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For Toni Croft, who believed in the first place. A true friend is a real treasure, especially one who appreciates the value of playing hooky now and then for movies in the afternoon.
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And for all those along the route of the Ton of Gold Centennial Reenactment, and their dedicated efforts to recreate the historical journey from Dawson to Skagway and down the Inside Passage to Seattle in July 1997, a hundred years after the original tons of gold arrived at Schwabacher’s Dock in July 1897 aboard the ship SS Portland, starting the great Klondike gold rush.
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1:30 A.M.
Friday, July 11, 1997
Juneau/Douglas, Alaska

THE MOON WAS ALMOST FULL, BUT CLOTS OF CLOUDS SCUD ding darkly overhead persistently obscured it, allowing only infrequent and mottled patches of pale light to relieve the blackness of the waters of Gastineau Channel. It had risen just after midnight, from behind the tall, sharp peaks that rose on the eastern side of that slim arm of the sea like a wall. It would soon disappear, along with the few stars that slipped in and out of view.

The late breeze had quickened into a wind, which sighed through the evergreens on a small hill that stood between the Douglas Island boat harbor and the channel. The hill sheltered the small marina from the winter gales that frequently whipped the confined seas of the channel to an icy froth, driving injudicious vessels desperately toward any possible berth. This July wind, however, would more gently blow itself out under the curtains of rain promised by the threatening clouds. It was not unusual weather for the Southeast Alaskan Panhandle—lush, green, and intensely alive, home to rain and fog.

Within the harbor, no one noticed when one ketch began to slowly, silently swing away from the dock. It gradually came about and headed toward the channel like a dark ghost, or the shadow of a huge waterbird.

The soft splash of a mishandled oar and a muffled curse revealed a man in an inflatable dinghy, rowing ahead at the end of a towline. As this smaller boat—conveniently borrowed from another vessel—gradually cleared the harbor, its oarsman became a brief silhouette against the navigation light that marked the harbor’s entrance. His outline showed shoulders too broad to be hidden by the bulk of a dark slicker and a baseball cap with a brim that dipped and rose as he leaned to pull strongly against the weight of the water. He cast a glance over one shoulder to be certain that his line of exit from the marina was as direct and efficient as possible.

A second darkly clad man stood at the wheel in the stern of the ketch. A wiry knot of muscle, he was spare of flesh and small of frame, and the wind rugged contemptuously at the straggle of beard that thinly disguised a weak chin. Shifting his weight nervously from foot to foot, he turned once to assure himself of the continuing emptiness of the dock that fell slowly astern.

As the dinghy moved into the channel, the wind hit with enough force to make it slip southward, but the rower put more of his back and strong arms into the endeavor and managed to maintain a route that was mostly crosswise to the southerly flow of wind and tide. Ever so slowly, he pulled the boat away from the shore into open water, until the stern was completely clear. Then, with rapid and less cautious strokes of the oars, he rowed quickly back to the ketch, swung himself aboard, and left the purloined dinghy to drift away. Riding empty, high, and light, it quickly became a toy for the wind to toss, disappearing instantly into the dark.

The engine came abruptly to life, as the first man encouraged the heavy boat away from the shore and swung it to starboard, into the deep waters of the channel. Within ten minutes the two men had managed to raise a single sail. They killed the engine and were gathering silent speed, still without lights, driven south before the wind toward the confluence of Gastineau Channel, Taku Inlet, and Stephens Passage. Beyond this, if all went as planned, it would be easy to lose themselves in the giant maze of the straits, sounds, bays, arms, harbors, and inlets of the Inside Passage, making pursuit an impracticably, except, perhaps, by air.

They fully expected it would be a long time before anyone learned there was any pursuit to be mounted. The boat they had commandeered was not local. Its home port, painted on the stern below its name, was Nanaimo, British Columbia, though, with traditional courtesy, the Hazlit’s Gull flew a small United States flag on its stern. It had been chosen from among the many boats that occupied the southernmost marina in the area, more than two miles from the tall bridge that connected Douglas Island with Juneau to the east, across the channel.

The two men had masqueraded as acquaintances in search of the Gull’s passengers, and they had gleaned, from the harbormaster’s registry, the intended length of its stay—two weeks. Several days of careful but seemingly casual observation of the boat had told them that a young married couple owned and sailed the ketch, and that one of them—a factor in making it their vessel of choice—was no longer on board.

Clued by a duffel set onto the dock and a scene of affectionate leave-taking, one of the men had followed the young man to the Juneau airport and watched him catch a plane. From a casual question to the gossipy owner of a nearby boat, its watchers knew it would be several days to a week before the husband would return. By the time he reported his boat—and wife—missing, both would probably be as abandoned as the stolen and discarded dinghy.

Though making good time, the Gull rolled and pitched rhythmically in the rough waters of the channel. The heftier of the two men controlled it with an expertise that revealed prior experience. The older man joined his friend in the cockpit. Lowering himself into a seat, he turned to watch the lights of Juneau and its island neighbor, Douglas—a soft reflection of light to the west—fade in the distance.

“Can’t understand why anyone would want to live in a place you can’t get out of except by boat or plane,” he said, cupping his hands against the wind to light a cigarette. “How long till daylight?”

“Oh, we got three … four hours yet. With this wind, we could be clear the other side of Taku and into the lower part of Stephens Passage by then.”

“It’s gonna rain.” He looked up to assess the clouds that had now vanquished any sign of the moon.

“Yeah, looks like it, but it won’t slow us down much. Besides, we could go half this fast and still have lots of time. We got a long way to go. We’ll sail as long as we can, till it gets light, then put up somewhere till tomorrow night. But if this weather keeps up we could go longer. Won’t too many people be out in it. Makes good cover.”

As he spoke, the first few heavy drops spattered around them.

“Better go down and see if you can find some rain gear, Nelson. You’ll get soaked without it. Should be a locker somewhere at the bottom of the ladder,” he said. “And while you’re down there, take a look at her. Make sure she hasn’t worked her way loose somehow or got the blindfold off.”

“Can I turn on a light now?”

“Yeah, should be all right. But turn it off when you come back up.”

Tossing his cigarette overboard, Nelson moved forward and disappeared through the companionway. In only a minute or two he came scrambling back up, holding a pair of waterproof pants and wearing both a slicker and a frown of concern.

“She don’t seem to be breathing, Rod.”

“What?”

“I said, she ain’t breathing. Still tied up good, and gagged with that duct tape, but I … ah … can’t see that she’s breathing. I … ah … I think she might be … you know … ah … dead?”

“Goddamn it!” the other exploded. “Get your skinny ass back here, Nelson, and take this damn wheel.”

“Aw … you know I can’t do that.”

“Idiot. You can Goddamn well hold it like it is. I’ll just be a minute. She’s probably passed out. You just didn’t check her right. How could she be dead?”

He vanished into the interior of the boat, leaving his partner fearfully clutching at the wheel as if it might suddenly come alive under his hands and send them crashing onto some hidden rock.
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8:30 P.M.
Saturday, July 12, 1997
Skagway, Alaska

“IT MUST HAVE LOOKED A LOT LIKE THIS A HUNDRED YEARS ago,” Jessie Arnold said to Alex Jensen, as they paused in front of the Red Onion Saloon to look up Broadway, Skagway’s main street.

It was just after dark on a clear evening, and there were few modern streetlights in the historic gold rush town. Most of the warm glow between blue shadows came from the doors and windows of the small shops and boutiques lining the street. Several of these had false fronts, and a couple—including the famous Golden North Hotel, where Jessie and Alex had registered—sported round tower rooms on one corner, but most were boxy, single-story frame structures intended to look as if they had weathered a century, as many of them actually had. Most of the businesses that occupied them had already closed for the day, and the rest would soon follow suit.

A few tourists were still wandering the boardwalks, heading slowly back toward their giant tour ships at the town docks, or looking for some appealing place to have a late dinner. Silhouetted against the lights, they could have been gold rush stampeders from the late nineteenth century.

A pair of women laden with bulky plastic bags walked past, discussing their purchases with enthusiasm. Alex thoughtfully watched them head west toward the harbor, his mind still drifting back to the old Skagway, jumping-off point for the Klondike.

Someone whistled. A laugh rang out from down the street. The muffled ragtime rhythm of a piano drifted from the saloon, growing abruptly louder as someone flung open the door, releasing the sounds of conversation and the music.

“It’s like stepping back in time,” Alex agreed.

Jessie looked up and down the street again. “If you add a few more people, some horses and muddy streets, this would seem pretty much like 1897.”

“Like it?”

“Even more than I expected. It makes me feel connected. Just imagine coming all the way from Seattle, or Portland, or San Francisco, ready to start for the Klondike, dreaming of excitement and fortunes in gold. It’s no wonder they called it gold fever.”

Alex agreed. “It was contagious all right. But they hadn’t a clue how hard it would be to make it to Dawson, only to find out all the claims had been staked for over a year. A lot of them turned right around and went home.”

“Well, I wouldn’t have quit and neither would you. I still think it would have been great.”

“Yeah, but you—who think nothing of thousand-mile sled dog races—would have fit right in. I’d probably have been at the top of the pass, freezing my tail, and helping the Mounties make sure everyone who went into Canada had enough equipment and supplies for a year.”

Jessie laughed and turned toward the Red Onion. “Well, speaking of supplies … come on, trooper. Let’s get something to eat before we die of starvation.”

Closely followed by Jensen, she moved through the door into the immediate contrast of a large and well-lit room, full of cheerful sounds and the mouthwatering aroma of hot pizza. Aside from its thoroughly modern crowd of local and visiting customers, not to mention its twentieth-century cuisine, the Onion would have been right at home in the gold rush. In fact, it had been built in 1898 and was later moved to its current location. In the process, the movers had somehow turned it around, so that the back of the structure now faced the main street.

A long antique bar, backed with large mirrors and carved with scrolls of fancy woodwork, extended along well over half of one side of the long room, accommodating twenty-some people on tall stools. Another thirty or forty souls were seated on a collection of mismatched chairs at square tables only a little larger than checkerboards. The walls—except for the large windows facing the street—were decorated with an interesting assortment of artifacts from the 1890s.

“During the gold rush the second floor of this place was a bordello,” Alex informed Jessie, as they quickly claimed the only empty table in sight. “It’s supposedly haunted by Delilah, one of the former working girls.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Nope. She has a reputation for not liking men—scares them if they try to go upstairs. I guess she sticks around to take care of the place.”

A piano player in a collarless shirt, gartered into puffs at the elbows, teased an infectious honky-tonk from the yellowed ivory keys of an old upright piano, keeping patrons’ toes tapping on the scuffed wood floor as they sang along with his old-time tunes. Jessie and Alex did some toe-tapping of their own, but there was little singing as they hungrily worked their way through a combination pizza and drafts of pale Alaskan ale in thick glass mugs.

When nothing remained but crumbs, they moved to tall stools at the bar, where they had a better view of the piano player, who paused now and then to add humorous comments to his music Contented, they sat, enjoying the entertainment and sipping the last of their ale.

Alex drained his mug, lit his pipe, and looked questioningly at Jessie in response to the bartender’s suggestion of another brew. She nodded. Then her attention was caught by a woman claiming the empty stool next to hers. Jessie smiled at the woman, who responded with only the slightest of nods and a twitch of her lips, and turned quickly away to lay a ten dollar bill on the bar.

The newcomer was short and had dark eyes and dark hair combed tightly into a knot at the back of her head. Small unruly curls of it escaped and stood out vigorously in a not unbecoming frame for her oval face. She was delicately built, and her expression was not particularly welcoming. Her thin lips were set narrowly together and she looked tired or worried—it was difficult to tell which.

Before Jessie had time to ponder the all but nonexistent acknowledgment she had received, the bartender set two ales before them with a flourish.

“Hey,” he demanded with a self-satisfied grin, “Jessie Arnold—the Iditarod—right?”

“Right.” Jessie reached to accept the hand he extended to her across the ancient, scarred surface of the bar, skillfully avoiding a collision with the full frosty mug he had just set down.

“Welcome to Skagway. We all cheered you into Nome a couple of years ago in the gutsiest-ever finish, and another in the top ten last year. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” she smiled, pleased with his enthusiasm and the recognition of her effort.

“You going along on this big centennial boat run to Seattle?”

“Yeah,” she confirmed, turning to introduce Alex. “This is Alex Jensen. He’s the formal representative for the Alaska State Troopers on the trip.”

“Don Sawyer,” he offered, as the two men shook hands. “I’ll be going along, too, as a bartender. So stop by Soapy’s Parlour on the dining room level and say hello.”

“We’ll do that. It’s really a vacation, since I’m just along to show off the uniform in the ceremonial parts, and not assigned to chase bad guys this trip.” He laid a bill down to pay for their drinks.

“Naw.” Sawyer shook his head. “These are on the house. Nice to have you both in town. Running this year, Jessie?”

“Planning to.”

“Good luck then.”

As he moved away to mix a drink for the woman sitting next to Jessie, Alex couldn’t resist a comment.

“Glad we aren’t supposed to be undercover. Why didn’t I make you wear that fake mustache? Is there anybody in this state who doesn’t know you?”

She grinned. “It’s kind of nice that a few Alaskans know who I am—sort of a reward for all the work that goes into running the race. Besides, a fake mustache would make me look like a trooper. Right?”

Alex’s reddish blond handlebar mustache was one of his few vanities. It was wide, with a half-curl at each end and he had worn it for so long he couldn’t imagine what his face would look like without it. Periodically, Jessie waved a pair of scissors and offered to cut off half, so he could compare and see if he liked himself better without it. Pressed, however, she cheerfully admitted that she liked it and would prefer that he keep it.

They made an attractive couple. He was tall and slim, with the beginnings of smile lines around his mouth and eyes. She was a bit shorter, tan and fit from days spent running dog teams through the Alaskan wilderness, her hair a short honey-colored tumble of waves and curls, her eyes a calm gray.

The piano player stopped for a break, to the vocal disappointment of the impromptu and semi-harmonious chorus surrounding him. Eventually a quieter hum of cheerful conversation filled the room. The chess players didn’t even glance up.

Don returned with a drink for the dark-haired woman and was reaching to pick up her money when a new voice interrupted him.

“I’ll take care of that.”

Jessie turned her head to see a stranger swing himself onto the stool beyond the other woman.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Bill Prentice. Don’t want to sound like I’m just hitting on you, but I know you from somewhere.”

The approach did seem sincere, but it was hard to tell. He paused, smiling quizzically, and waited for her response.

Plainly startled, she frowned slightly and gave him an uneasy glance before turning her eyes back to Don.

The bartender waited, still holding her money, giving her a very straight and level look, communicating silently that if she wanted this person gone, he would see to it. She raised her eyebrows, soliciting his opinion. Was he personally acquainted? He pursed his lips slightly, cocked his head, and, with a barely perceptible movement, shrugged his shoulders. It was up to her, he didn’t know the guy.

Giving her uninvited companion one more contemplative look, with a tiny half-nod and answering shrug she allowed Sawyer to set up the drink. Without accepting payment, he returned to the tap to draw a beer for the newcomer.

Good man, thought Jessie, who had closely followed both the spoken and silent exchange. She was beginning to like this Sawyer person. A quick look at Jensen’s amused twist of lips told her that he, too, had observed the byplay to their right.

“Thanks,” she heard the woman say, “but I don’t think you know me. I’m not from around here. Judy Raymond.”

“Oh, neither am I,” he answered. “Nice to meet you, Judy. Where’re you from then?”

The bartender set up the beer and smiled. “These are on me,” he told her.

Another bit of good, subtle work. Without being conspicuous, he had succeeded in giving the guy notice that anything out of line would not be tolerated, and he had explicitly canceled any obligation she might feel by making the beer on the house. As the couple resumed their tentative conversation, Sawyer met Jessie’s watchful eyes, and she smiled appreciatively at him; another small conspiracy of silent communication. He grinned and went on down the bar in response to a customer waving an empty mug.

Jessie turned back to Alex, who was watching the piano player wend his way through the maze of tables back to his instrument.

“You about ready to go?” he asked. “I’ve had enough of the noise.”

“Sure.” She pushed back the last of her ale and slid off the stool to stand beside him. “The boat will be in by eight tomorrow morning and I’d like to see if we can get our stuff on board early. Then we can enjoy the day before we have to dress up.”

“Great.” Jensen laid a generous tip on the bar for Sawyer, who raised a hand in a brief farewell wave. “I’m tired. Too much bouncing around in the air between here and Juneau.”

“Were you airsick? We weren’t airborne very long and you fly in small planes all the time with Caswell.”

“No, I just don’t like it rough, and it’s always rough over the Lynn Canal.”

Jessie yawned as they stepped out the door. Alex took her hand, tucking it snugly under his arm.

The street was empty. They did not notice a figure that exited the Onion a few seconds behind them and slipped immediately into the dark shadow of a doorway to watch them stroll in step along the boardwalk toward the hotel.
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10:35 P.M.
Sunday, July 13, 1997
Spirit of ‘98
Lynn Canal, Alaska

JENSEN LEANED ON THE STARBOARD RAIL OF THE SPIRT OF ‘98 and watched the black waters of the Lynn Canal stream past the moving ship. Out of uniform, comfortable in jeans and a sweater with deck shoes on his feet, he was enjoying the relaxation of a last pipe before going in to bed. The fragrant smoke was whipped away by the wind, disappearing almost instantly into the darkness. Jessie was already cozily ensconced on one of the beds inside the cabin, reading a book on the gold rush.

The deck was quiet, and Alex could hear the rush of water and see a bit of the white roil of the wake as the ship ran south and west on the second leg of the overnight trip to Sitka. Beneath these noises, the throb of powerful engines was as much a sensation as a sound, a deep rumble from somewhere underfoot.

Not a single light was visible on the distant shore of this particular stretch of immense and uninhabitable wilderness, but far across the wide waters of the channel he could see the tiny lights of another vessel moving, maybe a fishing boat headed for Juneau, or a sailboat unable to reach safe harbor before sundown. It looked incredibly small and lonely to Alex, giving him the same poignant, solitary feeling that he always had on hearing the haunting whistle of a train going anywhere at night. As he watched, the lights moved slowly away and were swallowed by the dark around some point of land.

The Spirit had sailed from Haines promptly at nine-thirty. Now, as it grew late, most of the passengers, pleasantly tired from the bon voyage celebrations aboard and ashore, had already yawned their way to their cabins. A few tipsy diehards, still too excited to consider an end to the festivities, had gone to the main lounge on the deck below for a nightcap, perhaps the last of the afternoon’s champagne, but any sound of their small, continuing revelry was masked by that of the ship and the breeze its motion created.

A couple, senior citizens still in party dress, came up the companionway and passed behind Jensen, heading aft.

“Good night,” he called after them, and the gray-haired man raised a hand in response, without looking back.

Turning his attention again to the dark beyond the rail, Jensen contemplated the barely discernible silhouette of the mountains that lined the shore of the channel, a solid barrier to the south. Behind them, glaciers filled the high basin of the St. Elias Range for hundreds of miles with a deep, interconnecting ice field, above which rose only the tallest peaks and ridges. Between each mountain, hanging glaciers spilled centuries-old fingers of ice over the edge of each lofty valley. In the sunshine, their broken edges reflected blue, so compressed by the annual weight of blanket after blanket of snow they absorbed all other colors of the spectrum. Though originally composed of airy snowflakes, all were now incredibly dense. The few massive rivers of ice that found their way down to the sea were so heavily compacted that, if they ever receded, the land they covered would rebound and rise inches in the absence of their mighty weight. Now, in the dark, these ice floes were as invisible as the peaks they divided, each with an unseen stream of ice-melt falling hundreds of feet to dilute the ocean’s salt with freshwater.

It had been a long day, and Jensen was glad to catch a breath from his official duty of representing the Alaska State Troopers, though he was pleased to be a part of this unusual trip. The duty was also unusual for him; he was used to the continuing effort of solving homicides in South Central Alaska. For this trip he would be required only to dress in his best uniform and appear at all the official and ceremonial events, representing the state’s law enforcement agencies.

He and Jessie had boarded the Spirit in Skagway early that afternoon, changed into appropriate period clothing in their cabin, and stood at the rail, watching other passengers come aboard, while he wondered exactly what he had volunteered for. Wearing his Alaska State Troopers dress uniform—medium blue tunic and darker blue trousers with a gold stripe that ran down the outside of each leg with a smaller red stripe in the center, blue Stetson hat, banded with gold braid and decorated with two small gold acorns—made it impossible to relax, always encouraging him to stiffen his spine and draw back his shoulders.

Running a finger under his tight collar, he straightened his tie and sighed, longing for his well-broken-in jeans and soft cotton shirt.

“You look very handsome,” Jessie told him with a glint of humor in her eyes.

He did look especially tall and official. The uniform was thoroughly modern, yet somehow it did not seem out of place on the Spirit, a boat designed on the lines of coastal steamers of the previous century.

“From the neck up,” Jessie told him, with a glance at his handlebar mustache, “you could have walked right out of one of those old photos.”

She was dressed in a costume she had made herself: crisp white blouse with leg-of-mutton sleeves and a long, navy blue, gored skirt, pleated full in the back. The lacy flounce of a white petticoat was occasionally visible, swinging under the skirt as she moved. A similar sea-foam of white lace cascaded from a cameo brooch at her throat, and a small, flat, straw hat, decorated with a pink rose, and carefully pinned to her curls, completed the outfit.

“You need some of those high-button shoes,” Alex suggested.

“Not a chance. Getting around the boat in this skirt is challenge enough. I’m happy with these, thanks.” She raised the skirt and petticoat to reveal her everyday shoes, with a very low heel.

The day was sparkling, clear and warm. The snow on the distant peaks across the Lynn Canal gleamed pure white in the sunshine. Miles away, the glacier faces exhibited a few faint suggestions of blue. Spruce so dark they were almost black thickly covered the lower slopes; the millions of trees contrasted sharply with the mountains that never lost their frozen cover.

The small town of Skagway was nestled in a narrow valley between the long arm of ocean and its own surrounding promontories, little more than a mile long and the width of four city blocks. A few homes climbed the northern slopes, where a road looped around eight miles of ridge that separated Skagway from the starting point for the Chilkoot Trail. Skagway was alive with the hundreds of tourists brought by the huge tour ships that docked at the wharf. Its streets were festooned with banners, flags, and decorations, which contributed to the revelry of its seven hundred and fifty inhabitants, most of whom were on the street or dock.

“All this enthusiasm is catching,” Jessie said.

The whole idea of the centennial reenactment pleased them both with its appropriateness. It seemed exceptionally well planned and orchestrated.

They couldn’t have had a better place for watching the events preceding the sailing than the highest bridge deck of the Spirit, with its antique, coastal steamer appearance. From this position, they had a view of everything that was happening on the dock below and back as far as the main street, where they could see activity in front of the Old White Pass and Yukon Railroad Depot, currently a National Park Service Visitor Center. In a still impregnable hundred-year-old safe, the ton of gold designated for the trip had been secured the night before. A group of men were bringing it out now in wooden boxes, loading it onto a solid old baggage wagon for the short journey to the dock.

“Look.”

A sharp, piercing cry drew her attention, and Jessie pointed out a bald eagle, drawing circles in the air high overhead, gliding like a hang glider on invisible thermals. Like everyone else, it seemed to be observing the dockside activity.

“Curiosity, do you think?” she asked Alex, watching it float.

“Probably looking for dinner.” He pointed to a miniature poodle on a leash held by a woman on the dock. “One swoop and that pooch would be history, if there weren’t so many people around.”

Shouts of laughter turned their attention back to the crowd milling about on the dock and coming, single file, up the gangway. Jessie, an amateur photographer, had brought along her 35mm Minolta and a variety of lenses. Now she busied herself taking pictures of the activity below and those who were coming aboard.

It was a festive group, many in costumes of the late 1800s, representing the diversity of those who had come north during the gold rush a century before. Among them was a gang dressed as scruffy miners, one with a pickax over his shoulder. He waved at the crowd of Skagway residents assembled on the dock.

A married couple came up the ramp, he in miner’s garb, she in the long skirt of the period. Between them they carried a blanket rolled around what was supposedly their wealth of gold. Feigning extreme difficulty in supporting its weight, they staggered laboriously and dramatically aboard, playing to their audience.

A bookish-looking man in gold-rimmed glasses seemed in studied contrast to the furs he wore and, from mukluks to hooded parka, appeared overheated and distinctly uncomfortable in the July temperature that hovered in the mid-eighties.

“Ho for the Klondike,” someone shouted, and a cheer rippled through the crowd, followed by applause for a woman who swept onto the ship in a striking costume of deep red velvet. One by one, the passengers came up the gangway, excited to be embarking on the reenactment of a historic journey.

Boarding with the costumed passengers were some who had chosen to retain their modern mode of dress.

“Probably hated Halloween as kids,” Alex speculated.

One of these, Jessie noticed, was the woman from the bar stool next to her in the Red Onion the night before. Dressed casually in beige slacks and a knit top, carrying a light blue windbreaker, Judy Raymond’s dark hair was covered by a hat the color of her jacket, with a brim that shaded her eyes over a pair of dark sunglasses. She greeted the ship’s captain with a conservative half smile, hurriedly escaped up the gangway, and immediately disappeared, as if she wished to separate herself from the celebration.

Alex and Jessie stared after her, curiosity aroused at the odd behavior. Why would anyone go on such a trip and not want to take an active part in it?

The captain, first mate, and several Centennial Committee members were at the bottom of the gangway, welcoming passengers. Among them were dignitaries coming aboard only for the first leg of the journey and planning to leave when they reached Haines, an hour and a half later, after a reception to mark the beginning of the cruise. For the most part, these—the mayors of Haines and Juneau, legislators, other officials and their wives—did not wear costumes but arrived in their everyday professional attire. The governor and his wife, however, had outdone themselves in dressing to suit the occasion as had the mayor of Skagway and his spouse.

As Alex watched the mayors glad-hand each other and everyone else within reach, Jessie used a zoom lens to capture the look of their authentic gold rush outfits. She was not alone in her photography, for half those in attendance, residents and tourists alike, were clicking shutters and using up film at a rate that would have pleased Kodak.

A bright yellow, old-fashioned vehicle, not quite recognizable as either a van or a bus, pulled up near the gangway, and its passengers began to clamber out through multiple doors along each side. The logo on the front door announced it as part of The Skagway Street Car Company. The driver, in black period suit with a gold watch chain across his vest, stepped out, still telling tales of Skagway history, and circled the vehicle to make sure all the doors were closed.

“Hey, Steve,” someone shouted from the crowd. “You going on the cruise?”

He waved and smiled but only shook his head in answer, still engaged in the business of caring for his streetcar and passengers.

“What the heck is that taxi … bus … thing,” Alex wondered aloud. You have any idea?”

“Yes!” Jessie crowed, “I do!” glad for once to be able to tell him something he didn’t already know. “Ever see pictures of Yellowstone in the early days? They used to have those in the lower-forty-eight state parks to ferry tourists around.” She explained that a small fleet of the unusual vehicles had been purchased and brought north when their usefulness became outdated in the parks. Reconditioned and well maintained, they now fit right into the gold rush appearance of Skagway.

“Hey.” Jensen pointed toward a man who had exited the streetcar and was approaching the Spirit’s gangway. “Someone’s playing Soapy Smith. What a great costume. He even looks like the old photographs. Get a picture of him, will you, Jess?”

Dressed in a broad-brimmed hat and dark suit, with a vest buttoned high over a cravat, the man wore a neatly trimmed beard and carried what looked like a briefcase. From somewhere in the crowd of observers came a hiss of disapproval, followed by laughter for this notorious Skagway con man, now a century dead. The man with the case turned, swept off his hat in an exaggerated bow to the onlookers, grinned, and proceeded to shake hands with the members of the welcoming committee.

In less than an hour the Spirit would sail, but a ton of gold had to be loaded first. This voyage would commemorate the first gold—over two tons—that had been brought almost exactly a hundred years earlier on the SS Portland, from the rich Klondike claims to Seattle. For this centennial trip, an actual ton of gold had been amassed by miners still working in the Dawson City area; it was now being brought down to Skagway for transport to Seattle. Watching the passengers, Jessie and Alex had forgotten its approach. Now, in fifteen wooden boxes stacked on the antique baggage cart and pulled by a modern cargo tractor, it was eased slowly and carefully down the long vehicle ramp and onto the dock. Clearly, no one wanted to risk having somewhere between thirteen and fourteen million dollars in gold plunge over the side of the concrete dock into the frigid waters below.

Even in the wooden boxes that had more than doubled its size, it didn’t seem possible that it could weigh over two thousand pounds.

“Is that all?” Jessie asked. “Looks awfully small.”

“Gold’s heavy,” Alex told her. “A ton in one container would be about the size of a footlocker, or three five-gallon cans, maybe. Of course you couldn’t lift either one … but …”

Laboriously, with hand trucks, each hundred-and-fifty-pound box of gold was carried aboard, disappearing onto the Spirit through a door that opened onto the Main Deck, making it unnecessary to move it up the gangway.

Throughout the morning, one of the boxes had been open for display in the visitors center, under the watchful eyes of a pair of guards who had accompanied it down from Lake Bennett on the narrow gauge railway. Alex and Jessie had gone to take a look, and they’d been rewarded with a view of the assorted kinds of gold that made up the ton: dust and nuggets in canvas bags, opened for the curious, and bars or ingots, both professionally made and smelted into rough shapes by the miners themselves.

“Where are they keeping it for the trip?” Jessie asked.

Jensen was carefully watching the progress of each box onto the ship, a slight frown of concentration on his face. For a moment or two he made no response to her question, then he turned with a distracted expression. “What?”

She grinned at his distraction and asked again, “Where is it being kept on the boat?”

“Ship,” he corrected, absently. “I don’t know. Must be somewhere on that lowest deck.”

“Hey, Jensen,” someone yelled from below.

Alex looked, grinned, and waved a hello.

Moving close to the rail, Jessie saw a pleasant-looking man in dark glasses, who had been helping load the ton of gold.

“Have a great trip,” he called.

“You bet,” Alex answered. “Thanks again for the tour.”

“Who was that?” she asked as the man walked away behind the baggage cart that was now being pulled up the vehicle ramp.

“John Mielke, chief mechanical officer for the narrow gauge. Took me on a tour of the railroad maintenance shops this morning, while you were exploring the hotel.”

“I thought you were gone a long time.”

“Well, don’t often get invited to ride in the cab of a steam engine.”

“You got to ride Number 73? I’m green with envy.”

Alex waved as Mielke saluted from the top of the ramp and climbed onto the back of the tractor, hitching a ride back to the station.

It was almost three-thirty. Below them, the last box was carried on board, the last of the passengers had boarded, and the crew was in the process of stowing the gangway. In a very short time they cast off the lines, and, amid cheers and shouts from the crowd on both sides of the widening separation of water, the ship glided away from the dock into Lynn Canal. Almost everyone on the vessel lined the rail to watch as they left with waves and shouts of bon voyage, tossing colorful paper streamers. The Spirit of ‘98 was on its way.

Alex looked down at Jessie, not surprised to see a satisfied expression on her face, and he found it matched his own. It promised to be a remarkable week.

“Can I get out of this monkey suit now?” he asked.

“Well …”

Over their heads the ship’s public address system crackled to life.

“Ladies and gentlemen. We will arrive in Haines at five o’clock, where you are encouraged to leave the ship for a celebration given by the Haines Visitors Bureau at the Halsingland Hotel Please be back aboard no later than nine-fifteen, as we will depart promptly at nine-thirty, on our way to Sitka. For the next hour and a half the Spirit of ‘98 invites you to join our captain and special guests in the Grand Salon on the lounge deck for a champagne celebration of this Gold Rush Centennial Reenactment Cruise.”

“That’s it—special guests, the governor and all,” Jessie smiled. “Command performance. You’ll have to wear the uniform till the ship leaves Haines, I think, Alex.”
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11:00 P.M.
Sunday, July 13, 1997
Spirit of ‘98
Lynn Canal, Alaska

THE HAINES RECEPTION HAD BEEN AN ENTHUSIASTIC SEND off party. From the Port Chilkoot dock, passengers from the Spirit had had only a short walk up the hill to historic Fort William H. Seward, where a generous and varied buffet supper had been laid out. Half the population of Haines had waited to greet them at the Halsingland Hotel, at one time quarters for officers of the fort.

The governor of Alaska and his wife, along with the mayors of Skagway and Haines and their spouses, had greeted guests in a receiving line at the door of the hotel. The place, mazelike, with smallish rooms on various levels, had filled quickly, celebrators soon overflowing onto the porch and grounds. The noise level had quickly increased, punctuated with whoops of laughter and boisterous voices.

As Alex and Jessie had moved slowly toward the buffet table, he’d noticed one heavy, florid-faced man attempting to sing what must have been the only Alaskan song he knew—or, rather, didn’t know, for he’d tunelessly intoned over and over, “Squaws along the Yukon are good enough for me.” Each repetition had been echoed by the exasperated voice of his female companion, “Shut up, George. Just shut up.”

Plates in hand, Alex and Jessie had hurriedly escaped outdoors to find a quieter and cooler place. They’d joined a friendly mixture of Haines residents and passengers from the ship on the grass of the parade ground. Many had changed from their costumes to more casual clothes, but several had still looked as if they had stepped from the previous century. After this party, the costumes would be put away until they reached Seattle, where they would add, once more, to the festive gold rush flavor of the celebration.

Jessie had insisted it wouldn’t be fair to change hers while Alex was still expected to wear his dress uniform. He’d thought she looked especially attractive, with her long skirt spread on the grass and the pink rose on her hat matching the color in her cheeks, and he’d told her so. She’d looked up from under the brim and smiled.

“Thanks, but don’t get the idea I’m going to adopt this rig when we get home. It’s hot. I don’t know how they did it.”

The sun had been bright and warm all day, unimpeded by clouds, and, even as it had settled toward what would prove to be a spectacular sunset, the temperature had remained warmer than usual for Southeast Alaska. The ice tea they’d drunk with their meal had been welcome.

“Would it be all right … I mean … could I … join you?” a hesitant female voice had asked. Looking up, Jessie had found a round-faced woman of perhaps sixty looking down at her. She was round all over, fifty-extra-pounds-plump, and pale enough that her makeup had vaguely suggested a painted doll. Still in costume, a dress of period design, made of cotton fabric with small blue forget-me-nots scattered across a peach background, she’d stood waiting, clearly uncertain of her welcome.

“Sure,” Jessie had invited with a smile. “Pull up a section of grass and make yourself at home.”

“Oh, thank-you. I really do appreciate it. I’m Edith … Edith Johnson. Are you from the boat, too?”

Jessie and Alex nodded and introduced themselves.

“O-o-h,” she’d breathed, her eyes widening. “I know who you are.”

Alex had suppressed a smile, thinking, as usual, that she had recognized Jessie, but he’d been surprised to learn that he had been the object of her identification.

“You’re that policeman from Alaska that rescued that poor man on the Top of the World Highway last fall. I’m from Dawson City. It was all in the newspaper.”

She had been referring to a case Jensen had shared with an RCMP inspector, involving a suspect who had tried to escape, wearing unsuitable clothing, over a high mountain pass. The resultant frostbite had been a horrible punishment, far worse than the law would ever have demanded.

Edith had begun to recount the whole story to a couple sitting next to them. Unseen by Jensen’s obvious fan club of one, Jessie had winked at him.

“Gotcha,” she’d commented, mouthing the word.

“Are you on this trip by yourself?” Alex had asked Edith, when she’d finished her story—and flattery.

“No. Wayne, my husband’s, with me … though he didn’t really want to come on this trip. Doesn’t like boats.”

“Where is he?”

“Ah … he didn’t get off. He’s … ah … not feeling well.”

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Jessie had told her. “Can we take him something to eat? He’ll be hungry. They’re not serving dinner on the ship tonight.”

“Oh, no … no. No … really. That’s not necessary … shouldn’t disturb him. He’ll be fine in the morning. Really.”

The almost panicked response from Edith had startled them both enough to drop the subject. She’d seemed frightened, embarrassed, and almost in tears.

Jessie had exchanged a look with Alex that Edith, suddenly focused on pushing food around on her plate, did not see. Let’s talk about this later, it had meant, and he’d nodded.

Trying to think of something to say that would defuse the sudden tension, Jensen had called their attention to a crowd gathered on the porch of the Halsingland. Over the heads of the group, he’d caught a glimpse of a broad-brimmed hat he’d recognized as belonging to the man who had earlier boarded the ship dressed as Soapy Smith.

“Hey, let’s go see what’s going on,” he’d suggested, standing and reaching to help Jessie up.

Assisted to her feet, she’d brushed crumbs and bits of grass from her long skirt before turning to Edith, but the older woman had stayed where she was, with her plate on her lap.

“You go ahead,” she’d told them, waving her fork. “I think I’ll finish this.”

Alex had taken Jessie’s hand, and they’d moved across to the hotel steps, tossing their paper plates and cups into a convenient trash can on the way. From the back of the crowd they could see little, but it had soon thinned, allowing them to move closer.

The briefcase the Soapy Smith imitator carried had revealed itself as a small folding table that opened up and was supported by a metal rod with a triangular base, much like a music stand. He had been entertaining the people around him with the well-known find-the-pea shell game, rapidly switching the positions of the cups and challenging a man who had laid a dollar on the edge of the table to select the cup under which the pea was hidden. Faster and faster his hands had flown, the three cups a confusing blur that had stopped suddenly, inviting speculation. When the victim’s guess had been wrong, the observers had laughed, and the dollar had vanished into a pocket of the con man’s vest.

“Try your luck,” he’d enticed the others. “Just three little cups. Watch the pea carefully. Your eye must be faster than my hand. Who’s next? It’s really very simple. Double your money with one guess. Try your luck. Who’s next, folks?”

One of the costumed passengers from the boat had stepped forward and laid down another dollar. The pea had been placed under one of the cups, and the game had begun again.

“He’s really good,” a familiar voice had commented from behind Alex and Jessie. They’d turned to find Don Sawyer peering over their shoulders to watch the shill.

“Hi,” Jensen had greeted him. “Who is he? He looks pretty authentic.”

“Oh, Jeff’s all right. He’s Soapy Smith’s real great-grandson, Jefferson Randolph Smith IV. Lives in California and inherited all Soapy’s games through his father and grandfather. That folding stand thing he’s using? Same one Soapy used himself in Skagway during the gold rush. Jeff’s brought his ancestor’s three-card monte game, too. Neat, huh?”

Alex had agreed, and Sawyer had continued.

“He’s scheduled to give a talk about Soapy Smith and a demonstration of the games for the passengers on the ship. Should be interesting, since he doesn’t believe Soapy deserves his infamous reputation.”

The game had continued behind them as the three had strolled off across the parade ground.

“Here comes someone I want you to meet,” Don had said, waving a hand at an approaching couple.

The woman, as tall as the man with whom she walked, had been easily identifiable, in her striking velvet costume and feathered hat, as the one Alex and Jessie had watched boarding the Spirit earlier in the afternoon. The deep burgundy red color of her dress, Jessie had noticed, complemented her dark complexion and hair.

“Alex Jensen and Jessie Arnold, meet Jim Beal and Laurie Trevino, two of our actors for the Thursday night mystery.”

Beal, a slender six feet, had been wearing the thin mustache of a riverboat gambler, and the costume as well. His string tie had been fastened with what appeared to be a large gold nugget, though it had been a little exaggerated to be real. It had matched several smaller ones that had hung from a watch chain across the front of his green brocade vest. His black coat had been stylishly cut for the 1890s, and the outfit had been completed with a top hat and brass-headed cane meant, obviously, for show, not support, for it had been as slim as the rapier blade Jensen suspected it concealed, having once seen a similar device in a museum.

Beal had grinned as his awareness followed the trooper’s inspection of his walking stick.

“Familiar with these?” he had asked, offering it for Jensen’s inspection.

As Alex had flicked a small switch on the handle, the cane had slid easily apart into two pieces, one of them the foil he had expected. Upon closer examination, Jensen had realized it was a stage prop, collapsible, with no sharp edges.

“Clever,” Jensen had grinned, handing it back to the actor.

“You might also be interested in this,” Laurie Trevino had smiled, opening the drawstring bag she carried and handing him a very small lady’s pistol.

Again, it had been a fake weapon, but one that would shoot caps to provide the report required in stagecraft.

“Are we going to see the Shooting of Dan McGrew?” Jensen had joked, handing the gun to Jessie, who had hefted its slight weight in the palm of her hand before giving it back to Laurie.

“Well, something similar,” the actress had confirmed. “Starting tomorrow, we’ll do three short scenes—one each day—leading up to a big finale scene at the Mystery Evening on Thursday. All the passengers may then submit their solutions to the whodunit.”

“Are there other actors in this play?”

“Oh, sure,” she’d answered, “and some of the Centennial Committee members—and Jeff Smith—are going to help out.”

“Smith, I would imagine, will be playing his greatgrandfather?” Alex asked.

“Right. He’s pretty good. You see him do his shell game?”

“Yeah. Amusing.”

“We could still add a character or two. With that mustache you’d be perfect for Arizona Charlie Meadows. Interested?”

“No thanks,” Alex had told her. “I’d be better as part of the scenery. Not dramatically inclined, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, Alex, you’d be great,” Jessie had encouraged. “Why not give it a try?”

“It’s really just a suggested script, with a certain latitude for ad-libbing,” Laurie had told him. “Just having fun for an audience.”

“Maybe for you,” he’d grinned, shaking his head. “I’d probably freeze solid with stage fright.”

“We could write your part out for you. It’s an introduction for my part, really nothing more. Would you do it? It would add a lot.”

“Well …”

“Oh good. Your part won’t be till the second scene, on Tuesday. That means you can watch on Monday and get the idea. We’ll get together and go through it. Thanks so much. Now, we’ve got to go. Nice to meet you both.”

As the pair of thespians had walked away across the grass toward the hotel, Jessie and Sawyer had grinned, and Alex had wondered exactly what he had agreed to do.

Celebrations over, the Spirit was now quiet, with no one on deck. It was time for bed. Carefully knocking the dottle from his pipe into his hand, Jensen cast the dead residue of ash and its crumbs of singed tobacco into the wind, away from the ship. He put the pipe into his pocket, took a last look at the stars brightening overhead, and opened the door to the cabin. Jessie looked up from her book and smiled.

“Hey, trooper. Did you know that when the Portland docked in Seattle and started the gold rush, the mayor of Seattle was in San Francisco at a meeting, and didn’t even bother to go home? He just wired his resignation and took off for the Klondike. Can you imagine?”

As he drifted toward sleep, vaguely aware of Jessie’s soft breathing from her bed across the narrow stateroom, Jensen continued to recall the day’s activities and the fascinating assortment of passengers he found himself with for this week-long trip down the Inside Passage to Seattle. Drowsily he recalled Laurie’s enthusiasm about the play. Could he really be an actor?

Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to it. He turned over and yawned. Well, what the heck?

He drifted off to sleep, imagining himself as Arizona Charlie Meadows, striding across a stage in a fringed leather shirt and large, white Stetson, with a pair of pearl-handled six-shooters—famous western scout and sharpshooter for the Buffalo Bill Wild West show. Shoot the spots off a playing card from thirty feet, he mumbled and began to snore.
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6:00 A.M.
Friday, July 11, 1997
Hazlit’s Gull
Tracy Arm, Holkham Bay, Alaska

“DAMN IT. WHAT THE HELL ARE WE GONNA DO NOW? She’s sure as hell dead.”

Once again the older man swore, as he had continued to do for the last four hours, with the same result—silence or accusation from his partner. This time it was the latter.

“Oh, will you shut the fuck up, Nelson? I know she’s dead. Wouldn’t be if you hadn’t screwed it up. She must have thrown up and, with that tape over her mouth, choked. I think she had the flu or something. There’s that medicine next to the bed. Just shut your trap. I’m thinking.”

“But how was I supposed to know she was sick? I had to keep her quiet or she would’ve woke somebody up when we left. What’re we gonna do? Nobody’s gonna care if we meant to kill her or not. They’ll just say …”

The younger man gave him such a menacing glare that he broke off what he was saying and looked down at the deck. Fumbling in his slicker pocket, he retrieved a crumpled package of cigarettes and lit one. It leaked a tiny ribbon of smoke from an infinitesimal tear in the paper, so he concentrated on carefully pinching the rip between finger and thumb and avoided looking at Rod while he smoked. “Damn it, anyway.”

The rain had stopped, but clouds still hung low, obscuring some of the tallest peaks, and thin wisps of fog had begun to develop here and there over the channel as the wind slowly died to nothing. Rod had started the engine and they were again on their way, more slowly than they had been under sail, with the strength of the storm behind them, but still moving steadily to the south.

Ten minutes later Rod finally spoke.

“Look. We’ve got to get rid of her somewhere nobody will find her—somewhere really deep. So here’s what we’ll do. You go down and wrap her up in the sheet, or something, before she stiffens up too much …”

“Aw, Rod …”

“Don’t start, Nelson. You want to run the boat? No? Well, then, just do it. Find some line and tie her up in a real good package. Then get that extra anchor that’s in the sail locker in the bow and bring it up here.”

“You gonna dump her overboard?”

“Yeah, but not here. With that anchor, she’ll sink like a stone, probably would anyway, but I want her to stay sunk in deep water. We’re almost to where Tracy Arm takes off out of Holkham Bay. There’s a couple small coves back in there where we can tie up for a while and sleep till tonight. But, best of all, it goes straight down, practically to China. We’ll dump her and that’ll be that. Nobody’d ever find her
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