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Chapter One

May 1917

Ayoona is dead.”

Leah Barringer Kincaid looked into the face of Oopick and saw there was no exaggeration in her statement.

“Dead?” The word stuck in her throat.

Ayoona’s daughter-in-law nodded. “She went to sleep last night and …” Tears began to flow down the brown weathered cheeks of the Inupiat woman. “John stayed with her but told me to come let you know.”

Leah shook her head. The news was unexpected; no doubt it had shocked John to have his mother suddenly taken from them. Ayoona was old to be sure, but she’d been so full of life, so capable just the day before. An emptiness settled over Leah. It wasn’t that she didn’t know where Ayoona would spend eternity—the old woman had believed in Jesus since attending a missionary school as a youngster and had often been a great source of encouragement when Leah’s own faith had seemed weak. But this loss, coupled with the burden and grief she carried for her missing husband and brother, had Leah feeling overwhelmed.

Last year her husband, Jayce Kincaid, and brother, Jacob Barringer, had journeyed north on a ship called Regina. The captain bore the world a grudge for the death of his wife. Still, he had an interest in the Arctic, though perhaps he had hopes of losing himself there. At best he seemed to presume the frozen north could make him forget his woes. Instead, his carelessness or forgetfulness had caused the ship to get caught in early winter ice floes, which took the ship hostage and locked them in tight. Whalers returning south for the season had shared of seeing the Regina trapped in ice and headed in a westerly current toward the Russian boundaries. But no one seemed to know exactly where the ship was now or if its crew and passengers had survived.

“I’ll miss her so much,” Leah said, forcing her thoughts back to Ayoona. “Just two days ago we were making plans to sew seal skins for a new umiak.” The small skin boats were a tremendous asset to the Inupiat people, who sought much of their sustenance from the Bering Sea.

“We will sew the skins and remember her,” Oopick said, wiping her tears. “We will tell stories of her life and be happy for her.”

Leah hugged her friend close. Oopick was probably fifteen years her senior, but Leah loved her like a sister. “We will do just that. You let me know when to come, and we will sew the skins for Ayoona.”

Just then one of Leah’s twins began to cry. Leah released her hold on Oopick. “I’ll come help with the body as soon as

Helaina returns to watch the children.”

Oopick nodded. “I need to tell Emma and Bjorn.”

Leah knew the missionaries would be devastated to learn of Ayoona’s passing. The old woman was greatly loved by the people of the village, and her loss would be sorely felt for years to come. Oopick departed as Wills joined his sister, Merry, in crying for attention.

“Poor babies,” Leah said, walking to the homemade crib her children shared. Both were soaking wet and in need of a warm bath and fresh diapers. Leah already had hot water on the stove and, despite her children’s miserable howls, went in pursuit of the copper bathtub and towels.

She knew she was more fortunate than most in the area. The new house she and her husband had ordered from the States had arrived in pieces last year. When Jacob and Jayce failed to return from their summer mission to explore the Arctic coast and islands, Bjorn Kjellmann had organized men to build the house in Jayce’s absence. The Swedish man of God knew no lack of enthusiasm for helping his fellowman, and because Leah and Jacob were much loved in the community, help was readily available to see Leah and her children properly housed for the winter.

It was Bjorn, in fact, who had helped them to figure a way to assemble the foundation on a system of stilt-like supports to keep the permafrost from melting and sinking the house. The house had settled some, but Bjorn assured Leah it would be fairly easy to remedy each year by adding or subtracting wedges under the house. All of this would hopefully keep the structure of the new home stable.

Once completed, their house brought the natives visiting in throngs. Everyone wanted to experience the store-bought house. They laughed at the way it sat up off the ground. Their innes were built into the earth in order to provide insulation and protection from the wind. The fact that they flooded out each summer seemed insignificant; they were a nomadic people during the warm season anyway. It was the one thing Leah had never quite gotten used to in all her years on the Seward Peninsula. She longed for stability, consistency, and a sense of permanency. None of that could be had when a person constantly traveled.

Leah poured hot water into the tub, then added a measure of cold water until the temperature felt just right. With this accomplished, she threw a few more pieces of driftwood into the stove. Although it was finally May and spring breakup had begun, the air outside could be quite cold and could chill the house. She wanted nothing to threaten the health of her children and therefore kept the dwelling as warm as possible to afford them every benefit. The north was not kind to those who were weaker—children and the elderly often suffered the most.

Leah thought again of Ayoona. How strange it would be not to have her around to talk to. Ayoona had taught Leah so many things. Things that no doubt had kept her alive over the years.

With the water ready, Leah went to the twins’ bedroom and noted that their tears had stopped. They were now quite caught up in playing with the sheet on their homemade mattress.

“Come, babies,” Leah said softly. She opened her arms and smiled.

The twins eagerly pulled themselves up and balanced their walks by holding on to the railing of the crib. Leah could hardly wait until they could toddle on their own, yet she also feared that time. One baby would be hard enough to keep up with; she feared two would be nearly impossible.

She lifted her children in unison and made her way back to the kitchen, where the copper tub waited. Placing them on the table, Leah talked and cooed while undressing first one and then the other. The children seemed captivated by her voice, and it never failed to thrill Leah to realize they were her own flesh and blood. Of course, in the back of her mind she still felt haunted by the uncertainty about their parentage. Her husband was always good to assure her that such things didn’t matter, but to Leah it was an ominous rain cloud that hung over her otherwise perfect party.

Looking at the twins, Leah couldn’t imagine that anything so perfect might be the result of a hideous rape. There was simply too much joy and love to be had from these precious gifts from God. She sighed, unable to free herself from the memories of Jayce’s brother Chase. The man had ruined her life in so many ways…. But despite his assault on her and his subsequent death, Leah fought to retain a hopeful future for her children. She couldn’t let Chase’s destruction perpetuate.

Leah pushed the memories of bad times aside and lifted her naked children. “Here we go. It’s time for our bath.” Her singsong voice suggested a great outing was upon them. And for the Kincaid twins, such a thing could be said. They loved their bath time, and Leah enjoyed it as well, finding a certain comfort in the morning ritual.

Placing each child in the water, she laughed as they adjusted to their new surroundings and began to splash and play. Merry was far and away the more shy of the two, but she seemed to find her own measure of bravery here in the water. Wills, always the adventurer, sometimes stuck his face right down into the water only to pop back up as if surprised that he couldn’t breathe in the liquid.

Leah let them play until the water began to cool off. She then took soap and quickly bathed each one. With the bath ritual drawing to a close, Leah wrapped the babies in warm towels that she’d kept on the back of the stove. It was just then that Helaina Beecham appeared.

“It’s a glorious day,” she announced. “I wouldn’t be surprised to see the ice completely melt or drift out to sea.”

Leah secured diapers on her babies, then began the arduous task of dressing them. “I hope you’re right. The sooner the ice clears, the sooner help can be had for Jacob and Jayce.”

Helaina pulled off a thick woolen hat and pushed back loose strands of blond hair. “I’d like to get to Nome and see if Stanley has sent any further word.” She had been a good source of encouragement to Leah.

Helaina’s brother had been faithfully helping the women get any available information on the Regina. Unfortunately, there hadn’t been much the Washington, D.C., Pinkerton agent could offer. No one could travel north, and after a winter of waiting and praying, Helaina and Leah had reached the end of their patience.

“I would have suggested John could take you down, but we’ve just had bad news,” Leah said, remembering her friend’s death. “Ayoona passed away in the night.”

Helaina’s expression turned to one of disbelief. “I just talked to her yesterday. She showed me how to clean and cook a goose.”

“I know, but she’s gone.” Leah tried not to cry in front of the children. The twins weren’t quite a year old, and anytime Leah cried, they were very sensitive to their mother and began to cry too. Leah often had to save her tears of despair for the dead of night when the household was asleep.

Helaina took a cup and poured herself some hot coffee. “I can’t believe she’s gone.” Sitting down at the kitchen table, she shook her head, then took a long sip.

“Oopick was just here. I told her I would help prepare the body if you could watch the twins. If you don’t have time, however, I could ask Sigrid. There’s no school today, so she won’t be busy teaching.”

“Nonsense. I can watch them. Besides, Emma will probably want her sister with her. Won’t they also help with the body?” She pushed her coffee aside as Leah got to her feet.

“I suppose so.” Leah finished with the children, then handed Wills to Helaina. “Please hold on to him while I secure Merry. They seem to be everywhere at once these days.”

“Come see Auntie Helaina,” she coaxed, and Wills eagerly launched himself into Helaina’s arms. She had become a special member of the family to Leah’s twins. To Leah too.

It was hard to believe that this woman Leah had once hated had become so important to her now. Leah honestly loved Helaina. The woman had spent tireless hours helping to gather wood off the beaches, caring for Jacob’s dogs, and working at the small store Leah ran from her old inne not twenty yards away.

Leah placed Meredith into a crudely constructed baby chair, then scooted her to the table. Next was Wills’ turn, but he was so intrigued with pulling Helaina’s hair from its pins that he had nearly forgotten his hunger.

“Come along, son. You can charm the lady another time.”

Helaina chuckled and reached again for her steaming mug. “I’d say he’ll be charming all the ladies one day. He’s quite the handsome young man.”

Leah took a dish towel and tied her son in place. She’d learned the hard way that if she didn’t secure the children in such a manner, they were only too happy to climb out.

“I have oatmeal on the stove for their breakfast. There’s canned milk, too, and a precious little bit of sugar.”

“I’ll see to it,” Helaina said, getting to her feet. She pulled off her coat and hung it on a peg by the door. “I think I’m finally warmed up enough to function.”

“How did you sleep?” Leah watched her friend for any negative reaction. Helaina had just taken to sleeping in Leah and Jacob’s old home the last few days.

“At first I was a bit unnerved. I kept thinking about that first summer I spent here, when you and Jayce were in Ketchikan. I hated it then. I was sure the house would cave in or that some animal would tunnel its way through the dirt and sod. But this time … well … it just made me feel closer to Jacob.”

Leah felt sorry for Helaina. The woman had given up everything in the States, her home, her career helping Stanley catch criminals for the Pinkertons, even her social life—and all to pin her hopes on a man that might or might not return her affections. But Leah was almost certain he would return them, otherwise she would never have encouraged Helaina.

“I’m glad it had that effect,” Leah said as she pulled on her parka. “Soon enough it will flood out, but until then you might as well enjoy the privacy.”

“I lived in it all summer, even when it was flooded,” Helaina said, laughing. “The villagers thought I was crazy. I think I might have been at that, but the prospect of living in a tent in a land full of bears and other wildlife hardly appealed. I slept on the table.”

Leah laughed. “Well, you won’t need to do that this time.

When the ground starts to thaw, just come back here. You know you’re welcome.”

“I do, but I also want to help you with the store. I have the inventory complete, and by tomorrow I should be able to finish the list of who owes how much.”

Leah smiled. “I knew you’d be quite efficient. Jacob always admired that about you.”

“Well, let’s pray my efficiency will help get them home safely. As soon as we finish with Ayoona’s funeral, I want to find a way to get to Nome. Even if I have to hike there by myself.”

“You won’t have to. I’ll go before I send you out there blind to the trail.” Leah headed for the door as Helaina pulled bowls down from the cupboard, and after a quick glance at her children, she walked to Ayoona’s.

The day was beautiful, just as Helaina had said. The crystal blue sky was cloudless, and in the distance she could make out definite signs of spring.

“Lord, please let us find the men. Let us find Jacob and Jayce and the others. Please bring them home safely.”

She couldn’t count the times she’d prayed these same words over and over. She had never felt more helpless than when she’d realized last winter that she could do nothing to help her husband and brother. The winter had seemed to last forever, with one storm after another leaving them more and more isolated. With each blizzard, each stormy day, Leah thought of the men and wondered if they were enduring similar hardship.

Leah tried hard not to get discouraged, but it hurt to be without the people she loved most in all of the world. Jacob had been her mainstay through the years—especially when Jayce had refused her love long ago. But now that she and Jayce were married, Leah had quickly turned her focus on her husband. Jayce was the love of her life—her hope for the future—her heart’s desire. If she lost him now, Leah wasn’t sure what she’d do. If she lost them both … well … she couldn’t even let her mind consider such a possibility.

Helaina had been an amazing tower of strength throughout the winter. When despair threatened and discouragement whispered in Leah’s ear, it was Helaina and her faith in God that strengthened them both. Helaina hadn’t always cared about what God wanted. After years of doing things on her own—relying on self-knowledge and preservation to see things through—Helaina had come to experience the same emptiness as others without God. Leah had known that the answer to her misery would be Jesus, but Leah also knew that until Helaina found such a thing for herself, it would do no good to force the issue.

So that was why it was a special joy to reflect on Helaina’s love and consistent reading of the Bible. Many had been the night that Helaina had read from the Scriptures while winds raged outside and the twins howled inside. Leah and Helaina had discussed passages at length, sometimes even taking notes in order to ask Bjorn Kjellmann on a later date. He had laughed the first time they’d come to him with a list of questions, but after laboring over that same list and searching to give answers, Bjorn stopped laughing. He now said they were the iron sharpening iron—the students who caused the teacher to search deeper.

But Leah knew that book learning and heart understanding were two different things. She tried not to worry about the situation anymore than she needed to, but at times like this, she felt rather hopeless.

Her dear friend and mentor had gone home to be with the Lord.

Her brother was lost somewhere in the frozen Arctic.

And her husband might very well never return home.


Chapter Two

Jacob Barringer looked out across the frozen waters of the Arctic. There was no real sign that spring breakup was upon them, but in his heart he felt certain it was coming. He could almost feel it in his bones. The winter was over—at least technically speaking.

He thought about all they’d gone through. He and the rest of the crew of the Regina had been fortunate to find the missing ammunition for the 30–30, as well as another rifle and pistol. A supply of medicines meant for the Canadian scientists they’d taken north had been located, and Dr. Ripley had been delighted. It had given them all hope for survival. Now that the winter was over, the men were anxious to get home. Tempers were flaring, and Jacob was worried about how they would endure much longer.

“What do you see?” Jayce Kincaid asked as he joined his brother-in-law.

“Nothing that wasn’t there yesterday,” Jacob admitted. “I know the thaw is coming, though. By my calculations it’s got to be near the end of May. It won’t take long for the ice to break free once things start warming up. I’ve seen mornings back home where we woke up with the ice and by evening it was gone. Once the ice is gone, the searchers will come.”

“At least the ice had made the seal hunting easier.”

“True. We’ve eaten pretty well thanks to that.”

Jayce shook his head. “We’ve eaten well because you’ve taught us how to survive up here. Most of these men had no idea how to live in this cold, much less thrive. And with no help or encouragement from Captain Latimore … well, let’s just say the responsibility has fallen hard on your shoulders.”

“Yours too. The men look to you just as readily as they look to me. Once we landed on this island, you were the one who taught them how to build those snow-block houses.”

“Only because I learned it from you,” Jayce said with a laugh. He gazed out to the ocean and sobered. “I know they’re out there, rescuers … Leah.” He sighed heavily. “I know they are, but what I can’t figure is if they know we’re here.”

Jacob nodded. “I’m hoping they’ll remember the Karluk and figure the current might have taken us in the same direction. We’ll be all right if they consider that. At least they’ll close in on us.”

“I pray you’re right.”

————

The next morning around five, Jacob awoke to storm clouds gathering on the horizon. The men went about camp, tying down the things they’d managed to secure from the Regina. Jacob had helped direct the evacuation of the ship when the ice broke her apart. For weeks they had lived with nothing but several feet of ice between them and the Arctic waters. They were definitely blessed to have found land—even if it was desolate.

“Looks like a snow coming in,” Jacob told one of the men. He pointed to a stack of cut driftwood. “Better get some of that inside. No telling how bad or how long this one’s going to last.”

“Latimore’s missing,” Jayce said as he came up behind Jacob.

“Missing?”

“No one’s seen him since last night. When Bristol woke up this morning, he realized Latimore hadn’t called him for his watch.”

Jacob considered the situation for a moment. “Bristol was scheduled to take the four-o’clock watch, correct?”

Jayce nodded. “I looked around and found tracks that headed off toward the west along the beach. I’m thinking Latimore might have gone off that direction. Maybe he heard or saw something that caught his attention.”

With continual daylight upon them, Jacob knew it should be easy enough to find the man if they spread out and searched. “We should be able to locate him if we split up. Gather the men, and we’ll do what we can. He may have become confused or snow-blind.”

Jayce quickly retrieved the men. They had long ago turned to Jacob as their leader, especially given Latimore’s despondency toward life and his crew. “Look, it seems the captain disappeared last night. We don’t know if he saw something that took him from his post or if he simply wandered away.” Jacob didn’t want to further demean the man, so he quickly continued. “There have been many bear tracks as you well know, so it wouldn’t be wise to just assume Latimore is unharmed. Go in pairs, and take one of the firearms. If you haven’t found anything in an hour,” he said, gazing to the southwest, “return to camp. The skies are looking mean, and we’d best be settled back here before it hits.”

“All it ever does up here is snow and be cold,” nineteen-year-old Bristol grumbled. “I never knew you could have temperatures as cold as this place.”

“Oh, stop complaining,” Elmer Warrick, former first mate, commanded. “We haven’t got time to list all of our problems.”

Originally there had been fourteen men who’d abandoned the Regina when she sank. They’d lost four in accidents—accidents that had awakened the rest of the team to just how serious their station had become. Now with Latimore gone, that left nine men. They were a good bunch, as far as Jacob was concerned, but they were starting to get sick and irritable. It would only be a matter of time before they started feeling the desperation of their situation. Especially if help didn’t come soon.

As the men paired up in teams, Jacob considered the lay of the land and each man’s ability. Some were growing weak from the lack of a good diet, and Jacob didn’t want to further risk anyone’s life by making their trek too arduous. The snow was difficult to navigate at times, and unfortunately, many of these men were from southern states that saw very little cold or ice.

“Travis, you and Keith go north. Dr. Ripley and Elmer go west and follow the tracks Jayce found. Jayce, you and Bristol head east and Ben and Matt go northeast.” Since they stood on the southern shore of the island and were able to see for some miles to the south, no one felt the need to head in that direction. Besides, the ice was far too unstable.

As the men gathered some supplies and split up, Jacob decided to head northwest, away from the shoreline. There was no telling if the tracks Jayce had found belonged to Latimore or to one of the other men. The captain could have gone any direction, for any reason. Jacob sighed. Latimore hadn’t been much use to them since getting stuck in the floes, but he couldn’t be forsaken—no matter the risk to the rest of them.

“What I wouldn’t give for a few good dogs,” Jacob muttered.

The landscape of their island offered some diversion. There were hills and cliffs where nesting birds had provided good meals for the team, but dangerous crevices and ice heaves were plentiful and difficult to navigate, and snow depths were often deceptive due to the drifts. It was truly an inhospitable wasteland. God forgive the leader of the Karluk expedition for calling it “the friendly Arctic.” Vilhjalmur Stefansson was well known for declaring that the Arctic was merely misunderstood and that with proper training anyone could live quite easily in the frozen north. But Jacob knew better. Life up here was a matter of God’s grace and common sense. Lose either one and you were doomed.

The glare from the constant sunlight was blinding. Jacob could only pray that the men were practicing wisdom and using their sun goggles. Jacob had shown each of them how to make the wooden glasses by carving tiny slits out of driftwood masks. They were crude but efficient, and the man who forgot to wear them quickly learned not to do it again. Several of the men had become snow-blind and suffered brutally; the pain caused by the condition was intense and would last for hours, even days. Now that their normal treatment of zinc sulphate solutions was nearly exhausted, the men were becoming far more cautious. No one wanted to endure such a fate.

Besides the lack of scenery, the monotony of their routine had nearly driven them all mad at one time or another. Bristol had a deck of cards that the men shared, but Dr. Ripley would have nothing to do with it, swearing they were the devil’s tool of destruction. Dr. Ripley would therefore bury his face in one of three medical books he’d managed to keep with him after leaving the ship.

Travis, Ben, and Keith were quite good at singing and often entertained the group with their renditions of old folk songs and hymns. Travis, a meteorologist, kept records of their conditions, and Keith planned to keep similar botany records once the ground thawed.

Jacob often read from the Bible, sharing stories that the men knew from their childhood days in church. Besides botany, Keith was well versed in church history and the Bible, and Jacob had enjoyed dialoguing with the man from time to time. Ben and Matt also enjoyed such conversations, as did Travis. The others, however, avoided religious discussions.

Generally speaking, the men were a good lot. Jacob had feared there might be troublemakers in their group—men who would steal or kill in order to survive. He was glad to say that hadn’t been the case so far.

Yet despite the men’s good natures, Jayce was Jacob’s mainstay. Together the two talked of home and of Leah. They remembered times spent in Ketchikan and of Karen’s cooking and Adrik’s stories. Their conversations sustained Jacob’s hope of seeing home again.

He also often thought of Helaina Beecham. He wondered where she was and how she was doing. Had she gone back to work for her brother? A dangerous job such as bounty hunting should never have been allowed for women. Still, the world was changing.

Jacob thought of the war going on in Europe. He could only wonder if the war had extended to include America by now. So many people seemed to think it would happen that way. Still, it was possible the European countries had worked out their differences and had ended the war. That would be the best they could hope for, but somehow Jacob doubted it had happened. There had seemed no end in sight the summer before.

He trudged through the ice to crest one of the bigger hills and scanned the landscape in all directions. Using his binoculars, he spotted a great herd of seals on the ice. They were sunning themselves at the edge of a break—open water clearly available to them should a bear or man make an unwanted appearance. The water was a good sign. Perhaps the breakup would come sooner than Jacob anticipated.

There was no sign of Latimore, but the storm clouds were thickening and moving toward the island at an alarming rate. Jacob could feel that the temperatures had dropped significantly as the wind picked up and blew in the storm. He hurriedly scanned the rest of the land. There was nothing to suggest that a man had passed this way recently.

Making his way down the opposite side, Jacob tried to calculate the distance he and the men might cover in an hour. To press for more time would surely risk being out in the storm. He wondered if he’d be forced to leave Latimore to the elements rather than endanger the lives of everyone else.

The men, however, wouldn’t consider this the loss of a leader. That had happened back in January when Latimore had sunk into a deep depression, isolating himself from most everyone. Jacob had taken it upon himself to hide the firearms from the captain for fear he might take his own life. With each small decision, the men began to think more and more of Jacob as their leader. Even the captain’s first mate, Elmer Warrick, yielded all authority to Jacob. It wasn’t exactly a responsibility Jacob had wanted, but having it thrust upon him out of necessity, he hadn’t turned them away.

It had been clear that he and Jayce would be the only hope these men had. Most knew nothing about living in the Arctic; they had no training in hunting, neither were they very knowledgeable about survival off the ship. When fresh water ran desperately low, it was Jacob who taught them that good water could be had from the oldest parts of the ice floes, where ice could be chipped out and melted for a decent cup of water. With the fear of thirst defeated, the men then began to listen to Jacob in earnest for ways to survive the cold.

There Jayce had been equally helpful. They worked with the furs they’d managed to collect from their hunts, for prior to leaving the Canadian team at the Queen Elizabeth Islands, the crew had managed to shoot several bears, multiple caribou and seals, and a few fox. The furs came in handy as Jayce helped teach the men how to fashion warmer clothes for themselves. It was imperative they learned to keep their hands and feet warm and dry and their chest well insulated against the icy winds.

Jacob felt the wind blow hard against him and turned to observe the approaching storm once again. The mass was picking up speed, and the light was diminishing quickly as thick gray clouds descended. He checked his watch. They still had another twenty minutes before they’d agreed to return to camp. Jacob picked up his pace and decided to parallel camp just to the north. It would allow him quicker access to safety and give him the optimum time to search.

He crossed a frozen stream, hoping that the ice was still solid enough to hold him. Hours in the sun had weakened the foundation, however, and Jacob nearly fell through twice. He noted to go well downstream as he returned home, knowing that there he’d find a narrowing short enough to jump.

Time passed quickly, and soon the hour was up, but tracks that seemed fresh drew Jacob farther north and away from camp. Certainly they had to belong to the captain. Snow began to fall, and the wind blew hard against his back as Jacob topped another hill and strained against the pelting ice to see. He pulled his snow goggles up just long enough to put the binoculars to his eyes.

There, against the gray skies and snowy hills, was the unmistakable blue of Latimore’s coat. Jacob called to him, but the man didn’t hear. Hurrying, Jacob stumbled and slid most of the way down the hill. He jumped to his feet, sore but unhurt, and raced across the field to where Latimore seemed to wander in circles.

“Captain, are you all right?”

“I was not informed of the situation,” he muttered. His face showed signs of frostbite and his lips were rather blue. “I can’t seem to find the engineer.”

“Sir, we have to get back to camp. There’s a storm upon us. If we hurry, we might yet get back before the worst of it.”

“You are not coming to the party, then?”

Jacob shook his head. Latimore had clearly lost his mind—at least temporarily. Not only that, but his eyes were nearly swollen shut from exposure. Jacob sighed. “Come, sir. The party is this way.”

Latimore seemed momentarily appeased, but when Jacob pulled him along at a merciless pace, the man protested. “I cannot force the children to walk this quickly.”

“The children will manage,” Jacob replied, his gaze ever to the skies. If they kept this pace, they might make it back within half an hour. That would be just enough time, Jacob surmised. He absolutely couldn’t allow the captain to slow for any reason.

“I haven’t seen Regina. Is she here?”

The captain’s mention of his wife surprised Jacob. “She’s back at the camp, sir. She’s waiting for you there,” he lied, not knowing how else to ensure Latimore’s cooperation.

This did the trick. “Then let us make haste. She is not one to be kept tapping her toes. She loves to dance, and the party will do much to raise her spirits.”

The snow was blinding by the time they reached the camp. Had it not been for Jayce standing in the storm with one of their ship’s lanterns, Jacob might have wandered out to sea. It was a danger he had often warned the men about. In the eternal darkness of Arctic winter, it was impossible to be certain where land began and ended without strict attention to detail. In an Arctic blizzard, it was just as difficult to gain your bearings.

“ I see you found him,” Jayce called above the winds. He reached out to take hold of Latimore’s arm. “Let’s just take him to our shelter.”

“Have the others safely returned?” Jacob pushed Latimore while Jayce pulled.

“They have.”

They reached the shelter of their makeshift house. The house had been built of pallets and wooden boxes from the ship’s supplies. Around this they’d packed ice and snow, and it served them remarkably well. With the small camp stoves continually heating the shelter, they had survived sixty-below temperatures with only minor discomfort.

Jacob pulled off gear and helped Latimore to the stove. Keith and Ben got up to assist their captain, although it was easy to see they were disgusted with the man.

“He’s confused and blind. I found him wandering in circles.”

“I find the Atlantic abominable to navigate,” Latimore stated as they helped him sit. Jayce brought several blankets and wrapped them around the man while Ben poured a cup of tea and handed it to Latimore. The man’s hands shook so much that he couldn’t hold the tin, so Ben gently held the cup to his lips.

Latimore drank, then eased back. “We shall never see Scotland again.” He sighed the words, then passed out and fell backward against Jayce.

“Will he live?” Ben asked.

Jacob shook his head. “Not if he doesn’t want to.”


Chapter Three

I ’ll take you to Nome.”

John’s statement startled Helaina. She’d been working to feed the dogs and hadn’t even heard the native man approach. She straightened, ignoring the ache in her back. John’s expression was emotionless, yet his eyes bore great pain. His mother’s passing had not been an easy thing to bear.

“That’s very kind of you. How soon can we leave?”

“Right now, if you can be ready.”

“If you’re sure. I don’t want to … well … I know you’re grieving.”

“We are all grieving, but not just for my mother. I grieve for my friend Jacob. I grieve for Leah and her children. We must go and see what is to be done.”

It was the moment Helaina and Leah had waited for all winter. “Let me get my things packed. I shouldn’t need more than ten minutes.”

“Meet me at the water.”

Helaina nodded. The ice was gone and they would take the umiaks to Nome. It would be a blessing to the whole village, for she knew they would bring back ample supplies from her storehouse and that of any new shipments from Seattle and San Francisco. That was, if any of the ships had made it north yet.

She hurried back to the Barringer inne and gathered her things. The warm weather was already causing the ground to thaw, and it would be only a matter of weeks before the house started to flood. Still, she liked the place. Liked it because it reminded her of Jacob. She could see him here—smell his scent, hear his voice. Here she felt an unusual sense of peace that he would return to reclaim his home—and she hoped he might claim her as well.

Helaina hurried to pack a small bag of necessities for the trip, then threw everything else into her trunk and placed it up on the kitchen table. She would ask about having someone retrieve it and take it back to Leah’s home. Maybe she’d just mention it to Leah when she told her good-bye.

Rushing for the Kincaid house, Helaina was glad to find that Leah was already waiting outside with the children. “John told me about the trip. I’ve packed you some food.” Leah handed Helaina a gunnysack. “Hopefully the good weather will hold and you won’t have to stop before reaching Nome.”

“You’re so thoughtful. I do appreciate your thinking of this,” Helaina replied, slinging the sack over her shoulder. “I’ve packed up the rest of my things and left them on the table in my trunk. Could you have someone bring them here when you have time? I’d like to keep them from the water.”

“Of course.” Leah turned away from the toddling twins. “Please get word to me as soon as possible.” The longing in her voice matched that in Helaina’s heart.

Helaina reached out to touch her friend. “You know I will. No matter what. I’ll let you know what’s going on.”

Leah nodded. “No matter what.” The words were spoken with a kind of ominous resolve.

Helaina turned without another word and headed to the boats. John helped her in and tucked her things at the back with the rest of the supplies. Helaina knew the men wouldn’t allow her to help row, so she settled in and tried to ready herself for whatever news she might encounter.

There’s always the possibility, she rationalized, that the men of the Regina managed to find help and get to land before too much trouble set in. But in her heart she knew the chances were remote. Of course, the news could be that the revenue cutters had already gone in search of the men. After all, the ice had been gone several days now. This would be her prayer, Helaina decided. She wanted only to hear that a rescue ship was already en route and that everyone was certain of the Regina’s location.

She dozed off as the sun warmed the air. Her thoughts were of Jacob and her hope that he would be happy to see her in Alaska. She had prayed so often that he might still love her as Leah believed he did. There was no regret in her decision to come north, but Helaina knew that if Jacob refused her love, there would be no reason to stay. That thought saddened her more than she could bear, for then she would truly belong nowhere.

You’ll always belong to me, a voice seemed to speak to her heart. She felt an immediate hope that grew every day as her knowledge of God grew.

Yes, she thought. I belong to Jesus. I belong to God, and I will always have His love, even if Jacob has none to give me.

————

In Nome Helaina learned that the war in Europe was not going well. American casualties were high, and no one had any idea of when the conflict might end. She worried about her brother, knowing that Stanley’s patriot heart would cause him to want to sign up. His leg would keep him from being accepted—of that she was certain. After Chase Kincaid threw him from the back of a moving train, Stanley had never been the same. The leg had been shattered and other bones broken; Stanley had been lucky to survive. She shook her head slowly as she remembered it all. Had it not been for the Pinkertons’ desperation to capture Chase Kincaid, she might never have met Jacob Barringer.

Helaina looked at the small building in front of her and tried to put worries of Stanley aside. Since it was Sunday and there would be no chance of receiving news or information from the army or other officials, she had decided to spend her time in church. The woman at the hotel had told her about a tiny church and of the love the people held for one another. It sounded like just the thing to lift Helaina’s spirits.

“Are you lost?”

Helaina turned to find a determined older woman looking her square in the eye. “No. I was just planning to attend church.”

“Well, you’re in the right place.” The woman offered a huge smile, along with her outstretched hand. “I’m Mina Bachelder, and we’re glad to have you. Are you new to Nome? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

“I’ve been here on several occasions. In fact,” Helaina leaned closer, so as not to make her next comment a public announcement, “I was the woman kidnapped when the deputies were shot and killed.”

“Oh, mercy me. And here you are safe and sound. I guess I’d heard you went back to the States.”

“I had, but … well … there was something and someone I needed to come back for.”

Mina grinned and her whole expression lit up. “You should tell me all about it over dinner. I’m serving up a good caribou stew. Please join me.”

Helaina nodded. “I’d like that.”

After a wonderful church service, Mina led Helaina to her house on Second Street. “Will you be in Nome long?” she asked.

“No, probably not,” Helaina said. “I came for information. My … well … a dear friend of mine has a husband and brother on the Regina.” In church the pastor had asked the congregation to pray for the men of the Regina. It had blessed Helaina to hear the pastor offer up prayers for the men, comforting her in a way she couldn’t explain.

Mina reached out to touch her arm. “So that’s why you’re here.”

“Yes. I’m hopeful that the army or the Coast Guard can give me information as to whether any rescue ships have been sent north. I know it’s early, but those men have endured a cold winter.” She hated to even think of what kind of fate might have befallen Jacob and Jayce.

“Well, we’ve certainly been praying they’ve endured.”

Helaina stopped in midstep. “They must have. They were good men—strong and knowledgeable. They wouldn’t take chances.”

“Seems they took a chance when they went north,” Mina replied. “Here we are.” She walked up a few steps and opened the door. “Just hang your coat on the hook. I’ll get the dinner on.”

Mina disappeared through yet another door while Helaina pulled off her fur parka. The house proved to be nice and warm. Apparently Mina had stoked up the fire before heading to church. Helaina closed the door behind her and observed the tiny living room. There was a colorful rag rug, several wooden chairs, and a horsehair couch that had seen a great amount of wear.

“Here’s a cup of tea for you to sip on while I set the table.

I hope you don’t mind tea. I don’t drink coffee.”

Helaina smiled and took the offering. “Tea is just fine. I’m very fond of it.” She sipped from the cup as she continued to study the room. A small fireplace had been trimmed with a simple wooden mantel. This in turn held pictures of people Helaina guessed to be Mina’s family. She leaned closer for a better look.

Several of the pictures were obviously wedding photographs. Women who appeared a decade younger than Helaina peered out from white gowns and veils with sober expressions. They would have the viewer believe the day was nothing more special than any other—that having the photograph taken was a commonplace event that left the subjects fighting off moments of ennui. But Helaina knew better. This was the day most of them had waited for, prayed for. This was the beginning of a new life. A day so important that they had to commemorate it, no matter the cost, with a photograph.

Helaina thought momentarily of her late husband, Robert Beecham. The marriage seemed to have taken place a hundred years ago. She didn’t dwell there long, however, as Jacob’s image came to mind.

“I see you’ve found the children.”

“Are all of these your children?” Helaina asked in surprise. There had to be at least a dozen different couples or families.

“Indeed. I bore my husband seventeen babies. Fifteen lived to see adulthood.”

“Where are they now?”

Mina smoothed her colorful apron. “Some live right here. Some live down in the States. A couple made their way to other parts of the territory. They’re all good to write—especially the girls. I have ten daughters, so they keep me well apprised of what’s happening in the family.”

“It’s an impressive family to say the least.”

“They’re my blessing from God. And they all love the Lord as much as I do, so I can stand before Him on judgment day with a clear conscience.”

Helaina heard the pride in the woman’s voice. It was quite an accomplishment to raise such a large family in the wilds of Alaska, but an even greater feat to see them all come to a spiritual understanding of biblical truth. Helaina wondered what the woman’s secret might be.

“How did you do it?”

Mina grinned. “Sit down with me and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Helaina did as she was instructed, listening to Mina offer a simple prayer for the meal, as well as for the men of the Regina. The sincerity of her words made Helaina feel the woman genuinely cared about the plight of those men.

“I always told my children,” Mina began, “that whether or not they chose to believe in God—He was still God. He wouldn’t make any special deals with them just because they were stubborn or confused. I told them that the good Lord had given them God-fearing parents for a reason, and that reason was to bring them up in the way they should go.”

“And that caused them to believe?”

“That and the constant reminder that hell was a very real place where you would spend eternity in misery and absolute separation from all hope and love. My husband led devotions at breakfast and supper every day. We talked about the people in the Bible as though they were family. There wasn’t a story my children didn’t know, but their daddy was good to remind them that it wasn’t enough to just know those lessons in their head. They needed to take them into their hearts and heed the message.”

“Still, that’s a big accomplishment to see fifteen children learn to trust God and believe in Him. I was late in coming to believe. It was very hard for me.”

Mina looked at her sternly. “Were your people believers?

Did your folks take you to church?”

“Oh, we attended church—but you must understand, I lived in New York. In our circle of friends, church was a place to be seen socially rather than for the sake of your soul.”

“Goodness. I can’t imagine that.”

Helaina smiled. “Think of this: One of the churches I attended held row after row of highly polished mahogany pews. You earned the right to certain pews by nature of who you were associated with and how much money you gave the church. The closer to the front, the more important you were—the more you were valued.”

“That’s awful. Teaches a bad lesson.”

“To be sure.” Helaina sampled the stew. “Mmm, this is wonderful. Thank you so much for inviting me.”

Mina handed her a platter with biscuits. “These are a couple of days old but should crumble up nice in the stew.”

Helaina took one and followed Mina’s example of tearing it up in her hands and mingling it with the caribou and vegetables. “How did you come to live here in Nome, Mina?”

“My husband brought us here when there was little more than natives around. It was long before the gold rush—such a difficult time.” She tutted under her breath and focused on her food. “Nome has always had its problems, and those were grim days to be sure.”

“Why did your husband want to live here?”

“We were missionaries, ministering to the people of this region. When my husband passed on, there must have been more than two hundred natives from Nome and the surrounding area at his funeral. They loved him.”

“If his hospitality was equal to yours, then I can definitely see why,” Helaina replied.

“The Lord calls us to hospitality. The Bible says you never know when you might be entertaining angels, so I try never to pass up a chance to invite a newcomer.”

“Well, for me this was an unexpected treat. I’ll remember it for some time to come.”

“You’ll come back and see me too, won’t you? When you come to Nome, you’re more than welcome to stay with me. You can leave that hotel and come here now if you like. I have a small room off the back that has a spare bed and its own stove. It’ll keep you quite comfortable.”

Helaina had never seen such generosity in New York. Life in Alaska was much different; people knew to look out for each other. To do otherwise might cause someone’s death, and no one wanted that on their heads.

“I think it would be very nice to stay with you, Mina. If my time in Nome extends to several days, I will seek you out.”

Mina nodded, satisfied that Helaina was telling the truth. “Eat up. I have a cobbler waiting for your attention.”

————

The next day Helaina was still remembering the sumptuous meal with Mina when she came face-to-face with Cheslav Babinovich, a Russian man she’d met the previous year. “Why, Mr. Babinovich, is that you?” she asked the frightened-looking man.

“Ah, dear lady. It is I.” He glanced over his shoulder.

“Your name escapes me.”

“Helaina Beecham. We met last year when you were seeking assistance. I introduced you to Dr. Cox.”

“Ah, I do remember you.” He rubbed the back of his hand against his thick black mustache. “I fear the despair of the last few months has left me greatly distressed. I am no good at remembering much other than the terror being experienced by my dear czar and his family.”

“I’ve heard things in Russia are quite grim where the royal family is concerned. Someone mentioned the royals have been imprisoned.”

“It is all true.” He moaned and turned away. “I am desperate to assist them. I fear they will all be killed if I do not negotiate their release.”

“Can you do that? Can you negotiate with their captors?”

“If I have enough money,” he said, turning back to face her. “Money is the only thing that speaks in my poor country.”

Helaina watched as several men approached. Babinovich ducked his head against his coat and turned toward the storefront window, as if making himself invisible to their scrutiny. When the men were gone, he once again faced Helaina. “One cannot be too careful. Spies are everywhere. They will hunt down all of us with royal ties and see us dead.”

“Who will?”

“The new government in my country. The Bolsheviks. But I mustn’t speak of it. There is too much danger.” He lowered his voice. “I have jewels to sell. But for now, if word got back to our enemies that royal jewels were smuggled out of the country and sold to help the czar and his family—well, just let me say heads would roll.”

Helaina frowned. “I wouldn’t want to be a part of that.”

“But you might be interested in purchasing some of my jewelry?” he asked hopefully. “You are such a good woman, you surely could not stand to see the children left in the hands of such vicious people. The czar’s daughters are quite beautiful, and little Alexi is such a dear lad. They have no doubt been horribly misused.”

Helaina frowned. The man’s story was quite compelling. “I suppose I might buy a few pieces,” she found herself saying.

Babinovich nearly forgot himself as he reached out for her. He stopped before actually taking hold of her. “Oh, Mrs. Beecham, you have made me most happy. I am sure we can save them now.”

Helaina arranged for the man to meet her in the lobby of the hotel later that day, then turned her attention back to her destination. She needed to know what had been done for the Regina and her men.

————

Latimore rallied as Jacob spooned hot coffee, heavily laden with sweetened condensed milk, into his mouth. His eyes were less swollen, and it seemed to Jacob that perhaps he was regaining his vision.

“Captain, can you see me?”

Latimore squinted. “Just a bit.” His voice was hoarse and his breathing labored.

“Good.” Jacob set the cup aside. “You’ve been quite ill. It’s been nearly a week.”

“You should have let me die,” the man said matter-offactly. “And what good would that have done your son?”

Latimore frowned and looked away. “I have no son.”

“Saying it doesn’t make it true. I could tell you that we were not lost in the Arctic, but rather had been found and were even now enjoying the luxuries of a Seattle hotel, but it wouldn’t be our situation.”

“I am of no use to the boy.”

“Not like this. But there was a time when the Captain Latimore I knew would have been quite valuable to any child.”

“That man is long gone.”

“I don’t believe that. I think you’ve merely buried him alive.”

Latimore looked back at Jacob. He narrowed his eyes, then started to rub them. Jacob prevented the action. “That won’t help, and in fact it could do more harm. Do you feel like eating some duck? We’ve cooked one and have a nice broth that might suit your stomach.”

Latimore shook his head. “Why are you doing this? You would get along just as well—if not better—should you let me die.”

Jacob leaned back and folded his arms against his chest. “I’m not in the habit of giving up on people. You have a great deal to live for, despite your loss. You must stop deceiving yourself and see this. God hasn’t allowed you to live without reason. You have a job to do, but you are avoiding it. Running away from your son is not going to give you the peace you crave.”

The last remnants of Latimore’s strong walls began to crumble. “But when I look into his face … I see Regina.”

Jacob nodded. “I’m sure you do. But perhaps that will eventually prove to be a blessing instead of a curse. You mustn’t forsake your son, Latimore. He needs you. Regina is gone and she has no earthly need, except that you care for the child she gave you. You must draw on your strength and return to him. You must.”

Latimore shook his head. “I don’t think I can. I’m too far spent—too sick.”

Jacob grinned. “I’m not giving up on you, Latimore, and I refuse to allow you to give up on yourself.”
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