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  STARVATION CAMP


  CHAPTER 1


  There was something wrong at Molly Malone’s roadhouse.


  McQuestion sensed it as soon as he came in sight of the two-story log building set back off the Dawson trail, where the Chandindu and Yukon rivers intersected. In the dark Arctic sky behind it, the northern lights—rose, pearl, blue—pulsed and trembled in what the Siwash called “the dance of the spirits”—the souls of the dead at play. But no lamplight showed behind the roadhouse’s hoar-frosted window, and it would have if everything was as it should be inside.


  Quickly he mushed his dogs off the river ice and across to within a few yards of the front door. He saw nothing, heard nothing except for the faint keening of the wind. Still, he slid a mittened hand inside his parka, unsnapped the holster flap covering his revolver. Then he gave the dogs a command to lie down, waited until they obeyed, and stepped off the sledge’s runners.


  As far as he could see, the snow around the cabin was unmarked. But there had been a flurry a couple of hours earlier, only just quit, and it would have covered any tracks made up to that time. He slogged to the door, took off both mittens and his snowshoes when he reached it. The door wasn’t barred; when he tugged at the drawstring latch, the wind pushed the heavy timber inward a few inches.


  McQuestion drew his revolver and moved inside, using his shoulder to ease the door shut behind him. Across the deep-shadowed common room he could make out the shape of the potbellied stove. Molly’s two Siwash helpers always kept that stove stoked with coal during the winter months, so that it glowed bright red and kept the room summer-warm. But the room was cold now. The stove hadn’t been tended in several hours.


  “Molly!” he called. “Hello, Molly!”


  No answer.


  “Molly, it’s Zack!”


  Silence, heavy and unbroken.


  The feeling of wrongness crawled on McQuestion’s neck like a stinging brule fly. He moved sideways to the window, sliding his fingers along the rough surface of the wall until they found the shelf where Molly kept her night lantern, the one that until tonight had always burned a welcome to sourdoughs and other travelers. The lantern was there, cold to the touch. So was a block of wooden matches. McQuestion snapped off one of the sticks, scraped it alight one-handed, and lit the wick.


  The lamp glow crowded darkness into the corners of the big room. At the first sweep of McQuestion’s gaze, everything seemed normal enough. The tables and chairs grouped near the stove and in the dining room beyond were all in place; the plank bar was empty and polished to a shine; there was nothing on the whipsawed floor that didn’t belong there. But the second time he scanned the interior, carrying the lantern and moving away from the window, he began to notice the things that were wrong. The shelf behind the bar where Molly kept her whiskey and seegars was empty. In the dining room, the bowl of applesauce made from dried apples and given free to anyone who bought a meal from her, as a benevolence against scurvy, had been spilled on one of the tables. The daguerreotype of Molly’s folks and the chalkboard that said “MUTTON AND THE FIXIN’S—$3.50” had been knocked askew on the rear wall, as if someone had been thrown up hard against the logs.


  McQuestion’s eyes took on a dark, feral shine; tension made a vein bulge in one temple. He entered the dining room. From there the lantern let him see into the side alcove where the coal cook stove and larder were. A sack of flour had burst on the larder floor, leaving a fan of white across it like a fine sifting of snow; footprints tracked through it to and from the outside rear door that opened off the larder. When he moved closer he saw that the shelves had been stripped of Molly’s food supply. Not a single sack or box or tin remained.


  Immediately he veered to the left, beyond the cook stove, to the closed door of Molly’s bedroom. He yanked it open. The room was empty, everything within as neatly arranged as he remembered it, Molly’s guitar in its customary place at the foot of her bed. Without entering, he reversed direction and moved back through the dining room and across the common room, hurrying now, and climbed the narrow staircase butted against the front wall. The whole of the second floor ran to bunk space—two long rows on either side of a center walkway, with each bunk curtained off for privacy. He went the full length of the room, holding the lantern high, looking left, right, left, right. None of the bunks was occupied, and except for two at the rear, where the Siwash helpers slept, there was no sign that any of them had been used recently.


  There was nowhere else to look inside the roadhouse proper. In the clearing in back were three outbuildings: an animal shelter, a storage shed, and the privy. He hurried downstairs, set the lantern under the window, and went out with his revolver still drawn.


  It was snowing again, just a light swirl of flakes; the wind felt icy against his bare hand. But it was mid-March, and with the temperature up around zero, there was no immediate risk of frostbite or of skin freezing to metal. The dogs were still lying quietly, all except Takus, with heads tucked down; the Siberian stirred in the lead traces, watching McQuestion as he tramped away from the door. McQuestion paid no attention. Takus was hungry but he was also well trained; he wouldn’t move until he was told to, and he wouldn’t let the Malamutes move either.


  The nearest outbuilding was the privy, set opposite the rear door to the roadhouse. McQuestion bypassed it without stopping and slogged toward the low, squat shape of the shed. The flickering pulse of the northlights, made even more eerie by the whorls of falling snow, lit up the sky above it. Somewhere in the spruce woods beyond, a wolf set up a mournful baying as if in protest against the constant fireworks display. The dogs instantly began an answering chorus.


  When he was within ten yards of the shed door he stopped. And he knew, staring ahead at it, what he would find inside the shed. It had nothing to do with any of his senses; it was a sudden intuitive knowledge, hard and sharp like a dagger of ice stabbing into his mind. He stood still for close to a minute, steeling himself, with the snow whipping around him. Then he holstered his revolver, slowly crossed the remaining distance to the shed, and shoved open the door.


  In the darkness within, all he could make out was a series of indistinct shapes. He entered, wedged the door shut, found a match in one of his pockets, and thumbed it alight. The yellow flare let him see the whole of the shed’s interior—the frozen moose meat that was sold as dog food for a dollar a pound, the axes and other tools, and the corpses of Molly Malone and the two Siwash thrown against one another on the icy floor.


  The match guttered, went out. McQuestion said, “Christ!” in a thick, choked voice and struck another match, cupping it in both hands to steady it. Then he hunkered down with the light. There was a frozen crimson stain, shaped like a small beefsteak, on the front of Molly’s sweater; the cloth around the wound was scorched with black powder. Without looking at her face or the stiffened strands of blonde hair that covered it, he shifted the match light to the bodies of the two Indians. Before it flickered out he was able to tell that they, too, had been shot at close range.


  He straightened, his lips pulled in flat against his teeth, the taste of gunmetal in his mouth. He left the shed, retraced his path to the front door of the roadhouse. Inside, he carried the lighted lantern into the larder and examined the footprints in the flour spill. As near as he could tell, there were two sets of them. He took this to mean that the flour sack had been dropped after Molly and her helpers were killed. And that it had been two men who’d done it. But that was all the tracks told him; there was nothing distinctive about either set.


  As he started out of the larder, he noticed a small piece of cloth caught on a protruding shelf nail two feet above the floor. He plucked it free. Nankeen cloth, brown, probably from a pair of trousers—cheap material and unsuited to the Far North. The kind of clothing a cheechako would buy in Seattle or one of the other outfitting centers Outside. McQuestion put the fragment into the breast pocket of his uniform tunic and then set about searching the rest of the premises.


  He found nothing in the alcove, the dining room, or Molly’s bedroom. In the common room, on the floor behind the plank bar, was a seegar that had been lost from one of the boxes and accidentally crushed underfoot. When he bent to look at the seegar, something wedged against one of the hogsheads supporting the plank glittered in the lantern light. He reached out and picked it up.


  It was a shiny gold watch fob, shaped like an anvil, with a horseshoe on one side that had the words “GOOD LUCK” imprinted on it; on the other side, cut into a tiny metal plate, was the name “FLOYD.” There was no dust on the fob, as there would have been if it had lain on the floor for any length of time. McQuestion tuned it over in his fingers, studying it. Then he tucked it away in the same uniform pocket with the piece of nankeen.


  The common room yielded nothing else; neither did any of the bunks on the upper floor. The cloth, the fob, and the apparent fact that he would be looking for two men with at least one and maybe two heavily loaded sleds were little enough to go on, but he had started with less before.


  There was nothing more to be done here, not by him; it was time to leave. Spending the night in the roadhouse, after what had happened, was out of the question. He hunted up a grease pencil, a two-foot-square piece of heavy butcher paper, and a roll of black tape and carried these to one of the dining-room tables. On the paper in large block letters he wrote:


  THIS ESTABLISHMENT CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE.


  NO ADMITTANCE UNDER PENALTY OF THE LAW.


  CORPORAL ZACHARY MCQUESTION


  NORTH WEST MOUNTED POLICE


  He took the paper and tape into the common room and put the sign up in the window. Even with the hoarfrost that clung to the outer side of the glass, it could be read by anyone venturing up close enough. He slid the locking bar into its brackets on either side of the door, made sure it was secure, then left the building through the rear door. Securing that door was more of a problem; he settled for wedging a length of cut wood against the latch and packing snow around it. That would keep the wind from pulling it open and letting animals inside, at least.


  The dogs were tired and hungry and they began snapping at one another when he roused them. Takus, the leader, controlled them and got them moving. But McQuestion didn’t take the team far, just two hundred yards or so upstream along the Yukon and into a copse of spruce. He could still see the roadhouse from there, a dark looming silhouette against the waning streaks and arches of the northlights.


  He unpacked his trail ax and cut and trimmed wood for a fire. He swung the ax in short, hard, savage strokes, working off some of his pent-up rage, exhausting himself so he would be able to sleep later on. He did not think of Molly as he worked, but she was there in his mind just the same.


  When he had enough wood he tied the caribou sled sheet between two trees five feet apart, at an angle into the wind, and anchored the bottom with one of the logs he’d cut. He built his fire another five feet in front of the blanket, fed it until it was blazing. Then he piled spruce boughs between the fire and the sled sheet, making himself a bed for the night.


  After unharnessing the dogs, he filled their kettle with snow and started a separate fire for it and to unthaw the last of the stringy moose meat he carried for them. He changed his footwear, putting on caribou socks with the hair inside to protect his feet, then packed out his grub even though he had no appetite. What he wanted just then was a drink of whiskey—several drinks. Mt even if he had had a bottle with him, he would not have opened it; no one but a cheechako ever touched liquor on the trail in winter, because it made it impossible for one to withstand the cold. Liquor didn’t mix with sorrow and hate, either. And as far as food went, you ate in the wilderness whether you were hungry or not. Eating wasn’t a matter of appetite; it was a matter of survival.


  He put the last of his bacon on to fry, and his snow-filled billycan on to boil for tea. Inside his nearly empty flour sack he formed a hollow in what was left of the flour, put in salt and baking powder and melted snow from the billy, and stirred up a ball of dough. This he fried in the hot bacon fat, along with a handful of frozen beans.


  The food seemed to clog in his throat when he ate; he had to keep washing it down with swallows of tea. The dogs had set up a howling by the time he was finished. He fed and watered them, got them bedded down in the snow near the fire with their backs to the wind. Then he fueled the fire again and lay down on the spruce boughs with his old buffalo robe over him. With the wind blowing heat into the shelter of the sled sheet, he was warm enough. Or he would have been on any other night. The cold was in the marrow of his bones tonight.


  Sleep was a long time coming. The firelight created restless shadows in the nearby trees; the smoke rose straight up until it cooled, then spread out to form a canopy. From the river he could hear the low boom of shifting ice, a heavy counterpoint to the hiss and crackle of the fire. Molly was sharp in his thoughts now; he could no longer shut her out. But Eileen was there, too, as she often was. And the faceless men who had killed Molly were joined by that other faceless man, the one who had been responsible for Eileen’s death—the man he knew only as George Blanton.


  When he finally slept he was plagued by dreams, ugly dreams, and once he sat bolt upright with the river voice still pounding in his ears. He stared out again at the dark distant shape of the roadhouse.


  “I’ll find them, Molly,” he said aloud—words similar to others he had spoken five years ago. “I’ll find them!”


  CHAPTER 2


  McQuestion reached Dawson City midmorning of the next day, with the body of Molly Malone wrapped in a blanket and roped to his sledge. He had left the corpses of the two Siwash where they lay inside the storage shed; they would be safe enough there from foraging animals until someone from B Division headquarters saw to their burial.


  Dawson was situated at the confluence of the Yukon and Klondike rivers, the best natural town site in the Territory. It was shaped like a flatiron, the nose of which pointed upstream and ended in high bluffs; most of the buildings faced the Yukon, with a range of hills on the other side, dominated by Midnight Dome, that extended back to where the Klondike cut across at the heel and flowed into the Yukon. Up until a year and a half before, when a white man named George Cannack and two Indians, Tagish Charlie and Skookum Jim, first discovered gold on Rabbit (now Bonanza) Creek, there hadn’t been a town here at all. It was only after news of the strike reached Forty-Mile and the miners abandoned the settlement they called “the other end of nowhere” and rushed upstream that a trader named Joe Ladue built a sawmill and a cabin on the site and established the town in honor of an explorer named George M. Dawson. Sixteen months ago, in November of ’96, when McQuestion had been transferred here from Alberta, everyone in Dawson was living in tents and the only other finished building was a saloon. Now there were some three dozen commercial structures lining Front Street, the main thoroughfare—and this in spite of the fact that much of the town had been destroyed by fire late last autumn. More buildings were going up on side streets and along the riverfront, many of them private dwellings. Even the number of shanties in Lousetown, across the Klondike, had increased.


  And the town would swell again, to two or three times its present size, when the river-ice breakup came in early May and more stampeders poured in. Thousands of new gold seekers were massed at Lake Bennett and Lake Lindeman, waiting for the warm chinook winds to blow and the ice to begin to move on the Yukon. Still more continued to stream over Chilkoot and White passes from Alaska—a gold-hungry human chain floundering through treacherous ice and snow.


  Come summer, Dawson would become a full-fledged, hell-raising boomtown. As soon as the paddle-wheelers were able to make the trip downstream from Whitehorse, their passengers would include scores of cardsharps, sure-thing men, thugs, and whores. The Alaskan town of Skagway, one of the two Panhandle ports where steamers from Seattle and other points Outside deposited the stampeders, was already in the hands of a confidence man named Soapy Smith and his band of cutthroats; countless cheechakos had already been robbed, beaten, and murdered in the past several months, and because of Skagway’s isolation there seemed to
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