enough. Y ou want to let the night Sster at St. Mary's have alook at you?"

Jack shook his head. "I doubt sheld like what she sees any better than you do. No, I'll just take it easy
and I'll make it back to my tent soon enough.”

"You ill look abit off tome, lad," the Sergeant said more kindly. "I'll walk dong with you and make
sureyou've afire before you crawl into your bedroll. We had alad freeze to degth the other night and I'll
not have that happen on my beet, first night.”

"Aren't you the sergeant | met at Dag Lomax's cabin? Jack London, remember? | thought you were
assigned the Tagish pogt.”

"Oh, aye, young Jack, isit? 1 didn't recognize you what with the hat and the snow. Aye, I'm on the town
now. Lost aman a Tagish. Not that thisis a punishment post, mind you. | asked for it. A few thingsI'm
wantin' to acquaint mysdf with more fully concernin’ that case, if you'll keep it under your hat."
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The sergeant almost steered him away before | had time to press the candlesinto his hand, something
difficult to do while holding the bearskin well over my face with the other and trying to keep both hands
warmly covered. He looked at the tapers absently for amoment, then recognized the nature of my gift.
"Candles? But how did you& mdash;never mind, thanks!" And he planted agrateful if disrespectful kiss
on top of my befurred head. Then with no further notice of me, he and the sergeant resumed their
conversation and trudged into the darkness.

| turned back toward the Vein, planning to cut through to Paradise Alley at the end of the block. But |
met another familiar figure coming the other way, staggering dightly. "Vasly Vladovitch," | sad, then
remembered that | wasin public and lowered my voice. "Areyou we|?"

"MissVa&mdash;Corazon?' His voice was as shakey ashisgait. "1 am wdll, yes, except for the
mischance of being in the path of aflying chamberpot. A difficult skill, the managing of diverse artistic
persondities. But | am learning,” he ruefully assured me, rubbing hishead. "I would loveto stand and talk
to you longer, but | have pressing business elsewhere." He swooped down onto my frozen hand to kiss
it, but when he observed its stiff and frozen condition, he rucked it back into the bearskin instead. Then
with ameaningful look into my eyes, he said, "Another night, my dear, | will not let you go so readily.”

With aflourish of his cape, he strode past me. But | was barely two paces on my own way when he
turned back to me, hisface indistinguishablein the darkness. "Vdentina? Y ou will go straight home?
There have been men attacked by animas|lately. These ded dogs, they may seem tame, but many are
part wolf. Even those that are not, when unleashed, form packs. 1& mdash;”

"Straight home," | promised, wishing his solicitousness extended to paying me my wagesfor ddivering the
coffin so that | might purchase appropriate outer clothing to replace what | had lost. | started to say
something, but hislast footfall hit the boardwalk, and he vanished into the storm. Through chattering teeth
| muttered imprecations that would have frightened off any wolfpack initsright mind.

The creaking of Lurleen's bed welcomed me back to my cabin aswind chimes on afront porch or alight
(even ared one) in the window might welcome one in amore conventiond setting. From my stovepipe, a
plume of woodsmoke rose, but woodsmoke was not al | smelled. | recognized the scent at once.
Evening in Budapest& mdash; Sasha Devine's sgnature fragrance. But before | put my hand to the
wooden protuberance that served as a door handle, | heard the sobs.

"Vahl, oh Vahl, comein quickly and close the door," Sasha Devine sniffed. Shelay curled at the head of
my bed, her face half buried in clenched figts. "Oh, you will think me such afoal, but truly, I had no
wheredseto go. | refuse to remain under the same roof asthat, as that& mdash;"

"Gisdle?" | asked, lighting acandle, then shaking the snow from my bearskin and hanging it onanall. |
would have to deep under the smdler, thinner hides tonight, and unfortunately | waslonger than most
foxes. But deeping under that bearskin would be about as warm and dry as deeping under the surface of
the Y ukon. | regarded my bed with proprietary aarm. | am ahospitable person by nature, but that bed
was very small, and Sasha Devinelooked asif she was very comfortable and intended to stay that way.

"I'm sorry, Sasha," | said weearily, Sitting down at the end of the bed and prying the frozen woolen socks
off of the dancing shoesthat | then pried from my swollen feet. "And frankly, I'm alittle surprised at how
thingsare going. | wouldn't have thought the flower of the bayou would be amatch for you."

"She'stwenty years younger!" Sashacried indignantly. "And totally unprincipled.”



"Well, that would apped to most men,” | acknowledged. "But | thought Vasily Vladovitch higher minded.
Forgive me, but | would think your twenty years would be an asset.”

"It's probably only fifteen years," she said. "Have you ever noticed how thick her makeup is? Now
mysdf, | use only the barest glaze of skin cream, and look at my face. If you canfind a
wrinkle& mdash;not alaugh line, you understand, but areal wrinkle& mdash;why, I'll& mdash;”

"I didn't think he was as concerned with your age as he was with your talent and your brains” | said.

"Pah! Men! What do they know of brains?' she asked and started to weep again. "Oh, to think | threw
over your dear papa, my sweet Patrick, to come here and follow this& mdash;this—philanderer!”

"Papa was dead, Sasha."

"That's beside the point. He's dead, and | took up with his& mdash;with Vasly Vladovitch, and now he
has forsaken mefor that hussy!"

Tak about the pot calling the kettle black. But | kept such observationsto mysdf. She, whom | had once
thought invulnerable, particularly in matters concerning men, wasrgpidly disabusing me of my childish
notions. To say she was deeply distressed was an understatement. Vasily Vladovitch should be ashamed
of himsdlf, | thought.

"l hope he at least keeps his promise to give you your partnershipinthe Vein," | said. "'l think you more
than earned it. For that matter, so did I."

"Oh, yes, of course, he will keep his promise. Have you any idea how many lawyersthere are waiting to
dig gold in Dawson right now? Besides, 1& mdash;| know he loves me. But why has he taken to her?
Why will he not give me the& mdash;oh, never mind, my friend. It isfar too complicated to explain. And |
might shock you.”

Could Vaslly Vladovitch be some sort of perverted monster? Though | had secondhand knowledge of a
great many intimate practi ces taking place between man and woman that could have been considered
linked to procreation only by the wildest stretch of the imagination, | was not unshockable. Anything
above and beyond what | already knew about had to be dreadful indeed. Just thinking about it was going
to makeit difficult for me to meet my employer's eye. But what seemed stranger to me was that Sasha
Devine seemed convinced that he was practicing whatever practiceit was upon Gisdleinstead of her and
was deeply disappointed and fedling wronged. Shouldn't she fed delivered instead? Now, | am trained to
ask rude and embarrassing questions, but, naturally, we of the press do not stoop to that sort of topic.
Had we done so, we would have enraged the churches and the Women's Temperance Union and
enlarged our circulation beyond our wildest dreams.

"And | don't even have my new c-clothes," she said. "They were dl on the raft& mdash;”

"Minewere, too,” | reminded her. "And | don't have alovely coat and anice luxuriousroom | don't have
to go outside to get to. And may the saints preserve meif, if | did, I let some two-bit floozy moveinto it
because | had my fedings hurt. Theroom, as| understand it, goes with your job, not with your position
asVadily Vladovitch's mistress, Stick to your rights, woman.”

| paused for breath. My Irish had, unaccountably, gotten up. "In fact, if you intend to take over my bed
because you're too busy fedling sorry for yourself to throw her out, I'll go do it myself and take over your
place”

But to Sasha's credit, her moment of romantic weaknesswas short. Her eyes ditted and glittered, she



gtraightened the mess of hay her iron-curled hair had become at some point during the night, and pulled
on the parka.

| fdt alittle ashamed of mysdlf. "I redly didn't meanit,” | said. "I'm flattered that you confided in me and,
of course, youre welcometo stay, it'sjust that& mdash;”

"Vahlenteena, dahling,” she said with atrace of her old smile, "you said | possess admirable intelligence,
and this quality enables me to understand good sensewhen | hear it. | go to reclaim my stronghold.
Adieu." And she ceremonioudy bussed me on each cheek and, flinging the door open against the wind,
swept imperioudy out into the sorm.

CHAPTER XII

&laguo; N &raguo;

Having solved Sasha's problems, | spent valuable deep time upbraiding mysdlf for failing to solve my
own. | was not writing, | was not discovering away to explain the constable's murder, and most of the
time | was not even keeping warm. My assumed language barrier kept me asisolated asif my new
persona had been deliberately designed to do so. | could do nothing but listen to random conversation,
could ask no incisive questions, and without proper clothing, could not move about town except in cases
of dire necessty. Therewere only three people with whom I could discussthis sad state of affairs, and
two of them | had already met tonight, both so preoccupied with their own affairs that they had
succeeded somehow in totaly occupying me with them aswell.

Lurleen was unavailable, not because she was selfish but because she was s0 giving that she nearly
aways had company while was awake and in the cabin. The rest of the time she seemed to be deeping.
Neverthdess, | vowed to mysdf, punching up one of the hidesto form apillow, this sad state of affairs
would not continue much longer. | had had abelyful of practicing the ta-ra-boom-de-aysin the drafty
backstage area smply to keep warm while the other girls performed. | would confront Vasily Vladovitch
on the morrow and demand the sdlary promised me for my assistance in the journey north. And if he
used my misfortune as apretext to refuse, | would enlist Sashas aid.

But, as the Scottish mountie, Destin, might have told me, my plans, like the best-laid schemes of mice and
men aft do, wereto gang agley.

Theleast of my problems manifested itself as soon as | entered the Vein. Sashawaswaiting for me. "The
cancan steps, you know them?' And before | could deny it, she added dyly, "Maisetellsme your kick
has become quite as high as hers thisweek."

Wondering if there was alaw againgt a spingter on the wintry side of thirty-five attempting feats intended
only for eighteen-year-old girl athletes, | nodded cautioudy.

"That Gisdleisnot only adut and awitch, sheisaso alazy malingerer. She pretendsto beill tonight, so
the choruslineis short. | mysdalf must oversee the house. Y ou will take her place, yes?'

And without waiting for my response, she handed me just what 1'd been wanting, another costume,
Gisdlle's cancan frock. In what strange ways our prayers are answered. | struggled out of my costume
and into thisnew one. It was not as hard as | thought. | had dropped an inch or so during the week. |
started to look daggers at Maisie, but she grinned and squeezed my arm.

"lsn't thisjust like those stories about the theatre, where the star breaks her ankle and the understudy has
to goonin her place?' she asked bresthlessly. "Oh, honey, | just know you'll do great!”
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Redlizing that Maise was afrustrated | egitimate actress who thought she was doing me afavor, | could
hardly snub her. So | flounced out with the rest of the girls and did my best to outkick them, no doubt
causing permanent damage to severd of my jointsin the process. By thetime | had unhooked mysdlf
from the cancan costume and resumed my red satin and black flounces, my abortive flamenco seemed
easy by comparison, which, of course, it was.

Thefina change back into the cancan costume, however, undid me. Literdly. As| pulled Corazon's only
plumage off over my heed, | heard the Sinister snap of overstrained threads. The costume flopped away
from my hair. The entire right Sde was solit from deeveto wast, and the left Side sported new ventilation
at the shoulder. My poor theatre costume, not made for twenty-four-hour duty as a hostess gown,
walking dress, wrapper, and bal gown, had finaly taken the course of the abused old cart horse. With
thislast intolerable flogging, it died.

The materia was S0 strained around the seamsthat it split in several directions, so even resewing the
seam would require the use of anew piece.

| couldn't very well be expected to continue like this, could I, with my clothesfaling off me? Now | had a
legitimate, tangible complaint with which to confront Vasily Vladovitch, onethat he could not ignore. |
triumphantly donned the cancan costume and outkicked al but Nellie, who overcompensated for her
amal stature by snapping her tiny feet to chin level with the other girls.

Onthefind kick, just before we turned around and gave the audience the benefit of our posterior ruffles,
Jack London blew in, followed by the familiar hunchbacked shape of Lomax and Loki. Changing back
into my ripped Spanish costume and pulling the black fringed shawl over therips, | clatered down the
steps, brushing aside patronsin my bedline for the bar.

Vasly Vladovitch had not yet arrived. Sasha Devine was in conference with Lurleen who, like others of
her profession, frequented the saloon occasionaly to meet new and interested people and thereby
gtimulate business. London and Lomax greeted Lane and Wild Miles Mahoney.

Thelight in the main part of the sdloon was unusually dim, and | noted that only haf as many candles and
lampswerelit asusua, populating the bar with as many jumping, writhing shadows as people. Evenin
thislight, it seemed to me that London's experience of the previous night had done him great harm. He
looked padeandill, hiseyes unnaturaly bright and hisvoice forced to ashriller pitch than it had been the
previous night.

"Why'sit so dark in here, Mr. Lane?" he asked.

"V.V.'sorders. You kindareminded him last night that our supplies aren't going to last forever. What can
| get for you boys?'

"Whiskey," Jack said.

" Sagpar& mdash;"

"l know, Cap'n. Sarsaparilla. Sorry we got no cherry |eft. But | saved alittle something for the cat,” and
he set an ashtray with aquarter inch of tomato juice in the bottom on the bar. Loki leaned down and
sniffed, then dropped lightly off his master's shoulders and started lapping up Lane'stribute.

The front door banged open and the wind gusted in, followed closely by three bundled figures, one of
whom wore the uniform coat of the mounties. When helifted hishead, Degtin's ruddy Scots face was set
in an expression of dogged dutifulness. He marched toward the little cluster at the bar asif into acouncil
of war.



"Good evening, gentlemen,” he said formally. " Captain Lomax, S, I'll take this opportunity to inform you
that your cargo has been inventoried, and, as you requested, your right to salvage has been established,
barring one or two exceptions. Half of that property still belongs to the Widow Lamour, and we will hold
that pending her return. And& mdash;uh& mdash;this man here has aught to say to you aswell.”

Detective Norman, leading with his nose, which must have been aprofessona hazard, drew
unnecessarily closeto Lomax. "Severa of the gownsformerly in the possession of the Widow Lamour
are actually stolen property, taken by Pelagia Harper, dias Vaentine Lovelace. | have taken those gowns
into custody for return to their proper owner, except for the one worn by the widow prior to her
disappearance from the Mounted Police Hospita. WWhen you make contact with Mrs. Lamour, inform

her that the frock isto be returned to mefor delivery to my client, and that if it isin anything but prime
condition, she must replaceit. Otherwise, my client will be forced to press charges, implicating Mrs.
Lamour as an accomplice.”

Lomax stroked his cat and tried to read the labels of the bottles stacked behind the bar.

"You redizethat by rightsall of those goods should be confiscated to repay my client for her grievous
losses," Norman continued. "Were it not for the lack of cooperation of the Canadian Mounted
Police& mdash;"

"Now, now, Detective," anew voice, odioudy familiar, interrupted. | stared so hard | dmost forgot to
raise my fanin time. Before me was the face of aman | had thought long dead. Thetdl, lanky shape was
the same, but the lesthery face had anetwork of fine lines and the once tawny hair was now slver. Gone
were the Mexican cowboy clothes, though. In their place was adove gray triple button cutaway frock
suit of wool cashmere that dmost matched his hair.

"Let'snot have any of that," Frank Drake, the former master of Fort Draco, chided the Pinkerton.
"You'rejust peeved amight because that fool woman went and killed herself before you could lynch her
for stealin' afew dresses. The sergeant here has been the very model of cooperativeness and we
'Mericans appreciate it mightily, don't we now?"

"Yes, Mr. Blake, of course” Norman said.
"You're Blake, the American consul ?' Jack asked.

"Assgtant consul, yes," Drake said smiling. "But the acting one. The consul is away on aprolonged
journey, reporting to Washington.”

"Whatever," Jack said. "What can you do to help Bob Clancy? The recorder's officeistryin' to jump his
cdlam and& mdagh;"

"Oh, my goodness, Sergeant. Perhaps you'd better tell them.”
"Tdl uswhat?' London demanded.

"Theinvestigation is not completed, Mr. Blake, sir, and I'll thank you not to be tellin® me how to do my
duty."

"No, no, Sergeant, you're perfectly right. I'll take the matter up with Inspector Constantine. But | do fed!
that these gentlemen have aright to know about Mr. Clancy's untimely death.”

Jack seemed to sway, and his shadow lurched across the faces of the men at the tables behind us. "Who
found him?'



"l did," Destin said. "On my way back from your tent. He died easy, from the look of it. Had abig smile
on hisface." Puzzlement washed over the sergeant's features, crimping the tight set of hislipsand sending
the eyebrows, which met inaV over hisnose, toward his hairline. Could he be remembering asmilar
smile on the deed face of the mirthless Constable Faversham?

Jack groped behind him for an empty chair, dragged it haf to him and himsdf haf toit, and sat down
abruptly. "Another drink," he whispered.

Destin was no longer watching him. Instead, the mountie stared across the room at Sasha Devine, who
was listening to an animated Maisie. Bon-Ton Bunny played the piano and bawled the lyricsto "Who
Threw the Overadlsin Mistress Murphy's Chowder?' while Nellie danced with aminer threetimes her
gze. MissMillieled Sawyersfrom the recorder's office up the Sairs.

"Excuse me amoment, | wish to peak to that woman,” the Pinkerton said, and rushed toward the steps,
knocking adeck of cards from one of the deder's hands and revealing an extra ace in the pack, causing
the dealer to produce some rapid and truly imaginative explanations.

| squirmed in closer to Lomax and felt Drake's eyes sweep over me. There wasn't much to see. Black
mantilla, black shawl, and the hem of my tattered costume. | kept my face toward the bar, grateful it did
not boast amirror.

"Terrible thing about that |ady reporter, eh, Mr. Lomax?' Drake remarked. "I knew her dightly, long ago.
Lovely woman. Though too inquisitive for her own good. | understand from Mr. Norman that you were
quite gdlant in her defense. Mustn't be taken in by someone just because she'sfemade, Mr. Lomax. Why,
there's some aswonder if she'sdead at al. Perhaps she had an accomplice spirit her up theriver to
Alaska. What do you think?"

Wild Miles burped. "What | think isit's just like afool woman to do somethin' like that, ain't it? 1 mean,
here half the people comin' up here gotta bust their butts not to get killed on the trail and once they get
here gottafight wild bears, starvation, and cold that fair freezes the pee right insde of you, just to stay
dive, and what does she do? She voluntarily, mind you, jumpsin the river and dirties up our drinkin’
water. Scandalous, | call it. Oughta haul her outathere next spring and hang her, just on principle.”

"I'll bear your recommendation in mind, friend,” Drake said, and backed hatily away, toward the gaming
tables, by which he suddenly seemed to be fascinated.

"How's that nephew of yours doin', Lomax?' Miles asked pleasantly, histirade over. | began to wonder
if the explosion of nonsensica sentiments hadn't been solely for Drake's benefit. Miles had not shown
himsdlf to be an ignorant or loudmouthed sort of man before. With the so-caled guardian of American
justice out of earshot, he reverted to the thoughtful if occasiondly wildly enthusiastic gumbooter | had
begun to grow used to.

"Bad," Lomax said.
"At Saint Mary'swith the ssters now?"
"Aye" Lomax said shortly. "Whiskey, Mr. Lane. Onefor young Jack and one for me."

"Y ou sure about that, Cap'n?' Lane asked. "1 know it's none of my business, but you don't drink
and&mdash;"

"You'reright. It's none of your business. Whiskey."

"Y ou buyin' for Corazon there, too?" Lane winked at me.



Jack looked up. "Buy her one, Cap'n Lomax. I'll pay you back. She did me afavor last night.”

But the torn costume, the fact of Drake's inexplicable presence, and the mystery of poor Clancy's death
and its certain link to the Deadly Miasma and Papas ghost dl fled when the glass of amber liquid was set
before Egil Larsson'skindly uncle. It suddenly occurred to me that with the possible exception of Vaslly
Vladovitch, every man | had cared for or even remotely taken a shineto had fallen victim to liquor and
ultimately to the smiling Deadly Miasma. Poor Loma, grieving for hisinjured nephew, for hiswife, for
Clancy, and apparently for me, was about to succumb. For al | knew, he was areformed drinker
himsdlf, and for my sake was about to fal off the wagon into degradation, and, in thistime and place,
certain doom. | could not let it happen. | snatched the glass from in front of him as he turned to hand the
other to London.

He saw me with the glassand glared at mefiercely. | glared back and did the only thing a
well-brought-up Latin dance hall girl could do. | knocked back the shot myself. Hafway to my tonsilsit
ignited, and quite independent of any desire of mine, spewed back from my lipslike the flanesfrom the
mouth of the dragon. Lomax's shirt front had the misfortune to be in the way. He raised his hand and
Maiserushed to my side.

"Don't you hit her, mister,” she said. " She just doesn't understand our ways yet. She'saforeigner and just
got here and she didn't mean to spill that drink on you."

Lane tossed me abar towe and | began to sponge Lomax's front, not an easy thing to do whiletrying to
Keep my shawl together so my rips didn't show. Lomax's grim silence was broken, however, and he
amiled, atight painful smile, but asmile, and lowered hisraised hand to wipe his shirt front, which was
what | persondly had thought he was going to do with it dl dong.

"Beay that now," hesaid to Maise. "l wasn't going to hit her. Where else can aman get apretty girl to
give him ashower in whiskey? The owner ought to advertiseit. Some of these boys could useit even
worse than me." He dug in his pocket and handed us each a quarter, asif we were smal children. "Buy
yourself areplacement, missy, if you'rethat thirsty. Me and Y oung Jack here got businessat &t. Mary's.
Evenin', ladies, Lane," and he hoisted the cat upon his shoulder once more and nodded to Jack, who was
too sick to argue.

"Evenin’, Cap'n. Evenin', Jack," Lane replied and waved his bar rag at them.

Maisie dusted her hands together asif she had just saved me from afate worse than death. MissMillie
stalked over to us.

"Maise, what in the devil wasthat al aout? Did you go tellin' that man or anybody e se things about
Cory?'

Maisie, who adways spoke admiringly of Millie, looked asif her pet Iap dog had just taken achunk out of
her. "Gracious. No. | have plenty of things of my own to do without mixin' in somebody else's business. |
just saw thelook on that man's face and thought, well, I'd better smooth things over."

Millie snorted and hiked a black-stockinged leg up on the brassrail. " Somebody's been tellin’ tales. That
little sharp-nosed private copper said held heard dl us girlsdidn't arrive together, that he'd heard Miss
Devinewas dready here and that the origina Spanish dancer was Prancing Pilar. | wonder which little
swamp-sompin' Leesianawater moccasin could have told him somethin' like that?!

AsMaisie sputtered areiteration of her innocence, | bent down to adjust my stocking. Drake caught my
eye asneatly asif | had looked directly at him. | could aimost see his ears prick forward, taking in every
word. Herose and started toward us.



Sasha, parting the customers like M oses on a seagoing stroll, swept between him and us and planted her
fistson her hips. "Y ou think perhaps, ladies, that | pay you to sit and talk to one another? We have
another show to do. To work with you." And she clapped her hands once sharply and with agraceful
gesture indicated the Stage.

| have seldom felt so exposed in my life. Bad enough, during the cancan choruses, to have my labored
movements scrutinized, as| fdt, by the three men who were my sworn foes. Worse, there was no time
between numbers for so much asaquick patch job, and | had to do my solo with my shawl wrapped
diagonaly around my shoulder. Twice | forgot my footing, for even in the darkened theatre | could fed
Drake's gaze penetrating my disguise. Of course, that was no guarantee he knew it was adisguise. It had
always been Drake's custom to penetrate with his gaze the clothing of persons of my gender. But some
new element was within that steedy stare. No longer did he emanate what had been, until one knew him
for the utter cad he was, arather charming lechery. Nor was what so disturbed me his previous desire for
dominance over al he surveyed, for the desire for dominance was athing of the past. Hiswhole
demeanor now suggested that total control was within his power, that he was the puppeteer moving
everyone around him and had only to pull a string to make one jump.

Even more frightening was the whispered undertone of torment, suggesting that this new power had been
dearly bought. For | could not imagine what could possibly have been so important to Frank Drake that
theloss of it would cause him any degree of suffering once he had what he desired within his grasp. Of
course, when last seen, according to my correspondents in the Despoblado, Drake had been wandering,
crazed, through the deserts of Mexico. Perhapsal | was feding was the remnants of that lunacy. But | no
more believed that than | believed that the dragon Kukulkan was only agiant gilamonster. Drakées pae
eyes, cold asaglacia crevice, burned more brightly in that scantily lit room than any lamp.

| surpassed my customary awkwardness and finished the ruin of my costume by ripping the bottom
flounce halfway off. | had turned, not because it was part of the dance but to escape that gaze. That was
when the flounce ripped. As| pranced back to theright to conced therip, | spied Detective Norman,
beaming smugly to himself, dart out the back door.

| didn't have to fake my need for fresh air. | pawed through that last number in afog, and when it was
over bolted through the back door without bothering to pull my wool socks on over my shoes. Oncethe
cold air hit me, | revived and cursed mysdlf for being such anidiot. Just because some fool senator had
been dumb enough to appoint ascoundrel like Drake to the consulate didn't mean | had to freeze my feet
off. | had outwitted him before and | could do so again. Thetrouble was, if he decided he was homesick
to talk Spanish with someone, he would penetrate my masquerade with more than his eyes. His Spanish
was fluent and mine was al but nonexistent. Next time | went incognito, I'd have to remember to be
something alittle less common, say, a Turk perhaps, or an overgrown Bantu pygmy.

| could worry about triumphing over evil later. Right now | needed the warmth of my cabinand a
restoring cup of tea. At least Gisdll€'s cancan costume was not so thoroughly ventilated as Corazon's
rags, but | felt ill-prepared to face Drake in anything less than full costume. The clientswould haveto
drink themselvesto degth without me tonight.

The back steps were crude and without arailing, and the footing was more dippery than the entire city
council of San Francisco combined. Using my cancan flounces to protect my posterior, | descended the
stepsin a seated position. WWood smoke perfumed the air, that and the sharp tingling of the nogtrils, the
absence of lesser odors, that is the essence of arctic cold. The sky was hazy beyond the humps of
Dawson's guardian hills, its stedl gray and navy gradations vaguely backlit with adull wash of pulsing
crimson. The crusted ice and snow outlined the buildings and made the protruding bare brush look like



sheaves of bone stuck upright in the drifts. Wings flapped overhead, and something large and black
swooped past me, down the dley. A raven, | thought, or an owl. Regaining my feet, | ice skated down
Paradise Alley toward my little crib, which seemed to me just then to be the next best thing to the redl
paradise.

Something was amiss. The cabin door was gar, light spilling into the long dit between door and jam, the
brightness bouncing back from the sheen of afurtive eye watching from Stellaswindow. | had yet to see
the woman's face though | had lived next door to her for almost aweek. | gathered my courage and
thrust onward. Of course, the intruder could be merely another of Rosie's misguided former clientswho
had gone in and made himself at homewith my candles, and if so hewould soon find himsaf summarily
gected into the snow. | was not in amood to trifle with boors. | feared, however, amore sinister guest.

But just as| was mentdly girding my frosted loins, the light in my cabin abruptly died. | started to run,
dipped, and fell heavily ontheice, and haf crawled, haf limped the last few yards. My door swings both
waysand | tried to openiit by faling againgt it. To no avail. Something blocked it from within. | thought |
heard ahiss, as of dampness touching the hot meta of the stove.

Franticaly, | tugged the door toward me. It caught on abump of ice and would not pull any farther. |
was forced to squeeze padt it. Theillumination | had seen from the street vanished, leaving only the
firdlight seeping around the closed stove door. My fire would not have lasted so long. The intruder must
have built one to keep himsalf warm while doing whatever it was he was doing in my cabin.

The darkness expanded to cloak the room absol utely for amoment, and something hissed again. Then
thelittle rectangle of firelight regppeared and snagged on two white, sharp teeth, and ignited apair of red
eyes, which | barely glimpsed before something heavy shoved me backward. Claws raked my upraised
arms, searing the cold-sensitized flesh, and | was overwhel med with the stench of decay and thefaintly
metalic scent of blood. | twisted on theicy ground and looked behind me astheflag of aretreating tail
rounded the corner of Stellas cabin.

Assuming theintruder gone, | fell gratefully into my cabin, and across something soft, yielding, and
bearing the faintly phosphorescent image of father'sface, its expression as reproving and pruney as that
of hiswidow. | did not even need for the image to fade before | knew the true identity of the dead man.
Thefinewoolen coat with the fur collar told me plainly enough that the Pinkerton man had finaly poked
his nose into one too many placeswhere it didn't belong.

CHAPTER XI11

&laguo; N &raguo;

So much for one theory. Papa's ghost was not the perpetrator of these crimes nor the vector of the
Deadly Miasma. Some other creature, the one with the fangs, claws, and glittering eyes, had attacked
Detective Norman and had no doubt attacked the others.

But when alady clad in aflimsy thegtrical costumeislying wounded in the snow with akiller beast on the
prowl on one hand, acorpsein her cabin, and the mounties hot on her trail on the other hand, she hasa
few more pressing concernsthat distract her from the purely logical andyses of the crime at hand.

Towit, it required no amazing feat of mental dexterity to tell methat my cabin, warm and inviting, though
crowded asit was, wasthe least safe place for mein al of the Y ukon Territory, save perhaps within the
embrace of abear. If found with the Pinkerton, | would be questioned. My disguise would not hold up to
the relentless badgering of the police. If | screamed, the same thing would ultimately happen. If | did not
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scream, the monster was likely to return and attack me. If | tried to drag the body elsawhere, which |
was not surein my ill-clad and debilitated condition wasfeasible, | would probably be seen, by Stella, if
by no one dse. Therefore, | did not remain in my cabin examining the corpse and the premisesfor clues.
| backed out so quickly | fell over my own feet, then threw mysdlf at Stellals door while emitting small
sguesking noisesindicative of panic.

In response, Stellawas making little babbling noises hersalf, the only distinguishable words of which were

"gpawn of Satan,” and "unholy evil." No close examination of her decor was needed to understand her
frame of reference. Her room was asliberdly plastered with old calendar pictures of Our Lordin as
many attitudes of agony and disgruntlement as the average miner's hove iswith pictures of scantily clad
women in poses of pleasure. Severd wooden crucifixes, their sculptural eements gaudily embellished
with gory painted details, added textural interest. Stellas clientele had to be either hardy soulsfully ready
to enjoy their fair share of guilt, shame, and responghbility for the morta sin of their illicit passions, or
perhaps members of the clergy in need of ahome away from home.

For succumbing to such temptation as this creature presented, the gentlemen probably should have
consulted one of Dr. Freud's colleaguesinstead of their local minister. Gaunt and bony, with drab hair
skinned back in onion ped fashion from her forehead, her thin mouth writhing with nonsense, her faded
eyes gelatinous with terror, Stellawas no one for whom | could imagine even the most desperate of men
risking the tiniest penance.

Wewere quite apair. | had no problem appearing as horrified and tremblous as she. Which was
fortunate, inaway. | was more than alittle relieved that no witty repartee was required, sincel feltinno
mood to assume my phony accent.

Aswe stood there gibbering in unison, | debated the possibility of having Stella scream so that she could
explain to the mounties about how she had just cracked her door for a breath of air when she saw this
man enter the poor foreign girl's cabin when along came the hideous fanged mongter that did himin.

Meanwhile, Stellamuttered, " The spawn of Satan stalks us, the antichrist repays us our trespasses and
we are doomed, doomed, doomed to damnation and the fires of hell and it serves usright for our
gnfulness and& mdash;”

And then she shut up, because she wasn't quite as ready for doom as she said and something was
scrabbling on the roof, banging at the stovepipe. She grabbed the nearest crucifix and whapped it against
thelow ceiling. | grabbed two more logs and threw them into her fire. Overhead claws scraped, wings
flapped, and something shrieked.

And outside, measured footsteps marched past Stellas door. Inside my head, awhisper told me it wasn't
nothin' in thisworld up there on that roof but alittle ol* blackbird with a broken wing tryin' to comein out
of the cold and atruly kind, truly good, truly carin’ lady would let such apore harmlesslittle ol’ critter
insde. Would INVITE it to come insde, 'stead of thumpin' a it with mean ol' crosses.

| was about to lean out the door and take alook at the poor little birdie and see what could be done to
fix it. Peculiar asit may seem to be ready to admit something that was clearly, under the circumstances,
redigticaly and vaidly threatening, | can only say that the voicein my head thistime, like the one | had
felt urging meto open my window in San Francisco, was overwhe mingly compelling.

But as| looked out the door, | saw Sergeant Destin march into my cabin. The entreaties of the "bird"
were overwhelmed by my redlization that if Stellawas going to scream, now would be agood timeto get
her to do 0. | was considering what would be the most effective and |east detectable way to dlicit that



scream without permanent or unforgivable damage to her person, when the scrabbling on the roof
increased for amoment and was followed by athump. Something dark, something that seemed to
swallow the starlight landed behind Destin. It landed on four paws and once more | saw thetail. Then, as
gracefully asadancer, it stood upright in abillowy garment that prohibited my detecting age or sex.

| was gill befogged from the hold the creature had had on my mind or | would have yelled awarning at
once, of course. | bore the sergeant no malice, just because he had falsely accused, arrested, and
imprisoned me. Fortunately, Stellawasjust crazy and not particularly sengtive. She saw what was
happening and screamed the scream she could have used to prevent the Situation from deteriorating so
rapidly had she only had the good senseto emit it earlier.

At the same time Destin yelled, then moaned, and | was trying to fling open the door again and not having
much luck because Stella had planted hersdf againgt it murmuring imprecations againgt evil, mongers,
and whatever.

Whilel wastrying to physicaly reason with her, something el se black billowed past the door crack and
aso lept toward my cabin and the presumably embattled mountie.

| grabbed the weighty wooden crucifix from Stella. It made agood wesgpon (from its heft it might have
been made of railroad ties), but | couldn't help wishing my hostess had at hand aless symbolicaly loaded
weapon, abroom perhaps. Thusarmed, | didodged Stellaand plunged into the fray, much asthe early
Crusaders might have againgt the Saracens.

My cabin door was open, the interior boiling with blackness. The Pinkerton's body was hadfway out the
door, and here and there aflash of ayellow-striped leg or ared deeve would streak out of the blackness
to be snatched back in again. | waded in with agood grip on the cross and bashed at the nearest
presenting surface. My intention was to bash repestedly, until the black things unhanded the sergeant, but
| didn't get the chance. With banshee-worthy shrieks, first one and then the other monster shrank from
my embattled righteousness into the depths of the room, which wasn't far, where they shriveled and
shrank and floundered. The sergeant, who had been suspended in midair and whose neck glistened with
ominous wetness, toppled, his head diving for theice. | leaned down to catch him as two screeches of
flapping blackness swooped over my head and out the door.

The screams of the monsters were joined by those of Stella, who had followed me into the street and
now stood with her hands againgt her ears, her mouth wide open, performing a veritable opera of
adarmed utterances.

Papalooked up at mefor amoment, but winked out as the sergeant stirred. All around me, cribs
emptied of people wearing everything from quilts to parkas, while the denizens of the saloons spilled into
the aley to view the unexpected floor show.

"What in tarnation?" Lurleen scolded from her doorway. "Ain't you people got no respect for other folks?
Evenif | didn't need my beauty deep, he sure asthe devil does!” | hadn't known shewasiin, of course, or
customer or no customer | would have enlisted her hospitaity instead of Stellas.

At thetime, | ignored everything and focused exclusively on the sergeant, lying there haf pillowed on the
dead Pinkerton.

Then | felt someone wrap me in something rather smelly and hairy, but soft and sowarmthat | redlized |
had been nearly frozen.

"Take her back to the Vein," Sashasaid.



| looked up. Shadowy faces surrounded me asif they were mourners at my funeral and | in my grave.
Strong arms lifted me upright.

Sashaknelt beside the sergeant and uttered little crooning noises, which sounded strangdly maternd until
her head jerked up and she snapped, "What do you stand around for? Someone help me carry him back
to the Vein before he, too, dies. Poor boy, poor sweet boy, to think you might have perished to this
madness& mdash;”

| wastrying to make sense of that asthe miner, | think it was Miles, half toted me through the circle of
vastly entertained bartenders, gamblers, prospectors, and girls.

By the time two miners and Sasha climbed the steps with Destin staggering between them, three more
mounties were bursting in the front door, among them Inspector Congtantine.

Destin was deposited on a sort of couch made of two chairs shoved together. Sasha bathed the wounds
at his neck while the mounties, after reassuring themselves that he was alive, rushed out to retrieve the
body of the Pinkerton.

Destin opened his eyes and revived somewhat. "Why, if it isn't the Widow Lamour! Y ou puir lassie, what
areyou doin' in this place? Have you been so reduced?'

Vadly Vladovitch wasthere, looking asif he had falen on theice and scratched his cheek, which borea
couple of arasons. He stood over me, kneading my neck and murmuring reassuringly for amoment,
then returned to atable where he had apparently been privatdly entertaining Drake.

"Ah, puir lady," the sergeant said again, obliviousto the fact that it was he who lay wounded and she who
ministered. "Y ou fel in with abad onein that evil woman. Suicide, my backside] "

"Shhh," Sashasaid.

"Now, woman, don't shush me. Twas awoman attacked me tonight and awoman, I'll bet, killed
Norman. Who else might it be but the one who was with you? Though | must say, | never thought her to
be so old as sheiis. The biddy who attacked me was verralong in the tooth indeed,” and he rubbed his
neck thoughtfully.

No one ever said the Scots were flexible people. The sergeant had his preconceived idea of my guilt and,
by heavens, he was going to stick withit.

When Congtantine returned, his face was grim. Two policemen brought Norman ingde and laid him on
the bar, which did nothing to discourage the clientele, now gleaned by our superior form of live
entertainment from al of the other establishments. They happily ordered drinks al around the deceased
and discussed his demise with averve and enthusiasm probably no one had ever accorded him during his
lifetime. The corpse's wide desth grin seemed to beam approvingly at them, making the body atolerable,
if dry, drinking companion.

"Now then, miss," the ingpector addressed Stella. "' Just when would you estimate this attack took place.”
"Demonsout of hell," Stellahissed a him. "Bloody fang and claw. Evil staksthe& mdash;"

"l see. Thank you. Constable Barnstable, | think this woman has sustained a severe shock. Perhapsthe
sstersof St. Mary's should have alook at her, en?”

Barngtable saluted smartly and set about executing orders, driving Stella, till babbling, ahead of him.



"Now then, this other lady, | understand, speaks only Spanish?' He stared down at me asif afraid |
might, being so strange, mistake him for atortillaand take abite out of him.

"Beggin' your pardon, Inspector, but | speek alittle Mex mysdlf,”" Drake said, rising lazily as smoke from
his place beside Vasily Vladovitch. "I reckon | can find out what you need to know."

| started to protest and covered it up with agargle and a cough. After dodging danger all night, was|
findly to be caught by the machinations of police procedure?

"Ah, how kind you are, Conaul Blake," Vaslly Vladovitch intervened suavely, diding himsdlf between the
inspector and me, "but you see, Miss Queridais not actualy Spanish, which, at any rateis very different
from the Mexican tongue usualy spoken on the borders of the United States. Sheis a Spanish gypsy,
and, like al gypses, her native tongue is an ancient one no longer heard e sewhere upon this earth. Her
Spanish isnot, perhaps, so good as your own.”

"Isthat s07" Drake asked alittle belligerently.
"Alas, yes."

"I have a question about this lass, since we're on the subject,” Destin said. "' happen to know that one of
the reasons Norman went to her place was that he'd been told by one of your girls that she didnacome
wi' the rest of ‘em on the boat. If she did not, and she didna pass my border, how did she come then?”

"Ah, how indeed? That isavery good question,” Vasily Vladovitch complimented him.

Sasha shrugged charmingly, "But, darling sergeant, did you not just hear Mr. Bledinoff tdl you? Thegirl is
agypsy. | wastold by one of her traveling companions when she arrived that her people entrusted her to
anomadic band of Siberian Eskimaos, who kayaked her across the Bering Straitsto their Alaskan
brethren, who then kayaked her down to the Y ukon, and further entrusted her to Indians with whom they
traded. It was these Indians who ddlivered her safely to her new employment. Sheisavery famous artist,
of course, and so her people wanted especidly to make sure she represented them here in the gold fields
of Dawson. Wdll-traveled people are marveloudy ingenious, don't you think?!

The sergeant grunted and fell back heavily against the chair, which made his neck leak again. Sasha's
tongue came out briefly, touching the corner of her mouth like a cat's as she mopped the wound. The
man was much weskened, though he actudly bled very little now.

At that point | started to thaw and everything else faded to relative unimportance. The heet of the stove
drove red-hot spikes through my limbs, and | wept while Lurleen patted my shoulder.

During that time the surgeon from Fort Herchmer arrived and examined the body, pronouncing it dead of
exsanguination. "Similar, in fact, to the body of Constable Faversham,” he added.

"But& mdash;" the other young constable said, "but if the same person or persons who killed Faversham
aso killed Norman, that means the L ovelace woman and that Purdy fellow are cleared, doesn't it?

"Not necessarily,” Destin roused himself to comment. "If thewoman is till dive. | never believed shewas
dead."

"But you must admit it ismore likely that you were mistaken, Sergeant,” Vasly Vladovitch sad with al
swest reasonableness. "And surely, with Mr. Purdy locked in your cell, he can no longer be under
suspicion. Perhaps Mr. Blake can undertake whatever legal procedures are necessary. | understand from
Miss De& mdash;from the Widow Lamour that the poor man is afraid his hands are now too roughened
to enable him to work asadedler. Y ou could assure him | can find somework for him here, eveniif itis



working on our woodpile"

Drake's eyes snapped. "Purdy? Alonso Purdy? Y ou think | ought to try to get him freed, do you? That
no-good-dirty-double-crossin’-lizard-lovin'-soggy-son-of-a-bitch! I'll see him and everyonein thisroom
in hell before I'll do any such thing. And with al due respect, Inspector, if you and your fine force even
look like you plan to turn him loose, I'll raise such an al-fired stink you'll swear there's a polecat
convention trottin' through with tailsraised al the wav between here and Washington, D.C."

"How you doin', honey?" Lurleen asked.

| groaned.

"Any chance of her stayin' here tonight?" she asked.
"Uh&mdash;" Sashabegan. '

"No," Vasly Vladovitch said. "No, she would undoubtedly be most comfortable back in her own
cabin& mdash;that is, if the police are quite finished with it?"

They were and back | went, bundled off before | had achanceto talk privately with either my employer
or Sasha. Vasily Vladovitch left alittle ahead of me, in fact, saying that he needed to return home and
attend to some urgent business. | wondered what could possibly be more urgent than what had aready

happened.

Lurleen's customer kindly did down to my cabin and built up the fire before we | eft, and someone |oaned
me some mukluks for the journey and someone ese a coat. L urleen waited with me while my washwater
got hot and her customer paced as nervously outsde as afirst-time father.

Assoon aswewere aone, | said, "Lurleen, | need your help. | smply have to learn more about what has
trangpired here, and | can go no further in theseridiculous clothes. | need a set of men's clothing. Can
you arangeit?'

"Was Sittin' Bull an Indian? Honey, | been separatin' men from their britches since before you was born.
Leaveit to Lurleen. How long do you need 'em? | can kegp him out of ‘em till next week if necessary.
Y ou can pay me back later for thetime."

"I can have them back before work tomorrow anyway."
"Fair enough.”

Bonetired, aching from the unaccustomed exertion of dancing in the chorus, my fingers and toes il
nipping with frosthite, | let mysdf be lulled to deep by the warmth of my fire until the door opened and a
quilt-wrapped figure dung a bundle of clothing in on the foot of the bed.

"Smell ought to keep you awake and anything else away from you, kid Watch your step, okay? Don't
know how I'll explainit to Curly if you bleed al over his Sunday go-to-meetin’ suit. Sorry | couldn't get
his union suit, but that's asort of a sacred object.”

Onewhiff of the clothing was as good as smelling sdts. | walked very quickly, for awoman in my
condition, the distance from my cabin to Vasily Vladovitch's, smply to keep the odor downwind.

| was alittle embarrassed to appear a my employer's house in such array, but its very unsuitability added



weight to my argument, | thought with atwinge of satisfaction &t finaly being able to have something in
my al-too-wild-and-not-nearly-woolly-enough life under control.

When | had knocked twice without response, | pushed open the door, which was unlocked asit had
been thefirst night. Dawn was still an hour away, but the room was shrouded in darkness. | was about to
leave when something white shimmered in the doorway and | beheld, perfectly independent of any
underlying structure, the full-length, life-gze spectre of papa, beckoning me.

Now, | am not the kind of person who just goes barging uninvited in to aman's home. But Papas
presence naturally, not to say supernaturally, engaged my curiosity and | felt | had to see what it was up
to. Also, | felt rather gpologetic toward poor Papa. | had been assuming that he was responsible for the
murders. After the events of the night, | now knew better.

Whether he went through the doorway to the kitchen or it went through him | couldn't say, but | do know
| about bumped my nose oniit trying to follow him. It creaked open, and | skinned through just intimeto
see Papa disappearing through what looked like the pantry curtain. He was still beckoning meto follow. |
had taken but a haf astep forward when the curtain ballooned as with agust of wind, and apair of
burning golden eyes appeared.

"Curseyou, Papa," | said. "How can you lead me into this and then abandon me?"

The golden eyesblinked. "Miss Vdentine?' Vasly Vladovitch's voice asked. "Whatever are you doing
here? 1t'skind of you to accept my invitation a long last, but regrettably | have dined heavily tonight and
couldn't possibly eat another drop.”

"l didn't come herefor food," | told him. "But light would certainly be welcome. Heavensto Betsy, Vasly
Vladovitch, however do you keep from injuring yourself bumping around in the darknesslike this?!

"Ah, my dear lady, you have discovered my secret. | am too vain, of course, to say so publicly, but | am
quiteliterally blind asabat. After so many years of working in dim rooms, | suppose, strong lighting truly
does not agree with me. But here, | will kindle acandlein honor of this most unexpected pleasure. If |
may be so rude, however, we have not long to converse. | must deep soon.”

"l undergtand,” | said, containing my pique at his brusqueness. | had aready been patient awhole week.
You'd think if a person took al the trouble to walk over to another person's house in the middle of the
night to talk about something that other person should have thought of along time ago and had, in fact,
promised to do, the other person could at least put off his beauty deep awhile. After dl, it was | who had
fought mongtersthat night and practically been arrested.

"Well, therearealot of things, redly,” | sad, hardly knowing where to begin. "But the most important, |
uppose& mdash;"”

"Yes, yes, let us have the most important,” he said. From the other side of the pantry curtain, | heard
what sounded like asnarl and& mdash;durping sounds.

| tried to look behind him, but he guided me with asted grip on my elbow back into the living room. "My
current lead bitch," hetold me. "A difficult creature. | am having problemswith her and have been
attending her sncel came home.”

"I'm good with animals. Perhaps| could be of assistance, | volunteered, asthe snarl turned to an amost
human whimper.

"Y our business, Miss Vdentine. | must ask you to state it and leave. As| say, you have caught meat an



awkward time. The sun will soon be risng and& mdash;"

"Well, redly! If you must know, Mr. Bledinoff, | wish to be paid for the transport of Mr. Lawson. Miss
Devineinformed me at the outset | would have to wait until we reached Dawson to receilve my sdary,
but I had no ideathat before it occurred to anyone that it was still owed me, | would be reduced to rags
and frogthite.”

My tone must have been rather more harsh than | intended, for he evidently did not appreciateit. His
own voice was cold ashe said, "Y es, and the great Vdentine Lovelace should not have to endure such
hardship, should she? Were she aive, she would no doubt be as upset asyou are. Rags are, however,
quite gppropriate to agypsy dancing girl."

That didit. "Now you see here, Sir. Thisgypsy dancing girl stuff isyour idea, yours and Miss Deving's,
and so was getting rid of my own clothing and putting meto ajob for which | have no gptitude and less
interest. All | asked for initialy was asmple st of men's clothing, but it was the two of you who wanted
to get fancy. Y ou were too busy entertaining that worthless scalp-hunting coyote-in-consul's-clothing
tonight to notice, but | was almogt killed and then nearly lost my hands and feet to frostbite while smply
returning to the little crib you so kindly, though | must say rather insultingly, chose to rent on my behaf
and a my expense. | suppose next you're going to tell methat iswhat has become of my trail money?"

"Asamatter of fact& mdash;" he began.

"Ahal A company store, isit? Well, I'll have you know | won't stand for it. Y ou may think you have me
over abarrd, but that isblackmail, ar, blackmail plain and smple, and | would rather hang than submit to
it!"

"MissLovelace, calm yoursdf. | meant no such thing. | naturaly had no ideayour circumstances were so
hard. Mine isademanding position, you understand. | had not planned on matters arranging themsalves
asthey have, for you or for me. If only you could know the problems | have had to cope with this week,
the greed, the jedl ousy, the avarice, the savagery. | can quite understand why many gentlemen in my
position avoid human contact atogether. Better to dink about the perimeter of society than to be forever
maligned, forever reviled even by those who know nothing. Y ou try to help people and what does it get
you? Trouble. Threats. Nothing but pain. No consderation at dl for my fedings. Surely you know
perfectly well, madam, after al | have donefor you, that | have not purposaly neglected you. When first |
brought you to my home, | never for amoment intended that you would ever be cold, or hungry, or in
want again. | look upon it asaholy duty to protect you from that possibility forever. But | am only one
being. Even | cannot handle everything.”

"l don't want everything, just my money,” | told him.

"Y our money! Y our money. How can aconfidant of the great dragon be so crass? | am becoming
disillusioned with you, madam," and he moved closer to me, hisvoice lower now. Remembering his
talentsasamesmerig, | kept my eyes determinedly on the moose above his head.

"Mr. Bledinoff, allow meto repeat. My hands and feet were nearly frozen off tonight. It'swell below
freezing out there now and getting colder every minute. The Klondike River is solid. Many of the creeks
arefrozen. | do not intend to join them, Sir. Do | make mysdlf clear?'

"Y ou do, and now | must regretfully respond with smilar clarity. Go. At once."

"Mr. Bledinoff, | need acoat. | need boots and ahat. This outfit is borrowed from aman who may make
trouble when he'sfound out he loaned it to me. It is not especialy warm—he couldn't be parted from his
union suit. 1& mdash;”



He drew himsdlf up to hisfull height and, there in that gloomy chamber, was more intimidating than |
imagined that courtly and amost foppish man could have been. "Leave me, Miss Loveace. We will
discussthislater, a atime more convenient for me."

And heforcibly cast meinto the snow. | charged back toward the door, enraged as abull, but two things
made me reconsider. One, of course, was that such behavior ill-befitted awoman of my maturity and
good judgment. | would not demean mysdlf by butting my head againgt aclosed door. | would smply
wait patiently and get back at him tonight in any way that seemed handy and dirty. Not that | am a
vindictive woman. | am the soul of sweet reason when reasonably treated. Under these circumstances,
however, | was ready to live up to my reputation as a murderess. All that stopped me was the face of
Papain Vasly Vladovitch'sfront door. My dear departed parent was laughing, but when | lunged for the
door, he shook his head decisively beforefading. | stared a where he had been, redlizing that the sky
had drained to dark silver and that | could make out the grain in the wood. More than aweek since the
constabl€'s death, and heaven only knew how many others, and | still was no closer to the truth than
before. | huddled into the borrowed mack and turned away, trotting down the path to the beach until the
hospital buildings|oomed ahead.

CHAPTER X1V
&laguo; " &raguo;

S. Mary's Hospital smelled of reused scrub water and acohol, overlaying the less savory effluviaof sck
humanity. Fresh damp swipes streaked the wooden floor and the ends of the white-painted iron
bedsteads. Behind celling-hung sheets, medicine bottlestinkled. Meta instruments clacked on trayswhile
black woollen robes brushed back and forth, back and forth, briskly in time with the footsteps of their
wearers. The men in thisward breathed noisily, their chestsrising and falling asif their ribswere called
upon to do strenuouslifting just to raise the frail veneer of flesh covering them.

A sster busily engaged with her dressing tray shot me alook so eoquent it made my knuckles ache as|
perused thefirst ward. | failed to see Larsson, so | made speedily for the second building.

My quarry lay directly opposite the sister's desk, which sister fortuitoudy was not occupying at thetime.
Hisface was wet with sweat and bore degp folds, asif it was a Swesater that had been stretched out of
place and never properly reblocked. A strip of bandage showed above the blanket tucked under his
armpits. The top was straight as paper, but the bottom had been shredded and the toes of one foot
poked through the tightly tucked bedding. A smple wooden cross hung above his bed. He stared
beyond me when | spoke hisname.

"Glad to see you're doing better, old fellow,” | said with assumed masculine heartiness.

He continued looking through me. His big hands clenched fistfuls of blanket into wads. | stuck my own
hand out for him to shake. "Pat Harper. | was with you on the boat when your friend waskilled. Just
heard what happened to you. Tough luck.”

"UndeDag?"

"No. No, Pat Harper," | repeated, and changed the subject. "I must say, you don't look haf bad for a
fellow who was bit by amoose."

"Moos=?'

"Of course, moose. The onethat bit you. Grow them mean up here, don't they?"
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He roused up and twitched in an agitated way, his eyes showing more intelligence now, and asort of
dazed bewilderment. "Y a, but dem was tame mooses. Cow and cdf. Uncle Dag fed ‘em. Dot wolf, he
got the calf. | heard the mama hollerin', but before | could get there with my rifle, the wolf hamstrung her
and tore out her throat. Then she got me then—then& mdash;" holding his head perfectly ill, herolled his
eyes downward, toward his bandaged middle.

"Did you see anything ds? A man? Or notice anything unusua about thewolf?' | asked eagerly, my
voice, | am afraid, rising an octave or two.

He shook his head.

At the doorway, asSster was saying, "1 don't care who you are, that anima must remain outside. If | let
you bring it in here, haf the patientswill be demanding we let their ded dogs deep with them.”

"Sigter, you're acompassionate woman. Have aheart. If | leave Loki outside on the ground, the dogs
might get him.”

"That, Mr. Lomax, iswhy God gave cats claws."

"'Scuse me, buddy, how long you plannin' to be?" | inquired of Lomax, leaving the sick man behind me
shaking his head like a broken toy.

"Who areyou?'
"Yes, who areyou?' Sster demanded, crossing her arms on her chest.

"I'm the fellawill look after the cat so these sick folks can get some rest around here, that'swho,” | told
them as| ambled over tojointhem. "That is, if thisgent isn't going to stay here dl day."

"Matter of fact, | can't stay too long. But Loki don't take to just anyone& mdash;"
Loki was dready rubbing my hand with hischin. "Tekesto me" | said. "I'll wait outsde.”
Lomax leaned down and Loki legpt lithely onto my shoulders.

My wait was not long, and the cat served as companion, ruff, and mittens while we stood outside the
hospitd. Though the animal's weight added to the crampsin my back, its vibrating warmth was so
welcomethat | was amost sorry to see Lomax return. He was shaking his head as he stepped out into
the cold.

"Thanks, son. | just want to check that building over there and see how Y oung Jack is comin' aong.
Won't beaminute.”

"He'snot inthat one, gir,” | said. "'l looked there earlier.”

But he was already on hisway. He had better luck than |, but, of course, | had not been looking
specificdly for London. "He's haler thismorning. Was out haulin' water for the sgters. Got atouch of
'nemiaand atouch of scurvy. Nothin' alittle decent grub won't fix. Same thing asiswrong with haf the
men up here" Loki changed shoulders again reuctantly. The ripe smdl of my clothing waswell worth
investigating, from the cat's viewpoint.

"If this country is so hard on cats, Captain Lomax, why did you bring Loki here?' | asked, giving the cat
onelast stroke.

Lomax shot me ashrewd sidewayslook. "I didn't. He was up here before me. Ship's cat one of the boys



had brought over from Norway had gone into port at Segttle. She, un, made friendsreal fast. Loki was
born on the trip up. Some of them boys on the Bear had ared strange sense of humor. So | took to
carryin' the kitten around with me. Saw no reason to change that.”

"Wasthe Bear your ship?'

He snorted. "Nah, | wasjust a passenger.” He gave me another dy sideways glance. "What makes you
think | had aship?

"Widll, they call you captain and you talk salty and&mdash;"” | sarted to mention al of the seagoing
books on hiswall, but redlized | hadn't seen them whilein my present role. "And you uh, just ook likea

Sea captain.”

"Like Long John Silver, you mean, only foreinstead of aft?' He pulled his hook from its pocket. The sun,
just rising, tinted it pink. The Y ukon was pink, too, diding duggishly aong beside us between banks
encrusted with pink ice.

| shrugged.

"l did loseit while aboard ship, actualy, but that wasin the war and | was acommon seaman, not a

captan.”

"Oh." For atimewewalked in silence together. The Sky grew light, the brilliant pink mellowing to a
blushing glow, like theinside of aseashell. The flakesfell tickling and wet, starring the cat's fur and
Lomax'shair.

"I'm going to be a captain though, as soon as we can dig out enough gold to outfit a steamer,” Lomax
said. "I'll navigate the Y ukon. I've read a pasde of books on the subject. Don't seewhy | couldn't learn
as easy as anybody. Main thing's gettin' to know theriver. If my whiskers and my talk make me acaptain
instead of an old gaffer to these boys, | figure they're just alittle premature. More polite to prove them
right than to make liars out of ‘em, wouldn't you say?"

Liarsout of them) Was everybody in thistown nothing but a humbug? On second thought, | wasnot in
much of aposition to stick my nosein the air on that score.

The snow spiffed up Dawson like afresh coat of paint. On my one previous daytime foray, the
haphazard, dapped-together, temporary and in-progress nature of the town had made it one of the
ugliest places| had ever seen, more of an overgrown camp than a city. Plumped with a couple of inches
of spanking white snow, however, the rooftops, the ruts, the lean-tos, the shacks, the raw, new log
buildings, even the piles of trash and debris, took on a custom-matched el egance, enhanced by pearly
plumes of smoke. The frosted spruces on the bluff opposite were washed with gold.

Our footsteps no longer crunched, but sank into muffled silence. As we descended onto Front Strest,
hunched men padded quickly past us, and what looked like apair of overgrown twelve-year-olds did
down the Street, the dick track of their boots like the wake of the ice worms the sourdoughsinvented to
torment newcomers. A six-dog team jingled past us, the driver whistling at his dogsto pass "on by, on

by:

Ahead, aline of men stretched around the front and down one side of the Alaska Commercid
Company's warehouse.

"What'sthisal about?' | asked.
"Thereésaship comin'in from Fort Y ukon today. Where you been, boy, out to the creeks? Everybody's



waitin' for supplies”
"But not you?'

"W, no. | seem to have come by some extra, courtesy of that lady who drowned herself last week.
Y ou musta heard about it."

"Oh, yes. Miss Lovedace, the novelist. She was on the ship with us. Very sad. A brilliant woman, and one
of the great talents of the century.”

"|sthat 07"

"Yesindeed, I&mdash;" | redized | had better control my tendency to eulogize mysdlf since Miss
Lovelace, as| very well knew, had had little occasion to get to know much of anybody on the ship. "May
sherest in peace,” | murmured decoroudly, and crossed mysdlf.

"Indeed," he said, and buried hisface in his hand, his shoulders shaking. Though it may have been
snowflakes melting on his lashes, his eyes seemed to sparkle with tears.

"Areyou quitedl right, Captain Lomax?"' | asked.

"Totell you the exact truth, I'm not,” hereplied. "1 am peeved iswhat | am, and though it wouldn't bea
good thing to tell them about it, I'm purely disappointed in the mounties. Here they are, the law of the

Y ukon, and they can't hang onto one gd, so I'm stuck with al her female doodads. 1'd appreciateit, son,
if you'd come aong and steady me some. | have a powerful temper, and if you wasaong I'd beless
likely to loseit where it would get me kicked out of the country.”

"|&mdash;wel, dl right."
"Youresure?'

"I can't think of anything I'd rather do than see mountie headquarters close up,” | assured him.

When | saw my outfit spread out on the duty officer's desk, | had to tell mysdlf to be aman and not cry.
Thereit dl lay; my practica winter things, the perfect rugged clothing for the tasteful gentleman
adventurer, clothing that would look al the more piquant, so | fondly hoped, on awoman of styleand
dash; my Annie Oakley skirt and my beautiful gown.

My food, parceled between Lomax and the mountie's storehouse, did not torture me withitsloss. Vasily
Vladovitch had a contract with asmall cafe adjoining the saloon, and though the fare was limited, it was
better than | could have cooked up from the remaining raw materials.

But, ah, those clothes, so warm and till smelling new, many of them not even worn! My body was numb
from the long wak across the length of Dawson, my thighs and armsfdt like logs, my hands and feet
were without feding. Oh, my beautiful new sturdy gumboots! Oh, my double-knitted mittens! Oh, my
gaoshesd

The congtable, assuming he was among other men, drew out apair of Sashaslacy drawers from under
the satiny skirts of the gown, and | snatched them away from him and held them behind my back.

"Some lads got no sense of humor," he said to Lomax.

"Some lads got respect for ladies," Lomax replied. Loki hopped down and investigated the skirts of one



of Sashasfancier gowns, which were piled with my plainer ones but separated from the more masculine
items. Lomax thoughtfully lifted my winter coat to his chest, then dipped it over hisarms. He was not
much taller than I, but barrel-chested and well developed of arm and shoulder. The coat failed to meet in
front and pulled over hisarms. "Musta been the corpse's stuff,” he said. "Can't see why them ladies
brought it, but it'stoo little for me or Egil or Jack. Too bad. Guess|'ll sdl it or tradeit.”

"No!" | sad, thinking how warm it would havefdt last night. "1 mean, Captain Lomax, | can't pay you
right now, but | have ajob and | sure do need clothes and& mdash;"

"You suredo,” he said, wrinkling his nose a the heat-enhanced aroma of my current wardrobe. "But
wha makes you think any of this stuff'd fit you?"

"Oh& mdash;uh& mdash;they just look like my size, | guess. If you could see your way clear to letting me
have them, | could pay you later& mdash;”

The door scraped open behind us and feet ssomped free of snow at the threshold. "Very well, Mr.
Purdy, you may be collectin' your persond effects and be on your way."

"Mighty kind of you, Sergeant. Don't know how you boys can bear to lose me since without meto chop
your wood you're probably gonnafreeze your asses off, but& mdash;”

"None o' that. Y ou go see Mr. Bledinoff, like told you, before we arrest you again for vagrancy,
loiterin', and no doubt disturbin’ the peace.”

"Yes, gr," Purdy agreed. | pulled the collar of my borrowed mack up around my face and sdled past
both of them toward the door.

"Day to you, Macom," Lomax said very cheerfully for aman so full of self-proclaimed indignation.

"Good day yoursdlf, Dag." The sergeant also seemed in unusualy good spirits, considering that he had
narrowly escaped being foully and fiendishly murdered the night before.

"If you'll Sgn here, Sr," the constable said.

"What about the groceries and hardware?' Lomax asked him. "There were some books& mdash;”
"Weéll distribute the supplies to those who have none.”

"Then hand them over,” Lomax said. "Mine haven't arrived yet, and it doesn't look like they will."

"Only half the goods are salvage, Dag," Destin reminded him. "Naturally the property of the Widow
Lamour needsto be duly returned to her, puir lass. If the wee bit the L ovelace woman had doesnado the
job, Dag, perhaps you should consider this. I'm just on my way to post it."

Lomax turned toward the door for light, and | was able to read over his shoulder and still not
overexpose mysdf to Dedtin's scrutiny.

THE UNDERSIGNED, OFFICIALS OF THE CANADIAN GOVERNMENT, HAVING
CAREFULLY LOOKED OVER THE PRESENT DISTRESSING SITUATION IN REGARD TO
THE SUPPLY OF FOOD FOR THE WINTER, FIND THAT THE STOCK ON HAND ISNOT
SUFFICIENT TO MEET THE WANTS OF THE PEOPLE NOW IN THE DISTRICT, AND CAN
SEE ONLY ONEWAY OUT OF THE DIFFICULTY, AND THAT ISAN IMMEDIATE MOVE



DOWN THE RIVER OF ALL THOSE WHO ARE NOW UNSUPPLIED TO FORT YUKON,
WHERE THERE ISA LARGE STOCK OF PROVISIONS. WITHIN A FEW DAYSTHE RIVER
WILL BE CLOSED, AND THE MOVE MUST BE MADE NOW, IFAT ALL.ITIS
ABSOLUTELY HAZARDOUS TO BUILD HOPES UPON THE ARRIVAL OF OTHER BOATS.
ITISALMOST BEYOND A POSSIBILITY THAT ANY MORE FOOD WILL COME INTO
THISDISTRICT. FOR THOSE WHO HAVE NOT LAID IN A WINTER'SSUPPLY TO REMAIN
HERE ANY LONGER ISTO COURT DEATH FROM STARVATION, OR AT LEAST A
CERTAINTY OF SICKNESS FROM SCURVY AND OTHER TROUBLES. STARVATION
NOW STARES EVERY MAN IN THE FACE WHO ISHOPING AND WAITING FOR
OUTSIDE RELIEF. LITTLE EFFORT AND TRIVIAL COST WILL PLACETHEM ALL IN
COMFORT AND SAFETY WITHIN A FEW DAYSAT FORT YUKON OR AT OTHER POINTS
BELOW, WHERE THERE ARE NOW LARGE STOCKS OF FOOD.

It was signed by Inspector Constantine, D.W. Davies, the collector of customs, and Fred Fawcett, the
gold commissioner, and dated September 30. How strange for the dead of winter, with starvation
pending, to come so early.

"Aye, well, | hope you can trust me not to rob the lady, Macom. I'll just take al of thisaong so she can
sort her own from my savage,” Lomax said and bundled the clothing into a blanket and dung it over his
shoulder, accentuating his resemblance to Saint Nicholas. Loki jumped onto the bag and clung
precarioudy.

"Here, Purdy, make yourself useful and pack these goods up to the Rich Ven. Follow Lomax."

"From abeaver to agoddamn mule in one day,” Purdy grumbled, but shouldered a burden bigger than he
was.

When we were well past Fort Herchmer, Lomax gave a deep sigh and set his pack down. " Got to lighten
thissome," he mumbled, then plucked the men's clothing from the pack and struck me across the chest
withit. "Here you go, son. Y ou want to carry this stuff, you can haveit.”

"I&mdash;thanks" | said. "Captain Lomax, 1& mdash;”
"Forget it," and walked away, L oki'stail tapping the bundled blanket.

| raced down Paradise Alley, bolted into my cabin, stripped off my smelly borrowed raiment, and
contemplated my new wedlth. Sadly, | redlized | could not wear the union suit, trousers, or shirt whilein
my guise as Corazon, but | could not resist using the wraps. Pulling on the cancan costume, my gal oshes,
hat, muffler, mittens, and Hudson Bay coat, | crept to the door of Lurleen's cabin and, hearing no noise
from within, stealthily opened the door and tossed the smelly borrowed finery in, pitying Lurleen her
profession. Stellas door dammed sharply.

| returned to my cabin and swept my new clothesto one side of the cot. | was both very excited by the
events of the morning and very weary and sore from the events of the previous night. While | wastrying
to decide whether to deep or to join Lomax at the Vein and await news of the steamer, a shadow passed
my window and | heard arap at my door.

Before | could answer, Maisie popped her head in. "Millie and | were just headed over to Madame
Tremblay's and thought you might like to come aong, honey. | saw how bad off your costume was last



night and& mdash;"

"Oh, for pity's sakes, Maisie, you know she cain't understand a word you're sayin',” Milliesaid, and
swept in and picked up my rumpled costume from the floor. Maisie grabbed my arm and pulled meto
my feet and down the street to Madame Tremblay's.

Although | have never been much of aclothes horse, within the dressmaker's emporium surrounded by a
prismatic display of ribbons, laces, feathers, beads, bolts of slks, satins, cotton, taffeta, woolens, and
imported Parisgowns, | felt like atoothless elder in achewing gum factory.

| was too exhausted and too full of aches and painsto pay much attention to detail. Maisefingered the
fabrics, held the dresses against her, curled abit of lace around her wrist. She wore a high-necked red
woolen dress with some sort of anima tailsfor trim. Millie's dress was more summery, with big deeves
that poked through her cloak. She wore a high feathered hat that promptly came off as did her cape
while she rushed around scooping up this costume or that one and studying her reflection in Madame's
big floor mirror.

The establishment was not large, little more than atwo-room cabin, with the storein Madame's Sitting
room. A curtain separated the store from her deeping quarters, and from there issued murmurs and the
clack and tromp of atreadle machine.

Thisingpired meto bestir my tortured muscles and inquire through the curtain if my costume could be
mended before the evening performance.

A hand reached through the curtain. | deposited the costume. More clacking and tromping and afew
moments later asmall dark woman, frail asabird in gppearance, flung the curtain asde.

"What have you been doing with this gown?" she asked. " Conducting boxing matches? It will cost you
fifty centsfor the slk, though | cannot match it and will have to reinforce the red with black, which will
giveyou rather daring stripes down the Sde, you see?’

| saw. | also saw that | didn't have the fifty cents and started to take the costume back.

Maisewasjust then lifting awide strip of black velvet ribbon to her throat. Millie had aready opened her
collar and was seeing how much of abow lent the effect she wanted. Just below the tie, | saw the red
mark on her neck.

"Put it on Mr. Bledinoff'shill, please, Madame Marie," Maise said. "And | think welll wear these."

Milliewas swathed in yards of black organdy trimmed with black ribbons and tiny garnet buttons. "What
do you think of thislittle number, Miss Adanopolis? Think thiswill be enough to keep ol’ aligator-breath
bedridden for the rest of the winter?'

"Oh, look herel Madame, how much are these?' cried Maisie as she held forth frothy black silk and lace
bloomers, camisole, and a ddlicate web of a petticoat to match. "Oh, and this! Oh, mercy, do they redly
wear things like thisin Paree?' Shetied the red ribbons of the black lace wrapper low on her bosom and
swirled, thelace fanning in acircle from her shoulders like the waters of awhirlpool. Her neck ribbon,
lightly tied, fell to the floor. The angry red mark above her collar spun before my eyes as she pirouetted.

The shop was dark log, low ceilinged, and cramped, crammed with the headless torsos of mannequins
flaunting their finery, the jungle of ribbons and lace squirming like tentacles. The potbellied stove
smmered in athick sauce of perfume and yeasty body smells. Giddy gigglesfrom Maise and flashing
hematite eyes devouring areflection that wavered and dimmed, wavered and dimmed. Millie danced with



the black gown and waggled ared feathered fan over her head.

| had to get out. Half-doubled over, | bolted for the door, but Millie snagged my wrist and cgjoledina
babyish voice, "No, no, Cory, don't go. Y ou have to have anew dress, too, Vassy says. New number.
Black for everybody. Black and red. Red and black. Right, Madame? Tray oo lala, huh?'

New number my foot! I'd seen those marks on Sasha, on Gisdlle, and now on these two. At the same
time. Two at once. | was virtually in the clutches of aman who not only had weird ideas about how to
seduce women, but who had not even the restraint to stick to one at atime. Worse, these girls seemed
not to mind that he was after them both. Well, | was not about to be added to the collection. For al
practical purposes, thistrip had dready made me adance hdl girl, amurderess, and asuicide. Evenif it
had cost me my reputation, it was not going to cost me my honor. Having kept it for over three decades,
I'd grown used toit, and if | was going to loseit, it would certainly be to someone more salective than
Vasly Vladovitch Bledinoff.

Storming back to my cabin, my head cleared just enough that | realized | was even more confused than |
thought. The girls who bore the bossslove bites were not the only onesto sport the marks of such
bizarre canoodling. | had seen them on father, on Wy Mi, on other victims of the Deadly Miasma. The
necrophiliac implications of that were so disgusting that | Smply closed them out and determined to avall
myself of the better part of valor. Arraying mysdf once morein men'sattire, thistime new and rather
cleaner than | was, | returned to the warehouse at about three o'clock in the afternoon, just in time to see
the Bdlla appear around the bend bel ow town and battle the floating ice to the landing.

Lomax and a shakey but upright London stood talking together by the corner of the warehouse. A man
next to them said, "Wadll, I'll bet those boys who hightailed it downriver are egtin' their hearts out now.
What with the Weare comin' in day before yesterday and now this, why, | don't see why we can't al get
through thewinter."

"Depends,” Lomax said.

| lost track of them then, asthe ship tied up and the men pressed forward to help in the unloading. The
results were disappointing. When dl the boxes and bundles were unloaded, only seventy-five tons of
freight sat on the dock.

CHAPTER XV

&laguo; N &raguo;

The duty constable, his carroty mustache bristling with frogt, strode through the crowd and tacked up a
new notice. He was striding away again when a peacoat-clad sailor intercepted him and dropped a
bundle at hisfeet. "Mail. Got hung up in Fort Y ukon. Been there amonth or so."

With that perfunctory message, the seagoing postman started to return to his ship. But Lomax was
standing near the landing, eyeing the steamer with the air of a connoisseur.

"Why, if itisn't Cgo'n Lomax!" the sallor said. "Ready to hireme on yet, Sr?"
Lomax shook hishead. "Not yet. Soon'sit pansout, I'll send you word."

"You do that, Sr. By theway, that mail? Was amite scattered when we collected it. Saw aparce in
there from London, England. Had your name on it."
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"A book? Wasit abook, lad?"
But the sailor was gone.

Lomax, lesslike Santa now than one of the jolly gent's recipients, accosted the constable at once. |
skirted around them and joined the cluster of men around the note.

"What the devil doesthe damn thing say?' one of them asked.
"Can't you read, Blasngame?'
"Hel no. What doesit say?"

"Damned if | know. | never did get the hang of that Stuff.”

NOTICE ISHEREBY GIVEN THAT ALL PERSONSWHO ARE NOT SUFFICIENTLY
PROVIDED WITH FOOD FOR THE COMING WINTER WILL BE TAKEN OUT FREE OF
CHARGE ON THE STEAMER BELLA, WHICH WILL LEAVE TOMORROW (SIC) AT NOON.
THEY SHOULD REPORT AT THE ALASKA COMMERCIAL COMPANY'S STORE
TOMORROW MORNING AT 8 OCLOCK AND SIGN AN AGREEMENT ASTO THEIR
TRANSPORTATION. THEY ARE ADVISED TO TAKE SUFFICIENT FOOD WITH THEM TO
LAST THEM TO CIRCLECITY, ASNO MEALS CAN BE SERVED ON THE STEAMER.
SUFFICIENT SUPPLIES CAN BE OBTAINED AT CIRCLECITY TO LAST TO FORT
YUKON.

THE CANADIAN AUTHORITIESHAVE ARRANGED WITH THE ALASKA COMMERCIAL
COMPANY TO FURNISH FREE TRANSPORTATION.

C. CONSTANTINE,
INSPECTOR NORTHWESTERN MOUNTED POLICE
DAWSON, SEPTEMBER 30, 1897

There were only two happy facesin the entire crowd. One was mine, dthough my fedingswere not
unmixed, for | hated abandoning even aweb of trouble so seemingly insoluble asthe oneinwhich | had
heretofore been ensnared. The other was Lomax's. He stroked the leather bindings of alarge black book
and lesfed gleefully through its pages. When the other men gathered in groups discussing the Situation, |
sought him out, but he was drifting down the road and was already deeply into his book. Had | known
what those pages contained, | would have overtaken him and wrestled him for it, for between those
coverslay many of the answersthat had e uded me for so long.

London drifted into the Vein, dong with aknot of other men exclaming over the notice, how THEY
never would be quitters and let alittle thing like starvation worry them, while others said that yessiregbab,
THEY knew enough to comein out of the rain& mdash;or out of forty below, asit were, at least long
enough to get fresh provisions and atrip back to American soil.

Naturaly, each side listened atentively to the arguments of its opposite number, with much resulting
ydling and throwing about of figs. | dipped through the melee and hurriedly past the bar, for | did not
trust my disguiseto fool Lane, and took the sairstwo at atime. Sasha Devine answered my summons



only after repeated knocks.

Her face asit peeked around her door was once more darmingly pale, but her grip asshereded mein
was as strong as amiser's on his cashbox.

The beaded curtain hung in ashimmering unbroken pattern across the entry to her bedchamber, and the
little Sitting room was shrouded in gloom.

"V ahlenteena, wherever did you get such aridiculous costume? Y ou look like alumpy little boy. Why
have you awakened me?| was planning to deepin.”

"Sasha, | require my wages. | spoke to Mr. Bledinoff about the matter this morning and received no
satisfaction. Sinceit was with you | made the arrangements, | expect you to honor them. | cannot abide
the goings on around here and can make no progressin clearing my good name while forced into this
hideous charade. | will not be classed with women who think so little of themselves asto pursueen
masse the same man, and one who returnstheir affectionsin such an odious manner at that. Frankly, | am
shocked that awoman of your caibre would link yourself to such aman and permit such practicesto be
inflicted upon you, but that isyour lookout. Still, I'd think you'd be darmed at how unhygienicit dl is.
Why, | have learned of several people who have died, apparently from contagion from those hideous
woundsyou dl find so gppeding. Hell's bells, Sasha, what's wrong with smple kissing?'

Her hand flew to her throat and caressed the side of her neck benesth the midnight velvet flounces of her
wrapper. She stared me down, her eyeslike molten pennies, and | recalled once more the rumors of her
aristocratic birth. She knew how to push people around al right.

"Vahl," shesad, 'Y ou are sounding priggish again, and it ismost unaitractive. Who are you, you silly girl,
to cast judgment on the cultural practices of people whose existences are so remote from your narrow
little world? | will not be awakened only to listen to you babble nonsense. Who are these other women to
whom you refer, and what dreadful things are we al supposed to be doing?’

"I&mdash;l don't believe| careto go into it with you right now. But after tonight you'll haveto find
another Spanish dancer. | am sick to death of sscomping around and trying to look dramatic to a
flamencoed-up version of 'Daisy Bdll.' | want the money that is owed me, and we will part with no hard

fedings"
"Hah!" she said with asingular lack of € oquence.

"Hah! yoursdlf. By theway, if you want the bar intact, perhaps you should go down and break up the
fight that was Sarting as| came up. Lane can't possibly hold them off forever.”

But all was quiet once more as| descended the steps. The factions had broken off into their respective
groups. Each group was now drinking and talking with others clever enough to appreciate the correct
viewpoint. London sat with another man whose back was to me and concealed by the hood of his parka.

"Yesdr, you see, | have been having the damndest time thinking like adog to get the character of Fang
correct. All that sniffing and davishness. | can't understand why adog that's half-wild would ever taketo
aman, no matter how kind."

"Right thereswhere you're goin' wrong, son. See, awolf isnever davish, but it does have a degp respect
for the pack |eader& mdash;the dominant wolf& mdash;and no matter whether it likesit or not, it will bow
to thewill of that leader. It'snot like an ol' dawg, whufflin' and dobberin'. No sir, awolf isred specid. A
lonewolf, of course, doesn't have aleader mogtly, but it rememberswhen it did have& mdash;”



"Thank you, Mr. Blake. | never redlized bein' an American politician in Canada qudified aman to know
so much about wolves," Jack said. The funny part was he seemed genuinely to mean it and was
scratching his upper lip and writing himself anote.

From an unlit corner alittle to my right, Purdy's disembodied voice oozed, "Can't think who'd be better
qudified than him, though | didn't think even lowdown mangy coyoteswent around tellin' their family
secrets.”

But fortunately at that moment a heated dispute arose in another area of the room and no one heard him.
No doubt recalling the rigors of the woodpile, he did not seefit to add to his commentary.

My poor patched costume had been carelessy flung across my bed. | joined it and tried to deep, but my
aching muscles and racing thoughts allowed me no rest.

It occurred to methat | had been much more grief-stricken back in San Francisco than I'd realized. With
Papa's sterling example aways before me, no one had better cause than | to know the dangers of
entering into business propostions with friends. Or the difficulty of collecting from them. And yet |, the
victimin early years of many such dedls perpetrated by my pater, had falen into just such atrap mysdlf.
What else but the insanity of bereavement could have possibly induced meto plunge pennilessinto a
scheme that would take me thousands of milesinto unknown country with an unscrupulous companion on
only an unwritten promise of payment? Of course, an ironclad contract would have done me no more
good in my present circumstances, but that was no excuse. | knew very well from trying to collect from
Papal's bosom friends that such collection took every ounce of guile, guilt, and downright bullying abody
possessed. In my own case, bullying would obvioudy not do, and reason and appedl to finer ingtincts had
dready falled. Blackmail it was, then.

| pulled on my mended costume and charged through the premature darkness of the late arctic afternoon
into the lamplit dance hal. Mr. Lane was done, polishing the bar with acloth when | camein. When |
started up the stairs, he shook his head and rolled his eyes, but | disregarded the warning.

Whispers came from behind Sashas door. If it had been shouts I'd have plunged right into the fray, but
people whispering obvioudy don't want to be interrupted. | was sure they'd prefer that | eavesdropped.

"Sasha, my darling, you wrong me. Y ou do not understand that thisisal apart of my great plan. Believe
me, when | am through thistown will be like no other in the history of the world, and our show will be,
quiteliterdly, immortd.”

"When you are through we will have atown with one less entertainment establishment because the owner
cannot learn to keep histeeth out of thetill! My God, Vasily Vladovitch, there are a dozen other saloons
intown. Why don't you pick on their girlsand leave my staff done?'

"Because | don't know their girls, and if | am to practice restraint, | must feel something for thegirl or |
get carried away and& mdash;oh, you know how it goes, my love. By the sametoken | cannot trust
mysalf with great passion such asthat | fedl for you. So | have alot of friends. Thisissoterrible? | told
you aready that despite my great love and admiration for you, | needed to see other people. So, if we
areto have theenduring love | envision for us, must you."

"Yes, but | did not mean you could take every girl in the house and turn her into alovelorn zombie. It
makes mefed such afool.”

"They are happy. What can | say? Why should it bother you? | promise you they will not mind, and
neither should you."



"l do, and you know damn good and well they would dso if they were not so spellbound by
you& mdash;" Her voice sank from ahissto amoan so that | dmost heard her melt. "None of them can
resst you any more than 1& mdash;oooh, Vasily Vladovitch, master of my nights& mdash;"

"Ah, Natasha Alexandrina, my little blood sausage& mdash;"

"Kindamakes your heart go pitty-pat, don't it?" avoice whispered behind me. | whirled.
"Purdy!" | said.

"Howdy, MissVdentine. Buy afdler adrink?'

| hadtily steered him back down the stairs. From hisremark, he had heard only the last of their
conversation. Hewasin no pogition to know as| did that Bledinoff, the greet mesmerist, wasusing his
talent to bend innocent& mdash;well, of some things anyway& mdash;women to hiswill. Had Purdy
known, I'm sure he would have interrupted that private conversation to demand lessons.

"l am so glad to see that my entrestiesto Mr. Bledinoff have not been in vain and that he has seento it
that you werefreed,” | murmured to him at thefoot of the sairs.

"Oh, areyou?| wish to Pete you'd entreated alittle faster, darlin', causeit's going to take my hands ahell
of along timeto hed up. Actudly, | don't think your friend had much to do with it. Accordin' to Sergeant
Dedtin, ol' Drake& mdash;he's cdlin” himself Blake now and claimsto be a palitician, which awayswas
the job for which he was best suited, other than 'deceased’ if you ask me& mdash;threw his weight
around in front of the head mountie, and that gentleman didn't cotton to bein' treated like a peon. He got
to sudyin' on my casered quick and found they redlly didn't have agoldern thing on me any more. You
know, I'm gtill med a

that-son-of -a-somethin'-1-shoul dn't-tal k-about-in-front-of -a-person-of -the-femal e-persuasion, but |
should give him abig ol' doppy kiss. He done me ahdl of afavor. Which ismorethan | can say for you.”

"l toldyou I tried,” | said. "And redlly, we can't go on talking. Everyone here thinks I'm a Spanish gypsy
named Corazon. My life depends uponiit.”

"Doesit now?" he asked in avoice that could be heard clear to Skagway.
"Shhh& mdagh;"
" am takin' no more rgpsfor you, sweetheart. |& mdash;ayeyi yi."

SashaDevine, clad in agown of black satin with a red high-necked bodice embroidered with spangles of
J€et prisms, was descending the sairs. "Mr. Purdy, our new dedler. | am delighted to meet you. | am
Saaasha. Thisismy place. You likeit?' Shewaslooking deeply into hiseyes.

"Yes, ma'am," he said fervently, never dlowing his gaze to stray from hers.

"Good. Let me seeyour hands." He held them out as obediently asasmal child. "Ahh, thepamsarein
bad shape. Tell me, Mr. Purdy, may | cal you Alonso?' Sherolled his name around on her tongue asif it
were afinewine.

CHAPTER XVI
&laguo; " &raguo;

"Darlin’, you may cal me Ulysses S. Grant if you take anotion, and | won't bat nary an eyelash.”
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"Alonso, you look to me like more than atinhorn gambler. | seein your eyesthe senstive soul of afellow
artigte. | don't suppose you play the guitar?"

"With these paws?"
"Y our fingertips are not adversely affected.”

"That'strue. Hell, just cause my hands are three inches longer on account of the callouses shouldn't stop
me. Why, any Texan worth the splinters on the mountie woodpile can play alittle Mex'can guitar when he
takesamind to, even if he's been shoving souvenirs of the north woods up hisfingernals.”

"Then you will play something appropriate behind our star Spanish dancer, Corazon?' Sheindicated me
with agracious wave of her hand. "I seethat you are aready becoming friends.”

Sashasmiled a me, thereby demondtrating her good faith by trying to solve the smalest of al of my
complaints. It wouldn't work, | vowed, as| danced onto the stage for the last time, flirting my rufflesand
making wide eyeswith therest of the girls. | was beginning to fed alittle conspicuous. Asof tonight, |
was the only one in the chorus not sporting ablack velvet choker.

Maisie explained it between numbers. "We had the funnest little party last night at the hotel. Honey, you
shoulda been there. Vassy was afraid we'd got oursalves upset by al the excitement, and so he brought a
few bottles of this genuine, authentic, French red wine over, and we played spin the bottle. I'm not sure if
it wasthe wine or Vassy, but boyoboy, something sure had akick to it."

"Was that why he authorized the shopping spree?’ | asked.
"Y eah, waan't that swell?'

With no regt, little food, and so many unanswered questions running through my mind, | found the
dancing puretorture, but at least my limbs had gained some flexibility and strength during the week,
athough nothing like that of the other girls. Purdy took hisfull measure of revenge by setting akilling pace
with hisguitar. | scopped right in the middle once and ssomped my foot at him to desist, but he struck
another chord. | somped again, but he paid no attention, so | kicked at him, most irritated that | could
not tell himwhat | thought of him in plain English. When | finished, the crowd was on its feet, cheering.

"W, godamighty, sheis dive," Millie said. "Honey, that isthe most energetic performance | have ever
seenyou give.”

Purdy grinned vicioudy a me.

| ignored both of them and headed for the bar. During my number, | had spotted the entrance of what
gppeared to be a particularly long-legged humpbacked muskrat. Lomax shed hisfur and met me halfway.
He carried something bulky tucked closeto his peacoat as he wound hisway through the comradely
crowd, bellowing greetings to those who bellowed firgt, tweaked Loki'stail, or inquired about Larsson. |
was gtill two yards away when he thrust the package a me.

"Here" hesaid.

Though | would have thought hisface was aready asred from the cold asit could get, it grew suddenly
redder. Of course, Lomax apparently had ataste for dark-haired exotic ladies, judging from his previous
marriage, but | had not realized until then that my thegtrical persona had made such animpression on him.
| dipped my eyes beneath my fan and tried to be surprised, but the oilcloth covering gave the surprise
away. Inddewasadl of my feminine appardl, old and new.



"Miss Devine saysthat stuff isn't hers and theré's no need for it to go to waste," he said, and winked.
"For some reason, | just knew thiswould fit you."

He chuckled and stroked the cat in a sdlf-satisfied way as | sorted through the packet of warm feminine
things, unmentionableswithout holesin them, and my ill-uninitiated ball gown! But the clothing, of which
| seemed to be acquiring agreat deal in one day after practically parading in Godivafashion all week,
meant far lessto methan what | saw in hisface. And that was a certain complicity. He no more believed
me a Spanish dancing girl than he had believed me ateenage boy. Of course, no one esewas as
perceptive as he and we had to keep it that way, but till, | was overjoyed to attain attireand an dly in
onefdl swoop.

Asaprofessona practitioner of words, | could have formed an eoquent verba expression of my
gratitude, had | been able to do so in English. However, for appearance's sake, | could hardly respond in
amanner gppropriate to Vaentine Lovelace, noveist and popular historian, but had to conform to my
assumed role. Fortunately, | am quick thinking. | realized immediately what congtituted the proper and
expected behavior for adance hal girl of passionate L atin antecedents who speaks no English and must
convey aresponse for agenerous and thoughtful gift from an attractive patron.

| threw my arms around his neck and tried to kiss his cheek. To my embarrassment, and | supposein the
privacy of these pages| can admit, pleasure, he spoiled my aim and we ended up in arather prolonged
embrace with decidedly osculatory overtones. Loki sprang from Lomax's shouldersin disgust and sat on
the package until we regained our senses,

Thefirgt part of that night was as ddightful astherest of it was dreadful. Despite, or perhaps because of,
the bizarre attacks of the previous night, business was even livelier and rowdier than usua. Perhapsit was
because the weather had suddenly turned quite serioudly cold, and word had come with the Bella that no
more shipswould be coming up the Y ukon because of the extremely low watersin and around the

Y ukon flats. Throughout the show, befurred sourdoughs, shivering cheechakos, and afew that fell ina
middle category, being newcomers smelling of new winter woolens and hastily acquired furs, kept
arriving, some carrying untried snowshoes in case the snow deepened too suddenly for them to return
home without that aid. But once inside, with fur hats on hooks or pushed back and boots removed to

add pungency to the aromaof the room, everyone made merry.

Between shows, and after thefinal curtain, Lomax, the cat, and | formed a Samesetrio, the cat on his
shoulders and me tucked under his good arm as we coursed the room. Findly, he selected atable near
thefire. | had momentarily forgotten my resolution to board the Bella, forgotten the murders, forgotten
my suspicions of Vadly Vladovitch, had dmost forgotten my multiplicity of identities while basking in the
glow of this new association. Lomax's preoccupation took a different course, however. When we were
seated and | was just beginning to be frustrated because | could not tell him all that had occurred since |
left him and what my theories were on the matter, he opened his book and commenced to read as
serendy asif he had been in hisown cabin.

| tried to read over his shoulder, but Loki'stail kept flipping up in my face, and heaven forbid | should
didodge the beast. | nudged Lomax, but he was so engrossed he didn't seem to notice until London
arrived and presented himself in away that could not possibly be ignored.

"Hey there, Dag, where you been today? | been looking al over for you."
"Been readin' thisbook. | tell ya, Jack, it's somethin'.

"How about reading it aloud then? 1'd like to hear it and | bet some of the boys would, too. Hey, Miles,
commere. No-Coat, look here at this book Cap'n Lomax got today. What's it about, Dag?"



" 'Bout aguy meets a bunch of wolves and thisrich fellawith alot of nasty habits."

"Likewhat?" Miles asked, leaning forward eagerly.

"Bitesfolks. Drinks blood. Turnsinto abet, al kindsastuff.”

"What'sthe name of it, Dag?' Lane called. "Read it loud enough and I'll seethat you don't get thirsty."

"It'scadled Dracula. Some Irishman named Stoker wrote it. Just came out thisyear. My sster in London
sent it to me. | started reading it this afternoon and can't put it down. Tried to read doud to Egil some,
but hefell adeep and it seemed to upset the Ssters.”

"Wouldn't upset me. Read it to me. A brand new book, now that's arare treat. Hey, Herriford, Ladue,
Parr! Come on over here and look at this."

That was the end of my chance for awar conference. The aforementioned and severd others, including
Purdy, crowded around our table while refreshments were provided. Sasha smiled with arather superior
indulgence from across the room and started to undulate toward us, but at that moment Blake entered
with Gisdlle on hisarm, and she rgpidly recaled something that needed doing € sewhere.

My other preoccupations melted away quickly as Lomax began reading, at first hatingly and in asort of
monotone. His voice quickly picked up color and vibrancy as he continued, though sometimes he read
too quickly to be understood. | listened breathlesdy, for the longer he read, the more | realized that this
book was far more pertinent to my present difficulties than anything | had encountered so far. The rapt
faces of the circle of miners, the Snister pulsation of the lamps acrosstheir features, and Lomax'svoice dl
faded as my mind's eye recreated the beginnings of atale of monstrous power and subversion of the
humean spirit.

Lomax took a swallow of sarsaparillaat the end of the first chapter in which the hero was surrounded by
ravening wolveswho seemed, in avery familiar way, to be under the control of some force grester than
themsdves.

Wild Miles shifted uneasily. "The way those wolves are acting. That's not naturd,” he said.

"Loup garou, Miles" his partner, Emile Piersee put in. "Werewolves, asyou say. Oh yes, that ishow he
act, theloup garou.”

"Yesdr, that'sright,” Purdy added. "Not just wolves people turn into either. Why, | used to have me a
little Mexican girlfriend whose gramma could turn into a puma.”

"Will you shut up so the man can read?’

The last words of chapter four& mdash;" At least God's mercy is better than that of these monsters, and
the precipice is steep and high. At its feet aman may degp& mdash;as aman. Good-bye, dl!

Minal"& mdash;died away, and Dag paused to take asip of one of several more sarsaparillas that had
miraculously appeared at hiselbow. | had not noticed the approach of Drake, who with Gisdlein tow
stared at Lomax with undisguised disgust. | turned sideways and scooted protectively closer as Dag
began to read from Lucy's letter to Mina.

Drake's voice, which betrayed the amount he had had to drink before he entered our premises, cut
through the story. "What you runnin’ here, darlin?* he called across the room to Sasha, "asaloon or a
library? These boys gonna go loco mixin' drink with that kinda horseshit. Werewolves, blood-suckin'
ladiestrottin' around in their nighties, vampire counts. Hell, ain't no blood-suckers around here'cept ol
Bleed-Enough hissdf."



Vadly Vladovitch chose that inauspicious time to return. Shaking out his cape and placing hisfur sedl hat
on anail by the door, he asked, "Were you referring to me, Consul Blake? | fear you mispronounce my
name. It haswhat you would cal ashort e& mdash;eh eh. Bledinoff."

Drake backed down. "No, no, amigo, not you. Least, not serioudy. | wasjust tellin' your littlefilly here
she shouldn't be havin' this hook-handed codger usin' your establishment for tellin' bedtime stories.
Vampires! Y ou ever heard anything so crazy?"

"Vampires?' Vadly Vladovitch asked, hisleft eyebrow raisng and his mouth quirking with amusement.
"Captain Lomax, | would see the book, if you please.”

He examined it scornfully, then tossed it back so that its pagesriffled. "Redly, such garbage. And it is
quite insulting to my people& mdash;my family comesfrom Transylvania, you know& mdash;and my
class. | don't know why anyone would print such utter trash.”

"Wethought it wasagood yarn, V.V.,"” Wild Miles said. "Kind of spooky."
"Hmph," said Vasly Vladovitch and turned his back on us.
Dag shrugged and picked up the book again, and the prospectors resumed their postures.

Drake snarled and sweypt the lantern from the table, dmaost immolating Emile and infuriating Loki, who
gprang for the raging consul'sface. And Vasily Vladovitch turned back toward us, his eyes bugging out
and glowing, reflecting the red flames beginning to run through the Tine of kerosene, hislipsretracting ina
ghedtly grin.

At that moment, Sergeant Destin, whom | had not seen enter, flew forward with acoat in his hands and
began trying to smother the flames. The othersfollowed his example and battled the blaze while Lomax
and | tried to pull the cat off Drake, who wastrying to throttle it. When the flames were extinguished and
Loki back on Lomax's shoulders, there was a charred place on the plywood floor in the shape of agiant
serpent, alot of parkas that would need extensive mending, and the sickening odor of singed fur in the
air. The new Draculabook had been so badly burned that none of it remained legible save the middle of
the pagesin the middle of the book.

Drake broke free of the restraining arms of Sasha and Giselle and bolted out the door, snarling, with an
outraged London, who still hoped to get in apunch or two, hot on hishedls. Again | thought how Drake
had changed, the charming veneer that had formerly characterized him even when he was bent on some
barbaric deed had become pitted with madness and scored by the man'sinner beastliness.

Lomax stooped and gently lifted the ruins of his new treasure. Some of the men who had been listening
looked asif they might bawl. Loki licked frantically a asinged spot on hisbelly. Sasha Devine glared at
me asif I'd done something in shockingly bad taste, and Vasily Vladovitch had disappeared without
another word.

Only Lane behaved sensibly, appearing with mop in hand to undo as much of the damage as possible.
"Next time you bring abook in, Captain, I'd sure as hell appreciateit if it wasn't one that got reviewed in
such agoddamn messy way," he growled.

Lomax looked like achild who had spilled hisice cream. | tugged on hisarm and led him out the back
door. He shook his head in stunned disbelief once we were outside.

"Doggoneit,” he said angrily. "Pardon me, maam, but he didn't have to do that. Claim-jumpin’ bastard.
Do you know | went into the recorder's office today to witness for afellaand guess whose name was



where Bob Clancy's shoulda been? Asif that wasn't bad enough, he hasto set fire to my book. You
know how long | waited for thisbook? And it was agood story, too."

"I think it was abit more than that, actudly,” | told him when | was quite sure we were done. Lurleen's
cabin was dark, but from the noise emanating from thewals, | felt we werein no danger of being
overheard from that quarter. Stellas cabin was aso dark, and no smoke curled from the chimney.
Perhaps she was making ahouse call. "Didn't it strike you that some of thosefictiona incidentsborea
curious resemblance to the deaths and ilInesses that have occurred around here lately?!

"It suredid. That'swhy | thought everybody'd like it so much. Sortafun to have acrazy story likethat to
explain bad food and atouch of typhoid, seemed to me. Whao'da thought anybody would get upset over
it? What do you suppose the matter is? Don't tell me both that claim-jumpin’ politician and that
saloonkeeper boss of yours are so religious they don't want anybody readin’ anything but the Good
Book?'

"No," | said. "l won't tell you that. But | think perhaps the content hit alittle close to home. Y ou look like
you could use anice strong cup of tea,” | said. "1 know | could.”

"Wouldn't want to sully your reputation by comin' in, maiam,” he mumbled with more dejection than
courtesy.

"Aswhat? A dance hdl girl or amurderess? If you won't tell anyonethisis perfectly innocent, | assure
you | won't."

He clamped his pipeinto histeeth and smiled atight little smile around the stlem. The cat'stail flapped
rhythmicaly over hisshoulder.

"Your Sgter in England, is she Egil Larsson'smother?' | asked conversationdly while the teawater
heated.

"Oh, no, that's my fourth youngest sster, Christina. The onein London's Effie. She married a seagoing
man. Met him through my younger brother, Lars. He's gone now, Lars. My fault, probably. Ever since
thewar, | wanted to go back to seaand | used to talk about it and read to the kids al the time, but when
Mamaand Papawerekilled, | had to stay home and take care of the farm till all the kids was big enough
to take care of themselves. That's why I'm amight on the downhill side for a prospector up here. Just
right for a steamship skipper though, eh?"

"Indeed, and it would be apity if you died too young to grow into thetitle," | said. "I'll need to study that
book of yoursfurther, but | believe& mdash;"

Footsteps crunched to a stop outside my door.
"Lomax?' London'svoice caled.
"In here, Jack. What isit?"

"It'sLarsson. Tom'swith me. He just went up to the hospital to try to find you, and the nunswerein a
tizzy. Seems Larsson just walked out without takin' so much as his union suit. Tom tried to track him,
what with the fresh snow tonight, but some moose messed up thetrall.”

"Comin'," he said, and to me, "Watch Loki for me, please, maam. Heain't much of aretriever.” And he
left me to drink the tea aone, with the cat and the charred book for company.

| cursed softly to mysdlf, for | had yet to touch on dl | wanted to discuss with Lomax. Besideswhich, |



felt better with him nearby. There was something reassuringly solid and sane about him thét filled mewith
relief. Then, too, there was something endearingly innocent about the dreaminessin his Santa Claus eyes
when he spoke of his steamship and hisfamily that made me fedl that he redlly was too nice to be mixed
upinal of this. It was bad enough for someone like me who had grown up making her own way amid
the Streets and saloons of San Francisco searching for her srein al sorts of seamy Stuations. Someone
who had led the bucalic life of afarmer, nurturing hislittle brothers and sisters, would be ill-prepared to
confront afiend such as the onein the book. Nor could he be expected to fathom the cunning of aman
who seemed benevolent while he waited to prey upon trembling, helpless mortalswho were little more
than a.complicated shot glass from hisviewpoint. Of course, on the other hand, Lomax was aveteran
who had logt alimb in the service of whichever part of the country he'd fought for (I forgot to ask; asa
native San Franciscan of European parentage, | was emotiondly untied to either the North or the South)
and who had recently buried awife.

Stll, he was no match for the perfidy of an aristocratic vampirelike Vasily Vladovitch Bledinoff. And |
was convinced that it was my mesmerist boss who was responsible. While that explanation did not quite
fitdl of thefacts, it fit them better than anything else | could come up with. And since such creatures
were, according to the book, immortd, | was very glad | wastaking the Bella the next day.

| would report the Situation to the American authorities, who were not trying to convict me of murder,
and perhaps the army could send investigators. Or perhaps| could find a better way to disguise mysalf
and re-enter the country. | felt the most important thing was to advise my country of the danger her
citizens (and the Canadian subjects, too, of course) faced in thisremote territory.

Meanwhile, heaven only knew what VVasily Vladovitch would be up to once he had sated histaste for
every dance hal girl and prostitute in Dawson. | would try to get Lomax to bring London and Larsson
and come with me on the Bdlla. Failing that, | would convince him that they must remain on their clams
throughout the winter and not come to town. If they did, they must at al costs steer clear of the saloons.

| pondered dl of thiswhileworking furioudy at afew chores of my own since, life being what it was, |
had been reunited with my clothes just in time to have to pack them. | changed into my boyish apparel
and gtarted bundling the rest into amanageable roll. Something unyieldingly hard refused to berolled.
Investigating, | found the silver crucifix from the bottom of the avaanche in the pocket of the Annie
Oakley skirt. | pulled it out and thrust it into my trouser pocket instead.

| was rehearsing exactly what | would tell Lomax as| finished rolling up the clothing when the cat
suddenly yowled and shot under the bed. Footsteps crunched inthe dley. | sprang to the door and
tugged it open, thinking that Larsson had been found.

Maisie, dressed in aparkaand her cancan costume with long-handled underwear covering her nether
limbs from knee to boot top, stared at me in surprise. | motioned her hurriedly insde. She was my
favorite among my new colleagues, and | could not smply abandon her without awarning.

"Maise, tel me, dear, have you been feding quite yoursef lately? A littletired perhaps? Ligtless? Run
down? Er& mdash;drained?'

"Cory, just ligen to you! Why, you've learned English redly well and in such ashort time. Just asMama
says, when you redly apply yoursalf& mdash;”

"Never mind that. You'rein terrible danger. Did you hear anything of the book Captain Lomax was
reading tonight?"

She sniffed disdainfully. "Enough. And | must say, Cory, though I'd be the last to criticize ordinarily, that |
think that was extremely shoddy of you to let that old man prattle that sort of stuff. | like agood story as



well asthe next person, but when it's so full of just plain mean lies asthat one& mdash;”

"Maisie, what if | wereto tell you that they weren't lies? What if | wereto tell you that those marks on
your neck you got playing spin the bottle with VVasily Vladovitch are the trademark of area vampirejust
like Count Draculain the book?"

Shegiggled. "Likethat? Oh, no. Not at dl. It'snothing like that." Then she sobered and shook her finger
at me. "And | want you to know that I'm real crosswith you, honey, for hurting Vassy's fedingslike that.
Hewas awfully upset. Y ou know now emotiona those foreign guys get, and hesarea creampuff. He
likesyou and he's done an awful lot for you. He was talking about it upstairs. | don't see how you could
take the word of some stupid man you never met who probably just likes to present the bad side of
thingsto sdll bookswithout even asking afriend of yourshow it redly idl"

"And how isit, redly, Maise?'

She had been sitting on the edge of my bed and now she leaned forward and clasped my hands, her eyes
gleaming with missonary fervor. "Wonderful, that's how! Oh, sure, it hurt alittle when he first made the
punctures, but no worse than getting your ears pierced. And, oh, honey! What did that book call what he
iS? The undead? Boy, isthat ever right. | never fet lessdead in my lifel”

"Dontworry," | said dryly. "I'm pretty sureit'sjust amatter of time."

"Y ou don't know anything about it, do you? Y ou with your prissy little cross. Sorry. Mamawould dieto
hear me talking thisway, but believe me, nothing in church ever made mefed so kind of spiritud, you
know? And sort of sexy at the sametime. And Vassy is so sweet and so tender. He was worried about
usbein' wesk if hetook too much from us and brought juice to put in the champagne and candy for
afterward. And he has the most wonderful ideas about how to put this place on the map and maybe take
usgirlson tour later to Paris and London and Rome! Oh, come on, Cory, wouldn't you love that?"

"The only town | want to seeright now isCircle City," | said. "Maise, I'm glad to hear you are not
suffering too many ill effects from your bites, but, believe me, it isnot asinnocent as you seem to think.
I've seen severd victims dready who are very dead astheresult of Vasily Vladovitch'sform of affection.”

"Isthat s0, well& mdash;”
More footsteps outside, and Maisie jJumped up and ran to the door. "In here, Mill!"

"What on earth for, sugar?' Millie asked, peeking in just long enough that | caught acold glint in her eye.
"Goodness knows | dillydallied so long werre goin' to be late already. So sorry, Cory, wish we could
stay and chat, but& mdash;" And she hauled Maisie off asthe latter tried to explain to her my new and
miraculous command of English.

| pulled on my coat and debated for amoment what to do about the cat. The fact that it would not come
out from under the bed made my decision for me. | was not about to stay here and be a sitting duck for
al sorts of nocturnd visitations while Lomax, London, and a naked, deranged L arsson wandered around
inthe hills near Bledinoff'slair, heedless of the morta peril to their immortal souls.

The sky was not navy tonight, but a deep burnished pewter backlit with an eerie glow. A green wave of
aurora spanned the Y ukon and the moon was high, its salowness pilling over into awatery haze. | was
ableto see clearly without alamp as| climbed the path that wound toward the hospitd. Below, the
saloons and tents faded into the muskeg, the town marked only by an occasiond flicker of acandle, the
scent of wood smoke, the echo of a curse carried down the river when some unwary miner barked ashin
on someone ess outfit as heleft histent to relieve himsdlf. Otherwise the town in this early morning hour



pulled back into theland, and | could easily imagine how it must have been only ayear or two before,
when no one but Indianslived here.,

Something solid stood out against the snow& mdash;aman? atent? It had a broad belly and short, widely
spread legs, and as| drew nearer, it shifted. | saw it had been stripping the overhanging branches and
that there were four legsinstead of two. There was dso ahighly efficient looking rack of antlers.

| edged backward. It paced forward. Thiswasthe first moose | had encountered since the one that had
injured Larsson. | said aslent prayer that the poor ddlirious fellow wouldn't blunder into this cresture as
well. Then | said aprayer for me that the beast would munch on to juicier branches el sewhere.

Instead, its Hiltlike legs carried it toward me, and it forgot the branches entirely. The nearsighted, snoopy
look onitslong, ugly face reminded me of the Widow Hig. The ludicrousness of the comparison, plusa
nervous overload from the events of the night, evening, day, week, month, trip, year, welled up insde of
me until | tittered, then guffawed, and finaly laughed so hard | fell backward into the brush as the moose
charged past. | choked, sputtered, cried, and laughed again to think how silly the moose looked, how
slly I must look laughing about how slly it looked. | lay on my back in the snow and rolled with laughter,
unableto rise, though | beat the ground with my mittens and my sides ached.

"What the devil's goin' on there?' someone cried and did past me on the path. | wanted to call to himto
look out for the moose, but | couldn't get my breath.

A deeper shadow fell across me and someone crouched down. ™Y ou about done with that, or do you
want to waller awhile longer? Maybe mark your territory?' Lomax asked.

| looked up at him and hiccoughed.

"Larsson, you bonehead, where do you think you're going, asauna?' London exclaimed, and then,
"Found him. Ydl to Tomto bring his clothes."

They got him dressed, back to the hospital, and into bed by about eight-thirty, just asthe sun wasrising.

"Hope this don't give him pneumonia,” Tom said. "Did you see hisbely? Can't hardly tell nothin' was
there. Sure got better quick. Bet Mary will sure be surprised.”

"Never mind h(hic)s abdomina wou(hic)nds, what did hisneck look like?' | asked. | had stayed outside
while dl of thiswent on since my hiccoughs were so severe that | would have avakened the entire ward.

"Kindablue, alittlefrozen, hairy," London said, looking baffled.

"Good," | sad. I'd have eaborated, but my hiccoughs were congtituting a severe speech impediment.
"My neck needs coffee runnin' downitsingde," Lomax sad.

"And bacon?" Jack asked hopefully.

| joined the boysin the Klondike Cafe, where eggs could be purchased for amonth's salary apiece and
flapjacks were worth more than nuggets of comparable size, due to the shortage in flour.

"Just think, Lomax, you'll be able to afford ‘em soon as you pan some of that out down there to the
cdam," Tomsad.

"What's (hic) this?" | asked, and had to swallow alot of expensive coffee to overcome further spasms.

"Tom ran atest pan from the pit acouple of days ago and got color,” London said. " Good color.”



"Yesdr, | bet you got a paddlewhed aready at least outta that one nugget,” Tom said.

"Speaking of paddlewheds," | said, rising from the upended log the cafe used for seating, "I'd better see
what's happening with the Bdla."

"I'll come with you& mdash;uh& mdash;Peat," Lomax said.
"Y ou gonna go with meto get them dogs from Sam, Lomax, or shdl | go ahead?'
"I'll be there. Just want to see my buddy Pet here off."

"Y ou're not turnin' tail just when Lomax will be needin’ workers are you, young fella?* London asked. |
think he was alittle confused about me. He had started looking at Lomax rather warily.

"Got to, sr. My& mdash;my mother's sick back homein Indiana,” | said.
"How'd you find out? That mail from Fort Y ukon was six monthsold.”
"Carrier raven,” | said. " 'Scuse me.”

The door of the Alaska Commercial Company warehouse was beginning to look like atheatre billboard.
A fresh layer of notices overlaid those of the previous day. The top one said:

THIS STORE HAS BEEN APPROPRIATED BY THE GOVERNMENT FOR THE PURPOSE OF
REGULATING THE TRANSPORTATION OF UNPROVIDED PEOPLE, AND |ISDECLARED
CLOSED FOR COMMERCIAL PURPOSES FOR THE DAY . C. CONSTANTINE.

Beneath that:

MASSMEETING WILL BEHELD AT TEN A.M., IN FRONT OF THE ALASKA
COMMERCIAL. COMPANY'S STORE, TO DISCUSS FOOD SITUATION AT DAWSON AND
THE DEPARTURE OF UNPROVIDED PEOPLE ON THE BELLA.

"Y ou don't haveto go," Dag said. "Y ou could come out to the claim.”
"I must get word to the authorities about this heinous menace,” | reminded him.

"Oh, yeah. | forgot about that. 'Spect they'll want to send a squad of cavary right up here or ask ol’
Blaketo investigate the allegation about there bein' vampires on the premises, en?”’

"I'll make them understand somehow," | said. We were back at my cabin, where | collected my bag and
Dag collected his cat. Loki, knotted beneath the stove, was at first disinclined to take notice of our arrival
but by now had settled back to his customary place around Lomax's neck. " Oh,

Captain& mdash;un—Mr. Lo& mdash;"

"Dag, Pelagia | think of you by your first name& mdash;your red one. It'samermaid's name, did you
know that? Means from the sea.' "

"And, Dag, that's Scandinavian, isnt it? What does that mean?”



"Day," he said. "So them vampires had better watch out.”

"Just in casethey think aday by any other namewould be astasty, I'd fed better if you had this," | said,
taking the slver crucifix from my pocket. "I found it under an avalanche at the top of the Chilkoot Pass.”

"Thanks," he said, staring at it curioudly before pocketing it. "Us L utherans don't get awhole lot of these."

"Well, you needn't keep it if you consider it& mdash;you know, papist. | wasgoing to giveit to the
mounties and ask them to make inquiries and possibly return it to the family, but then | rather got off on
the wrong foot with them."

"Aye. Wdll, asto that, I've never been aman to scorn whatever works. I'll carry it while it seems needful
and thenturnitin. How'sthat?'

| nodded and stared a my fingers, which | found | was twisting together.

Hewasfinding his boot toes fascinating.

"l guess& mdash;uh& mdash;guess |'d better go get them dogs.”

"I guess|'d better go to that meeting and get that grub, since the mounties took mine from you."
"Yeah, well, wewon' leavertill after you do, | expect.”

"No? Well, seeyou later then," and we gazed longingly into each other's eyes, hungry for the aliance our
contact had thusfar been dl too limited to permit.

"Yeah. Yeah, | guesss0," he said and impetuoudly reached out his hand and pumped mine. "Y ou take it
easy, Pelagia I'll writeto you in the states, keep you posted on stuff to tell the cavalry.”

"Youdothat," | said.

The man was blushing. | supposed if we ever met again, 1'd have to don my dance hall costume once
moreif | wasto get another kiss. At onetime | would have been coy about such things, but at my age,
when you meet aman like Lomax, you begin to think about making opportunity fed welcome by ingtaling
big brass door knockers.

| watched him stride off toward Front Street. He was kind to animal's, generous to the needy, intelligent
(if not particularly well-spoken), literate, consderate, had refined taste in femae companionship, did not
drink, and was reasonably domesticated for a sourdough. Men respected him, and though he had Ieft his
family, he did not seem dienated from them. He had lost an arm, but he had most of histeeth and more
hair than the vast mgority of Civil War veterans. The thought of having met and lost suchamaninsucha
short time because of afew vampires was enough to make me want to go somewhere and throw
snowbadls at bats.

Instead | attended the meeting. Captain Hansen, the assistant superintendent of the Alaska Commercid
Company, urged us all to take advantage of the passage offered by the mounties. His speech seemed a
little superfluous to me, since mogt of uswere thereto do just that. After the meeting, we presented
ourselves at the store to officidly say that we wanted to take the steamer. Then in order to draw five
days freerations, we had to sgn aspecia agreement, stating that we would abide by the captain's orders
and leave the ship if he asked and that the Bella was not responsible for the nonarrival of us or our
baggage. A hundred and sixty signed altogether, but | think agreast many never set foot on the steamer,
but sgned solely to draw thefreerations. | can honestly say that |, at least, boarded the steamer, though
that was, asit turned out, about dl the farther | got.



The sky was the texture and consistency of awool army blanket, the river chopped and chunky withice.
A knifdike north wind tore thefirgt layer of skin off my cheeksas| stood in line waiting while the boxes
and baleswere boarded. Earlier, the sternwhedler's bow had been encased at the waterline with stedl to
protect the hull from ice. Now and then the ice struck the hull with asound like the gnashing of agiant's
teeth, and the ship shuddered and groaned.

The banks were crowded with gamblers, gold kings, entertainers of both vertical and horizonta varieties,
businessmen and sal oonkeepers. Purdy was not there, but Maise was, and Millie and Bunny, Sasha, and
Mr. Lane. | was doubly glad to see them, knowing from the book that despite Maisie's enthusiasm for
the profession, neither she nor the others could yet be full-fledged vampiresif they could come out even
in such palid sunlight as graced that day.

Lomax sauntered up and stood alittle apart, in the back on the edge of the crowd. Sowly heraised his
hand and saluted—a sharp naval saute, | presumed. | was starting to wave back when two more figures
appeared from the southern end of town, threading their way through the crowd& mdash;the fur-hatted,
red-coated Destin and Drake, suave once more and elegant in hisdove gray. Severd of the minerson
shore smirked at him, but the ones on the boat shifted uneasily, and | could amost hear them worrying
about their claims.

Asfor mysdlf, | had something else to worry abouit. | did not wish to be seen by either man. Drake had
seen me Smilarly attired during my youthful foray to Texas. Destin was dtogether too astute for meto
wishto risk hisscrutiny. | passed through the enclosure of the lower deck, strictly outfitted to haul freight,
and onto the narrow footing on the lee side, from which the crew could sometimes push off or make fast
various lines or whatever it was they customarily did. None of them now occupied thislevd. | practiced
respiratory conservation until we swung into the stream and headed toward Fort Y ukon, American soil,
and freedom.

The others began finding placesto spread their blankets, but | bided my time awhile longer, for | wanted
to wait until we were far enough downriver that there was no longer any possibility of communicating with
those ashore in Dawson. Aswe rounded the first mgjor bend in the broad ice-choked river, where
Moosehide Creek flowed intoiit, | turned loose of my handhold to go back inside.

The Bella chose that particular moment to have a disagreement with a chicken-coop-sized cake of ice. |
flailed, lost my footing and plunged, pack and dl, into the freezing opague waters.

Sedgehammers of mind-rending cold dammed straight through my flesh, congealing my blood, splintering
my bones. My mouth and nose flooded with freezing water. | pressed my armsto my side and tried for
the surface, my scalp screaming. The cold so numbed methat | did not fed the ice cake above until it
struck my skull as| broke water, clutching for another drifting chunk.

The Bella churned past, the dap of her paddles washing haf of theriver down upon mc. Fighting to stay
conscious, | kicked frantically away from the whed, which loomed nightmarishly large, the flat wooden
blades spewing waterfalls. | spun around and around on my ice cake, my screams strangled into gurgles
as| swalowed water and choked, while my armswere pulled from their sockets, and my sodden mittens
were torn from my hands. My feet seemed no longer attached to me, and my head exploded with one
roaring red dynamite blast after another. Thelast thing | saw clearly wasthat the water roiling just in front
of mewas pink with my blood.

CHAPTER XVII
&laguo;  &raguo;
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The tang of wood fire and urine-cured moosehide teased my nodtrilsto painful life. | felt asthough I'd
been forced through agiant grater, and for amoment | thought | had probably been pulled into the stern
whed after al and waslying aboard ship dying.

| opened one eye and that hurt, so | yelped and that hurt worse, so | shut up and lay still. But my
professona curiosity was stronger than my cowardice, and ashort time later | just had to look. Beaded
fringe swung from the legs, arms, chests, and backs of tal, copper-skinned people with waving black hair
and& mdash;and then the swinging of al that fringe made mefed quiteill and | was sick there on my bed
of spruce boughs and Hudson Bay blankets.

Fringe swung down upon me, and aman with chiseled cheekbones bent over me.

| felt the need to explain mysdif. | very cautioudy tapped my chest and said in avoice that emerged low
enough to cause him to bend further down, but that sounded and felt like an avdlancheto me, "Mefrom
big boat."

"Of courseyou are," he said. "We hardly thought you were ased swimming around on theicefloe.
Weé're from South Centra Alaskaorigindly, but culturdly weve cometo identify heavily with our
venerated Grandfather.”

My head was swimming. "Oh, that's very nice" | said weakly. "Excuse me. | think you should move your
moccasin now." And | proceeded to demonstrate why.

Later | risked Sitting up again. The sun was sinking in one corner of the horizon, themoon rising in
another. Both were muffled by a sky dappled gray as an gppal oosa's rump. Dimly, | realized that | would
never have another opportunity to sound so much like aheroinein aromantic novel.

"Wheream 17" | asked in awispy rasp that nearly blew the top of my head off. "Who are you?"
"How do you like that? She travel s that whole way with us and doesn't& mdash;”

"Quiet, Igor," said theman | had spoken to previoudy. At least | think it was him. There was a strong
resemblance among these peopl e that would have made me wonder, had | not heard them having
conversations, if | was not Smply seeing multiples of the sameindividua. "If you had taken asviminthe
great river and then tried to break up an ice cake with your head, you might not remember your name
dther.”

Leaning over me, but keeping hisfeet somewhere near my kneesthistime, hesaid, "I am caled Boris. |
was one of your guides. Igor wasthe other.”

"No," | said, and sank back into the boughs while the sky whirled above me. The man's face melted
away, and my words were swept downriver by the wind. "No, you must be mistaken. Must be thinking
of two other women with some other coffin. The men with us only spoke Indian.”

"Romanian, actudly, o bearer of the sacred earth,” he said. "We share the native tongue of the
Grandfather, with which he teaches usthe paths of lifegfterlife.”

| tried to nod because | didn't trust my voice, but nodding was not agood idea either. To say that what
part of my brain was functioning was beginning to have very uneasy fedings about my saviorswasto
understate my position considerably. But whatever dangers or factions these people represented, and |
thought | understood al too well exactly what those might be, my physical state was afar more
immediate problem. | felt utterly weak and drained. A horrifying thought occurred to me and | lifted my



hand to my throat.

Borislaughed. "Not yet, madam. Not yet. Soon, perhaps, when it is night and the Grandfather can see
you. Soon."

| fell back into unconciousness then, to be roused | don't know how much later as| waslifted into aded.
Of dl the people who had been around the camp, and if | was not suffering from double vision, there
must have been more than half adozen, athough | wasin no mood to count them or anything else, only
Borisremained. He packed furs around me and tied aleather belt from one side of the ded to the other
to hold mein. Then he stood on the runners behind me and said something in Romanian, | presume, since
it was not English, to the oddly silent team of large and ferocious-looking timber wolveswho, in unison,
performed a nauseatingly energetic leap forward. The bobbing tails of the bounding beasts before my

pal piteting pate shattered into amillion motes of dancing light.

Warmth, thetickle of fur, eau de Romanian Indian, and Vasily Vladovitch's distinctive cologne infiltrated
my various senses as| swam dowly back to life. Voices there were, too, but these mingled softly across
the room, murmuring among themsdlves. | wrestled the room into focus. It was Vasily Vladovitch's furry
parlor, the stove repaired and what seemed to be the entire Indian camp having a powwow at the dining
table.

What did vampires need with dining tables anyway, | wondered. To maintain appearances, probably, so
the neighborswouldn't talk. And for entertaining. Like Indian powwows. | tried to Sit up, since playing
dead would do me no good. For one thing, they knew | wasn't, and for another, | would learn nothing
from ligtening to their conversation, my Romanian being lessthan rudimentary.

"Ah, our guest joinsus, my children,” Vasily Vladovitch said. "MissLovelace, I'm so delighted you
dropped in. Y ou forgot the recompense you were so keen to acquire earlier. | had planned to pay you in
gold dust, but considering your performance last night, thirty pieces of silver would be more gppropriate.”

"For ahdlish fiend, Vasily Vladovitch, you do muster an incredible amount of righteousindignation.”
"For arighteous woman, you have mustered an incredible aptitude for betrayal .
The argument exhausted meimmediately, and dl | could muster was a stubborn, "Hmph."

"I can't believethat | actualy indsted that Sashainvite you. How can | have been so blind? How could |
know that awoman who had been so privileged as to converse with the great dragon would be afrumpy,
awkward, hysterica prude so full of her own preconceived ideas that she would not know true adventure
whenit befel her."

"Hah!" | cried, much to my immediate regret. More softly | said, "It is not adventure that has befallen me,
aas, but doom.”

Vadly Vladovitch raised hisarmsand | squeezed my eyes shut, fearing thewordt. | heard adap ashis
armsfel back to hissides. "Miss Loveace, do you ever ask questions before you begin writing your little
articlesor do you just make up sufficient libelous dlegationsto fit the space?!

My voice came out in an uncooperative croak. " Then you deny that you are the infamous Count Dracula
of the book by the same name, which chronicles your hideous career and bloodthirsty depredations?!

"Of course, | deny I'm Count Dracula. | could not possibly be. Unlike the barbaric English, our family
system does not alow for boy children to be juniors or seconds or thirds. Therefore, rest assured that |
am not also Count Dracula, for my father, thelast | saw of him, was as undead and well as ever, and be



isthe one and only Count Dracula. | am, as| told you, Vasily Vladovitch& mdash;that is, Vasily son of
Vlad to you—Bledinoff, which is our adopted Russian surname. Asfor the name of Dracula, you of dl
people now breathing upon the face of thisworld should redlize what an old and honorable nameit is”

"But you admit youre avampire?'

He looked pained. "I would appreciateit if you would refrain from using these emotionally charged terms.
A vampireis, of course, asmdl South American flying rodent who remainsasmal South American flying
rodent at al times. I, on the other hand, only resemble asmal flying rodent when it is expedient. Don't
quote me."

| hmphed again.

The door flew open, and for amoment | thought I might be saved, but when the slamping of dainty boots
was done, the caller proved to be none other than the perfidious Sasha Devine.

"Oh, Vahlenteena," she said, asif my misfortune was some inconvenience | had purposdly chosen to visit
upon her.

"Oh, Sasha, how could you?' | asked, my voice needing to be forced ever further to make asound at al,
my head pulsing with pain. "I trusted you. Pepaloved you. How could you imagine that | would
cooperate with his murderer? That iswhat his shade has been trying to tell me. That | wasin danger. My
Papa has tried to protect me even from beyond the pale& mdash;"

Sasha patted my hand. "A little late, but sweet nevertheless, | agree.”

Vadly Vladovitch raised an inquiring eyebrow.

"Patrick Harper, my dahling. My old love, you know," Sasha said. "He was her father."
"Oh, dear, | didn't know."

"No, of course not. | didn't think it important to tell you. It wasdl over, and | knew aready how badly
you felt about Patrick on my account.”

"Oh, my love, | did. He should have been yours, but | had no idea he was waiting for you, and it had
been so long since | fed. Onceit started, he was unexpectedly strong& mdash;”

"Nonsense. I'm not ready yet to feed, while you still have businessthat | need to conduct in the daytime.
Hewould have only gone to waste and& mdash;"

"Stopit!" | cried inanguish. "Y ou make Pgpa sound as if he was the last bonbon on thetray at an
afternoon tea party.”

"Y ou don't understand, VVahl. It was not Vasily Vladovitch'sfault. Heis not, as you seem to think, some
vulgar sort of Ripper."

"No," | croaked. "Heisarefined, titled, aristocratic Ripper. He said s0."
He shrugged. "Shewill not ligten.”

Sasha stroked my forehead, and | tried vainly to brush her hand away. "'V ahlenteena, forgive me. Never
would | have brought you had | known thiswould be so hard for you. But like Vasily Vladovitch, |
thought, knowing of your acquaintance with the great dragon& mdash;"



"What has Kuklukan to do with this?" | asked. Mercifully, this nonsense was receding.

Sasha snapped her fingers by my ear. Footsteps pattered away and pattered back and she bathed my
face with snow. | shivered convulsvely.

"Y ou are not well enough to hear the answers. Had you your senses about you, you would recognize
them yourself without words. For now you must rest, and we must do something about that swelling.”
Her skirts swished and sparks flew from the fur spread beneath me, sending little shocksinto my flaccid
hand as she shifted pogition. "Vadly Vladovitch, if | remove her cross, have | your oath& helip; 7"

| felt, rather than saw, the look that passed between them, and he emitted an exasperated sigh. "l
suppose.”

His pledgeto what? | struggled feebly as she unfastened Mamaslittle cross, and | shuddered as she
rolled me over, my head pounding, huge and doshing asthe sea

"There" shesad.

Thistimewhen he raised hisarms, he loomed above melike deeth. | screamed when | saw hislips pull
back from a set of dentures that would have made a saber-toothed tiger proud. | kept thinking that surely
| would finally swoon before the worst happened, but my wounds were oddly uncooperative, and | felt
thefirst moist pressure of his sharpened teeth and screamed again, with the horrified redization that what
reverberated through my skull could not be heard any farther than the room. My scream did, apparently,
serveto throw hisaim off, however, and this much to my pain and chagrin, for the teeth sank likea
drilling bit, but not into my throat. Twin lightning bolts plunged into the tenderest spot on my head and |
dtarted to shriek again.

Then, before | could quite form the noise, | redized that the fangs had not hurt so much after dl, that in
fact, the wound fet immensely better. And overdl, | felt& mdash;wonderful. Euphoria, not pain, shot from
the fangsinto my bloodstream and buoyed me to the heights of hope and happiness.

What had | been so upset about? All | needed, really, wasto deep, to rest, to snuggleinto ablissful
dream state and al of my careswould forever disappear. | heard adow, sSpping suction, like achild
nursing, and fdt the edges of my mouth curl into asmile of unexcelled rgpture such as| had never amiled
before.

CHAPTER XVIII
&laguo; " &raguo;

to: MissVaentine Lovelace, Circle City, Alaska.
from: Dag Lomax, Henderson Creek via Dawson City,
Y ukon Territories, Canada.

October 15, 1897

Dear Pelagia,
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| was going to wait to write to you until | heard the Bella had arrived safely at Circle City, but acouple of
things have happened | thought you ought to know about before you tak to the government.

Tom, Jack, and | left Dawson bright and early the morning after you took off. It was a Sunday. Much as
| hated to leave Egil behind, | did. Even though held improved alot, snow-shoeing out is pretty rugged
and we had too much stuff to take with us on the ded for a passenger.

Tom and | took turns driving the ded and left young Jack blazing trail on snowshoes, though the snow
wasn't real deep yet. Even got alittle scanty under the trees where they were thickest.

Loki, thelazy bum, dept in the ded thefirgt part of thetrip. | think he just likes having dogs haul him
around, once hefiguresthey can't get a him.

It got dark around five, but we wanted to make this good campsite Tom knew about, and with the full
moon, there was plenty of light, so we kept traveling for awhile.

Then dl of asudden the dogsjust stopped. They acted like they were listening to something and kind of
whined, then one or two of them howled alittle.

Whilewe weretrying to quiet them, | heard it& mdash;a pitiful-sounding moaning and crying coming from
up on ahead. "What would you say that was, Tom?" | asked. "An anima or aman?"

"Animd and aman,” Tom told me, and it turned out he was right.
Thethree of usleft the ded behind and snuck up thetrail on foot.

We didn't even haveto follow the tracks to find them. Up ahead about a hundred yards there were two
things moving. One was Purdy, shinnied so far up alittle birch it was bowed right back onto thetrail.
Right below him, snapping at his hindside, was as big and ugly awolf asit has ever been my privilegeto
brag about having seen and having lived afterward to talk about. Its ruff must have stood out, oh, gee, a
good foot al the way around and up its back like porky-pine needles. It kept up that whiney-howl like a
train on adownhill run with the brakes on al theway. It was bound and determined to shake its dinner
down out of that tree.

And Purdy, of course, was just as determined it wasn't going to. When he saw us, he called, "Get his
attention, boys, while finish him off. No goldarn (except he didn't say ‘goldarn’) overgrown sheepdog is
going to pick Alonso Purdy from itsteeth.”

That wolf howled right back up at him just like it understood. It till didn't pay usany mind. It was after
him specificaly, like there was no grester wolf ddicacy in thiswhole world than Purdy tail.

It took an extra high leap, and he dipped and screeched and swore something terrible. We madeit there
just asthey tangled. Tom got off to one side trying to draw a bead on the critter while | waded in,
thinking I might be ableto pull it off with my hook and give Tom agood shot.

Well, | hooked the critter okay, but once | got ahold of it, | didn't know what to do with it. It was bigger
than | expected, and heavy. Up close it was more like the size of a pony than an ordinary wolf, and it
wasfast. And smart. | caught it too far back and just barely hooked through its hide, the fur was so thick.
It turned back on me and bit into my wooden arm. One of the few times I've ever been glad it was
wood. The wolf was too mad to notice the difference, and it chewed and snarled, getting more frustrated
al thetime because it wasn't drawing blood. Finally, the strgpsthat hold it on my shoulder broke. When
the wolf saw what it had there, it gave me alook of pure disgust and turned back on Tom.



Thewolf jJumped just as Tom fired, knocking the gun down, and the bullet went clean through Tom'sleg.
Jack dived into try to pull the wolf off Tom and get the gun, but the wolf stood with its back legson
Tom'sface and chest and attacked Jack with itsfront end. | picked up what was |eft of my wooden arm
and started beating the wolf with the hook.

It turned and snapped at me, but it had three men down already and it just didn't seem to take me
serious. Jack made use of the distraction to roll away from the wolfs reach, but he rolled so hard he
rolled right into atree and knocked himself out. Tom moaned and dodged and | kept begting.

But while dl thiswas going on, | got to studying on that wolf, Pelagia. It was not acting naturd. A lone
wolf away from the pack might attack one man, but let abunch come up and it has sense enough to
make itsalf scarce, if it'sableto. And then | thought, well, maybeit'srabid. It was davering and
dobbering so that it might aswell have been. But there was something real deliberate about it. It seemed
pretty sureit could take usdl on, but it didn't want to just wound anybody. It wanted to knock the wind
out of usand tear out something necessary. Wasn't going to mess around with maiming us. Now that is
not area wolfy way of looking at things, any way you stack it.

But about thetime | redlized that, the wolf seemed to redize that | didn't have my totd attention on
besting the daylights out of it. | mostly was managing to irritate it, kegping it away from Tom's neck and
leg. But the smell of the bloody leg was driving it crazy. Crazier. Findly, it decided it would haveto go
through me to get to Tom's drumstick. It sprang a my good shoulder and knocked me down. Stunned
me. My hand went numb and | remember thinking, ‘oboy, | farmed and raised afamily for Sixteen years
with onearm, but I'll be darned if | can figure out how to work agold claim without any." Y ou can see
right therewhat an optimist | am. | was till figuring I'd be dive to worry over how many parts| was
going to have to work with.

Out of the corner of my eye | saw Purdy dink back into the woods and try to circle round toward Tom's
gun, which would have been encouraging except that Purdy was dinking way over there and herewas
thiswolf dripping wolf dobber down my chin whiskers and daring me to do something abouit it. The
wolfs clawsripped clear through my parka. Seeing them claws up close like that gave me agood idea
why the wolf was 0 sureit could finish us off.

| never havefet so out of luck and ideas all & the sametime. | couldn't even reach up and cover my
throat since my hand was under my rear end and the wolf was standing on my shoulder, so | just kept
hunkering my chin down into my collar like some kind of adarn turtle.

Then Purdy tripped and swore and the wolf looked up and snarled a him, and | yelled and tried to shake
it off me. The shaking didn't do me abit of good, but the yelling did. All of asudden, before that wolf
could turn its head back and bite off my nose, its own nose wasfull of flying fur and plucking clawsand
about twenty pounds of angry tomcat.

That cat of minewasdl over that wolf, and they spun around and around.

About that time Purdy snatched up Tom'sgun. | just about ruined area good friendship by grabbing
Loki by thetall and hauling him off thewolf so Purdy could get a clear shot without killing my cat. Two
shots dead center made nest little holes right through the head, and the wolf charged him like nothing
happened. | thought for sureit was going to keel over and drop as soon asit realized it was dead.

Then it came to me that maybe | was the one that was mistaken. That no little piddly bullet was going to
kill thiswolf after al. | may not beagenius, but | catch onto thingseventualy. | let Loki go and tried to
knock Purdy clear and tell him to run, but only managed to knock him under me. Loki didn't get such a
good perch the second time he attacked. The wolf shook him off and leaped high as a purebred horse



draight a me. | wasready for it thistime though. | had findly figured out why thiswolf was acting the
way it was. It should have been obvious enough after dl the reading we'd done about them vampire
wolves, loup garous that Canuck called them. Why else would a hungry wolf attack us and then act as
picky about taking bites out of usasif hewasadgirl trying to watch her figure a a smorgasbord, if he
didn't have somekind of areason for it? And your regular wolf isnot acritter that isdl that big on
reasoning.

So| let it come, then at the last minute, held up that Silver cross you gave meto give the mounties. Y ou
should have seen thelook in that thing's eyes asit tried to backpeda in midair. | lunged and managed to
brand it on the backside but dipped in the snow and fell over Tom, and | will spare your ears, lady, by
not telling you what he called me. That wasn't the worst of it, because the cross flew out of my hand
when fell.

Therewe were, thewolf licking hisrear red fast, Tom screaming in pain from mefalling over hisleg,
Purdy scrabbling around for that gun, Jack out cold, and Loki spoiling for another wolf ride. | dove into
the snowdrift and started hunting for that cross, which was the only thing that had done adarn bit of good
so far. Without it, we were goners, either now or later on.

Wed haveto travel red dow with Tom'sleg hurt, and that was always assuming Jack would be ableto
walk when he cameto. Therésalot of placesawolf can pick aman off dong thetrail if he hasamind

to. So | started pawing the snow aside, but | wasn't able to go about it real methodica under the
circumstances. But the minute | started looking, the wolf jumped me again, knocking me face down in the
Sow.

| shook the snow out of my mouth and hollered, "Purdy, get thisthing off me!" but Purdy didn't havea
chance.

One minute the wolf was on me, snuffling and snarling and ripping a me with itsfeet, the next it wasn't
there anymore. It didn't fal off, it wasn't knocked off. It was just sort of—lifted off.

| got up on my knees and turned around. Purdy was froze in pretty much the same position.

Filling most of the space between us was the biggest, ugliest, antleriest bull moose you ever saw in your
life, with thewolf carried on the antlerslike it was ababy inacradle.

Then with asort of agrunt, the moose nipped its head and flang that wolf clear back to Skagway, from
theway it looked. | was sort of afraid it might come after us next, but it just eyeballed us. It looked mean,
but anything that big and ugly hastrouble looking any other way. Then it strolled on down the path likeit
had an urgent appointment, and that wasthe last | saw of it.

WEéll, | couldn't wait to write and tell you about it, Pelagia, becauseit's an awful lot smilar to what
happened the night you saved Egil, isn't it? 1 wish you were here so | could talk to you about this. That
darn Texas gambler isnot much help in thiskinda thing. Kegps wanting to shoot things. Heisagood
woodchopper though. After we got Jack back to his cabin and fetched Mary and her peopleto fix Tom
up, Purdy decided to hole up with mefor awhile.

He says Dawson got kind of unhedthy for him the same night we read the book. | think it had something
to do with one of the girls. He started out alone and afoot the night before us, but he dept at JayEllen's
boarding house in Grand Forks before pushing on. Said as soon as he was aways up the trail, he started
having the feding something or somebody was following him, and at first he thought his lady friend caught
up with him, but, of course, it must have been the wolf right ong.

The other thing | think you'd better know before you lay your cards on the table to the government is that



| had avigt from Blake. A mighty peculiar visit.

He said he'd heard about our strike and | suppose he could have, though Tom didn't let it out alot, and
he said he/d heard about Tom'sleg and Jack's head and just wanted to come and see that the folks he
was there to represent was doing okay. | think he figured we was giving away free samples.

Purdy made himsdlf scarce. He never had said he knew Blake from before, but it was pretty plain he
couldn't stand to be in the same room with him long. That wasthe only reason | let Blake stay, to tell you
the truth. | wanted to know what Purdy had against him, so | got him to talk to me. I've had alot of
practice ligening, with al those kids | raised, and Blake likesto hear himsdf talk.

| asked him how he got to be such an important man, and he said it was because he met someonein
Washington while they was either fighting or being Mexican bandits (I couldn't exactly make out which it
was) down south of the border.

| allowed as how that must have been mighty interesting. He said, yes, it was. Then he changed the
subject and asked meif | believed any of what we was reading in that book the other night. He dso
apologized for making such adonkey out of himself over it but said that was because the book had hit so
close to the other things he'd learned about in Mexico.

Then he asked if | believe that people, specia people with specid kinds of powers, could turn themselves
into something. | said | knew people who turned themselvesinto jackassesfairly regularly, but other than
that, no, | couldn't say as| did. Hejust smiled with dl histeeth and said he had seen thingsdown in
Mexico that would curl my hair.

I'd already had about al the hair-kinkers | could take for onetrip, but I shut up and let him rattle on
about the wonderful suff al these broomhos, which are Mexican witches, can do turning into pumas,
eagles, jaguars, rattlesnakes, and even wolves, according to Blake. He said held spent alot of timewith
these people, gotten to know them pretty well, and without quite clobbering me over the head with it, let
me know that they thought he was the best thing since bar soap, had they been acquainted with it, which
cometo think of it they probably weren't.

| said | couldn't think why somebody would want to turn themselvesinto an anima anyway, asthere
didn't seem to meto beawholelot of useinit. He said, oh, sure, there was. He knew some of them
broomhos ran villages down in Mexico, some ran whole states or whatever they are. He said some of the
leaders were known to practice witchcraft or have awitch on the payroll. Said it was redl common down
there, because back before the Aztecs and Mayans and those other Indians got civilized, they used to kill
folks and feed them to statues of big old feathered lizards and jaguars and animalslike that. The head
men were these broomhos who knew how to change themsalvesinto animas. Which, | guess, is how
they scared everybody eseinto letting themsalves get sacrificed to the Satues.

But Blake said being abroomho was a handy thing, since once a person got that power he couldn't be
killed by regular means and could use hisanima shapeto do dl kinds of things human beings couldn't do.
Like killing people without the law even knowing aperson did it. Then he smiled that toothy smile again.

| said that sure was interesting, that | hadn't heard about that before. He said he was surprised to hear
that, that he thought you might have mentioned it to me before you killed yourself, since you'd written a
book on it.

Anyway, heleft when Purdy camein and dumped the wood down by the stove and practically dumped it
on hisfoot. From the stiff, sore way that politician moved, alame foot was the last thing he needed. He
aready looked like he had roomatism, artheritis, Saticka, and atouch of sour somach. And the funny
thing was, while hewastelling me dl that stuff about animals changing, | had afedling he was not only



trying to put the wind up me but was kind of pussyfooting around, testing me like maybe | knew
something about something that had him as buffaloed as he was trying to get me. Of course, mainly what
it'sabout isthat he'strying to scare me. Since I've been here two years dready and have clear titleto my
claim, nobody can stedl it from meunless| get killed or scared off. I'm going to try not to do either one.

Oct. 20, 1897

Just wanted to add alittle something before | sedl thisup. Trid pansare fill showing lotsof color, and |
can tell you thisis one man who sureislooking forward to spring.

| also dug that book of yours out of your ouitfit, Pelagia, and | read it, and now | got agood notion who
that Blakeis. It's Frank Drake, right? The crazy one? No wonder he and Purdy can't stand each other.

Y ou mention in your book about Doloress grandma being able to turn hersdlf into ajaguar, but you
didn't seeit and you didn't say if you believed it or not. | just wonder if somebody redly can do
something like that, what somebody e se could do to stop them, being as how bullets obvioudy don't
work. | have been wondering if it might say in the rest of that Draculabook of mine. | guess| must have
left it back at your place, and | have anation I'D leave Purdy in charge out herein aweek or so and go
on into Dawson and check on Egil and seeif | can find that book while I'm &t it. I'D leavethisa the Vein
for you with that Miss Devine, the one that used to be the widow. Shelll probably know where to have it
forwarded if you've moved on by now.

Crossyour fingersfor me about this gold that keepstrickling in, and maybe the next time you see me |
can give you aride on my brand new steamship.

Your sincerefriend,
Dag Lomax
CHAPTER XIX
&laguo; " &raguo;

"Wasn't that fascinating? And | should think you would be very cheered to get such aletter froman
admirer,” SashaDevine said. She lay aside the letter she had been reading and set the candelabradown
a thefoot of my coffin.

"Thank you," | said frogtily. | would have preferred to read my letter myself, but my eyeswere till not
focusing properly. Nor was anything e se working much better. " Sasha? Am | dead or undead?”

"Why, my darling, you are neither, of course,” she said with ashrug. "Y ou'redive. | thought perhagpsthe
|etter from the so-attractive Mr. Lomax might convince you of that. How do you fed about him?"

That was just like Sasha. Here shewas practicaly avampirein avampireslair in the middle of the arctic
with wolves running around and people striking gold left and right and me deeping in acoffin in some sort
of cave or the other from the look of it, and al she wanted to talk about was men.

"What do you mean, how do | fedl about him?' | parried. | actualy would have felt very concerned for
him were| not so darmed at my own Stuation.

"If he were here right now, what would you want to do? Would you want to greet him cordialy, shake
hishand, kisshim, or bite him?"
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"Sasha Devine, even from you, that isan improper and intrusive question!" | snapped.
"Well, then, forget the rest of it. Would you want to bite him?"

"Mogt certainly not. It sounds like he has quite enough trouble in that department dready what with the
wolves acting up again and so on. Wait amoment. That letter. When did you get it?"

"He brought it to me this evening at work. He barely spoke to me. He was very agitated to be gone again
for he discovered that his nephew had disappeared from the hospita while most of the Ssterswere
seaing the Bdla off."

| lay back in my coffin, exhausted. Things were starting to swim in front of my face again, but assoon as|
rested for amoment, they cleared.

"Let me seetheletter,” | said. When | had examined it, | added, "I don't know why you're doing this, but
thisisobvioudy aforgery. The date is amost three weeks hence. Now | remember quite clearly al those
notes stating that the Bella left on the first of October and& mdash;”

"It did, but the letter isnot aforgery. At any time you might have died, except that Vadly VIadovitch was
determined that that would not happen to you until you had recovered sufficiently to make the choice.”

"Very nice of him. Sasha, | don't understand anything that has happened for avery long time. Wheream
|?'

"That | will not say except that you must remain here. Y ou are safe, you will be provided for until
something can be worked out. But you must rest and grow stronger. Vasily Vladovitch has been very
eager to gpeak with you again. | will fetch him.”

And she swirled from theroom in aclink and tinkle of the jet crystal beads that dangled from every
possible surface of her black gown. A spangled band covered her throat from chin to shoulder blade,
leaving only aV of pae bosom exposed in amaost dramatic manner. It was a stylish improvement over
the black velvet band but indicative of the same thing. | sighed and watched the celling whirl above me.
Then | wondered why | could. Sasha had taken the candelabra with her.

| had not been awake all that long. | remembered the Bdla and being bitten, but after that | recaled only
along vague series of rather wild and woolly dreams. Looking around me alittle, | realized that afew of
them had taken place within this chamber.

It seemed to be a cave of some sort& mdash;not the type with icicles dripping in both directions, but a
smooth stone surface that might have been scooped out long ago by someimmovable force. For a
moment | thought of dragon fire, that such an aperture would be just the right Size and shape for a
serpentine body. But then my attention drifted back once moreto the light, of which there was more than
there should have been. It was nice not to be completely in the dark, but | wondered if being bitten by
Vadly VlIadovitch had conferred the sight of bats on me. Was| quite sure, in fact, that | waslying flat
instead of upside down? Such was my vertigo that | felt the need to double-check. But as| turned to do
30, | discovered the source of light, something so startlingly unexpected that my gasp echoed through the
cavern.

A huge, smooth, crystaline window pierced the cave wall behind me, and soft moon and starlight flooded
through amost undtered by the quality of the stone. | had to go investigate a once, naturdly, for it was
aso posshlethat if the window admitted light, it might provide my egressaswell.

Evenin gentleman's britches, it is not an easy thing to climb out of a coffin when one's head is unsteady



and oné'sfeet are not terribly reliable either. | threw one leg over and hoisted mysdlf up, then lay there
turning crazy pirouettes without moving another muscle. Doggedly, however, | threw the other leg over
and tried to push mysdf up. The coffin tipped. | dipped sideways and it tipped further. | teetered crazily
on the brink and it toppled.

Then suddenly it righted and | was hoisted to my feet by two abnormdly strong hands, my entire weight
supported by one of them.

"Ah, MissLoveace, | am ddighted that you have returned to usin dl of your quixotic glory.”
"l wastrying to see out that window," | said.

"l s/e. My crystd lens& mdash;anatural phenomena. Amazing, isnt it? And very beautiful, with the light
of the moon filtering through."

"I am more interested in viewing the topography than the moon, if you must know," | said. "'l want to
know where | am and how long you intend to keep me here and what exactly are your intentions
regarding me. 11l have you know that friendsinterested in my welfare are even now investigating this
whole Stuation.”

"Ah, yes, theworthy Mr. Lomax. | took the liberty of screening hisletter before Miss Devine ddlivered it
to you, naturdly, since we did not want to convey anything that might impede your recovery. | am
surprised at the differencein our interpretations of the message, however. It seemsto methat Mr. Lomax
isnot at al interested in your wheresbouts since he thinks you safely elsewhere. Nor is he concerned with
littlefoibles. Rather he occupies himsdf with the real menace, the one to which you have been so blind,
that of the undisciplined and unethical loup garou that hunts among the popul ace of this country.”

"Look who'staking," | said, which wasthe best | could manage in my weakened condition.

"But, my dear lady, it isprecisaly becauseit isme, Vasly VIadovitch Bledinoff, talking, that | can spesk
with such authority. Surely you do not equate me with that savage thing.”

"Sir, | amin no mood for more of your excuses. | know very wdl that you have murdered and have
even, upon occasion, implicated me. | further know that you have corrupted Miss Devine and various
members of your own staff to the point where they are unreliable companions. | fear you have done the
sameto me, and | fed ashamed that you have been able to do so even when the shade of my own dear
father bestirred himsdf from whatever activities he was performing beyond the grave to warn me about
you, as | could have seen were| not so blind. Don't try to blow smoke in my face, Mr. Bledinoff. | know
very well whoisthevillain of thispiece.”

"| refuseto let your pigheadedness exasperate me again, madam. Y ou will retire to your coffin and you
will listento meor | shal be very cross. When | am cross, | find it difficult to behave with restraint. If |
behave without restraint, then the redlization of your worst fears concerning my vampire nature will be
upon your head."

"Or neck, asthe case may be," | rgoined. But | did as he said, not only because | was intimidated, which
| would have been a great fool not to be, but because | was curious. | would listen, but | intended to ask
some hard questionswhile| did so.

"Now then, about the murders you have mentioned. | confess. | am guilty, dthough | think murder too
harsh aterm. Y ou see, | am aspeciad being, by birth, by death, and most particularly by

blood& mdash;or by theway it isassmilated in my body. Y ou are capable of understanding war, |
believe? No? Well, it is not a pleasant concept, but it istheinevitable result of two diverse partiesin need



of the sameresource.”
| nodded.

"Miss Loveace, though you fed compelled to put amora judgment upon my needs, they are, you know,
my needs. | need blood to live, even asyou do. | am afriendly fellow. | try to live among othersasa
comrade, taking only what is necessary, but when | am threastened with death& mdash;either by
deprivation or by interference& mdash;| react asa soldier. | kill before | am mysdf permanently deprived
of what | now experience aslife.

"Very wdl," | sad. "l understand that by your own lights you are not a crimind, though the same could
undoubtedly be said for many who are indisputably blackguards.”

"Y ou asyet understand nothing, and | think that in order to explain it to you, we must discuss my family
originsin more depth.”

| could see he was settling down to enjoy that. "Please,” | said, "you've dready explained about the
Draculas being descended from the European dragon priests, but | don't see how that applies. The jaguar
priests of Mexico had the ability to change themsalvesinto other things, but | don't believe they ever
sucked blood."

"No, but they drank it, did they not? And partook of the victims whose hearts they fed to their overlord?
Do you not think such apractice might incur acurse or two, maybe even a curse powerful enough to
brand a hereditary line of priests with aspecia & mdash;taent?”

"The dragon | met didn't believein curses” | said. "Hewas avery scientific sort of cresture. Tell me,
Vadly Vladovitch, do you read the works of Mr. Jules Verne?!

"I do not believethisisan auspicioustimeto discussliterature,” he said ftiffly, somewhat miffed at being
Sdetracked from regaling me with arecitation of his"begats."

"| thought we were, assuming that your knowledge of the Mexican dragon is gleaned mainly from my
book."

"Not only from that. We have teachings, we higher beings, that encompass the philosophies of dl five of
the great dragons, though, of course, my knowledge of the Northern Wurm is greatest.”

"Well, the feathered serpent would be gratified by the works of Mr. Verne. Do your teachingstell you
that the worms are scientific missionaries from another world?"

"That much isimplied but is couched, of course, in the appropriate beautifully poetic sacred liturgy.”

"The better to obscureits meaning,” | muttered. "Well, | can add to that. Kukulkan or Quetzal coatl, as
some call him told me that the Jaguar people were, like the dragons, an ancient species, amore
assmilated and degenerated life-form, whose specid abilities peculiarly fitted them for the priesthood.
Might the same not be true of your own forebears?’

"For an artist you have not an ounce of poetry in your soul,” he said accusingly.

"l beg your pardon. It isnot my theory. It isthe dragon's. | don't know about your Wurm, but Kukulkan
wasin histimeavery practica sort of deity. Hiswings were used for reconnaissance, not flights of

fancy."
"Ah, but how does that explain the ability we ancient ones possessto add to our numbers?’



"You havealot of converts, do you?' | asked, seemingly offhandedly but redly with the most avid
interest, since | feared | either was one or was about to become one, along with many of my friendsand
acquaintances.

"Not alot, no. Itisnot the sort of life, if you will, for which many are suited. Y ou must understand that
our bites can produce anumber of results, running the gamut from death to more or less eternd life.”

"Pray continue. | confess| have been curious about that."

"Wdl, thereis, first of dl, the deeth bite. | avoid that one, myself, except when | am truly depleted and
must have agreat infuson immediately to revive mysdlf. Thiswas more or lesswhat happened when the
boat docked this summer in San Francisco. Y ou understand that during the daylight hours, | must rest
and cannot feed. Although this country has the wonderful property of having nearly continuous night for
months on end, the reverseistrue in the summer, when daylight reins supreme for dmost two and a half
months. That iswhy | choseto go to San Francisco, where it got decently dark and | could livealittle.
Tothe best of everyone's knowledge here, | was out working on my claim while my children built my
home and my business”

"They aren't vampires then”?"

"Not most of them, a least not fully. They arerather al quite fond of being bitten, having developed a
hereditary longing for the euphoric secreted by my sdivawhen | feed.”

"That must have been what Maisie was prattling on about,” | said.

"Ah, Mase, yes. Isn't she charming? So enthusiastic. Not everyone has such a positive attitude toward
initiation, you know. | had to be quite firm with poor Gisdlle.

"Didyou kill her?" | asked.

"Y ou have the harshest way of looking at things. No, | did not kill her, but | had to restrain her until the
euphoric worked itsway out of her system. Too bad. Sheisaparticularly succulent sort. But she got
carried away and tried to bite others before she herself wasfully initiated. Just because she could shift
shapes& mdash;an ability acquired prematurely as aresult of previousindoctrination into the

occult& mdash;she thought herself my equd. | had to finish off that detective, Norman, myself for she had
crushed hisjugular in her ardor. | couldn't et the poor fellow, however obnoxious, dielike that. Also, her
system has not yet begun to produce the euphoric.”

"How about the other desths? The mountie at Tagish? Egil'sfriend on the boat, the drunk inthedley in
San Francisco, the miners around here?"

"That's not so awfully many, you know. Y ou could count them on both hands. And as| said, my
relationship to the rest of mankind is similar to war, though no one regretsthat morethan 1."

"But those you condemn to be creatures of the night like yourself?'

"There are not very many of those either. Miss Devine has not yet joined our ranks because of
expediency, but she wishesto. What is an actress without youth and beauty, which can be hersforever if
ghe entersinto the ultimate embrace?'

"There you go waxing poetic again. Y ou mean if sheletsyou bite her to desth, which you dmost have
dready.”

"No, my dear lady, of course not. | mean when she findly bites me. She must acquire my transformed



blood in order to be hersdlf transformed. So must anyone who would join us.”

That came as atremendous relief to me. | may not have known how often I'd been bitten, but | was
pretty sure | had not bitten anyone € se& mdash;least of dl Vasly Vladovitch. | certainly would remember
athing likethat.

"Are Maise and the others going to join you?'

"Oh, | hope so. | wanted to tell you about my plansfor animmorta troupe. | think it will be the most
exciting thing ever to happen in show business. And through the girls, perhaps we can use Dawson asa
source of ongoing wedlth, awhole country full of volunteer vampireswho can minetirdessy al winter
and ether deegp during the summer or vacation in more conventionally illuminated locations.”

He spread hisarms and his pdms asif opening vistas before me. "Imagine, abevy of eterndly beautiful
girls, their fame and talent growing over the years, playing al over the United States, Europe, South
America. Why, it will be ashow bus ness phenomenon such as the stage has never seen! And up here, a
haven for us, asthis country has been ahaven for me. A winter resort for people of my cdibre.

"Do you know how lonely thislife can be? My father, cooped up dl those yearsin that dreary castlein
Transylvania, was not the monster your Mr. Stoker imagines him to be, but he was abore and abit of a
sourpuss. It ranin thefamily. | am not surprised in the least that Aunt Elizabeth went over the edge. Itis
no sort of lifefor aperson, being shut up on londy prominences while everyone e sein the family is off to
war, impaling Turks.

"I was fortunate in growing up among the Cossacks on the steppes, free of confinement and freeto be
the sort of cresturethat | am and to glory init, to find aplacefor it. And then, when | rosein society in
Moscow and Berlin, because of my breeding and the family fortune, why, | began to see that the best
thingsin life hgppen at night anyway. All of the gaiety and glamour, the excitement and mystery of lifeare
enhanced by shadows and moonlight. So, | thought to myself, who needs sunshine anyway? Not |,
certainly, but when | heard of this place | knew that there was room to make awhole society beyond the
tyranny of sun or summer; an existence cloaked by vast expanses of snow, protected by isolation, but
one providing warm camaraderie aswell. With wealth, entertainment, fellowship, society, what more
would | ever need than thisland?' He ran his hands through his hair and sared at me asif hiswordswere
inadequate to share the glory of hisdream.

"l see. It soundslike averitable vampires utopia,” | said, humoring him.

"Itis Yes, itis. | am, you see, something of avisonary among my kind, being brought up so differently.
And, surely by now, you have discovered that my biteis even better than my bark, when applied with the
proper discretion." Hewiggled his eyebrows amoroudy at me and | affected to fail to understand. "Don't
you find it dramatic, asan artit, that | am able to dedl love and desth from this same set of fangs?”’

"A fountain of dental passion,” | agreed.

"There are, of course& mdash;uh& mdash;other outletsfor the former. My Indian children, for instance,
are descendants of avery fruitful union | enjoyed with alovely Indian woman who bore mefifteen
children, only haf of them manifesting avampire nature. The otherswho travel with me aretheir
descendants. Although it is not readily apparent to you, severd generations of my loca family arewithin
that little kinship group. Remarkable, isn't it?'

"So one has the choice of becoming avampire or dying eventually?' | asked.

"If you don't become avampire, you certainly die eventudly,” he said. "If you become one of us, it takes



alittlelonger, though I'm not sure how long if you stay away from certain unhedthy articlesand
conditions. But no, death and conversion aren't the only two choices. We are not the medieva Catholic
Church, after dl, my dear.”

| sat erect in my coffin and stared into his bottomless brown eyes and twirled my thumbsas| had often
seen the Widow Hig do. "Ah, yes. And there we come to the crux of the matter, do we not? Y our fear of
the Church, of crosses, of religiousimplements?

"Fear isnot theterm | would use," he said with alook asif he had just tasted something purported to be
blood that was instead tomato sauce. "Avoidance is perhaps more accurate. Religious fanatics who go
about brandishing crosses are dangerous to us because of their ill will toward any belief or practice that
does not conform to their doctrine. They also maketerrible converts. My great uncle Vanyaoncefdl in
love with a devout woman and claimed her. Never did she cease tearing both her hair and his and saying
'meaculpas day and night. Hefinaly had to lock her out of the crypt at dawn to berid of her."

"Then you are not specificaly anti-Chrigtian?' | asked.

"No. Only some Chrigtians. Rising again, you comprehend, isavery routine concept to us. | had hoped
you would understand it al better now, having been helped aong those lines yourself. Had | not relieved
you of an excess of sanguination pressing against your brain, you would have needed full conversonto
survive your accident. | could, of course, have exercised that option, but | would never wish to make an
unwilling vampire of someonelikeyou, for | am surethat if | did so you would find away to doom me."

"And what makesyou think | will not now?" | asked.

"Because | shdl prevent it, of course, and because | think that truly, | have given you little causefor a
persond vendetta againgt me. Unlike afew other extranorma beingsin the vicinity, | behaveina
principled and disciplined fashion toward prey and acolytes alike and pose no immediate threat to you or
those you have reason to carefor.”

"How about Sasha Devine?"

"Y ou have my permission to ask her if she fedsthreatened or imperiled,” he said gracioudy. "Y ou may
aso keep in mind that without my control, something that is now mostly an annoyance, an occasiond
hazard, could get completely out of hand, could ravage thisterritory and bring it under the control of one
who isnot, like myself, adreamer, but adespoiler of its riches and the labor of those who would win
them."

"Oh, redly," | said. ™Y ou sound like you think you're some sort of supernatural Wyatt Earp keeping
Dodge City safe for women and children.”

Helooked very pleased and amost preened himself, running hislong graceful fingers down the lapels of
his embroidered waistcoat. "Y ou do have away with words, for | think in many waysthat isan accurate
description. Y ou will recall the night you thought my coffin disappeared at the mouth of Henderson
Creek?'

"l amnot likely to forget it."
"There was a certain wolf intent on claiming amoose, aman, and you, if it could get you?'
"l recdl.”

"How were you saved, Miss Lovelace?'



"Dag Lomax and his cat& mdash;" | began, but VVastly VlIadovitch shook his head and waggled hisfinger
asif correcting achild.

"Dag Lomax and his cat, remarkable asthey may be, had nothing to do with it, but would, indeed, have
been devoured aong with you and Mr. Larsson had it not been for the command of another wolf."

"Y ou are mistaken, sir. The other wolf was not commanding our attacker, but calling to him.
Undoubtedly amating cdl.”

"Oh, isthat 0, Miss Know-Everything? It so happens, thistime, that you are the one who is mistaken,”
he crowed. "' happen to know for afact that both wolves were males and that one was dominant. For

one of my sort isof ahigher order than your mere were-people. They are the children of the night. We
arethe masters.”

"Areyou trying to tell methat you are not only abat and a blood-sucking saloon tycoon, but also awolf?
Redly, Vasly Vladovitch!"

"And amist, don't forget. If you had read the rest of that accursed book, it would have been clear to you.
Shape-shifting isalittle bonus power we have to make our liveseasier. Tell me, my dear, doesit excite
you that | am awolf? Does the prospect of being awolf yoursdf excite you?'

"The progpect of escaping your clutchesfor the relative warmth of the sunlight excitesme,” | said. "If this
isall asbenign asyou pretend, you will keep me prisoner no longer."

"That's gratitude for you!" his hands exploded outward and jerked expressively in outrage. "We save
your life, we offer you the option of extending it indefinitey, no strings attached, and you insult and revile
us! Y ou have been our patient, not our prisoner, you stupid girl."

"Then| cango?'
"Of course, you can go! Go! Go fdl off another boat and thistime drown for dl | carel™
"Arentyou afraid I'll tell what | know?'

"Tdl who? The mounties? Y ou think they're going to believe such astory from someone who murdered
one of their own officers?"

"Y ou framed me."

"Not intentionaly, but the Situation has had its uses. No, nobody is going to believe you. You'll end upin
amadhouseif you try to present this as anything but fiction, and as you can see from Stoker'swork, the
task of villifying us has dready been thoroughly executed. Sorry. Unfortunate choice of words. No, you
poor wretch, you have not at thistime nor have you ever had anything to fear from Vasly Vladovitch
Bledinoff. | would have given you the eminence of someone schooled firsthand in our origins, would have
seen to it that you were one of the grande dames of vampire society, accorded the respect and
admiration given to& mdash;oh, asaint, | suppose would be the best paralel in your narrow conventiona
terms. If you chooseto throw it away, it isyour affair, but you cannot hurt me or any of my followers.
We are, after dl, immorta, and you, you fool, have just abdicated that option.”

Heglared & measif | wasguilty of something, and | found myself sammering as| might have beforean
especidly severe nun. "l&mdash;I'm sorry, but what you want isimpossible. I'm afraid I'm mostly aday

person.”
"Bah!" he said, then fixed me with those mesmerizing eyes, and for amoment | feared that he was going



back on hisword and would be my ruin after al. ™Y ou will remain here, resting, until 1 send someoneto
get you. They will leed you from here blindfolded, and you will forget al you know of these chambers
once you leave them. Thiswhole incident will be asadream to you."

That command would have worked precisely as he wanted it had it not been for my old custom of writing
down my dreams as soon as | awakened. It was poetic jugtice, then, that the habit ingtilled in me by one
of hisvictims should be the ultimate undoing of the vampire.

Looking back uponit, | am rather vexed with Vasily Vladovitch for hishandling of the situation. People
who are captured by vampires are supposed to be hounded and subjected to nightmares and repeated
attacks of various supernatura agencies pressing upon them like so many bill collectors. It redly wasn't
far. He had had mein his clutches, and with al the dramatic possibilities, he had chosen smply to give
me abit of a hypnotic preogative and unclutch, asit were,

And then, a the end, they were so clumsy about it. Though | was blindfolded and had my handstied so |
couldn't cheat, if | did not know from whence | was coming, | at least knew with whom. Maisie consoled
me on my wisdom the whole long and circuitous journey.

"Of course, you have to do what you think is best, Cory, and | know that thislifeisn't for everybody, but
redly, | think you underrate the advantages. Y ou can't go bathing at the beach during the daytime any
more, it'strue, but then, my goodness, think of getting to deep in and never having to see eight A.M. the
rest of your life! Or& mdash;or whatever."

| et her prattle on, though | knew it was my moral duty to try to dissuade her. One dways seemsto have
amora duty to dissuade people from doing what they enjoy, but in thisingtance | wasn't yet fully awake
anyway, so | felt | could be excused on grounds of incapacitation. Otherwise, despite a bit of weakness
that would no doubt be readily remedied by brisk exercise, | felt well enough. | redlized suddenly that the
deep deep | had enjoyed while en route from Segttle and later while upon the Y ukon was due to some
spd| of Vadly VlIadovitch's smilar to the one from which | had just roused.

Long flights of steps and steep dopes had to be negotiated, and on these | concentrated while Maisie
regaled me with the joys of semivampiredom. | had become chilly amost as soon aswe set out, and from
that | guessed that the room in which | had been secreted was equipped with something as prosaic asa
soveor a the very least achimney pipe, though | had seen nothing but a bare room, the crystdlinelens,
and the coffin& mdash;| refuseto call it mine& mdash;in which | had apparently rested for more than two
weeks.

Abruptly I fdt therush of frigid air seize me, and Maise guided meinto it. Her chattering was now
drowned out by that of my own teeth.

"Just aminute more now, honey, and I'll let you loose and you can put on your hat and coat,” she
promised.

Findly, inthe middle of asnowy fied of what had once been muskeg, she kept her promise. Ahead of us
lay the raw new facades of the buildings that sparsely graced Second Street. Clearly visible beyond them
was the unattractive backside of Paradise Alley, aview asimproved by snow asthe residents of the area
were by their professona warpaint.

Maise untied my hands and pulled away the blindfold. "Here's your pack& mdash;| hope nothing
mildewed. It'salittle hard to dry so many things out in& mdash;well, never mind. | just hopeit'sdl right.
And heresyour coat." While | was wrapping that around me, she withdrew an envelope. "Vasly



Vladovitch saysthisisyour thirty piecesof slver, but it feds like folding money to me. I'd liketo stay and
chat, but | haveto run. | promised to take a pie up for the socia at the hospita this afternoon. Bye now!"

And she bustled off, gpparently seeing nothing contradictory about wishing to continue good works while
leading a secret life as an gpprentice vampiress. Well, perhaps there wasn't anything contradictory aslong
asshedidn't bite too deeply and kept away from crosses. Vasly VlIadovitch was widely known for being
asoft touch for agrubstake or hel ping someone down on hisluck. And despite hisaversion to religious
fanatics, he had, Lane once told me, donated generoudly to the hospital building fund in the early spring,
presumably before he came to San Francisco and ruined my life.

| was il dwelling on the munificence of my former employer as| reached my former abode. It had
obvioudy acquired anew occupant, as | saw upon opening the door. Her business was evidently doing
much better than mine had. Paris gowns and jewels were strewn everywhere, though the bed looked asiif
someone had nested in it and the fire was cold. My candles were set in profusion around the room,
squandered, their wax melting over canning jar lids and crystal holders, crockery, and odds and ends of
fine china. A funny arrangement of chicken feathers and a smdlly leather bag, no doubt some
manifestation of modern art that seemed at odds with the rest of the lady's taste, hung above the bed. The
bucket that had held my wallpaper rolls sat near the stove. All but three of the scrolls had evidently fed
thefire at sometime. | took the remaining three and was turning to go when Lurleen arrived & the
doorway.

"Well, hdlo, there" shesaid musically.
"Lurleen, for heaven's sakes" | said disgustedly.

"Oh! Cory! | thought you was some guy come to see Madame Giselle. She don't go for the common
trade and she ain't home anyway, so | thought I'd just sort of make sure you didn't go away
disappointed.” She suddenly pinched her fingers over her nose. "Gad, stinksin here, don't it? In spite of
that dollar an ounce Paris perfume she wears. Smellslike an old wet dog. Come on, honey."

"l was just going to go to the cafe and see& mdash;"

"Y ou won't see nothin' there today. It's Sunday. Everything is closed down tight. But agentleman caler
of mine who works the steamships |eft me some orangesthat are just going to go bad if you don't help
me eat them. And I've got some bacon and alittle tea. Cometo think of it, you'relookin' alittle

While she cooked and talked, | wrote down my dreams, including those | was supposed to forget, and
the accident, my rescue, the conversation with Vasdly Vladovitch, and adl | recdled of the route we
followed when | was released. From years of practice, | did not think of thesethingsat al but alowed
my hand to do thewriting while | listened to Lurleen's gossip, most of it second-hand from the miners.
Some of those who had claims up on the creeks had come into town, but some of the claims that had
supposedly been abandoned were now haunted by bobbing lights at night and the creaking of equipment.
Some of the fellows were claiming that the Bella had gone down with al hands and that the ghosts of
those men were haunting their old ssomping grounds asaway of |etting their fellowsin Dawson know of
the disaster, which, of course, nobody had bothered to report yet because they probably hadn't found
out or somebody was trying to keep it from them, probably a poalitician, probably for economic reasons.
Which was slly, because had there been such a disaster, every dog driver in town would have been
recruited for arescue party, and the entire country would have been out searching the banks. Still, in the
isolation and growing darkness of the winter, it sounded more plausible than it should have.

"That's about al except for that Gisdlle decidin’ she wastoo good for the rest of the hussies at the Vein



and movin' into your place. Not that you& mdash;well, never mind. She'sjust different. Never refers
customers either. That nice old guy with the cat was up here, oh, around noon, looking for something in
there. | thought for a minute you was him come back. She didn't give him the book he was lookin' for,
but she sounded like she was trying to give him about anything else you could dream up. Some people
just got no finesse, you know? Make the rest of uslook cheap. If | wasn't awoman who believesin
minding my own business, I'd have marched right over there and reminded her that it is Sunday and she
hasto closelike everybody else, evenif shesgivin' it awvay."

"Lomax?' | asked her. "He's here?!

"Wasearlier. | think | heard him say he was heading out today though. No place much for him to hang
out here on a Sunday, unlessit would be at one of the boarding houses. Y ou might ask in Grand Forks if
they've seen him pass, though mostly the river is solid enough now to support ateam right dong the
shoreline anyhow.”

"l wonder if | could catch up with him?"

"You'd better dress warmer than that if you're going to. And take snowshoes. Not much on the ground
now, but it looks like there might be more later. Y ou got matches? Coffee? Blankets?' | shook my head
at each successive question, and she shook hers, too. "I can loan you a couple of matches, but | don't
have any of the other stuff to spare. Y ou'd better send word.”

"l can't, Lurleen. | can't stay here. It isurgent that | find Lomax, but | promiseyou, I'll walk over to
Grand Forks, and if they have seen him and he'stoo far ahead of me, I'll return here.”

"You do that, kid. | swear | can't figure out what other problemsit isyou think you've got, but believe
me, none of 'emis as bad asfreezing to desth. And people aren't the only oneswho're hungry thiswinter.
Folks are gettin' attacked by wolves, bears, mooses, and beavers, for dl | know. Y ou come back before
dark now, you hear?"

Sunday had cast apall of ghostly silence over Dawson. Those who weren't in church had to be deeping
late& mdash;there was nothing else to do. The laws againgt working on the sabbath were extremely gtrict.
Theweek before | arrived, a man had been fined for cutting his own firewood on Sunday. The sillence,
which might have been restful at any other time, was restive instead, and | hastened my steps. Though the
sun was only halfway up inthe sky, | didn't judge that it could be much past two-thirty. | felt | had agood
chance of catching up with Lomax.

CHAPTER XX
&laguo;  &raguo;

Drydocked boats creaked with the cold and canvas flapped as someone shifted ingde atent. Dawson
on Sunday afternoon made the vampire'slair seem acheerful, homey sort of place, though perhapsit was
only that Vadly Vladovitch's company had had a corrupting influence on my perceptions. Or perhaps|
feltill at ease because, unbeknownst to me, | was being observed. At any rate, | was glad to pass Fort
Herchmer and head up the frozen Klondike toward the creeks.

Grand Forkswas alittlelivelier. Men and women were not exactly working on the sabbath, but they
were gtirring about alittle, feeding dogs, dumping dops, doing more norma sorts of things, being a bit
removed from the watchful eye of the mounties.

JayEllen hersdlf greeted me. She was around, busy woman whose usual expression seemed to be
resigned tolerance, but whose smile was genuindy both warm and amused. Lomax, shetold me, had left
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scarcely ahaf hour ago.

"Took him along timeto finish his Sunday dinner, which | fed him in anoncommercid, neighborly sort of
way," shetold me. "Then he gave me the seetest little poke of dust& mdash;purdly asafriendly,
neighborly present. The two things werein no way connected, heaven forbid.”

Though the few miles between Dawson and Grand Forks had tired me, | set out with renewed hope.
Redlly, dogs being what they were, Lomax had scarcely any lead at al. What with tangled harnesses, the
need for canineirrigation bresks dong thetrail, if | scurried alittle | should be ableto catch up. If | didn't
within acouple of hours, | would keep my promise to Lurleen and return to Dawson, though the thought
was not one that gladdened my heart.

The walk would have been a Sunday stroll had | been alittle more on my mettle and not trying to hurry
quite so much. It was another of those pastel winter scenes, pretty asarich child's nursery and about as
alarming. Thethick tracery of snow over the bare branched aders made them look asif they were
sculpted of bone china. The spruces were frosted on every layer of greenery, like a Chrismastreein the
yard of agingerbread house. | dmost broke into a skip and thought kind thoughts of granny, whomever
and wherever she might be.

If dl that wasn't enough to convince me, abenign golden light sat gently as ablessing upon the distant
hills, the treetops, the trail ahead. No doubt it would have made akindly halo for any passing grizzly. |
was so charmed and bemused that if | had heard footsteps behind me, | would have turned and
exclamed to my pursuer what aglorious day it was.

And though | did not catch up with Lomax, even after an hour and ahaf of maintaining a pretty good
pace, | fet surethat | would at any moment. Sometimes | would stop and think | could hear him up
ahead of me, calling to the dogs, or hear one of them "woo woo" that strange husky whining howl that
aufficesfor abark. | was clearly on histrail& mdash;little paw prints and the twin indentations of runner
rutsled the way, and a profusion of yellow bushes dong the path indicated that his dogs were doing
things that would dow him down to where | could catch up eventudly. | could surely run asfast asadog,
couldn't I?1 did not, at the time, know anything much about dog driving.

Nor did | particularly know why | felt it so urgent to reach Lomax. He was my confidant, but so was
Lurleen. He was, perhaps, less publicly occupied than Lurleen and had shown moreinterest in my
problems, but that did not mean he was any better equipped to deal with them. He was as short of
supplies as anyone. But then, since he had taken my share, perhaps| did have more of aclaim on his
attention than on someone e se's. That was not it, redlly, of course. The fact wasthat | liked the man and
trusted hisgood will toward me, which it seemed to me he had demonstrated repeatedly. | thought that if
we could just talk everything over, surely | would find the sengble thing to do in thissingularly unsensible
gtuation.

| was probably being entirely too harsh on Vasily Vladovitch, for instance. He, too, had shown hisgood
will, and if hekilled people occasondly, hedid it less casudly than many people who had lessredistic
need of the blood of their fellow man. Or woman.

The only one of hiswould-be converts he had been less than courtly to had been Gisdlle, and maybe be
had, despite what he told me, reinstated her in his affections and my cabin. Those Paris gowns had to
come from somewhere. Poor Giselle. After longer acquai ntance with her dance hal kills, | could see that
shewas not as good a them as the other girls. There had been no sign, judging from the fact that both
Millie and Sashawere walking around unharmed (if you didn't count nibbled necks), that she had any
aptitude for being avoodoo queen, as Maisie had suggested. And she had been quite an overeager
falure at vampiredom, if Vasily Vladovitch was being truthful, and had had to be drummed out of the



corps (corpse?) for exceeding her authority and the length of her fangs.

All of these ruminations ran through my head aong with the rhythm of my steps, so that | failed to notice
that the sky was growing dimmer, the golden light had turned stedly, awind had come up making the
gprucesrock like hired mourners and sending afine dust of snow skimming acrossthetrail ahead of me.

It wastime to go back, but | knew it would be dark before | reached Grand Forks again and there was
awaysthe chancethat if it was growing dark, Lomax would be making camp. If | walked but another
haf hour, I'd probably sstumble over him.

And | was convinced | could hear the dogs howling. | hurried my footsteps and pulled my collar up and
my hat down. Thewind tingled at the tip of my nose. Perhaps because | had walked into a denser stand
of trees, perhaps because | had comeinto this part of the early winter after a sudden lgpse of many days,
| was unprepared for the swiftness with which thelight failed.

Still, thetrail was clear and there was some traffic. From somewhere close by | heard footsteps
counterpointing my own. The woods distorted the sound so that | could not &t first tell from which
direction the sound came. A well-remembered and unloved voice enlightened me dmost as soon as|
stopped to ponder the matter.

"Hold it right there, littledarlin'.”

Drake stood behind mein the path. One of his handmade Mexican cigars dangled from asingularly
unfriendly grin. | might have tried dissembling except that to the best of my memory Drake was not the
sort of man who would address an unknown person in amale miner'stogs by one of hisquaint regiond
endearments.

"Why, Mr. Dr& mdash;Blake! Whatever arc you doing so far from town? Aren't you worried that some
bel eaguered fellow countryman will comein from the creeks with arich claim, and you will not betherein
timeto beat him to the recorder's office?'

"Yesm, | do indeed worry about that kind of thing amite, but agood politician needsto learn to delegate
authority. | have an assistant to handle the routine matters. | wanted to tend to you personaly.”

"How kind."
"No, maam, | don't believe kind' is exactly theword | would use.”

"I'm sorry to hear that. | had hoped you'd perhaps cometo tell me that after your uncouth behavior on
our previous acquaintance, you had seen the light and wished to gpologize. Since that is not the case, I'll
not take up any more of your valuabletime. I'm trying to overtake someone.”

"Wouldn't be some old cripple with amangy cat around his neck and adog team, would it now?"
"I wouldn't put it that way, no."

"Becauseif itis heant dayin' hedthy dl that much longer neither.”

"You'revery ambitious so latein the day.”

"Another new assgtant. Shelll enjoy chewin' on him more than | would. Enthusiagtic type, thet Gigi.
Findly found the kind of work she's cut out for. But you and me, well just wait till the moon shows up. |
like it when the moon's big and full. Puts hair on my chest."



"I had no ideayou were such aromantic, Mr. Drake."

"How well you know me, darlin’. Thelast time | succumbed to any sentimental horseshit, | lost my ranch.
If I had let my old partner feed Claytie and Lovanche to the dragon with the rest of you, Kukulkan would
have been pleased with me and let me keep it instead of requirin' meto take up with this new profession.”

"l was under the impression you aways wanted to bein politics.”

"It'snot palitics I'm talkin' about. 1t'sloboin’. | dways was somethin' of alonewolf, but | never reckoned
how complicated it can be."

"Do you intend to continue talking in riddies dl night or are you going to explain what on earth you're
talking about?' | had agood idea, between the Dracula book and Lomax’s letter, and at this point | was
getting S0 used to people seeming to be what they weren't or turning into other things without so much as
aby-your-leave that | wouldn't have been at all surprised to learn that Queen Victoria, upon contact with
sdtwater, turned into amermaid.

"Oh, I'm gonna do better than that, darlin’. I'm gonna show you just exactly what | mean. Y ou just Stay
right there and be as sweet asyou are, and in no time at dl you'll get the point.”

He grinned again and his teeth seemed somewhat longer. He flexed his hands and it seemed to me that
his gloves strained at the fingertips alittle. He wastoo vain, of course, to wear mittenslike amost

everybody else.

"I have no doubt that | will, but once you begin your explanation, | wonder if I'll havetimeto fully
appreciae its subtleties. Or your accomplishments. Was that you, by any chance, who greeted me a
Lomax's camp thet firgt night?"

"It was, and if some other varmint hadn't interfered with me, we would not be havin' this particular
conversaion.”

"But what good can it do you to turn into awolf?" | asked him.

"Mostly because it's something not everybody can do, but you see, awolf, bein' a critter, can get away
with murder and everybody says, 'Hdll, that'sjust a critter.' The most they do about it istry to track it, or
wolvesin generd, down and kill it. But alobo like me, we're alittle harder to kill, man or wolf."

"Oh? And how'sthat."
"Got any slver onyou?'
"Not at the moment."

"Good. That'sjust hunky-dory." Hisgrin literally split hisface, the fangs definitely more pronounced, the
end of hisstraight and rather aristocratic nose starting to look vaguedly shiny and wet. His eyebrows
sprouted brushy embellishments, and he needed a shave he had not needed ten minutes ago. He pulled
off one glove with another and removed the cigar from his mouth long enough to pick his back teeth with
alittlefingernail like a Chinese mandarin's. 'Y ou know, not too many people do have any silver up here.
I'm mighty pleased about that. Now, if | was out in Arizona or maybe Colorado, 1'd have me a problem,
but up here dl anybody thinks about or uses or makes pretties for their lady friends out of is shiny yellow
gold. Everybody usesit, including me, and by thetime I'm done with thisplace, I'll haveit dl. See, silver
and me don't get dong anymore. Can't even wear conchos. Maybe I'll have me some made up of gold,
‘cause gold don't bother me any more than tearin' your throat out will, darlin'. Go ahead on and make a
run for it if you want to. Won't help you none. I'm FAST and my little compadre, she's gonnabe full by



the time shefinisheswith that old man, but shelll be quick enough to catch you.”

"Well, | certainly wish you'd done this before we got on the wrong side of each other, Mr. Drake," | said.
"Thisis probably even more fascinating than the dragon. Many people might regard your condition asan
affliction or acurse, but you seem to embrace it with the creative and innovative spirit | would expect of
you."

"Mighty kind of you to say so, darlin’. See, I've read about these poor suckers who couldn't handle bein'
awerewolf, but | learned my lesson when | lost everything by not lettin’ the dragon have my kinfolk. Y ou
don't get nowhere in thisworld without, if you'll pardon my sayin' so, dog estin' dog.”

"How wise of you to learn thet lesson latein life. Before the incident with the dragon, you were just
another doppy, idedlistic scap-hunter and gunrunner. I'm glad to see you've toughened up.”

"I sure as hell hope you haven't. I've been teething on these gumboot miners. A little soft, tender lady
would do me aworld of good.”

He shucked off hisjacket and shirt and turned his back dightly to remove his nether garments. The
reader may rest assured that even in this extreme a Situation, the proprieties were maintained. By now he
was S0 covered with thick gray-black fur that he might as well have been wearing mink unmentionables.

"l guess you acquired your powers rather recently, did you? | mean, | know it'swithin the last ten years.”

"Having met the great dragon and having the hole in my head to proveit, | didn't have abig problem
convincing the brujosthat are what's|eft of the Jaguar people to indoctrinate me. It's sort of like magic,
but it'salittle more like the smalpox. They bite you and then you get to bite everybody else. That'swhat
| meant with the joke about the dogs. Y ou can laugh now, and before | get down on all fours, 1'd advise
you to take back what you said about me bein’ green at this." His voice was by now alow growl that
sounded more like a speech defect than what | would have thought atalking wolf would sound like. His
hackles wereraised and histall bristled menacingly.

"I only meant that | heard you had some trouble, for amore or lessimmortal sort of person, killing afew
minersthe other day. The old cripple among them.”

"Shoot, that wasn't nothin'. Only reason they got away was some crazy moose atacked me. | coulda
killed it, but that one bite of moose meet | had thefirst timeyou and | met up at Lomax's was more than

enough for me."

"But you're very ferocious and they weren't apparently even harmed, according to areliable source,” |
added quickly.

"Hell, they weren't harmed because | wanted to make sure | killed them with the first bite and none of
'em got away just alittle chewed on. Mighta given me some competition. | don't am to make any
werewolves| can't control. | have one more little problem Ieft after | take care of you, the old man and
that tinhorn out at what will shortly be my new claim. Other than that, | intend to be strictly in charge
here. Now, sweet thing, tell me, what's your best sde?" And he sprang for me.

I only meant to duck when Drake, by now fully transformed into awalf, flew a me, but the exertions of
the day, the excitement, the fear | had tried to control by bantering, had cost me too much. My duck
became a headlong tumble as | dipped and fell sideways of the path. Drake's body thudded onto the
pathway behind meand | started crawling for the woods, thinking perhaps | might hoist mysdlf into atree
somewhere. Wolves, even werewolves, didn't climb treesasfar as| knew.



About that time, however, afrightened kiyi-ing rang through the woods, followed by the rapid patter of
paws and the howling and yapping of agreat number of dogs. | held my breath. The werewolf Gisdle
had no doubt just encountered Dag, and his trusty dogs were setting up aruckus. But then the kiyi-ing
grew louder, and the dogs seemed to be coming from the direction of Grand Forks, And therewasa
louder sound on the path, too, the thunder of the hooves of some large animal.

Drake growled, first down the path, then a me, then up the path, sniffing the air and looking more
confused than ferocious. All of asudden, aball of black fur struck him like one billiard ball striking
another, and herolled nose over tail into the woods while the second wolf tore past us both on the trail.
A giant, angry bull moose pounded down upon her, and she threw her head up and howled as sheran,
which was how she avoided seeing the dog team until she ran right into the lead dog. The team howled in
panic, the femaewolf in fear, and Drake in sheer confusion as he rolled over on the other side of the
path, shook the snow from hisfur, and saw what was going on. A shot rang out and the female wolf
yelped and ran into the woods, apparently forgetting she was invulnerable. The moose turned to follow,
saw Drake, and charged him instead. Drake made a speedy exit into the woods.

Sergeant Degtin siood on the runners of his ded, slamping on the break, and swearing soothingly in his
Scots burr to his dogs, who were sngpping, snarling, and strangling themsdlvesin their harnessestrying to
get loose. About that time another team of dogs yelped up from the opposite direction, with Lomax
running behind them yelling words he must have learned at sea, and possibly some of them from his
Indian in-laws, for | had seldom heard such color and variety in one gout of anger.

"Hey, you, get them damn dogs out of theway!" Lomax yelled.
"Y ou clear your animals oot of the path, mon. Y €re interrferrin’ with due process of the law.”

"Macom?' Lomax stopped dead in thetrail, and the dogs promptly tangled themselves around atree,
one hanging himsdf upside down in his harness. Lomax's voice was barely audible.

"Dag! What're you doin" here? | mean, coomin' roond in thisdirection? | thought you was well up ahead
of me"

"l was, but | got attacked by thiswolf that got chased away by thismoose. I'm startin' to fed like I've
been there before. Did you look through that book like | told you?”

"Aye, but thisisno time to discusslit'ratoor, mon. Help me untangle these beagties.”

| kept hoping one of the dogs would swing my way and Lomax would cometo free or retrieveit 0|
could get hisattention, but my wait seemed to beinvain. Surdly if | just waited long enough, Destin
would return to Dawson, and Lomax would continue on to hisclaim, and | could meet up with him. On
the other hand, with Drake and Gigi on the prowl, perhaps we should all return to Dawson. | wasina
quandary about whether to add to what Lomax had figured out for himsalf aready and report to Destin
what Drake had confessed to me, or to try to form some plan with Dag.

With dl I knew now, the mounties could defeat the werewolves, but | was not sure how they would dedl
with my return from the dead, and | would have to regppear as mysdf in order to be sufficiently
convincing. | wondered if Destin would not still prefer to believe | had killed his comrade rather than face
the fact that his death had been due to causes not dedlt with in the police manuals.

While | was thus deep in thought, | felt abreath of hot air upon the back of my neck. My immediate fear
was that the wolves had returned, but when | rolled my eyes upward, | beheld the moose staring down at
me



| froze and stayed that way until the two men untangled their dogs and Destin turned his and headed back
to Dawson. | was too shocked to notice when Lomax commenced to do the samething. | opened my
mouth to ydll to him to stop, to wait, that | was there alonein the woods with two werewolves except for
alarge moose who from my vantage point appeared to be cross-eyed. But the gaze of the moose held
meinthrall and | was unable to move, watching helplesdy as Lomax gathered his dogs and drove off
after the mountie. Then, of course, when it was too late, my voice returned to me.

"Well, | hope you don't mind costing me maybe my life—unless, of course, you're prepared to stay with
me until dawn when the wolves go away. I'll probably freeze to deeth anyway, if you don't somp mefirst
and&mdash;"

| stopped abruptly, for the big animal was knedling beside me and tossing its head backward. When |
looked at it stupidly, it lowered its head asiif to butt me. | stood and took a step backward. It lowered its
head asif in submisson and waited. When | hesitated, it looked back at meimpatiently. | could draw
only one conclusion from this strange behavior, and that was that it wished me to mount its back. | was
very relieved when, upon straddling it, | found that | had interpreted matters correctly.

At asteady and cautious plod, we set out on the trail toward Dawson, always within earshot of the dogs,
awayswith an eye out for the wolves, and now and then, on the part of my steed, with teeth bared to
strip the willow branches overhanging the path, in the process dumping snow down the collar of therider,
namely me. It was annoying, but asmall enough priceto pay for such alarge and efficient protector.

During the course of thisride, | became highly appreciative of the handy portion of the adult bull moose
known astherack, or antlers. Broad and flat, they were not only something to hold onto, oncethe
moose got used to the ideathat it was absolutely necessary that | do so and no amount of head tossing
would dissuade me, but, eventually, something to brace mysdf against when | succumbed to exhaustion.

| had had an exceptionaly busy day and evening for a convalescent. | had a blinding headache that even
the gentle pace of the moose meandering through heavy snow joggled excruciatingly. My limbs, too long
disused, fdt asif hot pokers had replaced my bones. My neck and back felt asif my spine was ready to
crack into athousand jagged pieces, each at right anglesto the other.

And ontop of al of these was another, more shameful ailment. The little tooth marks where Vasily
Vladovitch had drained the blood from my swollen sca p itched, throbbed, and dl but made my hair
stand out in tendrils grasping for the opportunity to fedl those teeth. | craved the release of that sharp
crescendo of pain and the accompanying jolt of blessed joyous peacefulness. | visudized those fangs not
with horror but with fondness for the first time, and apart of me that seemed to St somewhere over my
left ear looked on clucking itstongue. | remembered the look on Papa’s face when held been without a
bottle for atime, and thought he must have felt the same way. No wonder he had stayed so closeto
Vadly Vladovitch, even after he died. It was not for my sake done. The vampire had provided him with
the cure he had been looking for dl hislife, the same sort of thing Purdy once advertised as a panaceafor
al that ailed a person. The ultimate painkiller.

So that was why Sasha deceived me so readily, why Maisi€'s outwardly cheerful nature suddenly
escalated to manic devotion. | wondered if even after hisunnaturdly long lifetime, Vasily Vladovitch had
any trueideaof how his bite effected those he lft living. | would certainly haveto cal on him oncel
reached Dawson again. | would wear black, of course, my mourning dress for Papa and the hat with the
black ostrich plumes, with maybe a dead baby raven perched on the brim, which ought to please the
vampire, and maybe | would prick my finger and put a bit of blood in the bottom of apreserve jar and
sed the top with abit of calico and put the wholein acovered basket with my card on top, "With kindest
inquiries, PelagiaHarper.”



Asif it was hewho had beeniill, not I.

Not until we reached the edge of the woods on the far side of the Klondike and the moose halted and
stood feeding, did | redize that hdf of my mind's wanderings had been dreams.

Much of the night still remained and here| was, back where | had started from. Acrossthe frozen river
lay Fort Herchmer, acandle in the window of the guardroom and one in the window of thelittle
headquarters building. Lomax's dog team, il in harness, rested on pillowed paws while their master was
within, probably filling out some sort of police report. | started across the river and the moose hesitated,
then crossed with me. There was till asmall amount of brush cover around the fort and morein back,
though any wood bigger around than one'slittle finger had long ago been taken for building materias or
kindling.

| was about to step up to the door, when from the other side of the building came hurried footsteps, and |
shrank back into the shadows and into the moose, who let forth a startled huff of frosty breath.

As soon as the door closed behind the newcomer, | crept to the single window inthe smal building. The
moose crept up behind me. | put my nose cautiously near the bottom of the pane and |ooked

over& mdash;straight into two shining eyes. Loki scratched a paw against the pane and made a puzzled
mrrowling.

Ignoring the cat, | peered over itsrather agitated top half. The newcomer was one of the young
constables | had seen before. The pane wasthin and | was well able to hear the conversation.

"Well be needing reinforcements at the Vein, Sergeant Destin,” the congtable said. "1t no sooner opened
the doorsthan Ollie Lindholm mushed up shouting to the bartender to fetch Bledinoff and buy drinkson
the house. Seemsthat claim Bledinoff staked him to has been coughing up more than asmall spot of
color every day for the last month. Lindholm says he had to bring his poke in now, before it got too
heavy for the dogsto haul. It ismy considered judgment, Sergeant, that there's going to be ahell of a

party.

Dedtinrose. "Stout lad, Congtable, stout lad, indeed. Canna have them havin' more fun than isfittin'
without proper supervision of the forces of law and order, en? Come along, mon,” thislast to Dag. "And
bring yer daft wee beastie wi' you. Y ou might recognize one of the perpetrators at the festivities, now,
mightn't you?"

"Not likely," Lomax said, dipping into his coat and setting down his tea cup nonetheless. "They were
wolves, like| told you."

"From what Constable Peters here says, therell be agood bit of howlin' going on over there, too.”

Lomax seemed disinclined to argue with that and scooped up Loki without another look out the window.
The burned Dracula book lay open on the desk. When the three men had trooped out the door and
down theriver toward town, | poked my hair back into my hat, dipped into the office, and picked up the
book, skimming it quickly to try to seeif | could find anything about what to do about vampires or
werewolves or whatever. There was a space in the spine that didn't seem to have to do with thefire
damage and | let the book flop open to that place.

The passage marked was at least partialy what | wanted. It told of how Dr. Van Helsing, apparently an
expert on vampires by virtue of being Eastern European, persuaded Arthur Holmwood, afriend of the
hero Jonathan Harker's, to finish off hisfiancée, Lucy Westerna, after she succumbed to the advances of
the vampire to such a degree that she had to be entombed. Dr. Van Helsing carried aregular little
workshop with him, including a hammer and a sharpened wooden stake, and with this, the book said,



"Arthur took the stake and the hammer, and when once his mind was set on action his hands never
trembled nor even quivered.” While the other two pioudy read from amissal that the doctor happened to
have brought along for that very purpose, "Arthur placed the point over the heart, and as | looked | could
seeitsdint in thewhite flesh. Then he struck with dl hismight.”

| gagged on the next paragraph, for even though they knew that poor Lucy wasin ruddy good hedlth
when they'd started their little escapade, Harker went into gory detail about the poor girl'send. | couldn't
help wondering if Holmwood had not been motivated less by atruism, asthe lugubrious account of
Harker suggested, and more by jealousy. A lot of men would not take kindly to their fiancées alowing
themselves to be bitten on the neck by other fellows, no matter how titled or aristocratic.

So engrossed was | in this passage that | had not heard the approaching footsteps, the yowl of the cat,
nor the howling of the dogs. When the door swung open, | jumped.

"Whet are you doin'& mdash;Pelagial | thought you was hafway to Nome by now."
"Captain Lomax, please tdl mewhat you think of this" | said.

"I think it'smy poor old book and it's been through alot. | come back lookin' for it at your old place, but
that L ouisianawoman wasin there dready, whatsername, Gigi. Destin come after me earlier today when
| left without it. Don't know how he come by it."

"Perhgpsthiswill giveyou aclue” | said dramaticdly, holding doft the wisp of fine bleached cornhusk
that had been lodged into the spine of the book.

"Hmph. Didn't know they grew corn up thisfar north," he said.

"They don't. | have seen thisvery sort of cornhusk €l sewhere, however, and recently. It iswhat the
Mexican cigarerras use to cover their handmade cigars. Thisevening | saw very smilar materia wrapped
around its smoking contents and dangling from the lips of Assistant Consul Blake& mdash;or Frank
Drake, asheismore notorioudy known farther south& mdash;just before he turned into awolf and
attempted to kill me. What have you to say to that, Captain Lomax?"'

He scratched hishead. "Well, I'll be darned,” he said. "He musta been the one sicced the book on
Malcom. Ma was plenty steamed up about that. Said some 'party” passed the book on to Congtantine,
tellin’ him that was how the undesirable dements of the town should be handled. | think sometimes Mai
underrates Constantine's sense of humor. Pretty gruesome anyway, huh? I've had about al the gruesome
| can stand for one day. | got chased darn near clear back to Dawson by wolves. Lucky for me Destin
was around& mdash;him and that crazy moose. Y ou'd think that thing was a dog."

"No," | said. "I'd think it wasahorse. | rodeit al the way back to Dawson."

He squinted at me. "Pelagia, you wouldn't take advantage of an amateur liar by tryin' to best him with
some of your professiona whoppers, would you?' Then he squinted alittle harder as| fdt the starchin
mego limp again. "No, | guess not. So, okay, tell mewhat isthisthing you've got goin' with mooses and

wolves anyway?'

| told him asmuch as | could while he unhitched his dogs, bedded them down, and fed them on the
beach before we walked back to the Vein. He chewed his pipe and stroked Loki'stail. | had to take the
long way around in telling him about it al because | had to tell him about being rescued from drowning by
the vampire Indians, then being bitten by Vasily Vladovitch, recovering in the cavernouslair, and being
st free before | told about Drake's attacks, threats, and our past association. " So you can see why that
passage upsets me. Why Drake would stage avirtua witch hunt againgt Vasily Vladovitch just to conced



hisown nefarious activities.”

"They aint dl that well concedled,” Dag pointed out.
"Wdll, to distract from them then.”

"Don't get yoursdlf worked up. Sarsaparilla?"

The saloon looked the same as before but somehow much friendlier than when | had left it. It was about
four in the morning when we arrived. The Vein had opened at two, that being as soon as Monday
morning asthe law alowed following the sabbath closing. The girls performed an impromptu cancan,
though no shows were officially scheduled. Sasha Devine, in red satin with black maribou trim, sang
something so smokey it was unintelligible, with the generd theme of being far from home and, therefore,
londy for mother.

Vasly Vladovitch smiled and pretended to drink the many toasts proposed in his honor. Lane worked
like asteam engine fireman shoveling the customersfull of drinks. Maisie had her usual crowd around her
as she leaned againgt the rail and waggled her gartered knee back and forth coquettishly as she talked.
Jeanninetried to strike up a conversation with us, but Dag explained that | was very shy around girls and
awfully young and would have a better timeif she didn't tease me. With any of the othersthat would have
been like ared flag at abull, but Jeannine was the sengtive type and sashayed away to find some other
high roller with more gold dust and less reticence.

The smoke, the dosh of drinksin glasses, the hesat of the stove, the smdlls, the music, the press of
merrymaking people, al impeded further conversation and lulled half of meto deep. The other haf was
keeping aclose eye on Vadly Vladovitch. | watched for his departure, which by my caculation should be
soon. We il had unfinished business.

Dag left Loki with me while he went over to talk to Malcom Destin, who, | was sure, was far more
interested in the conversation he was having with Sasha Devine, who hung onto him asif he were the only
law north of the Inside Passage, or maybe it was the only man north of the Insde Passage. Her own
black band was gone now, and unless | was mistaken that was my cross worn so chastely above her red
satin bosom.

| started to get up and go take issue with her about it, when Vasily VIadovitch, with arather fixed Stare at
the last man who tried to detain him and regale him with hislatest triumphsin thawing frozen ore,
evagporated from the room amost asdickly asif he had turned to mis.

| was closer to the front door and bolted for it, dmost closing it on Loki'stail asthe cat followed me
outsde. Risking certain shredding, | dung the anima upon my shoulders and held onto both sets of paws
asl ran.

Vasly Vladovitch was disgppearing down Paradise Alley when | rounded the building. | dmost cdled to
him, but then as| started to pass by Stella's cabin, something stepped out in front of me. | backed into
Stellas doorway. Her stove was cold, her bed in disarray, and the cat sniffed in awild way that
confirmed my suspicion that the dark sticky stuff spread around was blood. Vasly Vladovitch was
getting faster and messier, perhaps. | had no timeto investigate if | wasto catch him, however. Thething
that had stepped out in front of me planted itsdf firmly at the door. The cat leaped from my shoulders and
scratched at the door, mewing asif asking to be fed. | peeked out the window. The moose stood there,
its ugliness not glamorized much by the predawn glow, for it was now closeto seven-thirty or eight
o'clock in the morning. | opened the door, and the cat began brushing againgt the beast's feet asif it were
along-logt littermate (assuming that cats are nostalgic about that sort of association).



The moose ignored the cat and smply followed me as| tried once more to catch sight of Vasily
Vladovitch. | figured he was heading for hishome, so | was not overly concerned about losing him. |
would not have minded losing a portion of the small parade | seemed to be leading, however.

Thiswas soon added to when | heard avoice hailing me from Front Street. "Wait up, there!” Lomax
cdled. For thefirg time, | fet rather annoyed with him. He didn't seem to want to let me out of hissight.
In retrogpect, this does seem a strange reaction for awoman who had been prepared to walk from
Dawson to Henderson Creek only afew hours earlier to be with the man.

But | waited twitchily for him to catch up, then resumed my pace without much further conversation.

We were close to the house when the moose began to shrink. First the back legs seemed to buckle, then
the body to draw in on itsalf both from behind and the side, the muzzle to shrive, the hide to lighten, and
the antlersto suck themselves back into the head, whose mane had paled in an instant.

"My gosh, it's Egil!" Lomax said, and up ahead | saw Vasly Vladovitch disappear into his house.

"Thanksfor theride, Egil," | whispered as Lomax bent over the younger man and | turned back toward
the vampireés dwdling.

The house was empty and dark asthe stove was cold. Vasily Vladovitch, for aman in store for so much
company, was clearly expecting none.

While | stood waiting for my eyesto adjust to the darkness, afamiliar pae glimmer sparked in adistant
corner of the room. Papa's face changed from an amorphous blob to a semblance of hisliving features.

"Good evening, Papa. | havefindly figured out what you were trying to tell me, and | want you to know
that I'm touched by your concern. But | <till need to see Vasly Vladovitch again.”

The spectre bobbed without changing expression and hovered in front of what | could see upon closer
inspection was the pantry curtain | had observed earlier. When the ghost disappeared through it, |
followed and walked straight into a can of kerosene.

CHAPTER XXI
&laguo; " &raguo;

| do not customarily open secret passages with my nose, but on thisoccasion | did. While | was rubbing
theinjured part, the pantry wall scraped back and Papa squeezed through the crack and back out again
to show me where the opening was. Secret panels may work very nicely esewhere, but in the Y ukon the
cold and the permafrost that break up the ground every spring and swell it every summer before freezing
it again in the winter keep any door from fitting well, no matter how cunningly designed by how
supernatural abeing. | could barely open it wide enough to squeeze through it. My guess wasthat Vasly
Vladovitch only came through herein mist form.

The passage wound upward steeply asaspira staircase. | recdled that the house abutted a cliff and
guessed that | must now bewithiniit.

Papalit the way with hisghostly light, playing thewill o' wisp for me. | had always secretly suspected he
would have preferred the stage to the press, and now as a ghost, he seemed able to branch out abit.
When at |ast the passage apparently came to adead end, he hovered by the blank wall for amoment,
then folded himsalf over and through the crack and back out again, as he'd done in the pantry. | pushed
where hefolded and the wdll parted. | was once morein the cylindrical chamber with the crystal window,
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now curtained against day.

Vadly Vladovitch, natty in asmoking jacket and beaded moccasins for house dippers, did not look
particularly surprised to see me.

"Good morning, my dear. | have not much time left for conversation, but it isgood to see you again. |
must say you're not looking too well."

"Vadly Vladovitch, about your bite& mdash;" | began.

He smiled at metolerantly. "I'm so sorry, my darling girl. | have dined aready and you look much too
paeasitis”

"Y ou didn't say that to Papawhen you killed him," | pointed out.

"Actudly, | did, but your Papawas most insstent and refused to let me go. | believe | mentioned that.
Also, | did not know him, and | was not asfond of him as| am you, for al the trouble you've caused
me"”

| had not said | wanted him to bite me again, but he had aready divined that and was rgjecting me
anyway. | fdt aflush of shameriseto my cheek. Hisinterest increased dightly.

"I should like to know how long and under what circumstances | will continue to experience
this& mdash;uh, taste, for being bitten," | said. "According to Mr. Stoker, the wish to be bitten disappears
only after the biter is dead.”

"How odd that the book should take that viewpoint since according to it | am aready dead. Asfor your
own, asyou say, taste, | am afraid | cannot help you. | have been the biter sincefirst | cameinto my
fangs. | find it agreeable and most of the people | bite lso seem to find it agreeable. | do not understand
why you mind having this perfectly natural desire to be bitten. | bit you only oncein order to aid you, and
now you're acting asif | had done you adisservice and demand that | do you another one! Thisisacrazy
way to act, dear girl."

"For pity's sakes, Vadly Vladovitch, are you redly that blind or that callous? Y ou go around biting
people againgt their will, and if you don't inflict death upon them, you inflict instead these inconvenient
longings for which you then disclaim any respongibility. If you're not hungry, your victims should not wish
to befood. That's not perfectly natural at al, sir. That iscrazy. | think you should faceit, Vasily
Vladovitch. All of this ancient-priest-and-wise-grandfather business has goneto your head. You'reredly
no morein control of this Stuation than | am, than Papawas of hisdrinking. And one more

thing& mdash;”

"Only one?' he asked, amiling in apained sort of way.

"What is between you and Sasha Devine? | thought she was dmost avampire, and now I'm going around
with the bite marks and she's wearing Mamas cross.”

"What is between me and the Divine Miss Devine, asyou ask so hosily, isover. That iswhat is between
me and Sasha Devine. Her precisewords, | believe, werethat if she was going to hell shewas not going
todoitinacrowd. | tried to explain to her, as| am trying to explain to you, that in ashort time, when |
have arranged matters properly, | will no longer be the only quaified full-fledged vampire herein
Dawson. What you both fail to understand is that these things take time.

"| believe that the blood frenzy experienced by my exiled relations, particularly those known for their
more obvioudy gauche self-gratifications, were the result of what Mr. Freud would call amania. My



theory isthat because we arerather far removed from our origind priestly origins, the longing for blood
and its symbiotic companion, the longing to be bitten, ater our emotiona and menta controls. | have
waited so long to creste another such as mysdf while grooming those candidates most likely to satisfy
themsalvesin amoderate, temperate fashion that will not harm their personalities nor dter their characters
by anything more than adesireto go to bed alittle later than usud. By choosing subjectsjudicioudy at
first and training them properly to assume their new forms, | hope to breed a leadership among Dawson
society that will assist in the conversion of the rest of the populace in amore comfortable and natural
fashion.

"If you must know, Miss Loveace, | |eft home because | had no desire to live among monsters. When,
upon landing on these shores, my fellow promyshlenniks* behaved to the Nativesin a manner as
barbaric asany of my ill-fated kinsmen, | disposed of them so they would not contaminate this new
world. Then | undertook the training and education of a select group of Natives mysdlf. These arethe
people who rescued you, and I'm sure you saw that they are of high cdlibre and have their wits about
them.* Early Russian traders

"If ever there was aland where being avampire could be the norma, acceptable state of being, itisin
this place, with itslong nights, its shrouded seasons, itsfrigid temperatures, itsriches, and itsisolation.
Also, itismy belief that because of the ferocity of the mosquitos during the summer months, the
inhabitants in time build a higher blood volume to compensate, and are thus better able to withstand
occasond losses.

"S0, you see, | have every reason to hope for success. But it needsto be done correctly. Frankly, my
dear Miss Lovelace, despite your experiences with the dragon, | don't think you will fitin. You havea
tendency to exaggerate and embroider, which tendsto imbaance. | am so sorry, but | cannot help but
fed perhaps achange of scenery will diminish your craving, athough it does seem to be, for some
people, nearly irresstable.”

"Don't count onit,” | said. Perhaps | was asking the wrong person. Sasha Devine had evidently decided
that there was moreto life and death than biting and being bitten. While | looked into his deep dark eyes
and watched hislips curve over those miraculousfangs, Vasily Vladovitch'slogic seemed hopeesdy
irrefutable. But | did realize on somelevd that there were flawsin his argument, dthough they weren't
occurring to me ragpidly enough to articulate them, an unfairnessin his attitude, and very possbly severa
thousand other viewpoints he was overlooking entirely. For somebody who wanted to change awhole
society so hed have somebody to play with, Vasily Viadovitch had very little understanding of the
average person.

He placed his cold hand gently on my forearm. ™Y es, my dear, you think about it. Y ou surely can seethat
| am only trying to do what isbest for usal. But for now, it will be very much theworsefor meif | don't
retire a once. Be aswest, dear girl and closethelid for me?"

| noted with a pang that he occupied the same coffin that had been my sick bed. Thrifty and convenient
arrangement, to use acoffin for asick bed, when you thought about it. Not particularly conducive to
sponsoring the much-touted "will to live," but expedient, nonethe less.

"Ah, that's good. Now then, good day to you, Pelagia. | will give your questions some thought, for | think
much of you and can't help feeling there will be some important place for you among us. Wewill discuss
this matter further later, | promise you. But for now& mdash;" And he waggled hiswrist in acirclefor me
to shut thelid, then composed himsdlf with his hands on his chest and closed his eyes. The ghostly form
of Papa bobbed between usas| drew the coffin lid down, and the apparition smoothed itsalf acrossthe
features of Vadly Vladovitch asit had across hisvictims. Only thistime the ghost seemed to sink in
ingtead of melting away. | gagped and Vadly Vladovitch smiled afleeting smile. He knew exactly what



was going on.

"Y ou see, my dear, when | drink someone dry, they naturally become a part of me. Perhaps you should
think that over. Adieu.” And thelid finished closing of its own accord.

| turned to leave, unhappy with the mystery, angry, weary, and miserable, and it occurred to methat |
could just curl up on thefloor and deep my aches away as| had before. But the chamber was no longer
heated and | would surely freeze to death. | was starting to think noble, martyred thoughts about what
certain people would say when they found me, about how they should haveredlized that | wasin just as
much pain as | had been before, and how | really needed the euphoria of that bite, when the passage
door creaked open again.

Why, hdlo there, darlin’," Drake said when he saw me. "'l wondered where you'd gone off to. | found
that piece of wallpaper you wrote on back there on thetrail and | do appreciate you givin' such detailed
directions. The only thing that sopped me from finishin' ol' Bleed-Enough off long ago was| didn't know
how to find the bastard when he was nappin’.”

| patted my jacket front. The paper was indeed missing.
Drake peered around me at the coffin. "He it in there, ain't he?"

"l suppose 0. Moreor less" | amended, recalling how the vampire could ooze forth in mist form. Too
bad that seemed to happen only at night.

"Ther€ll sure as hell beless by thetime I'm finished with him. Y ou, too, far asthat goes. Shall | just shoot
you or do you need a stake through your heart, too?' He waved what appeared to be a sharpened piece
of firewood and ahammer in the air, and with the other hand drew arevolver on me. "Evenif you haven't
quite made it to bein' avampire yet, | guarandamntee one of these suckers through your ticker will do
youingood asabullet.”

"It'smurder either way, Drake, and | doubt you'll get away withit. I have friendswaiting for me."

"If you mean the old man, he and some kid werewalkin' toward town just as| arrived. | disguised
mysdlf. Wagged my tail and they thought | was astray dog. No, darlin', it'sjust you and me and the
undead now. Him firgt though. Y ou're annoyin’, but puny by comparison. Y ou know, heredly gripes my
soul. | tried to do business with him, offered to cut himin on my plans, and he acted like | wascalin' his
mama names. Snotty damn foreigner. Oh well, bygones should be bygones, and heis by hell going to be
gone by the time I'm done with him. Y ou just open that glorified pine box back up and hold the stake
whilel takeawhack a him."

"Certainly,” | said in atonethat unfortunately revealed my true meaning all too clearly as| dived for the
stake. The headache | had previoudy enjoyed was nothing to the one | suddenly entertained from the
blow he dedt me with the blunt end of the stick. | fell heavily againgt the coffin and knocked my head
againgt it. | could even hear my skull cracking, | thought wonderingly as| toppled to the ground.

But it wasn't my skull. It was the door scraping open, asound followed by the soft-shoe shuffling of five
pairs of stocking-covered dancing dippers.

"Boy, it just goesto show you really have to watch some people,” Millie's voice exclaimed. The boots
filed in through the passage door. "That Cory, pretending that she wasn't abit interested in Vassy, then
tryin' to get one up on the rest of us. I don't mind so much except shewas just such alittle liar about it.
Who did she think shewasfoolin' in that slly ol' boy's outfit? God! Give her adrop and shetakesa
gdlon. 1&mdash;”



"Howdy, ladies," Drake said. "I had no idea so many of you would come.”
"Why, howdy yourself, Mr. Blake," Milliesaid. "My, what abig stick you have."

"All the better to beat the horseshit out of anybody who interfereswith me. And agun, too, just in case
somebody would serioudly like to be dead. Now then, like | was sayin' to that female corpse on the floor
before you al came dong, somebody hold thelid open. Y ou, curly.”

"Who me?' Maisie asked, sounding alittle dazed and a so somewhat picked on.

"Y ou hold thisopen for mered careful likeand I'll let you live& mdashitill tonight anyway. Got about one
more night of full moon and welll seeif you girlshowl aswel asyou sing. See, | think you're gonna be
looking for anew job real soon.” | heard thelid crack, and Drake's shadow fell across me. "Well, there
heishimsdf. Wonder if | ought to scalp him before | do this? Nah, that might wake him up before I'm
done. Y ou there, thelittle one, hold this stake steady while | pound.”

"Goto hdl," NdlietheKidtold him.

He pointed the gun a her and would have fired, but he made the mistake of having hisarm il ingdethe
open coffin. Maisie dropped the lid on hiswrit, sending the stake flying. | had enough strength left to
grab hisankles, which | did in an excess of group spirit. Thiswas once more an error in judgment on my
part, for he till held the gun, dthough no longer a Néllie.

Hekicked a me, and | rolled Ssdewaysjust in timeto see Millie haul up her ruffles, raise ablack net clad
knee and ddliver a cute cancan kick worthy of amule, sending the gun flying and leaving Drake doubled
over, nursng hisother wris.

Nellie, meanwhile, backed up and ran a him full bore, her head lowered like ananny goat's, butting him
into Maisie, who followed Millie's example and executed a high kick in hislower regions. HEd be
wearing histail curled under hislegsfor the next few full moons.

Bunny grabbed the stake and Jeannine grabbed the gun, while Millie retrieved the hammer and advanced
upon their mutua victim, tapping it playfully againgt her pam.

Drake was a hardened fighter and an old veteran of Civil and Indian wars, but so were the ladies of the
Vein. He had only to look into their faces to know he had made a grave miscaculation. "Now, girls, let's
talk thisover. | can make you an offer. | mean, you know me. I'm agood tipper. |&mdash;"

"Y ou cheated Bob Clancy out of hisclaim and had him killed," Nellie said.

"Y ou robbed half those men that had to leave on the Bdla because they were sarving," Bunny said.
"And I'll bet you were the one who bought up the suppliesfrom Alaska Commercial before they arrived.
Y ou probably had them offloaded at Fort Y ukon, where you sold them so that the boys here would have
to leavether digginsfor you."

"You liked Gisdlle better than me, you bastard!" Millie cried, and swung her hammer.

Her arm stopped in midair as alarge hand clamped firmly around her wrist and another gently removed
the hammer from her grasp. "Now, then, lassie, don't go gettin' theatrical with flyin' objectsor I'll haveto
runyou in, and that would make poor Miss Devine's show short averrafetchin' portion.”

"Sergeant!” Drake cried. "Boy, am | glad to seeyou! You'rejustintime. Arrest these wild women.
They'refemale vampires. They weretryin' to kill me. | was just& mdash;"



"Didyou hear that?" Jeannine demanded in aplaintive tone. "Did you hear what that awful man just said
about us? Oh, Sergeant, you've aways been kind to us working girls. That man was going to try to kill
our boss and when we tried to stop him he tried to& mdash;to& mdash;well, even if agirl hasto do
certain thingsfor aliving, she has her pride.”

"That'sright!" Millie said. "Hetried to dishonor us, Sergeant. All of us."
"Atonce" Maise added.

"It was disgustin', Sergeant, just disgustin'. Why, | have never been so repulsed and insulted in my
entire& mdagh;”

"Oooh! | think I'm gonnafaint deed away" Bunny said, and tried to do so into the sergeant's arms, but
he was too quick for her and |eft her to the second newcomer& mdash;none other than Sasha Devine,
who watched the girls with the pride of amother or adrill sergeant whose troops had performed
admirably under fire,

"Quiet!" Destin roared above the continuing squeal s and protestations. "1've somewhat to say. Mr. Blake,
arethese implements of destruction yours, Sir?"

"Well& mdash;1 & mdash;| was only doin’ what you shoulda done a coon's age ago. Look at this,
Sergeant! The man degpsin a coffin! How much more evidence do you need?’

Millie had half-carried me over to thewall, where | sat up holding my head and watching the
proceedings, every word echoing severd times through my skull, so that with so much repetition, |
remember it al exactly.

"That'sirrdlevant, Mr. Blake," Destin said. "Inspector Constantine duly passed on to me, asthe duty
officer in charge, the recommendation that | see you have taken into your own two hands. He did not
suggest | implement it, nor was he overly impressed by the evidence, but Ieft it to meto handle the
gtuation. With the assistance of Miss Devine, | am doin’' so, and have been takin' under advisement much
expert opinion on the matter."

Drake grimaced, but gamely cocked an eyebrow in superciliousinquiry.

"Itismy duty to inform you, Sr, that the Crown takes no specid stand on the matters you refer to. There
are no particular laws on the books prohibitin' vampirism per se aslong as no other crimeisinvolved. At
thistime, we have no direct evidence to support your alegation that crimes were committed specifically
and exclusively employin' what Mr. Stoker, in the evidence you presented, describes asavampire's
M.0O.& mdash;that's modus operandi, sir.”

"I know that!" Drake snapped.

"Aye, wdll, further investigation will be necessary to determine the truth of your alegations. Until such
time asthat investigation is complete, and, in fact, until certain Statutes are passed stating that capital
crimes of aparticular style are punishable by other means than hangin' by the neck, the Crown must teke
the pogition that drivin' stakes into the hearts of Dawson citizensis first-degree murder. The inspector
checked with the one Canadian barrister we have on hand about this point, sir, and the American lawyers
runnin' the new laundry on King Street agreed.”

"But lookit there, Sergeant, he degpsin a coffin!"

"That ishisown business, sir. Yoursisthat you were reported by Miss Devine for breaking and entering,
and when Mr. Bledinoff isavailable, hell be able to press charges. | would just like to add at thistime,



though, gir, that in view of your interest in this case and of certain other agpects contained in the remnants
of that piece of evidence now, incidentaly, missin' frae my office, | did take one judicious precaution.”

"Sorry, son, | seem to be fresh out of medals," Drake said. "Youll just havetotell meadl about it so | can
ooh and ah."

His eyes shifted from one of the girlsto another, and back to Destin, afact that was not lost on the
mountie.

"Now, you ken | don't believe in dl this mumbo-jumbo, sir, but just to be on the safe Side, | asked the
armorer to pour me anumber of slver bullets, with which | have loaded thiswee firearm. My intention in
askin' him, you see, wasto ensure the protection of my fellow officersinvestigatin' the supposed wild
animd attacks on various of the outlyin' resdents. | did thisat my own expense, meltin' down the Clan
Destin candlesticks for the metd, but | figureit isworthwhileif any of this claptrap istrue and such athing
asawee weird wolfieiswanderin' aboot the woods. And if it is, by any chance, just aregular beast or a
beastly mon, why, the bulletswill stop one of those just aseasy. Later on, I'll issue these bulletsto the
investigatin' officers. For today, | thought | would need them. What do you think, Mr. Blake, sir?’

"I think thisis plumb loco. | never said athing about werewolves. Only vampires. Can't you limeys get
anything right?'

"Congtable LaBeck suggested that the wolves in the book had the same M.O. as mony of the violent
deaths we've been seein’ of late. They dso follow the pattern of the loup garous the Canucks talk aboot.”
"Aren't you at least gonna open that coffin?”

"I've got no orders on that matter, Sir, and no warrant. Mr. Bledinoff isaprominent citizen. | will say only
that if heisindeed deepin’ in there, your alegations are al the more unsupported. For we have certainly
been makin' plenty of noise to wake the dead. Now then, | suggest that we al leave before Mr. Bledinoff
prefers charges againgt us for disturbin' the peace. Mr. Blake, you are to keep yourself handy, sir. The
next time you go swingin' things, it may be an axe on the police woodpile."

CHAPTER XXII
&laguo; * &raguo;

Drake was the first out the door. | wasthe last, keeping asfar out of the Sght of Sergeant Destin as
possible. Sasha Devine was agreat help. She held onto the policeman'sarm asif she had lost the use of
her own legs. When the rest were through the pantry door, | waseft to struggle with pulling it shut. That
was when | noticed the missing kerosene can.

Even before | went to the door and saw the billows of black smoke belching into the brilliant winter
morning, | knew something waswrong.

Lomax and Egil Larsson were running up the path to meet us. "Madcom! | waslookin' for youto goin
there and help me find& mdash;never mind, there sheis. Was Bledinoff in there, too? If so, somebody
ought to let him know his placeisdfire. It'sgoin’ up fast, and unless the boys can get it stopped pretty
quick, thewhole street will gowithiit."

"Damn good idea," Drake said, grinning. "Why don't you wake him up?'

Sasha Devine spoke quickly. "That will beimpossible, I'm afraid, Macom dahling. Despite what that
horrible man says, Mr. Bledinoff isup at Moosehide on hisclaim, isn't he, girls?
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Without waiting for their corroboration, she was aready haf diding down the path toward town. | lagged
behind, and by thetimel arrived, it wasamogt al over, & least for the Vein.

The men who first spotted the fire had done their best to rescue the furnishings. The drapes were gone,
but apile of chairs, some charred, somewith singed cushions, lay in the snow. Mr. Lane stood guard
over adouble armload of assorted bottles. More were scattered around him. The felt-covered gaming
table and a couple of trunks of stage props had |eft a path where they'd been dragged from the building
asif they wereimportant. Spittin' Williams stood staring into the fire, hugging a brass spittoon asif it was
ababy.

Bucket brigades soaked down the sdloons on elther side, while flames made the insgde of the Vein look
like afurnace. Screechesissued from Paradise Alley, where the girlswerefiling into the street, in case
their places caught fire.

Then, abruptly, the screeches turned to real piercing screams. Lurleen, half clad and covered with blood,
ran up to Destin and began shaking him. " She's dead. She's dead,” she babbled.

"Who'sthat, maam?' Destin asked asif he was about to fill out aform.
"Stella. Poor harmless nut, some bastard ripped her throat out and half ate her. Oh, God!™

Despite the bet efforts of the men, three shacks went down with the Vein. The adjoining buildings were
badly damaged. The air was so dry, and everything was made of wood. Sasha Devine was & the head of
the bucket brigade now and kept trying to save something of the Vein, but when the upper floor
collapsed, she was struck down by a piece of flying trim. She stubbornly refused to leave. All of her outfit
wasin thefire, dl of her costumes, and her hopes for her own place.

| sat by her on the riverbank and watched the blaze. At least it kept uswarm. The day was one of the
coldest yet. Her wet, ash-streaked hands were mittenless, clutching the matted fur deeves of thewolfskin
parka. Her stockings were torn and her hair straggled out from under a borrowed stocking cap. Tears
coursed steadily down her cheeks.

| tried to think of something comforting to say but could only stammer.

"Never mind, Vahlenteena. Thiswas not what | promised you. It was not what he promised me. Still, |
thought it might be something.”

"It was. Something, | mean. Sasha?'
llY@l
"Y ou can keep Mamas crossif it helpsyou.” It wasdl | could think of to say.

"Thank you, Vahlenteena," she said, but unclasped it and dropped it casually back into my hand. "'l was
only keeping it where| knew | wouldn't loseit, but | must admit it's been helpful .”

"Did it, uh, have anything to do with your separation from Vadly Vladovitch? He told me what you said
about going to hdll in crowds."

"l meant that Vasily Vladovitch has entirdy too many little vampiressesin training. | don't mind starting a
trend, but | will not be part of apack.”

"But the craving, Sasha. How did you break the craving? He bit you so many times."



"Exactly. | am awoman of theworld. All of thisthrilling sort of thing paesintime. Thethingsthat count
may not bethrilling, but they endure.”

"Likewhat?'

"Don't you know?'

"l suppose so, but& mdash;”

"Do you fed the urgeto be bitten now?

"Well, cometo think of it, no. But | hurt and therés dl this excitement and& mdash;”

"And you're holding the cross, which even if you are not very devout reminds you of something more
important to you than Vasily Vladovitch's dentd work, doesit not?

"Y ou mean Mama?"

"l mean anything or anyone that works. But that isreglly why he didikes crosses, darling girl. They're
competition. It doesn't take training to be avampire, as hewill try to tell you, it takesidiocy. He can teke
al of someone elsesblood if he wants to teach them to be what he considers a credit to acalling that has
nothing creditable to recommend it, but asfor me, | have better things to do with my blood.”

"Well, I'm glad to hear you say that the hold can be so easily broken. | had not realized you were at al
reigious”

"Eagly broken?' Her voice, naturaly low, grew raspy. "No, not easily. And aso no, | am not religious.
But | am Sasha Devine and not some crawling, needy night creature. And though Vasily Vladovitch has
taken apart of mel cannot reclaim, as soon asthisfire diesdown, | damn well mean to reclaim what |

| was once morefilled with admiration for her spunk. " Sasha Devine, you are an inspiration. I, too, will
reclamwhat | can."

"What?" she asked, her blue eyes batting with puzzlement. "Did you a so have a poke hidden under my
mettress?’

TheRich Ven-that-was was well named. By midafternoon the fire had cooled enough that with the
gpplication of liberd doses of river water and the careful placement of gumboots, the debris was cleared
without seriousinjury. A town full of previoudy bored prospectors, lately weary firefighters, once more
turned into placer miners, panning the dirt beneath ashes of the floorboards. It was awarm occupation,
with heat till rising from the ground to form alittle mist above the charry mud. It was aso profitable.
Over the past month, enough gold dust and small nuggets had sifted down benesth the boards to make
panning the Vein more lucrative than panning many of the claims. One of the boys thought he had redlly
struck paydirt when he beat Sasha Devineto locating the contents of her poke. The leather sack had
burned away and left her gold al melted together. When she started hunting for it, however, he gdlantly
returned it to her, emptying his own poke into his cap so that she'd have something to carry the remnants
of her treasurein.

But other than alittle dugt, there was not much |eft of the best opera house in Dawson. Except for one
other gridy discovery, unearthed by Loki while Dag was prowling the ashes |ooking for anything
sadvagedble.



Thefire and the Smultaneous investigation of Stellals murder kept the police running al that day. Asthe
townsfolk excavated the Vein, two mounties carried a sheet-wrapped stretcher from Stellas cabin.
Destin, who had been interviewing Lurleen, stopped and stood with his hat in hishand when the victim
was taken to theice house to stiffen until spring, along with the other corpses from that winter.

Lomax turned away, eying the ruins moodily. | stood and watched him for amoment. Loki jumped down
and padded carefully among the smoldering timbers. He sniffed toward the back of the theatre, near
where the stage had been, then laid back his ears and spat at something only he could see on the ground
before him.

| picked my way over to him, kicking asde unidentifiable black messes and treading carefully around
gtill-glowing cods. | thought the cat wasinjured or was stuck.

Dag got to him first. When he found Loki would not be soothed and carried off, but remained rooted,
miaowing wildly, to the spot, Dag began pushing aside debris with his mittens.

"Don't come any closer, Pelagia," he said in astrangled voice, and over his shoulder to Destin he caled,
"Macom, | think Loki just found your arsonist.”

He had told me not to look, but | looked at everything. At Lomax, bent over with his hat down to his
brows and his good hand bare, restraining a bristling Loki. The cat was four times his usual enormous
gzeand hisfangsrivaled any vampire's.

A round, anemic moon assumed command of the Sky over the bluffs. Although most of the Y ukon was
ice covered, save athin trickle down the middle, what seemed to be hundreds of hastily chopped bucket
brigade holes dotted the near bank. The black water had aready clouded over with anew coat of ice.
Therest of the river was diced with the runners of deds and spattered with the tracks of animals and
men. The blackened sides of the buildings abutting the fire loomed accusingly over us. The holeswhere
the burned-out cribs had been lent Paradise Alley thelook of a seedy old man's mouth. The snow had
stopped the firesthere.

Destin marched dowly forward and looked down. Lomax took off his hat and wrapped it around his
hook, and with dow and solemn strokes swept away the last of the debris. That was when | looked
down. | felt rather than saw Sasha Devine when she came to stand by my side.

It was Gisdlle, of course, or mostly Gisdlle. Or most of Giselle. She had not been greatly damaged by the
fire, but had been blown by the force of the blast behind alarge meta plate. | had no ideawhat the plate
had been, no doubt some interior part of the congtruction of the building. A lot of the fur was singed off
her face, which began returning to human form as we uncovered her. Sasha picked up an oblong of
charred ivory and examined more closdaly the ruins of Gisdllesthroat.

"My mirror," she said, touching one of the jagged edges, half clear glass, haf il Slvered. "'l supposethe
moral to that is never stop to admire yourself while committing arson.”

Egil Larsson, who had been poking around silently, watching Dag aswarily asawild anima, which, of
course, he soon would bein form at least, leaned over the body, then gave Destin ahard look. "Y ou see
what | wastryin' to tell you earlier, Sergeant? Them teeth? All that hair?’

"Aye. And therésless of it than whenfirst | looked, I'll give you that.”

"It'sthe samething | do, likel said. Yup. It'sred, okay." He nodded in agreement with
himself& mdash;his voice, to my surprise, containing a certain modestly restrained pride.



Dedtin'sface drained and then flushed again, and | forgot to look away as he raised his eyesto meet
mine. My disguise clearly no longer fooled him. | doubted that it had since hefirst got agood look at me
that morning. "l owe you an gpology and awee bit of a second comin’, madam. Not that | don't have a
few questions™

"Y ou're welcometo ask them, Sergeant,” | said with amixture of reief and magnanimity, "I hope you'l
find it somewhat easier to believe methistime than you did before.”

"I'm beginning to think I'd believe anything,” he muttered. The other prospectors hed, by that time,
noticed something unusual was occurring and had gathered round. Asafew of them pulled the meta
plate from Gisdlle, the full moon struck her body, which sprouted and flowed from haf human to fully
wolf, then back to human again with such rgpidity that | feared the sergeant would doubt the evidence
before him.

Stll, with parts of Egil starting to look alittle elongated again, there was plenty of other evidence closeto
hand to remind him that certain eventsin Dawson were caused by agencies beyond hisken.

Egil noticed the change in himsdlf, too, and, with anod of farewell, began waking briskly for the brush.
"Egil," Lomax cdlled, haf turning away as Degtin laid hisjacket over Gisdllesface.

N

"Stick close. Y ou know."

Egil made asign of assent with fingers aready thickening and hardening into hooves, and bolted away.
Stll, I was glad to know he would be on guard. Aslong as nobody went moose hunting with silver
bullets, wewould dl be alittle safer.

CHAPTER XXIlI1

&lagquo; *

People had been popping in and out of Jm Ringer's Y ukon Belle sdloon dl day long, joining periodicaly
in the cleanup then going back to Jm'sfor adrink or coffee. Curiosity seekers had been coming in out of
thewoods sincethe firgt black smoke signaed the disaster. JayEllen sent in rosehip tea and preserves
from Grand Forks and haf aham she'd been saving for Christmas. | saw her husband unload the food
from hisded, dong with hisguitar, in front of Ringer's, and started wondering then.

Even asthe mounties carried Gisdlle away to join Stella, who had from al appearances been Gisdleslast
victim, the darkness began smudging the details of the blackened mess, and the treasure-seekers
wandered away and down toward Ringer's. Sasha Devine, her skirtskilted up out of the black mud and
her dirty face looking dmost its true age, watched them bitterly. When Ringer, his bartender, and a
couple of the gamblerswho hung out at his place came out and began hauling the chairs and other
remains of the Vein insde, her face flared to anger, and she stalked angrily out into the Street.

"Vultures" | said, and started to join her, but Dag took hold of my wrist, then wrapped hisarm around
me so that Loki'stail tickled my cheek.

"Let's seewhat's goin' on before wefly off half-cocked, en?' he said.

| tried to shrug him off, remembering that the Vein's owner did not yet know of itssad end. "Thisis
shameful,” | said. "Even avamp& mdash;even Vasly Vladovitch does not deserveto be vanddized and
scavenged from while he deeps. Destin might aswell have allowed Frank Drake to have hisway with
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hm."

Dag raised his eyebrow and looked at me serioudy for amoment. "It'swho's had hisway with you I'm
wonderin' about, Pelagia”

"That depends on which way you're talking about,” | snapped. | wondered if he guessed the craving | so
shamefully entertained& mdash;that is, | did, | supposed, when | stopped to think about it. The
excitement had pretty much driven it from my mind, veins, and hair. "I'm sorry, Dag, but I'm exhausted,
and | hate to think how Vasly Vladovitch will fed when he seesthe Vein. It wasn't just abusiness, it
was& mdash;wdll, | can't go into that without getting maudlin on hisbehdf. Butit'saloss.”

"Not just to him, Peagia," Dag said gently, and poked me through the door of Ringer's place, where |
tried to elbow my way in far enough to make room for him to follow. Smoke, clinking glasses, and
bodies packed the room tighter than | had ever seen a place packed, even on opening night at the Vein.
Bunny wastaking over for Ringer at the keyboard, while Maisie, Millie, Nellie, and Jeannine sat in front
of the stage, trying not to grin. Sasha Devine's chin was quivering, and she kept covering her eyesand
mopping the corners with bandannas borrowed from severa onlookers delighted to be of service. There
was only alittle room for anyone to perform on stage, because it was piled with chairs, costumes, brass
spittoons, and bottles, all of the detritus of the Vein. One end of the bar was devoted to covered dishes
and cold meat, while at the other end drinks were salling briskly.

| had barely taken thisdl in when the doors blew open asif from ahurricane and | turned to seethe
ravaged, awful face of Vasly Vladovitch, hiseyesred, hisfangs bared, his cape blowing back from his
shoulderslike night invading the snowstorm that had begun outside. His expression wasfilled with
contempt and the pain of betrayd ashe glared accusingly at dl of hisformer friends.

Jm Ringer spotted him and signded to Bunny, who played alittle fanfare as Ringer stepped up on the
spot on the stage that was bare of salvage. "L adies and gentlemen, Vasily Vladovitch is at the door now
and helooks like he thinks he just came off ahell of abender and can't think where he midaid his
sdoon.”

Lubrication-inspired laughter greeted thisjibe, laughter not shared by its object, who added puzzlement
to the array of expressions dready displayed upon hisface.

"Wdll, Vassy, we can't blame you for looking like you'd like to bite somebody. And we knew you'd be
soreif we woke you up for alittle thing like your place burning down, so we decided to go ahead and do
what we wanted to anyway. Boys, make room for the man to sit down, and, Mr. Lane, | think you could
gart the bidding on this solid gold spittoon here at fifty dollars worth of dust.

Before Lane could take the stage, Lindholm, the man who had made the strike the day before said, "Fifty
dollard That'sridiculoud I'll give you two hundred!”

Lane garted to open his mouth, but Ringer jumped up in front of him again. "One more thing, ladies and
gentlemen, drink up. It'sgoing to be along dry night and the Y ukon Belleisfamousfor cutting itsdrinks
with only the finest, the purest, the most sparkling authentic Y ukon River water! And exactly haf of the
price of each and every drink tonight goesto rebuilding our competition here. Never let it be said that Jm
Ringer isnot asporting man!™

Theminers cheered. Vasly Vladovitch'sface, asfour Klondikersled him past us, was caving in on itself
until he looked fully asold as he claimed to be.

Millie leaped up onstage beside Lane and propped her foot up on achair, then playfully began to remove
her garter, pulling it down over her netted knee and over her shapely ankle with aseductive twist of her



wrigt, akick of her hed, and arolling of her eyes. "How much, Lane, do you think we could get for my
littleol' garter?’

It went on like that for sometime, but Vasily Vladovitch did not stay very long. He couldn't. People kept
plying him with drinks he couldn't drink, reminding him that half the money would go to put him back in
business.

| started to go talk to him once and heard him moaning to one of the miners near him. "But thisis not
necessary. | am awedlthy man."

"Not as wedlthy as you once was, buddy, and besides, it'sahell of an excuseto have aparty, en?’

But Vasly Vladovitch couldn't takeit. He bolted from the saloon. | thought he was too proud to accept
the gesture, and | took it upon myself to take him to task for turning his back on his neighbors.
Disentangling mysdlf from Dag, | stepped out into the street, but it was empty. Aside from the noise of
the party, the only sound dl up and down the Y ukon was the howling of wolves from the woods. |
thought | saw apair of glittering eyes watching the bar from over behind Paradise Alley, and though those
high, wide-spaced eyes were comforting, the howling chilled me and | went back inside and stayed there.

Purdy showed up sometime around midnight. He and Jack London had mushed in with Tom and Mary,
al of them worried when Lomax had failed to return. Though | drank only sarsaparilla, it does seem to
methat at one point during the night, after the salvage had been auctioned off, Purdy played his guitar and
I, fill attired in trousers, my Hudson Bay coat, and gumboots, ended up doing my flamenco number ona
table.

Meanwhile, Lurleen auctioned off servicesto be rendered, Wild Miles donated a stack of furs, and Jack
London bid twenty dollarsfor another pair of candles Ringer put on the dock.

A newsman from Sesttle outbid him, but Mr. Ladue, one of Dawson's founding fathers, outbid the
newsman, whom he didiked, and presented the candles to Jack as an unsolicited gift. Sergeant Destin bid
amonth's pay for awaltz with Sasha Devine, which consisted chiefly of standing still and rocking back
and forth, because there was no real room to dance, and besides, the song was a polka, but neither of
them seemed to care. Sasha had findly stopped weeping and was laughing and hugging Destin, who
didn't seem to mind.

This started atrend. Purdy surprised me by bidding his most recent winnings to squeeze Maiseintimeto
themusic. Since ill looked more or lesslike one of the boys, Dag did not have to bid anything to
dance with me, but threw a poke on the pile anyway. The mounties decided that for the purposes of
philanthropy, Mary and Tom were Japanese for the evening instead of Indians, who were not allowed in
drinking establishments. Mary whispered something to Lane and he announced the most exquisite item of
the night, which fortunately came when everyone was well-oiled enough to bid even more extravagantly
than they had to begin with. Mary would make a parka and mukluks out of some of Tom's hides for the
highest bidder. | didn't even hear what that went for. Everyone was gasping too loudly, and then there
wasdl that applause.

"Quite aparty for ablood-sucking vampire," | said to Dag out of the side of my mouth.
He rubbed his nose with his pipe stem. "Gally, Pelagia, nobody's perfect.”

At about four am., Lane, Ringer, and Sasha began afind weighing out and counting of the proceeds.
When Vasly Vladovitch arrived, clad in awolfskin parkalike the one he had given Sasha, atdl round
sedlskin hat that pulled over his ears, and knee-high beaded moosehide mukluks trimmed with beaver,
the people on stage greeted him with big smiles and eyes shining with something besides drink for a



change& mdash;pure greed, in reverse.

"About time you showed up, Bledinoff,” Lane bellowed. "Were damn sick and tired of holdin' onto all
this heavy gold for you. Miss Devine, honey, you want to tell him?"

"Vas& mdash;Vasly Vladovitch," she said with acatch in her voice and an uncharacteristicaly bashful
look at al of the drunks gathered around her. " The people& mdash;your neighbors and
friends—and& mdash;and business associates here would like you to& mdash;they have raised for
you& mdash;five& mdash;five& mdash;this," she said, thrusting a huge and bulging sack of gold dustin
front of her. The crowd parted before her as she walked to the door and held it out to him.

He stopped her by taking her wristsin his hands, not touching the gold sack, and bending her arms back
up to her own chest. "My friends," he said. "'l&mdash;| hoped to bring a certain something hereto
Dawson with me, to elevate civilization to& mdash;" Hell, you did that, V.V.," someone hollered. "l ain't
never been eevated as high as | been at your place, ‘cept for tonight.”

"But |& mdash;anyway, | must go for atime and& mdash;uh, acquire some new materidsfor building.”

"Y ou do that, Mr. Bledinoff," Ladue said. "Come spring those cheechakos are going to be flooding in
here and Dawson's going to need al the businesseslike yoursit can get.”

"Thank you. And I, I need to know that there is a Dawson that& mdash;ah, never mind. We Bledinoffs
are not known to be asentimenta people. Someone hand me aglass." Someone did and he smashed it
againg the stove, only mildly lacerating the nearest bystanders. "There. That isasemotiond as| get.
Meanwhile, | must leave thiswonderful gold in the hands of Miss Devine, my business partner, who will
bein charge of rebuilding my business and executing my affairsin any other way she seesfit. | have

a& mdash;businesstrip& mdash;l must take to Alaska.”

Loud protests chased him out the door where an Indian ded was hitched to twelve wolvish dogs, al
lunging and howling.

"| regret that at the present time my only thanks to you must be not what | bring you, but what | take
from you. Some of you, | know, will understand.” And he winked aglistening eye a me, kicked off, and
ydled, "Marchon!" to the wolvish dogs.

Those behind yelped and tried to surge forward, but the lead dog looked back at Vasly Vladovitch
resentfully. Bledinoff braked and strode forward to face the defiant beast, glaring at it until it met hisgaze
and held it. All around me, the drunken revelers quieted as suddenly as the dog. Then the dog lowered its
head and whimpered.

Vasly Vladovitch returned to the runners, released the brake, and yelled again, "Marchon!" And then, as
they passed the broken ice to turn onto theriver, he caled, "Haw, Frank! Haw!"

| stood with my arm around Dag, Loki'stail keeping my neck warm, and watched asthey droveto the
end of town. There where the brush grew once more aong the bank, amoose bounded down off the hill
and followed behind them, brown against the moonlit snow. | wondered if anyone else had noticed that
the furs on the ded covered a coffin.

BIOGRAPHER'SEND NOTE



Mrs. Lomax's account of her early daysin the Y ukon haslong been neglected in favor of her later tales
of the exploits she shared with her husband on their seamship, the Fang, which many believe to be
named for one of the most famous works of their longtime friend, Jack London. The more fanciful
elements of this portion of Mrs. Lomax's autobiography have been ascribed by some medica historians
to the head injuries she suffered when abruptly disembarking from the Bella, as described in these pages.
Others blame the recurring bouts of maariafrom which she suffered after traveling the rivers of Borneo
with Mr. Lomax.

However, in Patricia Coyote's extensively researched collection of oral histories collected from various
dance hdl queens, Gold Diggers of the Gold Fields, Lady Sasha Destin seemsto substantiate Mrs.
Lomax's story. Lady Destin, who retired with her husband, the former Inspector Macom Destin,
ancestra laird of Clan Destin (of the Hebridean sept), to their estatesin Ontario, credits both her turnin
fortune and her many philanthropic works to an anonymous benefactor gtill (according to her) living
among Indiansin the Brooks Rangein Alaska.

The birth and death records that might have substantiated Mrs. Lomax's allegations were unfortunately
lost in the fire that swept Dawson City in 1898, and generdly this particular set of eventsis attributed to
the famous novdigt's overactive imagination and Cdltic tendency to embellish even such romantic
adventures as gold hunting in the Klondike.

However, it isinteresting to note that one of Jack London's most successful works, White Fang, was
written from the viewpoint of awolf, displaying theinsght into the lupine mind that Mrs. Lomax would
have traced directly to London's conversations with the late Assistant Consul Frank Blake, alias Drake.
Mr. Blake was reported as missing from his post when his superior, the American consul, returned to
Dawson after aprolonged visit to Washington, D.C.

Also of interest concerning the aleged existence of the mythical Vasly Vladovitch Bledinoff and of his
contact with the people of Dawson isthe fact that it was, in fact, a'Y ukoner, the much-decorated Joe
Boyle, who took it upon himsalf during World War | to singlehandedly save Romania. Thus, it appears
that if Bledinoff did exist outside of Mrs. Lomax's mind and was not actualy immortd, hewas at least
long- and well-remembered by hisformer neighbors.



