

  







SUMMER OF THE MIDNIGHT SUN 



[image: 9781585588701_0003_001]
summer of the midnight sun

TRACIE

[image: 00]
PETERSON






[image: 9781585588701_0003_002]


Summer of the Midnight Sun 
Copyright © 2006
 Tracie Peterson 

Cover design by Ann Gjeldum 

Scripture quotations are from the King James Version of the Bible.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews.

Published by Bethany House Publishers
 11400 Hampshire Avenue South
 Bloomington, Minnesota 55438 

Bethany House Publishers is a division of 
Baker Publishing Group, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Printed in the United States of America 

Paperback:    ISBN-13: 978-0-7642-2773-8    ISBN-10: 0-7642-2773-4 
Hardcover:    ISBN-13: 978-0-7642-0143-1    ISBN-10: 0-7642-0143-3 
Large Print:    ISBN-13: 978-0-7642-0144-8    ISBN-10: 0-7642-0144-1 

[image: 001]
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

 Peterson, Tracie.

Summer of the midnight sun / Tracie Peterson.

p. cm. —(Alaskan quest ; 1)

 Summary: “The Barringer family is happy in the Alaskan Territory. Confronted by an old flame, Leah realizes her feelings never went away and she is whisked away on an unforgettable journey”—Provided by publisher.

ISBN 0-7642-0143-3 (alk. paper) —ISBN 0-7642-2773-4 (pbk. : alk. paper) —ISBN 0-7642-0144-1 (large-print pbk. : alk. paper)

 1. Domestic fiction. 2. Alaska—Fiction. I. Title II. Series: Peterson, Tracie. Alaskan quest ; 1.

PS3566.E7717S86     2006

 813'.54—dc22 

2005032029 






To Jayce 



You inspired the name of 

my character and have shown 

the light of Christ in your 

heart and actions. I’m 

proud to call you friend.

May God ever direct 

your steps.
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Chapter One

 LAST CHANCE CREEK, ALASKA TERRITORY
MAY 1915 

Where is he?” Leah Barringer whispered, scanning the horizon for a glimpse of her brother and his dogsled team. He should have been home weeks earlier, and yet there was no sign of him.

A cold May wind nipped at her face, but it was the hard glint of sun against snow that made Leah put her hand to her brow. They had suffered through weeks of storms, so the sunshine was most welcome, but it was also intense and blinding.

“Jacob, where are you?” Her heart ached with fear of what might have happened. The Alaskan wilderness was not a place to be toyed with, and though Jacob was well versed in the ways of this land, Leah feared for him nevertheless.

Jacob had left nearly two months earlier for Nome. Hunting had been poor in the area and many families were going hungry. He had made the decision to travel to Nome for basic supplies and to replenish the store of goods he and Leah sold from their makeshift trading post. A master with dogs, Jacob figured he could hike out by sled and be back before the spring thaw made that mode of travel too difficult. It was a trip that should have taken two to three weeks at the most.

Storms had made it impossible to send someone out to check on Jacob, and hunger made it unwise. There was nothing to be gained by risking more lives. Besides, she reassured herself, Jacob is as capable as any native Alaskan. He had the best dogs in all of Alaska too. Leah tried not to worry, but Jacob was all she had. Since their mother died when they were children, they had clung to each other for comfort and support. Their father, a grand dreamer, had dragged them to Alaska during the Yukon gold rush some seventeen years earlier. After his death, Jacob and Leah had made a pact to always take care of each other.

Not that she didn’t want more.

Leah was facing the harsh reality that she was nearly thirty years old, and the idea of reaching that milestone was more than she could bear. She longed for a husband and children, but here in the frozen north of the Seward Peninsula, there were few prospects. The natives had little interest in white women. The whites were perceived with skepticism at best and animosity at worst. Most of the natives she and Jacob befriended accepted them well enough, but none had shown an interest in marrying either Leah or her brother.

Leah wasn’t sure she could be happy marrying a native anyway. She was not completely comfortable with their lifestyle and interests. Many were steeped in superstitions that she and Jacob could never be a part of. She had shared her Christian faith with anyone who would listen, but traditions and fears were strong motivators compared to white man’s stories of a Savior and the need to put aside sinful ways.

And though Nome sported more white men than other areas, most were aging and grizzled, and not at all what Leah perceived as husband material, furthering her matrimonial woes. Added to this, many were just as steeped in their traditions and superstitions as the natives. Most had come up for the gold rush in Nome—hoping against the odds to make their fortune. Few had actually succeeded, and many had lost hope long ago, giving their lives to a bottle or to some other form of destruction.

Ten years ago Jacob and Leah discussed their desires to marry and start families of their own. They agreed if either one found true love, they wouldn’t feel obligated to forsake this for the needs of their sibling. Leah had thought they would both find mates and settle down to raise families, but this hadn’t happened. 

Her guardian after her father’s death, Karen Ivankov, understood Leah’s distress. The same thing had happened to Karen in her youth. Love and romance had eluded her until she was in her thirties and alone in the wilderness of the Yukon.

Sometimes Karen’s long wait to find love and marriage encouraged Leah. Karen often said that when the time was right, God would send a husband to Leah. Leah prayed Karen was right. She prayed for a husband, even as she prayed for Jacob to find a wife. Because, despite their pact from so long ago, Leah knew she would want Jacob to be happily settled as well. But so far God had only sent one person that Leah felt certain she could love.

Ten years ago she had been almost twenty, and Jayce Kincaid had been all she’d ever wanted in a husband. Strong and handsome, brave and trustworthy. At least she’d believed he’d been trustworthy. But what had she known of men at the tender age of twenty? Karen had taught her not to judge men by outward appearances, but rather to test their hearts. Leah had given Jayce her heart, but he hadn’t wanted it. He’d actually laughed when she’d declared her love.

“Jayce, I have to tell you something,” Leah had told him after arranging to meet him privately.

“What is it, Leah?” he’d asked. “You seem so all-fired serious. Is something wrong?”

“No . . . at least not to my way of thinking.”

He had been so handsome in his flannel shirt and black wool trousers. His dark brown hair needed a good cut, but Leah found the wildness rather appealing.

“So what was so important that you dragged me away from the warmth of the house?”

Leah swallowed hard. “I think . . . that is . . . well . . .” She stammered over the words she’d practiced at length. Drawing a deep breath, she blurted it out. “I think I’ve fallen in love with you.”

Jayce laughed out loud, the sound cutting through her heart.

“Leah, it’s best you don’t do any thinking, if that’s what you’re coming to conclude.”

Leah shook her head, her cheeks feeling hotter by the minute. “Why would you say that? Have you no feelings for me?”

“Well, sure I have feelings for you. You’re a sweet girl, but you’re way too young to know what love is all about.”

“I’m nearly twenty years old!” she protested.

“My point exactly. You aren’t even of legal majority. How can you trust yourself to know what the truth of your heart might be?” He picked up a rock and tossed it into the creek that ran behind the Ivankov home. “You’re just Jacob’s kid sister.”

“And you were cruel,” Leah whispered, her thoughts coming back to the present. She wiped a tear from the edge of her eye. How long would it hurt? Surely there was someone she might come to love as much as she had loved Jayce Kincaid. But it was always Jayce’s face she saw—his voice she heard.

Maybe I’m too picky, she thought as she made her way back into her inne. It wasn’t a true inne, but it served nearly as well. Instead of being mostly underground, like the native homes, the Barringer inne was a bit more above ground than usual—but not by much; it would have been foolish to have it too exposed to the elements. But to live too far underground would have made Leah feel buried, and Jacob, ever thoughtful of her feelings, had struck this compromise. The log and sod creation also lacked the long tunnel that most innes had. Leah preferred the manner in which they’d built their house but would still navigate the entrances to the homes of her friends. The tunnels were the worst of it, she would say, enduring the two-foot-wide crawling space with her eyes closed most of the time. She just didn’t like the feeling of being closed in.

The Barringer house also acted as the trading post, so accessibility was critical. Natives were always coming to trade smoked meats, furs, or finished products. In turn, Jacob would take these things to Nome, where he could trade for supplies that they were unable to glean from the land. With this in mind, Jacob had designed the cabin to be partially underground in order to be insulated from the severe cold of winter, yet simple and quick to get in and out of. He had also managed to put in one window to let light into the room they used for eating and cooking during the long winter months. Of course, in the winter there was no light, so they closed the window off to keep the heat from escaping.

Leah entered her home and made her way down several steps to the first room. She and Jacob had set aside this room for the trading of goods. They carried provisions like salt and spices, sugar, canned milk, coffee, and tools. Of course the natives would have made their way in life without these luxuries, but Leah found that, as word spread, the natives seemed more than content to trade furs for white man’s goods. And by operating their trading post, they saved the people from having to travel all the way to Nome.

She looked around the small room. The shelves were pretty much cleaned out—she hadn’t even had to worry about keeping shop. There were an unusually high number of tools, however, since people had, as a last resort, traded equipment for food. For the first time, Leah wondered if the village could even survive much longer. Hunger was a constant companion, and although everyone was sharing as much as they could, there had already been deaths. Only the strong survived an Arctic winter.

Leah moved to the right and pushed back the heavy furs that sealed another doorway. Inside was a small room her older native friend, Ayoona, insisted they build when Leah and Jacob had first come to the village nearly ten years ago. They called this the stormy day cookroom, and it held a fire pit and had an opening in the ceiling that allowed the smoke to dissipate. The door was covered with heavy furs to keep out the cold, and when they were cooking here, it was a pleasantly warm room that beckoned them to stay—so much so that Jacob had put in a table and chairs when Leah had complained of being tired of sitting on the floor. It made a nice place to eat their winter meals.

The Barringers also had something that most natives had never concerned themselves with, and that was a stove. Leah liked the stove for cooking and baking. She had learned to do her kitchen tasks in native style over the fire pit, but the stove was a luxury she praised God for on a daily basis.

She checked the stove, making sure there was enough heat to keep the kettle of water and small pot of soup hot. She wanted there to be food ready for Jacob when he returned. If he returned. Again she felt a sinking in her heart.

“He must come back,” she murmured, stirring the thin soup. Soon, even this food would be gone. Leah would have no choice but to eat what she had when the time came and hope that Jacob would bring more.

Seeing that everything was as it should be, Leah made her way back to the main living quarters of the inne. Here they had their small table and chairs, their beds, and some chests for storage. It wasn’t much, but it had been home for a good portion of Leah’s adult life.

“Lay-Ya!”

Leah smiled. It was Ayoona. The old Inupiat woman always called her with emphasis on the “ya.”

“I’m here in the back,” Leah replied, popping out from behind the hanging fur doorway.

“I brought you food,” Ayoona said proudly. “My son was blessed today. He caught a seal. The village is celebrating.”

“A seal! How wonderful!” Leah nearly squealed in delight. Seals and walruses had been so scarce she actually feared that something bad had happened to the bulk of the animal population. 

Ayoona held a pot out to Leah. “This is for our good friend Leah and her brother, Jacob.”

Leah took the offering. “Oh, you have our gratitude and thanks. I know Jacob will be home any day now.”

The stocky little woman smiled, revealing several missing teeth. “He will come. I have prayed for him.”

Leah nodded. “I have prayed for him too. I spend most all my time praying.”

“You should come hunt with my family. I am too old, but you are young and strong. You shoot a bow well—you could hunt for geese with my daughters. When the spring is truly come, they will hunt for squirrel, and you can make Jacob a new undershirt.”

“I would have to be a very good hunter to get enough squirrels for a shirt.”

Ayoona grunted. “Maybe forty—no more. Jacob is not big man.”

Leah smiled. “He’s big enough. He eats like he’s three men.”

“He work like he’s three men,” Ayoona countered, her grin taking years off her wrinkled face. “I go now. We celebrate.”

Leah nodded. “Thank you again. I’ll get right to work on cooking this.”

“Don’t cook too much. You whites always cook too much. Takes flavor out.”

Leah laughed and gave Ayoona a wave as the old woman offered her a smile once again. Ayoona had become a dear friend over the last ten years. The old woman had learned English as a child in one of the missions, but she’d never been comfortable with it. She often spoke English in a broken manner, shifting more easily into her once-forbidden Eskimo tongue.

Ayoona had been less suspicious of Leah and Jacob than some—although she had perhaps more reason to fear them because of the misery caused her by other white Christians. Still, the old woman had been kind and offered food upon their arrival. Later when Jacob had sat with the village council, Ayoona had defended them to her son—one of the higher-ranking members. Leah would always be grateful for her kindness.

The villagers had been skeptical and wary of Jacob and Leah when they arrived. Whites generally meant trouble in some form. Either they came bringing sickness or they came demanding change.

Jacob and Leah tried to do neither. Jacob actually had taken a job driving the mail from Nome to other villages where mission workers were desperate for news from home. During the winter, it was impossible for ships to venture north for deliveries, but dogsleds were ideal. The mail runs naturally led to bringing in store goods, and before she knew it, Leah had a job of her own, trading goods. She truly enjoyed interacting with the native people.

It wasn’t too long after they settled in Last Chance that missionaries showed up to establish a church and school for the area. Leah felt sorry for these kind people of God. They had an uphill battle to fight against the superstitions the shamans had built into their people.

Busying herself with preparing the seal meat, Leah didn’t realize how the time had passed. It was deceiving to try to determine the time by the light of the sun. Some months they were in darkness and other months it was light for the entire twenty-four-hour day. The spring Leah had known in Colorado, where she had lived as a child, was nothing like what she experienced in Alaska. The deadliness of the land seemed even more critical when the seasons changed.

Jacob had hiked out when the ice was thick, able to move the dogs out onto the ice for easier passage to Nome. But that wouldn’t be safe now. The temperatures and storms had disguised their effects on the land. Sometimes the snow seemed firm, solid, but as the day warmed it would turn to mush. Night would chill it to ice—but not always in a firm manner. Instead thin crusts would form and give false promises of security to the untrained eye.

“But Jacob’s not untrained,” she reminded herself, checking the stew she’d made. It was little more than the seal meat and a little salt and flour, but the smell was quite inviting.

“He’s capable and he knows the route. Something else must have happened.” And that worried Leah even more. Jacob might have encountered a bear or gotten hurt separating fighting dogs. The sled dogs were not always in the best of moods.

“Jacob’s back!”

At first Leah wasn’t sure she’d really heard the call. She put aside the spoon she’d been using and ran for the door. The native who’d brought the news was one of Ayoona’s grandsons. He quickly exited the house after seeing that Leah would follow.

But Leah didn’t go far. It dawned on her that Jacob would rather come home to a warm house and food waiting than to have her rushing to him in tears. She would have plenty of time to talk to him, and the natives would see to unpacking the sled. She watched the activity for a moment, then turned back to the house to set the table.

Rushing to the stove, Leah threw in more chopped driftwood, then quickly went to the cupboard and pulled out a large bowl. How she wished she might offer her brother bread or even crackers with the meal. Maybe he will have brought some of each from Nome, she mused in anticipation.

Soon the door opened, and the fear that had gripped her for the past weeks evaporated. “Jacob!” she gasped and ran to embrace her brother. “I thought you were gone forever. You really worried me this time.” She couldn’t see his face for the deep parka hood that he still wore, but his strong embrace let her know he had missed her as well.

“Come over to the stove. I’ll help you get out of those wet clothes.” She led him across the room. “Don’t worry about your boots,” Leah said, noticing they were dripping bits of snow and ice, and that they were new—not the mukluks he’d left in.

“There hasn’t been too much excitement while you were gone. Just starvation, but of course you already knew about that. Nutchuk cut his hand badly while skinning a seal. I stitched him back up, however, and he seems to be doing fine.” She thought of the young native man and how scared he’d been. His mother had told him he would lose the hand for sure unless he allowed the shaman to create a charm, but Nutchuk had just become a Christian earlier in the winter, and he no longer believed such things held power. Leah had been proud of his conviction. “You should have seen him, Jacob. He refused to deal with the shamans because he honestly believed Jesus would heal him. It was a real testimony to the rest of his family.”

She stood behind Jacob to help him pull the thick fur parka from over his shoulders. “Oh, and Qavlunaq had her baby two weeks ago. It was an easy birth, and her mother-in-law and grandmother delivered him. It was a boy and his father is quite proud.” 

The coat finally gave way and Leah hung it on a peg, leaving Jacob to finish disrobing. “I’ve got your supper on the stove. Are you hungry?” She turned for his answer but stopped in shock when she saw the man before her was not her brother.

“Jayce,” she whispered almost reverently. The past had finally caught up with her.



Chapter Two 

I thank you for the warm welcome,” he said, grinning roguishly. “I must say you’re a sight for sore eyes. And my eyes are definitely sore. The sun against the snow was most blinding—even with our little slitted masks, the sun still made me miserable.”

Words refused to form in Leah’s mouth. She could only continue to stare at the man before her. How good he looked—strong and capable. Handsome too. She felt all of her girlish dreams and emotions rush to the surface.

Jayce rubbed his eyes. “It was sure my good fortune to meet up with Jacob. Your family in Ketchikan told me you were out here on the Bering Sea, but I really wasn’t sure I could locate you. I can’t imagine what Jacob was thinking settling out here, but I’m glad he did.”

Still Leah simply watched as Jayce stepped forward to warm his hands at the stove. “Smells good, Leah. I recall you were a good cook, even as a kid.”

“As a kid.” The words stuck in her brain.

“Hmmm, something smells great,” Jacob called as he came through the door. He’d already pulled off his parka, so this time Leah was certain it was her brother. “Kimik told me John caught a seal.”

Leah finally found her voice. “Yes. Did Kimik also tell you that his wife gave birth to their son a couple of weeks ago?” She decided that, for the moment, ignoring Jayce was the only way she’d be able to compose her frayed nerves.

“Yeah, he seemed mighty proud,” Jacob said, hanging his coat near Jayce’s. His sandy brown hair fell across his forehead, and he pushed it back. “So I guess you can see my surprise for yourself. Jayce was in Nome looking for good sled dogs, so I thought I’d bring him home with me and show off some of ours.”

“Actually, I went there looking for Jacob’s dogs. Adrik told me they were the best to be had.”

Leah wasn’t ready to deal with Jayce just yet. “Jacob, where have you been? What happened? You should have been home weeks ago. We were all terrified, and the people were on the brink of starving.”

Jacob frowned. “I know, and I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it; I caught the measles and the doctor wouldn’t let me leave Nome. I was pretty sick—not to mention quarantined.”

“Measles?” Leah questioned.

“Yes, and then the weather turned bad—you probably experienced it yourself. I couldn’t even get word to you. I’m sorry if you worried.”

“Besides, Jacob’s able to take care of himself,” Jayce threw in. “You should have known he’d be all right.”

Leah felt her anger rise, and she turned abruptly to stare Jayce in the eye. Those lovely dark blue eyes. “I figured Jacob would be fine . . . it was the people here who weren’t faring as well.” She tilted her chin upward in a defiant pose, just daring Jayce to condemn her thinking. “Jacob is a very considerate man, and he knew the people were suffering. I knew he wouldn’t have left them to die and figured something must have happened to him.”

“Well, we’re here now,” Jacob said before Jayce could comment. “And by bringing Jayce back with me, I was able to split the team, borrow an extra sled, and carry twice as many supplies.”

“Which reminds me,” Jayce said. “I left some things in the sled. I’d better go retrieve them before they wind up on the store shelves.” He laughed and bounded across the room.

“I know the people will be grateful for what you did, Jacob.” But Leah wouldn’t be among them. She felt the fire leave her and again knew a weakness in her knees that threatened to sink her to the floor. “There’s food on the stove. I’ll be in the other room putting the things away.”

She exited quickly, grateful that Jayce had left the house. She prayed God would help her overcome her shock. She forgot to pray, however, that Jacob wouldn’t follow her.

“What’s wrong with you? You aren’t at all yourself. Did something else happen while I was gone?”

Leah leaned back against the wall and shook her head. “Why did you bring him here?” she whispered.

“Jayce? I already told you.”

“Jacob, you know what he did to me. You know how much he hurt me.” She looked at her brother as though he’d lost his mind. How could he have betrayed her this way?

“What are you talking about? That was ten years ago. You were just kids then.”

“I wasn’t a kid. I was nearly twenty years old. In some areas of our country that would be considered almost too old for getting married. Twenty wasn’t a child’s age, nor was I childish in giving my heart to Jayce. I might have been foolish, but I wasn’t childish.”

“Whoa!” Jacob said, holding up his hands. “You’re really upset about this, aren’t you?”

Leah shook her head and hoped her look expressed her confusion. “You really don’t understand, do you? It never crossed your mind that his coming here would be a problem for me.”

“Well, I guess I figured that everyone would be so happy for the extra supplies, you included, that it wouldn’t matter. Look, you aren’t the same woman you were back then, and he’s certainly not the same man. He even found the Lord, Leah. Isn’t that great?”

Leah knew she couldn’t protest that bit of news. Jayce’s inability to see eye to eye with her on issues of faith had been his one shortcoming. It had also been the one thing she knew would have kept them from marriage, even if he had felt the same way she did.

“I’m glad he’s found peace for his soul,” Leah said, gazing at the floor, hoping some sort of peace would overcome her anxieties. “But I can’t help the way I feel.” She sighed. “I can’t believe he’s here, after all these years.”

Jacob came and reached out to touch her arm. “I’m sorry that he still bothers you. I’ll ask him to sleep elsewhere if you want me to.”

Leah shook her head. “No, I can go stay with Ayoona. But . . .” She lifted her face and saw the compassion in her brother’s eyes. He really didn’t understand, but he cared that she was hurt. “Jacob, how long will he be here?”

It was Jacob’s turn to look away. “I’m not entirely sure. That is to say . . . well . . . he’s here to get some dogs. That much you know.”

“But what don’t I know?” she asked. “What is it that has you upset enough to look away from me?”

Jacob stood and glanced over his shoulder at the sound of Jayce’s return. “He’s part of a polar exploration group. They want me to join them on a trip north. They want me to handle the dogs.” 

Before Leah could reply, Jayce shouted from the next room. “Jacob! Where are you? I’m starving.”

Jacob looked at Leah and shrugged. “We can talk about it later. I’ll go see to feeding him.”

Leah watched as her brother started to leave. There was something in his manner—in his tone—that suggested he might really be considering Jayce’s proposal. “Wait. You aren’t seriously thinking about doing this, are you?”

Jacob stopped midstep but refused to turn. It was enough to let Leah know exactly how he felt. “You are considering it. You’re thinking about leaving me to explore the north with Jayce Kincaid.” The words were delivered in stunned amazement.

“I’m praying on it, Leah. That’s as far as I’ve gotten. You oughta pray about it too.”

He left with those final words still ringing in the air. Leah sat down hard, but she missed the chair. Her backside stung from the impact, but she gave it no mind. Jayce was threatening her security once again.

How can he be here? How could God let this happen? Leah’s mind swirled with a million questions. All of which involved Jayce Kincaid. 

Her stomach growled in hunger, but she wasn’t about to join the men. She doubted she could even choke down food while sitting across from Jayce.

“Hello! I bring the boxes.”

Leah recognized Kimik’s voice. “I’m coming,” she called. “Just put them on the counter.”

She got to her feet and dusted off the seat of her pants. There was work to be done. Somehow, someway she was going to have to get a grip on her emotions. But how? How could she exist in the same village, much less under the same roof, with Jayce? If nothing else, his appearance here had taught her one thing.

————

“Leah okay?” Jayce asked. “I know I’m imposing.”

Jacob looked at his friend. “She’s fine. She’s happiest when she’s setting the store straight. With all these supplies, she’ll be busy for a time. That will help.”

“She acted like she was mad at me,” Jayce said, helping himself to the coffee Jacob had made.

Jacob shook his head. “I don’t know what she’s thinking half the time. Women are a mystery.” He ladled another portion of the seal meat for Jayce and then for himself, being sure to leave a portion for Leah. Even though he didn’t always understand his sister, he was sure she hadn’t yet eaten.

“Did I tell you that we’re going to have a couple of women along on the trip north?” Jayce said, seemingly unaffected by Jacob’s comment.

“Women on a polar exploration team?” Jacob asked. “That seems a bit strange. What prompted this?”

“Actually it’s becoming more typical. Anyway, given that we’re only going to do map work on the Canadian islands, it’s not deemed quite as dangerous. Of course, you know there are some explorers who claim that there’s nothing to surviving the Arctic. Natives do it all the time, after all. So the captain is allowing his wife to join him, as well as some female cartographer. Well, at least she’ll be the assistant. Guess she’s somebody important from Washington, D.C., and they couldn’t get out of it. Even though this is a shared effort, it’s mostly a Canadian team. They are, however, trying to earn the respect and interest of the Americans. They want our financial support, you know.”

“I’m sure,” Jacob said, trying not to think about what Leah’s reaction to this trip would be.

“These expeditions are very expensive. I know the team has worked long hours to raise enough money for supplies. We’d have the added expense of a ship, as well, if the captain hadn’t volunteered his own. He’s an American who’s fully sold on the importance of exploring the North. Thinks, along with others, that Alaska and the Arctic hold promise for many reasons. Military wants to consider strategic placement in the North, and I’m sure you’ve read about the air flights being made. They want to eventually put runways up here and fly people back and forth.”

“For what purpose?”

“Well, national security for one. Some of the more innovative men in the governments of America and Canada see benefit in the speed and convenience of flight. Imagine being able to get supplies to Nome and all points north during the winter. Better still, imagine being able to get the sick out to doctors in a timely manner—winter or summer. It’ll just be a matter of convincing the old codgers who still want to cling to their horse and buggies.”

“But I’m not sure flight will even work up here, especially in winter. How are you going to keep the planes moving when everything is frozen solid?”

Jayce shrugged. “That would come under somebody else’s department. I’m just in it for the adventure. You know me.”

“Well, I used to. Ten years is a long time. Long enough to change a man or woman from the inside out. You said so yourself.”

Jayce nodded. “Seems to have changed your sister. I remember her as a much happier person. Full of laughter and smiles. She seems real serious now.”

Jacob drew a deep breath and sighed. “I have a feeling she’s only going to get more serious as the days grow longer.”

————

Leah finished her inventory, then immediately sent Kimik out with word that the store was open and that they would allow the people to purchase on credit. It was only a matter of minutes before people flooded the place with their requests and demands. Hunger made people feel angry, and no one had any way of knowing when the hunting or the weather would improve enough to see the bellies of the village filled and satisfied.

“It won’t be long before the tomcod will be back. Squirrels and goose too,” Ayoona said as she arranged her own small pile of supplies. “I dry you many fish, Lay-Ya.”

 “I know you will,” Leah said, putting down the figures in her book. “You and your family have always been very generous with Jacob and me.”

“You good people.” She leaned closer. “How good is that new man?”

 Leah’s mouth dropped open. “I . . . what. . . ? You mean Jayce Kincaid?”

“Jacob’s new man. The white man.”

Leah tried hard not to seem upset. “We knew Jayce when we lived in Ketchikan with our guardians, Karen and Adrik Ivankov. Jayce was a friend to Jacob.”

“So he is good man,” Ayoona said nodding. “If he long friend of Jacob, he be good.”

“I suppose so.” Leah put her book under the counter. “I’m closing up now, Ayoona. I wondered if I could ask a favor.”

“Sure you ask.” The old woman gathered her things in a basket. 

“Since Jayce is here, I wondered if I might stay with you for a few days—maybe until he leaves for his trip north.”

“You can stay, Lay-Ya.” She moved toward the door. “You come before the storm.”

“Is there a storm moving in?” Leah realized she’d been inside for several hours without having a clue what was happening outside. 

“Yeah, bad storm. You come soon.”

Leah nodded. “I’ve got to take care of a few things; then I’ll be there.”

Ayoona pressed through the furs just as Jayce came through. “Where will you be, Leah?” he asked as Ayoona left.

Leah tried to ignore him. She figured if she pretended not to hear, maybe Jayce would leave her to her work.

“Are you purposefully ignoring me, or are you just caught up in your duties?” Jayce came and leaned against the counter.

Leah knew there would be no way to avoid speaking to him. “I’m very busy.” Leah began to rearrange several items. “What do you want?”

“I asked where you were going. You told that old woman you’d be there. I just wondered where there might be.”

Leah shrugged. “Ayoona’s inne. I’m going to stay with her for a few days. This place isn’t big enough for all three of us.”

“Nonsense. You have families in this village who live eight and ten to an inne. You don’t need to leave.”

She made the mistake of looking into his face. How many times had she seen this same image in her dreams—wished she might once again be reunited with this lost love? She hadn’t fully realized until that moment that she was still in love with Jayce Kincaid.

He grinned as if reading her mind. “You don’t really want to go, do you? I mean”—his voice dropped low—“we’d miss you.”

“You would?” Leah was barely able to form the words.

Jayce’s smile broadened. “Nobody cooks as well as you do—especially not Jacob. I’ve lived with his cooking all this last week, and if you go, I’ll be stuck with it again.”

The words sobered Leah instantly. “You want me to stay so that I can cook for you? Maybe wash your clothes too?” She fought her anger. “Is that what this is about? I don’t see or hear anything from you in ten years and you want me to stay so I can cook?”

“Has it really been ten years?” Jayce asked. He didn’t seem to realize how he affected Leah at all.

“No, it’s actually been a lifetime,” Leah said, heading for the door. She forced herself to move past him and not give him another glance. If she stopped, she knew it would be her undoing.



Chapter Three 

Helaina Beecham stared out the office window. The sight of Washington, D.C., in spring was breathtaking. She loved this city of history and wonder, but it was the abundance of flowers that caught her attention at the moment. Washington was beautiful in bloom. Even the newly planted Japanese cherry trees were doing their best to add beauty to the city, although their blossoms were nearly all gone.

“Sorry to keep you waiting so long, Helaina,” said her brother, Stanley Curtis, as he hobbled into the room.

He manages his crutches rather well, she thought as she swept across the room, mindless of the narrow cut of her skirt, to offer her assistance.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t have come sooner. I just arrived home this morning and found your telegram waiting for me.” Helaina helped him to a large leather chair before adding, “I came straightaway.” 

“How was England?” he asked, his voice sounding rather strained.

It was easy to see her brother was in a great deal of pain. And why not? Being thrown from a train had resulted in a broken leg, three fractured ribs, and multiple lacerations and pulled muscles. The doctors all agreed Stanley was lucky to be alive.

“Angry. People are so enraged over the Lusitania being sunk by the Germans that they hardly speak of anything else.”

“It’s no doubt worse here. A great many Americans lost their lives on that ship. I was terrified to think of you traveling the Atlantic at such great risk.”

“Well, it is an unspeakable and inhumane crime to target passenger ships,” Helaina said, remembering with great sorrow the stories of anguish and heartbreak she’d heard. “And I was more than a little nervous.”

“There is a madness that has overtaken the world,” Stanley murmured.

“Let us hope America has the good sense to stay out of it,” Helaina said, pushing aside her memories. She detested talk of war and the sorrow it brought.

“England was also beneficial to say the least. I have a feeling you’re going to be quite interested in the news I have to share.” She watched him struggle to prop his leg on the ottoman, not entirely sure if she should help or let him handle it. When he finally accomplished the deed, she breathed a sigh of relief. Stan could be so independent, and she didn’t want to make him feel less of a man just because he was injured.

“So I imagine the news pertains to our Mr. Kincaid.”

“Indeed it does. It seems he was involved with a team of experts working at the British Museum in London. While there, he apparently walked away with several prized pieces, including a most valuable gold crucifix, several ornate gold boxes, a half dozen or so odd pieces of jewelry, and a wooden box containing an assortment of gemstones that had yet to be catalogued and valued.”

Stanley shook his head and gave a whistle of disbelief. “The British Museum lost all of that to Jayce Kincaid?”

“They aren’t proud of the fact, but the man is above average in intelligence and quite cunning. I told them not to feel too bad about it.” Helaina offered her brother a smile. “After all, plenty of museums in America have fallen victim to him as well.”

“He must have pulled off his thievery there last winter and come straight here to Washington,” Stanley deduced. “The agency was on his trail from the start. It was just our good fortune to have a man spot him at a party.”

“Too bad he couldn’t have been on the Lusitania,” Helaina murmured. “It would have saved us all a great deal of trouble.”

“If Jayce Kincaid had been there, the ship probably wouldn’t have been sunk at all—he probably would have stolen it before the Germans could do the deed,” Stanley answered, the sarcasm thick in his voice.

Helaina smoothed the straight lines of her no-nonsense gabardine suit. “He’s a master. I’m truly surprised the Pinkertons haven’t found a way to secure him, however.”

“We’ve tried. I’m the result of that effort going amiss,” Stanley said, waving his arm and wincing. “I thought I had Kincaid for sure. I had no idea he would be able to pick those cuffs.” He shook his head.

The look of regret on Stanley’s face nearly broke Helaina’s heart. Her brother prided himself on his career with the Pinkerton Agency. She gazed beyond him to the company placard behind his desk. Pinkerton’s National Detective Agency framed the ever-famous watchful eye. Below the eye was emblazoned with their equally famous motto: We Never Sleep.

Helaina looked back to her brother. “We can’t sit around feeling sorry for ourselves all day. You lost your man and nearly got yourself killed. It’s done. If you sit here wallowing in regret, you’ll never accomplish anything.” She got to her feet as if dismissing any further comment. “England wants him as badly as America, so I suggested we work together. Word has it that Kincaid has attached himself to a joint Canadian-American Arctic exploration team.”

“I already know all about that,” Stanley said, seeming surprised that his sister had any idea of this.

Helaina gave him a coy smile. “I have my sources too. After all, that’s why you keep hiring me to help you.”

While the Pinkerton Agency had used women in its services since before the Civil War, Helaina wasn’t truly a Pinkerton at all. Rather she operated more as an assistant—an independent agent helping her brother. When she found her man, or woman as was often the case, there were always regular agents there to make the arrest. But the beauty of Helaina’s involvement was that no one expected this twenty-six-year-old woman of social refinement to be working as a bounty hunter of sorts.

Of course, even Helaina hadn’t considered such a duty until three years earlier, when a failed kidnapping attempt in New York had left not only her mother and father dead, but her beloved Robert with a bullet in his head. He’d died before she could return from Europe, where she was visiting friends. She’d never forgiven herself for not being at her husband’s side—to die along with him that cold February day.

Stanley had been her only comfort, as had the idea of putting criminals behind bars. Helaina had taken her desire for justice to her Pinkerton Agent brother and begged for a job. In the long run, the agency had found her more useful in a non-official role, and for Helaina, that worked just fine.

“So what are you proposing, Helaina?”

Stanley’s voice disrupted her reflective thought. She walked again to the window and looked out on the beautiful spring day. “Probably the same thing you’ve already come up with, but I’ll let you tell me.”

“We’ve arranged for you to join the expedition. Hopefully you can catch up with the team in Seattle before they leave. That is where the American team is gathering. From there they go to Vancouver where the ship Homestead is waiting for them. You’ll have to leave immediately, of course.”

“That’s why I have my luggage downstairs,” she said, turning. She shrugged. “Although if I’m to go all the way to the Arctic, I’ll have to acquire something warmer than gabardine to wear.”

Stanley watched her for a moment, then frowned. “I’d rather not send you at all. Jayce Kincaid is not a simple crook or bank robber. He’s a killer. He’s murdered two of my best agents.”

Helaina came back to her chair. “I know.” Her tone was rather resigned. “I’ll be careful.”

“If you get hurt, I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Look,” she said as gently as she could, “I’m a grown woman and am no longer your responsibility. I chose to help. Remember?”

 “Don’t give me that speech. I’ve heard it all before, sister dear. You are my only living relative, and whether the law or any other person alive says I have no responsibility to you, I feel I do. I know I do.”

He grimaced as he shifted his weight and his train of thought. “The plan is for you to approach him in Seattle,” Stanley continued as if trying to set aside his fears. “You’ll meet the team and purchase supplies and such. While there, it will be your job to isolate Jayce from the group.”

“Do you have a photograph?”

“No. He’s never allowed himself to be photographed. However, I helped the agency to put together a sketch. It’s over on my desk. I wouldn’t count on him to look like this, however. He’s a master of disguises. He’s even posed as an old man before.” Helaina crossed the room and immediately picked up the drawing and held it at arm’s length. She carefully studied the attempt at capturing Jayce Kincaid. He had a lean, healthy look. His hair fell in a rather wild, unruly manner, and his eyes were dark and set in such a way that made him quite handsome. In a roguish way.

“What color is his hair and mustache?”

“Dark brown. He doesn’t always have the mustache, but given the nature of the expedition, I would imagine he does. It’s also possible that he now sports a beard.”

“And the eyes?”

“Dark blue. Very dark—almost appearing black at times.”

She never took her gaze from the picture. In her mind the colors came to life. “And his general complexion? Shallow? Pasty? Ruddy?”

“When last I saw him it was a ruddy to tan complexion. He darkens in the summer. I’ve seen this firsthand. He can look dark—take on an almost Mexican or Indian look.”

She could well imagine that. This man could easily fit in different age groups and ancestries. He had a sort of ordinary quality about him, despite his handsome appearance.

“May I have this—take it with me?” she asked, coming back to her chair. She took her seat and only then did she move her gaze from the drawing and return it to Stanley.

“Of course. I had it prepared for you. I also have tickets, cash, and some other things you’ll probably need—case file information and background. My secretary has them for you downstairs.”

“Good. What is the contingency if this expedition team sets out before I arrive in Seattle?”

Stanley sighed. “I know that the team plans to make its way to Vancouver to pick up the ship they will use. I believe they are boarding a commercial steamer for this purpose. After Vancouver, we have been told the expedition will make its way to Nome, where sled dogs, sleds, and native assistance will be purchased.”

“All right, then. I have my first chance in Seattle, the second one in Vancouver, and the last in Nome.”

“I hope it won’t come to that. I don’t know how much help you’ll have if the arrest takes place in Vancouver or Nome.”

She waved off his protest. “But we have to be prepared. It would be wise if I were to acquire a bank account in Seattle. There’s always the possibility I will need more supplies than the cash I carry will allow me to purchase. I’ll see to that before I leave Washington. What time is my train?”

“Five o’clock.”

She looked at the clock on the wall. “Hmmm, well, that gives me two hours to get to the station. I have a few things to see to.” She got to her feet. “Don’t bother to get up, Stanley,” she said as he began to struggle with his injured leg. Helaina walked to her brother, planted a kiss on his forehead, and smiled. “And don’t worry. I always get my man.”

“But Jayce Kincaid isn’t just any man. Helaina, I’m really worried about you this time.”

She could see the concern in his eyes. “Don’t bother yourself about it.” She tried to sound lighthearted. “Just because he bested you doesn’t mean he’ll stand a chance with me. I’ll turn on my womanly charm and have him eating out of my hand.”

Stanley reached out and clasped her wrist. “This man is deadly. It isn’t a game. If you suspect that he’s discovered who you are, you must get out—and get back here as quickly as possible.”

Helaina knew it was futile to argue. “I’ll do it. You know I never take chances.”

Stanley held her a moment longer, then released her. “Yes, I know exactly how you operate.” He gave her a halfhearted smile. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Hopefully in days,” Helaina said, heading for the door. “Shall I bring you anything from Seattle?”

“A new leg,” he replied.

“But of course. I hear they sell them wholesale on the docks.” She laughed lightly and pulled the door closed behind her before pausing to take another look at the sketch in her hand.

“I’ll not be bested, Mr. Kincaid. You’ve caused harm to my loved one, you’ve pillaged and robbed, committed murder, and now you’re on the run. But you won’t outrun me. I always find a way to get my man.” She folded the paper and put it into her skirt pocket.

Determination for justice had always driven Helaina Beecham—more so after her family had been murdered, but even as a child Helaina had demanded justice and responsibility from those around her. Her mother had even warned her that she lacked mercy and compassion when it came to forgiving wrongs, but Helaina couldn’t help it. If people were going to break the law—do wrong—then there were prices to be paid.

Stanley had once accused her of seeking revenge for the death of Robert and their parents. He had warned her that no amount of service to the agency or anyone else would ever ease that misery, but Helaina knew that doing something was better than doing nothing at all. With each case she told herself the world was just that much safer . . . that other families might never have to know the horror and pain she had endured.

She made her way downstairs, pulling up her skirt ever so slightly. The new war fashions from Europe sported fuller and shorter skirts, but Helaina hadn’t yet adapted her wardrobe. In London she had purchased a few older designs by her favorite couturier, Paul Poiret, but most were eveningwear that had been brought into the country prior to the start of the war.

She tried not to even think of the things she’d heard about the war. Cousin fighting cousin, entire countries devoted to the annihilation of another government and people. The labor unions were thriving on the conflict, while the women’s suffrage movement in London had lessened their focus on obtaining the vote in order to support the men they loved. They would still be a force to be reckoned with, Helaina believed, but perhaps the day of women voting would be just a little more distant than she’d originally believed.

“Hello, Mrs. Beecham,” a young man said, getting to his feet. 

“Henry, my brother said you had a packet of goods for me.”

“Yes, ma’am. Right here.” He handed her a large envelope. “Tickets, cash, and all the information we could get you on Kincaid. We actually have some fingerprint evidence this time. It’s not in here, but we’ll have it when the time comes for Kincaid’s trial.”

“I have seen it used,” Helaina admitted. “Truly fascinating.”

“No two prints are ever alike. Kind of God’s way of making sure we were all special, eh?”

She nodded. “Henry, would you be so kind as to arrange for my luggage? I have several stops to make before I head to the station.”

“Of course. For you, anything.” The tone of his voice and look on his face told Helaina he was still quite smitten with her. Poor boy. He was barely twenty-two, but he’d been more than attentive to her needs since coming on board as Stanley’s secretary.

“Thank you, Henry. You’re a treasure.” She watched him blush and stammer for some sort of reply.

Outside, Helaina hailed a cab. She took a horse-drawn carriage rather than wait for one of the louder, smelly automobiles. Sometimes the contrast still amazed her. The carriages traveled in traffic along with the motorized cars, electric lights had replaced gas for the most part, and there was even talk that soon airplanes would dominate travel and put trains out of business for longdistance journeys.

It was a wonderful time to be alive, Helaina thought. But the shadow of war hung over them. There was no way to tell whether President Wilson would continue to keep them neutral or succumb to the pressures of the so-called civilized world. Helaina wasn’t at all sure she wanted America to remain uninvolved. After all, responsible human beings couldn’t just turn a blind eye when tragedy and inhumane actions struck another part of the world.

Still, her real concern was Jayce Kincaid. He would now be the focus of her every waking moment—likely some of her sleeping moments as well, for Helaina knew that once she immersed herself in the file on Kincaid, she would even dream about him. Oftentimes ideas would come to her in those dreams, ideas that helped her catch her prey. Her housekeeper in New York would tell her it was God’s doing—His way of furthering justice—but Helaina thought such things nonsense and often told Mrs. Hayworth exactly that. The woman was unmoved, however, because of her strong Christian beliefs—beliefs Helaina did not share. After all, if God were really all that Christians held Him up to be, He would have the power to stop injustice and evil. Yet He stood by and did nothing. That didn’t sound like the kind of God Helaina wanted to trust in.

Helaina had learned early on that a person had to trust themselves. Trust in their own abilities. That’s why she continued to strive toward improving those abilities. She was intelligent, wellread, could shoot, ride, and even play the piano proficiently. Besides English, she spoke several languages fluently, including French, Russian, Spanish, Swedish, and Italian. The latter two were thanks to housemaids who had worked for her family since Helaina was small.

These were talents Helaina had worked to understand and improve. Her abilities weren’t God-given, as Mrs. Hayworth would insist; they came instead after hours of hard work. Education was the key, Helaina decided early in life. She was collegeeducated and widely traveled, and she’d come to realize there was really nothing she couldn’t understand or learn if she took the time to do so.

She was a sensible woman, however, and knew the truth of what her brother had said. Jayce would not be easily fooled or manipulated. It was more than a matter of turning to a textbook or relying on the education she’d collected over the years. Helaina would have to be particularly cunning—even devious. But it was, after all, in the line of duty. Stanley had once told her it all was fair in the service of catching criminals. Lies and manipulation were simply tools they used. Tools that Helaina Beecham used quite skillfully.



Chapter Four 

The intensity of the storm took everyone in Last Chance by surprise. By the time Leah finished making preparations for Jayce and Jacob, she had no hope of making it to Ayoona’s inne without risking her life. With a sigh, she realized there was no choice but to stick out the storm with Jayce and Jacob. After all, it would probably last only a few hours.

But the hours dragged by, and it became apparent that the storm had no intention of letting up. The wind blew in gale force, driving the dry powdery snow and ice like daggers through the air. Leah tried not to let the walls close in around her, but just thinking about Jayce being in the next room was more than she could bear.

I should have left with Ayoona.

It served no purpose to chide herself on the matter, however. There was nothing to be gained by it. With the wind howling outside, Leah tried to keep her mind on things other than Jayce Kincaid.

At first she tried to focus on some sewing. Leah loved to sew and had learned to work with the many furs and skins that constituted the bulk of their clothes. When sewing failed to keep her mind occupied, however, Leah directed her thoughts to some much overdue correspondence. For several minutes she jotted a quick note to Miranda Davenport. News had come last fall, just before the ships stopped delivering mail, that Miranda’s mother had passed away after succumbing to pneumonia.

Miranda had been a good friend to Leah while they were in the Yukon. Sister to the man who had married Karen’s good friend Grace, Miranda was as gentle and sweet a woman as Leah had ever known. Miranda had married an Englishman named Thomas Edward, but everyone called him Teddy.

After writing to encourage Miranda and Teddy to visit and explore the vegetation that Teddy so loved to study, Leah picked up another piece of paper. She owed Karen a letter and began to share details of the lean spring and Jacob’s long absence. It was hard being away from her surrogate mother. Leah had decided that this would be the year she would journey home to Ketchikan for a long visit, and she wanted to let Karen know well in advance. But before she realized it, Leah was writing of all that was on her heart.

I don’t know why he’s here now, after all this time. What must God be thinking to bring this man back into my life? I’d like to say that Jayce Kincaid has no effect on me whatsoever, but it isn’t true. Every time I look up to find him watching me, my heart nearly skips a beat. I have to admit I still have feelings for him.

She stared at the paper, doing her best to deny the words she’d just written. But I do have feelings for him. Feelings that ran the gamut. Leah hadn’t expected so many emotions to emerge. If she was honest, a part of her was actually terrified of having Jayce here. She wanted to put him behind her—to forget about him—but he seemed to want things to go on as they had before her declaration of love. He seemed to want—no, to demand—her friendship . . . and Leah wasn’t sure she could give that anymore. It was one thing to forgive him, but she couldn’t bear to set her heart up for the same kind of misery and pain.

Leah sighed and put down her pen. She couldn’t just ignore the way he made her feel. She couldn’t deny the thrill that rushed through her when she saw it was Jayce she had embraced and welcomed. Why was he here now—now, after ten years of struggling to lay him to rest in her heart? More important, how could she ever trust him again?

“You’re sure quiet,” Jayce declared. Leah looked up to find him with two mugs. “I thought you might like some coffee. It’ll warm you up—unless you prefer another bear hug like when I first got here.” He grinned mischievously and extended the mug. “I know I wouldn’t mind.”

“Thank you, the coffee is fine.” She took the cup and pretended to refocus on the letter, although her hands were shaking. 

“Looks like I got here just in time. You’re so cold you’re shaking.”

Leah kept her head down to keep him from seeing the embarrassed expression she was sure to be wearing.

Jayce sat down opposite her, much to her consternation. “You certainly are more serious than I remember. Seems to me you were a more jovial kid when last we met.”

“I wasn’t a kid then,” she said without looking up, “nor am I now.”

He laughed and practically slammed the mug on the table. “You weren’t much more than a little girl.”

She looked up, barely containing her anger. “I haven’t been a little girl since my father died in the Palm Sunday Avalanche seventeen years ago. I was a child of nearly thirteen when it happened—a girl by all accounts—but I grew up that day.” The coffee cup shook even more. “I don’t know why you insist on remembering me as a child, but I’d appreciate it if you’d stop.”

He looked at her blankly, as if stunned by her outburst. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Leah. It’s just . . . back then you didn’t seem to have the weight of the world on your shoulders. You were happier.”

“Yes, maybe I was.” She realized she’d sloshed coffee all over the letter and quickly picked it up to dry. Ink ran in a blur with the dark liquid. “Oh, bother.” She crumpled the paper into a tight ball with one hand, while still holding the coffee in the other. “What do you want, Jayce?”

The bluntness of the question took them both by surprise. He shrugged. “I just wondered what happened to you.”

Leah wanted to scream, “You happened to me, Jayce Kincaid.” But instead she drew a deep breath, then took a long draw from the mug. The hot coffee felt good against the growing lump in her throat.

“I grew up,” she finally said rather sarcastically. “If you insist on remembering me as a child ten years ago, then that’s what happened. I grew up and saw the world for what it was.”

“And what was that?”

“Cruel. Harsh. Deliberate.” She had no trouble listing her complaints against life.

“Surely it’s more than that. Jacob said you like it here.”

“I love Alaska,” Leah said without thought. “I love the people. I’m less impressed with other elements of life, none of which I intend to discuss with you. Why is it you’re here and not somewhere else? Why come to Last Chance when Nome surely offers you more opportunity for . . . for . . . whatever.”

“Like I said, I needed dogs for the expedition and Jacob has some of the best, or so I’d heard.”

“His dogs are excellent, but how did you know he was even here?”

Jayce smiled, lighting up his entire face. Leah swallowed hard and pretended to sip at the coffee. “I went to see your folks in Ketchikan. Adrik was up Sitka way, but Karen told me you and Jacob had moved west. When I caught up with Adrik in Sitka, he told me that Jacob had some of the best dogs in the world. When I mentioned the exploration to the Arctic, he told me that other groups had acquired hunting dogs from your brother. I figured I might as well do the same. All those folks couldn’t be wrong, after all.” He paused and looked at his cup for a moment. “I had to admit I was stunned at the length of time between visits. I didn’t realize nearly ten years had passed since I’d seen you last.”

“Time has a way of doing that up here,” Leah admitted. Hadn’t it taken her by surprise as well?

“Well, I found out where you were and started trekking up this way. It took some doing to get to Nome, but I managed it. When I got there, I was quite excited to learn Jacob was in town. I was prepared to hike out here all on my own.”

“You’d never have made it,” Leah said, shaking her head.

“You certainly don’t have much faith in me.”

She looked him dead in the eye. “No. No, I don’t.”

Jayce appeared taken aback, his dark, blue-black eyes piercing her with their intense stare. It was then that Leah realized how much he’d aged. Despite the fact that he was still handsome, lines of age were clearly visible around his eyes and mouth. He’s only thirty-two, she thought. Only two years older than me. Do I look aged to him? She touched her cheek absent-mindedly.

Jayce opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. For a moment he simply seemed to consider her words. It was a good opportunity, Leah thought, to escape.

“I need to go. I have things to tend to in the store before bed. I didn’t finish my inventory.” She got to her feet.

“Sorry I dozed off,” Jacob said as he entered the room. “Sometimes the wind just wears me down. The cookroom was plenty warm too.” He looked at Leah first, then Jayce. “So what have you two been up to?”

“I tried to write a letter to Karen,” Leah said, glancing back at the table. “But I drenched it in coffee. Guess I’ll start over later. Right now I’m going to finish my inventory. Then I’ll start some supper.”

“And I thought I might read,” Jayce announced. “Seems like the perfect time for it. Unless, of course, the wind puts me to sleep.”

“It’s good for little else. There will be plenty of work after the storm. I’m anxious to show you the dogs and see what you think might work for the expedition. And we’ll need to build a couple of sleds and make certain we have the harnesses in good order. It was smart of you to buy that gear in Seattle.”

“Well, this expedition has been light on funds, and it seemed the wise thing to do. Although I have to admit, I’m not sure I could even hitch a team these days. But the expedition needs me.” 

“What exactly is this expedition hoping to accomplish?” Leah asked, wanting to know more.

“Mapping, mostly,” Jayce replied. “You know there’s a war on in Europe.” He frowned. “Or maybe you didn’t know. Anyway, you should know about it—after all, it will likely involve us as well.” 

“We didn’t know much,” Jacob admitted. “News travels slowly up here—especially in making its way to Last Chance Creek. I brought home some newspapers, Leah. I knew you’d enjoy them.” 

“Thanks,” she murmured. Against her will she turned back to Jayce. “So why should the war concern us if it’s in Europe? You don’t mean to suggest there will be fighting on American soil, do you?”

Jayce shook his head and toyed with the coffee mug. “I don’t believe there will be fighting here, but I do believe we will have to join the fighting if the warring factions don’t back down.”

Leah came back to the table. “But I don’t understand any of this. What does an archduke in Austria-Hungary getting shot have to do with America entering a war?”

“Because whenever there are people who think they are better than others, and willing to shed innocent blood to prove it, bullies will appear to oppress less powerful folk. I’ve seen the rise of nationalism in Europe. It’s fine to be proud that you’re French or German, but when you believe yourself to be better than everyone else, it leads to problems.”

Leah still didn’t see this as a reason to go to war. “But that’s their problem—not ours. We’re an ocean away.”

“Are we?” He raised a brow in challenge. “In case you didn’t realize it, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. That brought in the Germans to help the Austrians. Of course, in order to help them, the Germans feel they need to attack France, which in turn brings in Russia, who has an agreement with France. One by one, like dominoes, the countries start falling. Of course, Great Britain cannot stand idly by.”

Leah crossed her arms. “That’s still Europe and not America. Not even North America.”

“But Russia is only a matter of a short distance by ship. Canada is next door. If Great Britain suffers, Canada will come to her aid. Do you not see how intricately we are all connected?”

“I thought it to be one big family feud,” Jacob threw in. “Didn’t I read that most of the heads of state involved are somehow related to each other? Maybe Leah’s right and they should just settle it amongst themselves.”

“But it would be no different than if your friends Karen and Adrik began warring with their children. The more intense the fight, the more damage done. Wouldn’t you want to help them put an end to their conflict?”

“I suppose, but it’s still seems a long way off,” Jacob answered, not sounding in the least bit upset by the matter. “By the time it comes to that, the war will be over.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, Jacob. Some issues—some people—will refuse to just back down and leave well enough alone. I wouldn’t count on this being simple. I believe we’ll see people fight to the last man if they are allowed to do so.” Leah didn’t care for the sounds of such things. “But it would have to take something big to involve America,” she said, trying to sound as though she believed it herself. Inside her heart, however, Leah feared Jayce’s comments more than she wanted to admit.

“Well, that’s part of the reason for the expedition as I mentioned. They are looking to whether we might make more detailed maps of the coast and the islands in the Arctic. We’re also to check for the feasibility of creating airstrips.”

“That seems out of place up here,” Jacob said, shaking his head. “I can’t believe it will ever happen. You’ll never see planes in this territory; it’s too cold. They’d never be able to endure the harsh elements.”

“That’s hardly what the rest of the world believes, Jacob.” Jayce leaned back in his chair. Leah thought he looked rather smug. “Of course, the world also said that flight was impossible—that man was intended to keep his feet on the ground. You’ll see, my friend. Air travel will soon be upon us, and Alaska will be no exception. Flight will eventually take over as the main mode of transportation.”

“I can only imagine how that would connect us to the rest of America,” Jacob said, shaking his head. “Still, I find it impossible to imagine in a place that relies more on boats and dogsleds that airplanes would take over as the main means of travel, but I can tell by your enthusiasm that you don’t consider this lightly.”

“Indeed not. I’m rarely wrong, Jacob.” He laughed and added, “Maybe I should have said I’m never wrong. You’d do well to believe me.”

Leah had heard enough. As far as she was concerned, Jayce Kincaid was a visionary with no hindsight or understanding of the past.

You were wrong about me, Jayce. You were wrong about me.

Jayce watched Leah walk away. The long tunic she wore, like a parka made out of cloth, kept her sealskin pants from seeming indecent. Most of the native women wore them, and Leah had apparently adopted the fashion. Jayce thought it marvelous. He’d seen missionary wives along the coast who still wore the cumbersome fashions of American housewives, but they were hardly appropriate for Alaskan winters or summers.

“There are some books on the shelf if you’ve a mind to read. I brought that stack of newspapers, too, but I think you’ve already read them all,” Jacob said as he settled into a chair with the Bible.

“Do you enjoy it out here—here at the end of the world?” Jayce questioned.

Jacob looked up. “It’s never seemed like the end of the world to me. It’s isolated, but the people are good. And it’s not as though we can’t move about if need be. I’ve even hiked out across the interior in an emergency. There’s always a way to get where you need to be—if you have the Alaskan spirit driving you.”

“I never figured you’d stay. In Ketchikan you seemed so miserable.” 

“I guess I was. I wasn’t my own man—I couldn’t figure out what I wanted to do with my life. I was growing up faster than the ideas would come.”

Jayce laughed and slapped his hand on the table. “And I had ideas faster than the growing up would allow for. We are a pair to be sure.” He smiled at his friend. “Have you given any more thought to my proposition?”

“Not much. I haven’t had a real chance to pray on it or to discuss it with Leah. I wouldn’t want to just up and leave her here—not without giving her some say in it. And I’m not sure it would be safe for her to stay alone.”

“So send her back to Karen and Adrik. I know she loves them—probably misses them too.”

Jacob nodded. “That she does. We’ve talked every year about her going for a visit. I think this year might be the best chance.” 

“See, it would work perfectly. Put her on a ship for Ketchikan and head north with me. It wouldn’t take much persuading—I’m sure of it.”

Jacob shook his head and put his focus back on the Bible. “I wouldn’t bet on it. You think for some reason that you know my sister pretty well—but I’ve lived with her all of these years and I still can’t figure her out.”

Jayce said nothing to this. He really couldn’t answer without giving away the awkward feeling inside his gut. Seeing Leah had done something to him. He wasn’t exactly sure what, but he kept feeling an uneasiness that wasn’t entirely unpleasant. In fact, in the back of his mind he wondered whether there might be a chance to rekindle the feelings Leah had claimed to have for him so long ago.

“Has Leah never married?” he questioned, realizing too late that he’d spoken aloud.

“No.”

Jacob offered nothing more, and Jayce knew better than to press it further. Instead, he picked up his coffee mug and stood. “You want any coffee?”

“No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

Jayce nodded, then spied the ball of paper and mug Leah had left behind. Hoping to be helpful, he grabbed up both and headed to the kitchen. He set both mugs on the counter and started to throw the paper into the stove. He paused, thinking of how Leah had been so absorbed in her writing. Perhaps some of the letter can be salvaged, he thought, knowing good paper could sometimes be scarce.

Jayce unfolded the balled-up letter and spread it against the hard surface of the wooden table. The words, for the most part, were blurred. The latter half of the letter, in fact, ran together so badly that it was impossible to really figure out the wording. He began to crumple the paper again until his own name leapt from the page.

. . . Jayce Kincaid has no effect on me . . .

The very presence of his name drove Jayce to better understand. A section of words were mangled in black ink and coffee. It made them impossible to read.

Every time . . . find him . . .

More blurring and run-together swirls before the letter ended with a somewhat promising statement.

I . . . feelings . . . him.

He struggled to make reason of the cryptic message. Did she care or didn’t she? Was she telling Karen that she had feelings for him or that she didn’t? And why should it matter to him? He held the letter up against the lamp, hoping against all odds that it would reveal the answer to his questions. It didn’t.

Jayce glanced up, fearing Leah might walk in at any moment and realize what he’d done. He quickly crumpled the paper and stuffed it into his pocket. Leaning back, he tried to reason what it all might mean.

“You’re a mystery to me, Leah Barringer,” he whispered, “but I intend to solve this before I leave.” He smiled and raised his mug. “In fact, I believe I’ll rather enjoy unraveling this intrigue.”
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