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“I’ve got it. Leave me alone!”


Jordan Sanders fumbled with her card key at the door to a private suite aboard the Wind Spirit, a 5-masted luxury cruise ship sailing off the Greek Isles. The security officer had escorted her from the dining room when she pushed her way past the concierge and in a cocaine and vodka fueled rage confronted Dylan Ross as he dined with another couple.


“I want my money!” she demanded. “All of it!”


“Jordan, go back to the suite. We can discuss this when you are sober,” he whispered, harshly.


“What? So you can just beat the shit out of me again? And shut me up? Well, let me tell you, Mr. Big-Ass Money, I’m through with your bullshit. Get me my money … or maybe I’ll just have to tell a few little stories about Dylan Ross.


“Yeah, that’s right. I know how you do it, Dylan. And I know who to tell,” and she stumbled into a serving cart knocking plates onto the deck.


“My friends, I must sincerely apologize. If you will excuse me,” and he grabbed Jordan by firmly the arm and pushed her back away from the table just as the security officer arrived.


“Take her back to my suite. And please give my sincerest apologies to the concierge.”


Jordan began crying, mumbling, “My money. Give me my money.”




A woman ship’s officer met them at her door.


“I’ll take it from here,” and she followed her into the suite.


“Ma’m, I’m going to help you undress and get you ready for bed. You need to sleep this off before you hurt yourself.”


“Ma’m? I’m no goddam ma’am. You see this body?” and she ran her hands along the satin club dress, low-cut at the bosom and high cut at the thigh. “You should be so lucky, you muffin top bitch,” and she stumbled to the open veranda door.


The officer pulled bedclothes from the vanity.


“Come back inside, please,” and she pulled Jordan by the arm.


She managed to get the dress zipper undone and Jordan’s bra off. She slipped a satin nightshirt over her head and moved her toward the bed.


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you,” and she grabbed the officer’s hand and pressed it against her breast. “Not gettin’ any, bitch?”


The officer pushed her away and hurried out the door.


“Goddam prude,” Jordan mumbled, and staggered with the slight rolling of the ship. She grabbed her cell phone from the night stand and stumbled out onto the veranda.

He will kill me one day. Maybe today.


She managed to hit SEND on her message app. When the notice returned “Delivered” she tossed the phone into the sea.


She leaned over the edge staring into the water rushing past the hull, the night air warm, blowing her flaming red hair flowing behind in massive curls.


She heard someone enter the suite.


She turned.


“So, you decided you want some of this,” and she pushed up her breasts and laughed. “Well, not tonight, asshole,” and she turned to look back out to sea.


She felt his hands on her neck. That was his style.


“I thought so,” and she turned.


It seemed like a dream, that brief moment … weightless … then nothing.


No one heard her scream.
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6 years later

It was nine o'clock on a crisp autumn morning in Skagway, Alaska. Alongside the platform stood the steam train grandly designated in railway guides as the Bennett Lake Excursion, Steam Engine #73. It consisted of a dining car, a sleeping-car cleverly converted into a lounge, and two local coaches, all exquisitely restored. And, of course, the private car.


By the step leading up into the sleeping car stood a security guard, resplendent in uniform, conversing with a small man muffled up to the ears of whom nothing was visible but a pink-tipped nose and the two points of an upward-curled moustache. It was freezingly cold, and this job of seeing off a distinguished group of strangers was not one to be envied.


Dylan Ross surprised her when he booked one of the train excursions to entertain a group of Vancouver-area high rollers and their entourages traveling at his invitation aboard the Norwegian Sun for a private - very private - game of cards. The game on Deck 11, Room 1003 - an owner’s suite - would begin once the cruise ship left Alaskan waters bound for Oahu.


The steam route to the gold rush town of Bennett would last about 5 hours, with a break at Bennett Lake. A gourmet lunch was to be served in the dining car on the return trip for the private party.


Regular passengers would have sack lunches.


Five hours to complete the trip. Plenty of time to leverage the tension that precedes a high stakes card game. Plenty of time to massage egos and undermine confidences.


The stakes were high. No one cruised from Alaska to Hawaii for a fun game of cards. These were serious players. There was no room for error, no ending but utter failure or success.


It was a recipe Dylan Ross reveled in.




Skylar snapped away taking photos of the old steam engine and the beautifully restored cars. Regular passengers milled around waiting for the doors on the public cars to open; children ran excitedly around chased off the tracks by their mothers.


A few early boarders - crew, Skylar thought - came into her camera view.


“Would you stand by the engine?” she implored an older couple as steam hung in the air from the locomotive’s pistons. She snapped a few photos, and smiled.


The man approached and handed her a business card.


“Email us a copy?” he asked.


“I’d love to. My name is Skylar Beaulieu … ,” and she hesitated a moment, “… of the New York Beaulieus,” and she flashed them that cover-girl smile of hers.


She turned and headed back to join Dylan where the passengers waiting to board the private car began to form.




Opulence was inadequate to describe this antique train car. Mahogany woodwork, expertly restored and polished, accented the room as red velvet window treatments gave off a warm, relaxing glow.


At the rear of the car was an ornate bar with a collection of the best liquors, imported wines and beers flown in just for this game, and Alaskan seafood hors d’oeuvres.


Skylar slipped into one of the lounge settees. Dylan sat next to her.


“Just smile, and keep the small talk to a minimum,” Dylan whispered to her as their guests boarded the private car. “And never talk about me. Nothing. Do not give anyone any kind of edge.”


A waiter brought her a glass of champagne.


“May I get you anything else, madame? A seafood appetizer, perhaps?” he asked.


She looked up to smile her appreciation.


When he retreated to the bar the bartender, an attractive young woman, gave her a long, hard look.




The woman floated into the private car wearing a period floor-length flowing satin dress, cut down at the bodice nearly to her waist, her flaming red hair flowing behind in massive curls, her scent filling the anteroom.


“I hope I am not late,” she announced, nearly breathless.




“Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Molly Terry, and I will be your tour guide today. It is my pleasure to welcome you aboard the White Pass & Yukon Railway for this incredible scenic excursion to Bennett Lake - a real Yukon gold mining town.


“The route you are about to take carried miners and their equipment from the port of Skagway to the gold fields in the Canadian Yukon, and brought the precious gold, silver, and other ores to market.


“Our travel time today will be approximately 5 hours, including a stop at Bennett Lake where a special gourmet lunch will be readied for your return trip.


“For your enjoyment, a wide variety of wines, beers, liquors, and appetizers are available compliments of your host for the excursion today, Mr. Dylan Ross.”


A small smattering of applause followed as the train’s whistle sounded.


“The weather is fair and the scenery ever more so. So sit back and enjoy your journey through the pages of Alaskan history.”


Skylar fidgeted excitedly in her seat as the conductor called out, “All aboard!“




Skylar pressed close to the windows and strained to get a dramatic shot of the steep mountains plunging down to the Skagway River gorge as the train moved up-mountain toward White Pass.


“You must send me a copy of that photograph,” came a woman’s voice. The accent - Eastern European.


Dylan stood at the bar holding court with a couple of the players leaving her alone with the woman who stood in the aisle holding a cocktail.


Mme Maria Voronova slipped into the seat next to Skylar.


“Are you one of the players in the game? Dylan talks so little about his plans.”


Maria just smiled.


“A bit above my pay grade, I am afraid, dear. I am strictly ornamental,” and she smiled at her little joke. “You have been Mr. Ross’ companion for a while?”


“We met 3 years ago. In Cannes. We have been traveling together ever since.”


“May I ask what you were doing in Cannes?”


“Modeling. That is what I did … before I met Dylan. The host of the game in Cannes put on a red carpet show for his guests. I must admit the runway was not my thing,” and she giggled a little. “I tripped. And got fired.


“That turned out to be a good thing. Dylan came to my rescue. We have been together ever since.”


“You continue to model?”


Skylar sighed.


“That is a tough world. I was on a cover - you know, the big swimsuit issue. I had a lot of jobs after that, for a while. But you are only as good as your last big shoot - that’s what everyone told me. Sure enough, they were right.


“Dylan eventually suggested I stop and enjoy the fact I no longer needed to work. So I help him with his parties, his business dealings - mostly social events. And I work on my photography.”


“Are you any good?”


“Had a look see by National Geographic.”


“Really?”


“They looked. They said no,” and she laughed at her own little joke.


“Luckily, you can travel and photograph all you want now.”


Maria noticed a bit of reservation in Skylar’s face.


“Dylan tolerates my photography. I’ll leave it at that.”


Maria looked up to see Dylan staring in their direction from the bar.


“Speak of the devil,” Maria said under her breath as Dylan began walking back toward them.




“Madame Voronova.”


She smiled.


“Mr. Ross. This train ride, what a wonderful idea.”


“My idea,” Skylar answered. “I’ve been looking at brochures of Alaska, and especially Skagway. I got on one of those pesky email lists, but was so captivated by the photography I knew we had to come.”


She looked up at Dylan.


“So I have been pestering Dylan to bring me here for months now. And, voilà. A perfect place for one of his gatherings - Alaska then a long cruise to Oahu.


“Life could not be any better.”




The tour coordinator’s voice rang out again over the intercom.


“We are approaching White Pass. Please be ready to present your passports for Canadian customs to avoid any unnecessary delays.”


We pressed on once in Canada … with only a minor delay.




A single long blast of the train’s whistle interrupted the casual conversations. The tour guide’s voice sounded out again.


“We are approaching the Bennett Train Depot. All passengers are reminded to exit the cars to permit the stewards to prepare for the return trip. Sack lunches will be readied in about 30 minutes in the train depot. The weather is fair but a bit windy, so be sure and grab a jacket.


“Passengers in the Dylan Ross party, your luncheon will be prepared for the return trip in the dining car.


“Three long blasts of the train whistle will summon all passengers back aboard in approximately 45 minutes.


“I will be available on the platform to help you enjoy this uniquely Alaskan getaway. Welcome to Bennett Lake, home of the Alaskan Gold Rush.”


Skylar grabbed up her camera and headed for the old town, up the long steps toward the historic St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church. The high Victorian gothic design dazzled her with its mix of rustic simplicity, the glorious soaring spire appearing to grow right from the soil.


She breathed in the chill mountain air coming off the lake.




Skylar had finished her shots at the old church when she heard a single long blast from the direction of the depot.


She looked at her watch - some 30 minutes since she disembarked. She headed down the steep stairs and hurried back along the lake bed trail toward the Bennett Train Station where engine #73 sat on the roundabout and readied for the trip back to Skagway.


The “regular” passengers - those not in the Dylan Ross party - milled around the depot platform with their sack lunches. Some from the Ross party had already boarded the private car.




“Has anyone seen Mr. Ross?”


Few if anyone had noticed those who rode the private car; someone thought a person matching Dylan’s description had made the trek up the steps toward the church.


But they could be mistaken.


There was only 10 minutes before the train was due to leave on the return trip.


Engine #73 blew its boarding whistle.


That’s when she heard a woman scream.


“Stop! Don’t go! Oh, my god!”
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Vancouver B.C. Cruise Terminal; 3 Days Ago

“Oh, just look at it! I have never seen such a beautiful ship!”


Skylar Beaulieu could not believe her eyes. Before her stretched the cruise ship Norwegian Sun, 848 feet of snow-white luxury resting quietly alongside the pier at the Canada Place complex in downtown Vancouver.


Their car slowed as it neared the traffic attendant at the top of the entry ramp. The attendant spoke to the driver a moment, then pointed toward the right-side lane - reserved for taxis, Ubers … and limousines.


“How many people will be aboard?” she asked, her large brown eyes wide with excitement as the driver quickly exited and opened the limo door for her.


“Too many,” replied Dylan Ross.


He stepped out of the limo, his silk business suit glistening in the bright overhead lights of the quay. Boarding time - 7:00, some 45 minutes after sunset. But this was late October in the Pacific Northwest - the “sun” in sunset is but a concept.


Skylar pulled a Nikon camera from her carry-on and began to snap photographs - the ship, the cruise port and Vancouver’s Convention Center, and the people - especially the people.


“Your bags, sir,” came a voice as one of the ship’s crew hurried forward. From the Preferred Customer gate the exclusive passengers’ bags were hand-carried through security by cruise line staff.


“What room?”


“Owner’s suite. Don’t scratch anything,” Ross barked.


“Yes, sir,” and the young crewman disappeared down the quay.


Just then a smartly dressed officer stepped up to greet them.


“Mr. Ross, I am First Officer Jonathon Ridgely. I have been asked by the captain to welcome you aboard the Norwegian Sun. Your suite has been prepared to your specifications and is ready for your immediate occupancy. And this is … ?” and he turned to look at the stunning woman who snapped his photograph.


“I’m Skylar,” she gushed, excited by the commotion, the energy on the quay, and the immensity of the giant ship. “Skylar Beaulieu,” and she held her hand out.


“Ms. Beaulieu, welcome aboard,” and he tried as hard as he could to maintain eye contact. Professional. But overwhelmed.


“I will be pleased to show you to your suite,” and he smiled.


“That would be delightful, Mr. Ridgely.”


“Officer Ridgely,” and he nodded.


“That will not be necessary. Skylar, let’s get aboard. The man has work to do.”


“You boarding pass, m’am.”


The boarding at Norwegian Cruise Lines could not have been any more efficient. Passengers sat in designated areas depending on the type of accommodations and, when called, funneled through 4 waiting security stations where their bags were x-rayed and forbidden items removed.


“Johnson, deal with this,” and Mrs. Johnson Bales pushed past the boarding agent and crossed over to the passenger portal.


“Madame, I must insist you return … ,”


“Here. I have our papers.”


Johnson Bales was accustomed to his wife’s rude behavior, and had a ready array of responses available. He passed the agent a $20 bill. “For your trouble.”


“Very good, sir. Johnson Bales and Melinda Bales. Welcome aboard. Viking Deck 8, Balcony Suite Confirmed. Please place your bags on the conveyor.”


The bags disappeared into the machine.


A red light began flashing.


“Just a moment,” and the attendant turned to the screen. “I am so sorry but I am going to have to ask you to open your carry-on.”


“My personal items, if you do not mind,” Mrs. Bales complained.


“I understand. Please, open the bag, madame.”


She reached into the carry-on and removed two items.


“Clothes irons are not permitted in guest rooms. There is a public laundry you may use or room services.


“I have particular dress requirements. I am afraid I must insist … ,”


“There are no exceptions, Mrs. Bales. The iron will be returned when you disembark.”


Johnson Bales looked up the hallway where his wife had disappeared in a huff. He reached for her bag.


“One more item, sir,” and the agent removed a small container … pepper spray.


“She gets nervous around people.”


“I feel like a queen,” Skylar gushed as she stepped into the owners’ suite - Deck 11, Room 1003. She hurried to the balcony that looked out from the upper port bow of the great ship. Their luggage had already been placed in their room, the bed turned down, and fresh flowers placed on the table.


Dylan Ross headed straight for the bar and poured himself a brandy. A Comet, as ordered.


“Get unpacked. Then find something to keep busy. I have work to do.”


She gave him a playful shove.


Dylan Ross was always working. The trip to Germany was for Skylar a once in a lifetime opportunity - for Dylan, meetings at Deutsche Bank over some kind of network crash a few months earlier that still had some of his business accounts frozen.


So she spent her days in Frankfurt sightseeing and photographing - especially the medieval ruins on the grounds of a beautifully restored riverfront palace, Schloss Biebrich on the Main River.


The flight home to Vancouver from Germany had been turbulent, and the first class cabin was “soiled by some smelly Arab” according to Dylan. The scotch was cheap, and the vodka worse. But Skylar knew once Dylan got caught up with his emails and phone calls he would relax. Dylan Ross, a full 28 years Skylar’s senior, could turn on the charm … when business demanded.


She knew as the CEO of Vancouver’s Pathworks Wealth Management he was always under a great deal of pressure. And sometimes he erupted.


He had hurt her again in Frankfurt.


But she knew he didn’t mean to. And this trip to Alaska and the Hawaiian Islands was his way of saying he was sorry.


And he promised never again.


“The spa is right on this floor! And the pools!”


“Everything is on this deck. That’s why I pay for this suite.”


“Well, I’m going to explore and enjoy myself. You go ahead and work yourself
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