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      January 1898 – St. Louis, Missouri

      

      Knock! Knock! Knock!

      Sadie Thompson stopped polishing the banister, the last of her morning chores, and pushed tendrils of red hair back toward the bun from which they escaped. She answered the door and saw, from the uniform the young man wore, he was a Western Union representative.

      “Can I help you?”

      The young man removed his hat and looked down at the telegram he held. “Miss Sadie Thompson?”

      “Yes.”

      “A telegram for you.” He handed her the envelope and then donned his hat.

      She took the envelope. “Wait just a moment and I’ll get you your tip.” She went to the sofa in the living room where she’d left her reticule and got a nickel, then she returned to the door.

      “Here you are.” She handed the coin to the man.

      He tipped his hat. “Thank you, miss.”

      Sadie closed the door and opened the envelope and read.

      YOUR FATHER SUCCUMBED TO INJURIES SUSTAINED IN AN AVALANCHE – STOP – WILL BUY YOU OUT

      BARNABY DRAKE

      She dropped the telegram and slid down the door to the floor, while tears poured down her face. Dead? Her father was dead? “No!” she screamed. “No, it can’t be true.” These last words came out in a whisper.

      Sadie didn’t know how long she stayed that way. She cried until she had no more tears to shed.

      What will I do now? She had the house; as she’d inherited it from her grandmother. She’d helped her father raise Sadie when her mother died twenty-five years ago. But she’d been living on the money her father sent each month. Sadie was twenty-seven-years-old and had no appreciable skills to earn a living. Her grandmother taught her how to sew, but working as a seamstress or assistant wouldn’t pay enough for her bills. Besides, she didn’t want to rent it and be a landlord, but just the thought of living forever alone in this house that held so many memories didn’t appeal to her, either. The following day, she left early and went to her father’s best friend and man of business, Angus Murphy. He was a dear man, and her father had trusted him implicitly. He would know what her father’s finances were and if they’d struck gold. After all, why else would Mr. Drake want to buy her share of the claim?

      She climbed the stairs to the third-floor offices of Jones and Murphy, Esq. Upon entering, she noticed the partners had updated the offices, and a new secretary sat at the desk.

      “Good morning, is Mr. Murphy in?” Sadie asked the young, blond man.

      “Yes, he is in his office. Please go right in.” He pointed at the door to the right of his desk. The door on the left was Mr. Jones’s.

      Sadie walked into Mr. Murphy’s office.

      He rose to greet her. His glasses perched on the end of his nose. He combed over silver hair trying, in vain, to cover his bald spot.

      “Sadie, my dear, how are you? Please sit.” He pointed at one of the leather chairs in front of his desk.

      As she sat, she took a deep breath to keep the tears at bay. “I’ve been better, sir. I received a telegram from a Mr. Barnaby Drake, and I’m here to find out what it means.”

      “Ah, yes, the telegram. I received one as well. I’m sorry to say it means exactly what it said. An avalanche killed your father. Mr. Drake is...was...your father’s partner and wants to buy his share from you.”

      “Had they hit gold yet? Father sent me money every month, so they must have hit something.”

      Mr. Murphy shook his head. “I wish I could report that they had, but no, mostly they mined just enough for the three of you to live on.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Murphy. I really appreciate all you’ve done.”

      “It’s my pleasure, Sadie. I only wish I could do more.”

      Sadie thanked him again. She’d hoped the telegram was a mistake, but it wasn’t, and she left the office with a heavier heart, knowing it was true. She was now alone in the world, and she wasn’t sure what to do. Tears followed a trail down her cheek as she raised her hand and waved it, calling for the Hansom cab.

      Inside the cab, she tried to figure out what to do. She knew she had some money, but not enough to live on for more than a couple of months. She’d have to find a job, or perhaps...her mind ran over all the possibilities. Yes. Why couldn’t she?

      The next morning, Sadie returned to see Mr. Murphy.

      “Back so soon?” asked the old man. “Couldn’t resist my charms?” He chuckled. But he flashed a warm smile and pointed to the chair in front of his desk.

      She sat and faced Mr. Murphy. “Yes, I want to sell the house and anything else father might have left. Everything.”

      The man’s silver brows came together in a deep vee between his eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure, sir. I want to go to the Klondike and work my father’s claim. I really don’t have any choice...given my lack of an occupation.”

      If his jaw had dropped any farther, it would have landed on the desk. “You can’t go work the claim. You’re a woman.”

      She huffed a breath. “What has that got to do with anything?”

      “Everything. You can’t just go off to the Klondike. It’s dangerous for men, much less a woman.” He shoved an arm in the air. “Your father was killed there, for goodness’ sake.”

      Sadie let out a deep breath that ended on a sigh. “Mr. Murphy. There is nothing for me in St. Louis. I have no relatives or even close friends to keep me here. For goodness gracious, I don’t even have a pet. Please do as I say and sell everything.”

      With his mouth in a grim, flat line, he nodded. “As you wish. If you really want to sell, I will buy the house which is your only asset. Your father sold the bonds he had to go on his fool’s errand.” He pulled a folder from the credenza behind him. “According to my last estimate of the values of your personal investments and the house, your worth is about $2,000.

      “The rest of the money is from your grandmother’s investments, so that amount could change. It would be challenging for you to survive in that house for over six to eight months with only the investment income, regardless of how frugal you are. However, in that time, you could find someone you want to marry and have children with. Why would you want to risk your life in a wild place like the Klondike?”

      “Because I have nothing here. I want to actually live life, not just exist. I can’t do that without money. And since I haven’t found anyone to marry in twenty-seven-years, it’s highly doubtful I’ll find anyone in six-months.” I don’t count my engagement to Richard. He left me for someone with more money. I just count myself lucky to have found out what men were like before it was too late. “I have no choice but to go work Daddy’s claim. I have no other skills. Besides, I want to do something with my life. Maybe I’ll find what I’m looking for. Who knows, maybe the man I’m to marry is there. I’ll never know if I don’t go.”

      Mr. Murphy sagged in his chair, took a breath, and then sighed. “Very well. I’ll see you have your money as soon as possible. You may remain in your house until you leave. Do you know when that is?”

      She shook her head. “I have to read up on what I’ll need and then purchase what I can here and the rest when I reach Seattle. I estimate I’ll need another month, perhaps less, to accomplish this.”

      He nodded. “Are you sure I can’t talk you out of this, this...fool’s errand?”

      Sadie smiled at the elderly man. “I’m sure. Thank you for making this as easy on me as possible.”

      “Of course, m’dear. Your father was my best friend and had been for years. He would first chastise me for letting you go and then would want me to help you in any way I can. Please let me know if I can do anything to aid you.”

      She rose and extended a hand. “I will. Thank you again.” Sadie turned and left with a smile that hadn’t been there when she went in.” Klondike, here I come.

      She stopped at the bookstore and found a book called The Klondike Official Guide by William Ogilvie. In it, she found lists of things she would need to survive in the Klondike. Canada was not letting people cross their border without a year’s worth of supplies or the money to purchase them. This little book was all she needed. She’d buy her clothes here and whatever else she could readily carry. She wasn’t getting a tent, or anything like that, because she would live in her father’s. She had enough money to purchase food in Seattle or Skagway. But most likely in Seattle because it would be cheaper, and she was more likely to get what she wanted.

      The closer she got to leaving, the more she missed her father, and she knew that feeling would never go away.

      She’d take the train to Seattle and a steamer to Skagway. Then she would travel over the mountains to Dawson City. That would be the hardest part of the trip. She heard many stories about the men who couldn’t make it over the mountain passes and died along the way.

      Would that be her fate? To chase a dream and then die before she achieved it? Like her father?
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        * * *

      

      March 1898

      

      Sadie knew she was exceptionally lucky. She could pay to take the new tram over Chilkoot Pass rather than be in the throng of people below her that were having to hike over it. She’d purchased the one-way ticket for her, her horse, Lucky, and the large sled he pulled with all of her goods for a year on it.

      She was in awe of the snow-covered mountain peaks rising above as the tram climbed against a stunning blue sky. She placed a hand over her heart. The sight completely and utterly took her breath away.

      After the tram ride, she had to ride down the river in one of the many boats going to Dawson City in the Canadian Territory. She’d had to pass a checkpoint where they examined her sled to determine if she had the requisite amount of supplies for a year before she could board the ferry at Lake Bennett. The gold fields were in Canadian Territory, and they were very thorough. They didn’t want anyone starving to death.

      The boat from Lake Bennett took them down the river through lakes, past forests so thick with trees like maple and pine, you couldn’t see into them. She saw one particularly large animal standing in the shallows of one of the smaller lakes. It had an enormous set of antlers.

      One boatman came by her.

      She stopped him. “Excuse me, sir? Do you know what that animal is?” She pointed to the animal she’d seen.

      “That’s a moose, ma’am.” He tipped his hat and walked on.

      “A moose.” She giggled. “Now, I’ve seen everything.”

      In the lakes, she saw fish jump that were by far the largest she’d ever seen. The lakes were home to waterfowl, but predominantly what she saw were geese.
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        * * *

      

      Late March 1898

      

      Arriving in Dawson City was an eye-opener. The ramshackle buildings were all wooden, not like the well-built homes and businesses in St. Louis. She saw no streetlights, and macadam wasn’t used to pave any of the streets, nor were there concrete sidewalks. All she saw was mud, inches deep in the street, and a few boardwalks in front of some businesses. It appeared to her that they had quickly erected the buildings overnight, using whatever resources were available.

      She left Lucky and the sled near the Mountie station, figuring that would be the safest place to leave it. Then she made her way up the street to the Westminster Hotel. Her shoes and the hem of her dress were a mess, but she had few solutions to rectify the situation.

      At the front desk, stood a young man with dark hair and a thin build. He wore a shirt that had once probably been white and a dark wool jacket.

      “Excuse me.”

      He looked her up and down. “You’re a woman!”

      She chuckled. “I am, and I’d like a room for at least one night.” She lay her reticule on the counter.

      “Yes, ma’am. If you’ll just sign the register.” He rotated the book toward her and then turned toward the cubby holes behind him and took a key from one.” Here you are, room 207.” He looked at the registration book and then pointed toward the left of the desk. “Just up those stairs, Miss Thompson.”

      “Do you know where I might find Mr. Barnaby Drake?”

      He grinned. “Everyone knows Barnaby. He’ll be down at the El Dorado Saloon, if he’s in town.”

      “Where can I find this saloon?”

      “Go out the door and turn right. You can’t miss it.”

      
        
        “Thank you.” She picked up her carpetbag and headed up to her room.
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        * * *

      

      Late March 1898

      

      Barnaby Drake stood at the saloon’s long wood bar. It wasn’t the type of mahogany bar found in San Francisco. This one was just a bunch of plywood nailed together and scarcely came to his waist. Of course, they made few places for his height at six feet, four inches. He threw back his head and downed the shot of whiskey. One shot was all he could afford. The prices in Dawson City were outrageous. He would have gotten a room for one night so he could have a hot bath and sleep on a soft bed for the first time in months. The cold baths and sleeping on a cot with no mattress were getting old. But he needed all his money to pay off the Thompson girl. And then get back to the claim along the Klondike River before someone jumped it, and he had to fight them off. He hated claim jumpers. Luckily, they took one look at him and usually changed their minds. He’d had plenty of men who wandered into his camp with the thought of taking it for their own and changed their minds when they saw him.

      Now he’d had to leave it to come to this hellhole of a town and meet this woman, just so he could give her the money for the claim. Why he couldn’t just wire it, he didn’t know.

      He turned his head as a ruckus broke out at the entrance to the saloon. He turned to see a woman with bright-red hair enter. What the heck was she doing in here? As if in answer to his question, she spoke.

      “I’m looking for Barnaby Drake and was told I could find him here.”

      Her voice was as pretty as her hair. She’d piled it in curls high on her head, but some rogue tendrils hung around her face.

      He turned and pushed his way through the throng of men until he was right in front of the redhead. “I’m Barnaby Drake.”

      A look of relief flashed through her gaze, replaced by nonchalance. “I’m Sadie Thompson.” She held out her right hand. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

      He looked at her hand in amazement. Then he took her by the shoulders. “You shouldn’t be in here.” He turned her toward the street and guided her out of the saloon, ignoring the jeers and catcalls.

      Once outside, he grabbed her arm and steered her away toward the hotel, which was also a brothel. But that couldn’t be helped. A lot of businesses in Dawson City were more than one thing, except the general store. They had enough customers without adding another business to their building.

      Spring was almost upon them, and the streets ran thick with mud from the snowmelt. He tried to avoid the deepest parts of the street by staying in the ruts made by the horses and mules the miners rode.

      “Oh, stop! I’m stuck.” Sadie snatched her arm from his hand and tried to balance herself. She teetered backwards, her skirt acting like a sponge in the inch or so of water that covered most of the mud.

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. Barnaby realized his mistake when he released her, and she fell...face first, into the mud.

      She pushed herself up from the street and looked through slitted eyes. The mud covered her face. Only her eyes and mouth seemed to have been spared.

      She sputtered, blowing the mud out of her mouth. “Well, don’t just stand there. Help me up.”

      He might have been mistaken about that. He erupted with laughter as he helped her to her feet.

      Once on her feet, she slapped his chest. “Stop laughing at me, you big oaf. This is all your fault. I managed to make it from the Westminster Hotel to the El Dorado Saloon without falling, but you in your efforts to...what? Save my reputation?...You pulled me down the street like I’m some sort of mule.”

      He sobered and wiped the tears from his eyes. “I’m sorry Miss Thompson. You’re right, this is totally my fault. Let me help you.” Without another word, he scooped her into his arms and headed toward Kitty’s.

      She looked up at him with the deepest green eyes he’d ever seen. Fire glittered in her expression. “What do you think you’re doing? I’m quite capable of walking at a normal rate of speed.”

      “Well, I’m not letting you walk in this muck again. You need to get as much of that off before it dries.”

      He carried her straight to the hotel and didn’t set her on her feet until they were inside.

      “Here now,” said the woman behind the desk. “I get enough of that muck in here without you bathin’ in it before you come inside.”

      “This woman has a room here and needs a bath sent up immediately.”

      “Those costs extra.” The woman eyed Sadie with a critical eye. “Three dollars for the bath in the room.”

      “Fine,” snapped Sadie. “Just add it to my bill and then send the bath up as soon as possible.” She turned and narrowed her eyes at Barnaby. “Will you be here when I’m done? We have some things to discuss.”

      “I will. We can discuss our business over supper. The Dawson City Restaurant is next door, and it has decent food. This hotel is also a brothel. I just want you to be prepared for what you might see.”

      “I’ll consider myself warned.” She drew herself to her full height and headed up to the second floor, trailing mud clot behind her.

      Barnaby knew from experience that the rooms for the brothel were on the third floor.

      After Sadie left, Barnaby turned to the brunette woman behind the desk. “What was all that caterwauling about, Kitty? You’d think you’d never had someone show up in that condition and need a bath.”

      “They’ve all been men and wanting to be with my girls. No one in that condition is going anywhere near my girls. A little dirt is one thing, but that much mud is a different matter.”

      “She’s not here to see your girls. She’s here to see me.” Barnaby ground out.

      “What kind of business you got with someone like that...her all high-and-mighty in her prissy dress?”

      “I couldn’t tell. She was wearing a coat. Can you get me a towel or let me wash up in back?”

      “Sure. Come on back.” She headed down the left hallway toward the kitchen.

      Barnaby followed her.

      Kitty waited until he’d washed his face and hands.

      “You never answered my question, Barnaby. What does she want with you?”

      He ran a hand over his face. His dark beard was soft under his fingers. “She’s here for some business. She’s John’s daughter.”

      Her eyes widened as she grinned and slapped her leg. “Whooeee! John’s daughter. I never in a million years would have expected her to be here. Didn’t he say she was rich? Been left lots of money from her grandma?”

      “So, he said. But if that’s so, why is she here?”
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      After her bath, Sadie felt much better. Her cheerful countenance had returned. She did, however, feel her mining clothes would be more appropriate for this town rather than her dresses. She’d only brought one dress and one skirt with a blouse with her. But she’d gone against Mr. Ogilvie’s directions of the clothing to bring. She packed more of certain items, such as two pairs of wool pants instead of one and two overalls. She also put in six pairs of artic socks and wool socks. She was determined to be as comfortable as possible. Besides, since she didn’t have to bring things like a tent, she had more room for clothing in her duffle bag.

      She brought all the food, and some of the tools recommended by Mr. Ogilvie’s guide. It had to be enough to survive for a year, usually weighing in at around one-thousand pounds. Canada wouldn’t let you cross their border without it.

      Dressed in a pair of wool pants, she also wore long underwear underneath, for comfort against the itchy wool. She put on a heavy cotton shirt and miner’s lace-up boots. She wouldn’t have to worry about them coming off in the mud like her half boots could. Then she donned her coat and gloves. Sadie headed downstairs and found Barnaby Drake sitting in the lobby, waiting.

      He looked up and his eyes opened wide enough for the eyeballs to pop out.

      She walked over. She’d realized he was a big man. When they’d been standing next to each other, she’d had to look up at him, which was unusual since she was five feet ten inches. But he dwarfed the chair he sat in. His hair was the darkest brown, as was his beard, and his midnight blue eyes seemed to bore into her. “These should keep me from falling again.” She flashed a smile and twirled in front of him. “Don’t you agree?”

      He took her arm and pulled her to the side of the room. “What I agree on is if those miners see you, you’ll start a stampede. What do you mean, wearing clothes like that?”

      “I mean to go to my claim and work it, just like any other miner.”

      “You can’t go into the wilderness alone.”

      “I won’t be alone unless you’ll let me buy you out,” she countered.

      “That. Is. Not. Happening. Ever.” He fisted his hands.

      The anger on his face almost gave her pause about her idea. But she forged on. “Then what do you propose?”

      He was silent for a moment as he pulled his beard to a point on his chin. “There is only one way you can go up there.” He stopped and narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure you won’t just let me buy you out? It would make things a whole lot easier on everyone.”

      She tilted her head and lifted her brows
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