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        Fans of marriage of convenience stories will be charmed and delighted as winsome Daisy and brooding Seth are thrown together in Patti Stockdale's harrowing treasure hunt. Readers will love this page-turning adventure.

        AMANDA COX, CHRISTY AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Marriage of convenience fans will love this sweet story, filled with adventure, romance, and a couple who grow together and as individuals. Like Daisy and Seth, you’ll find a true treasure when you read Stockdale’s Bride Ship romance.

        CRYSTAL CAUDILL, CAROL AWARD FINALIST AND AUTHOR OF COUNTERFEIT LOVE

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A bit of Indiana Jones treasure hunting meets the romance of When Calls the Heart, and you have a winner of a historical romance from Patti Stockdale! A charming read with just enough adventure to keep the pages turning, just enough sweet romance to satisfy the most avid of Christian historical romance readers, and the perfect Sunday afternoon curl-up-with-a-book story!

        JAIME JO WRIGHT, AUTHOR OF NIGHT FALLS ON PREDICAMENT AVENUE
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      Dear Reader,

      Ever since I wrote the Bride Ships series, readers have been asking for more stories of the brides who left everything behind in England to sail halfway around the world to marry men in the Pacific Northwest.

      Since you asked, we delivered! The first book in the new series, Bride Ships: New Voyages, starts with Finally His Bride (go grab it if you haven’t yet read it!). And now, I’m excited to present to you the second book, His Treasured Bride, which is written by the lovely Patti Stockdale.

      When Patti auditioned to write this story, I loved her premise of a treasure hunt in the wilderness of British Columbia, one involving gold, danger, and adventure. And boy, did she deliver a sweet but exciting romance tale that I know you’ll enjoy immensely (I did!).

      It has been my privilege to work alongside Patti, mentoring and editing as she plotted, wrote, and rewrote this story. She’s a talented author with the ability to spin words, bring characters to life, and seamlessly weave in rich historical details. I know you’ll love Patti’s fresh, new voice!

      Thank you for joining us on another bride-ship adventure, and stay tuned for more!

      Jody
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      To Steve, my happily-ever-after hero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        And above all these things put on charity,

        which is the bond of perfectness.

        Colossians 3:14
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        Nanaimo, Vancouver Island

        May 1863

      

      

      “I’ve had nine or perhaps ten marriage proposals.” Daisy Harper stuffed her dress in the bureau drawer of her new living quarters, bumped it shut with her hip, and spun to face Willow, her treasured friend. “Or maybe it was eleven.”

      “You’ve had so many you’ve lost count?” Willow was perched on the edge of the bed, her blue eyes growing wide. “And you’ve declined each one?”

      “Yes.” Daisy opened another drawer. All the bride-ship women had had their pick of suitors after arriving in Victoria four months ago. In fact, there had been so many eligible men, the choices had overwhelmed her.

      “At least you’re not putting on airs. Some girls might, with all those proposals.”

      Daisy wasn’t proud of declining multiple offers. But she also wasn’t willing to make a lifelong blunder by marrying the wrong man. “Believe it or not, one fellow called me Miss Harpoon instead of Miss Harper, and another said I had beautiful blue eyes.”

      They were, in fact, the color of dingy brown corduroy.

      Willow smiled. “It’s possible the men were so overcome by your beauty that they couldn’t speak or see correctly.”

      Daisy snorted. “I’ve missed your unbiased opinions.” The truth was, with her dark brown hair and freckles and dimples, she sometimes felt like sturdy poplin fabric compared to Willow, a shiny-patterned brocade with her lush reddish-blonde hair, beautiful heart-shaped face, and flawless, fair skin.

      But it was neither the time nor place to feel sorry for herself. Not after just arriving in Nanaimo on a fresh Monday afternoon, where a new future spread out before her: a new home, new opportunities, and perhaps even new suitors.

      Her life as a domestic in Victoria was behind her. Now she’d finally do what she loved—work as a seamstress. Even though it wasn’t a fancy position at the Butterwicks’ store, this was her opportunity to make something of herself, prove her skill, and gain a trusted reputation. With enough hard work, she and Mum would hopefully one day own a seamstress shop on the island.

      They’d heard women had more opportunities in the colony, and Daisy prayed it was true. But how long until they reached their dream? Some days it felt like it would be a century or two.

      In the cozy room above the dry goods shop, wallpaper of pink and blue posies bloomed in every direction Daisy turned. The fanciness thrilled her, and she ran her finger along a seam. A fine rocker with a needlepoint seat waited in the corner near the window, and a plump bed with a goose-down pillow held court to the right of the doorway, beside the bureau.

      A double dose of evening sunshine streamed onto the wooden floorboards, and a faint ballad tinkled from the nearby saloon and filtered into the room. Fir trees and water from the Strait of Georgia scented the air, a sharp blend of sweet, salty, and refreshing for the lovely May day.

      “I hope you’ll be happy here.” Willow removed a small pile of fabric from the valise on the four-poster bed—a treasured mix of silks, satins, wool twills, and linens—and passed the bundle to Daisy.

      “I’m sure I will.” Daisy ran her fingers over the edges, relishing the different textures before tucking the stack into one side of the drawer. “I’ll earn more now as a seamstress. My wages are tied to the amount of sewing I complete and the number of new customers I attract to the shop.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      “I agree. I like the Butterwicks. They seem very fair.” The terms didn’t scare her, for she had faith in her skills and a strong desire to succeed.

      And goodness, she needed the money. Between mailing home most of her pay packets for Mum’s eventual passage to the island and helping a bride-ship friend fund her emergency medical care, Daisy barely had two coins to jingle in her fist.

      She grabbed her valise and tipped it upside down on the bed. A stuffed pincushion, sewing scissors, a couple of loose buttons, and bits of thread spilled higgledy-piggledy. A red ball of yarn rolled toward the floor. Willow lunged for the wayward string, then lobbed it to Daisy. “Catch.”

      Daisy tossed the empty valise on the bed before snagging the throw at the last second. Grinning, she reached for Willow’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m so glad to see you today. I’ve missed you. And Juliet too.”

      The three of them had become fast friends as bunkmates during their voyage from England on the bride ship, the Robert Lowe. Juliet was still in Victoria, toiling as a domestic. Willow had recently wed and now farmed on Salt Spring Island.

      Over the past months, they hadn’t seen each other often, too busy with their work. Willow’s arrival today in Nanaimo had surprised Daisy, and she’d toppled a display of hats downstairs while rushing to hug her friend when they first spied each other.

      Willow collected the bag, peeked inside as if double-checking Daisy hadn’t missed anything, and then stuffed it under the bed before sitting on the coverlet. “Tell me more about your failed suitors. Why did you find fault with the last fellow who proposed? Dirt under his fingernails? Giant earlobes? He smelled like a barrel of rotten fish?”

      “None of that. He simply didn’t meet my requirements for a husband.”

      Willow’s eyebrow arched. “How many requirements made your final list?”

      “Just ten.”

      Willow’s rich laughter pushed a smile to Daisy’s lips.

      During the three months on the ship, she’d confided in Willow and Juliet about Christopher, about their long friendship that had slowly blossomed into love, and about his beautiful proposal and their engagement. She’d cried on their shoulders, explaining that his rejection had broken her heart. And she’d told them her plan to make a list of the important characteristics her future husband must possess. That way she’d never again fall for the wrong man.

      She set the ball of yarn on the top of the bureau and retrieved a small piece of paper from the drawer before plopping on the bed. His rejection still stung with the sharpness of a needle prick. But now that she knew the attributes she desired in a husband, her list would help her to stay on course.

      “So let’s hear it.” Willow bumped Daisy’s shoulder.

      Daisy unfolded the paper. All the deception and frustration with Christopher wasn’t the only reason she’d made the list. She’d also needed help finding someone different than her papa. Her parents had bickered endlessly. Well, up until he left for good. The constant strife had soured her on marriage.

      She cleared her throat and began to read.

      
        
        1.     Not prone to arguments.

        2.    Kindhearted.

        3.    Churchgoer.

        4.    Never leaves me.

        5.    Supports my dream to open a business one day.

        6.    Has similar goals.

        7.    Defends me.

        8.    Never lies.

        9.    Likes me for me.

        10.  Romantic.

      

      

      Willow sighed. “That’s quite the list.”

      “I agree, although not every man wants a wife who labors beyond the home.”

      With brows knitted, Willow tucked a loose strand of hair behind Daisy’s ear. “I can’t imagine anyone refusing a wage earner.”

      “Perhaps you’re right, though I’ll leave the requirement in place for now.”

      Women often married for practicality and little more. Was it wrong that Daisy longed for love? Everyone on the bride ship had the right to pick and choose—not accept the first, or even the tenth, proposal.

      Granted, she dragged her feet more than most.

      “I particularly like number ten—romantic,” Willow said. “Maybe you’ll eventually find someone as romantic as Caleb.” Her eyes brimmed with love at the mention of her husband.

      “I’ll be very blessed if I do. But I doubt I will. Caleb is one in a million.”

      “I’ll not argue with you there.”

      Daisy rose to sniff the wildflowers, mostly purples and yellows, that Mrs. Butterwick had arranged in a vase on the bureau. Nobody had ever given her a bountiful bouquet. Earlier in the afternoon, when Daisy had stepped from the steamship to the shore, her landlady had been there waiting to greet her. A showering of kindness followed, with Daisy wishing for a bucket to catch all the sweetness.

      She glanced around the cozy room again. She couldn’t have imagined living in such splendor a year ago. She and Mum had squeezed into her brother’s tiny apartment in Manchester with little to eat, little warmth in the winter, and little privacy. But they’d had a roof over their heads when many did not.

      Daisy folded her sheet of husband requirements and tucked it in her pocket. She would be more than content here, and eventually the right man would come along, wouldn’t he?

      The bed creaked as Willow stood. “Can I ask a favor from you, Daisy?”

      “Of course.”

      Willow hesitated, then dug in her pocket. “It’s something important that needs to stay a secret.”

      “You can trust me.” Daisy had a knack for keeping secrets. Plus, she had nobody to tell. She barely knew a soul in town.

      A soft knock sounded against the door. “May I interrupt?” Mrs. Butterwick’s voice came from the corridor.

      “Hold tight to your thought,” Daisy whispered.

      Willow bent to straighten the messy pink coverlet as Daisy hurried to open the door to find Mrs. Butterwick, wearing a colorless straw hat that concealed her pinned-up graying hair. Her dress—a sad, brown, lifeless flour sack—hid her diminutive frame.

      What a pity. The shop downstairs sold a slew of gorgeous fabrics. Only her gray eyes, matching the whale Daisy had spied from the steamer earlier in the day, added warmth to her ensemble.

      Nothing about her landlady’s physical appearance resembled her flamboyant sister, Mrs. Moresby, who lived in Victoria and had graciously been assisting the women from the bride ships. In fact, Mrs. Morseby had connected Daisy to the seamstress position in Nanaimo. Even if the sisters were opposites, both women possessed kind and generous hearts.

      “Sorry to interrupt you, dearie. I know you’re still settling in and have company and all. But the mapmaker next door ripped a jacket seam. Might you repair it straightaway before he leaves town today for work?” Mrs. Butterwick rubbed her knuckles. According to Mrs. Morseby, her sister’s rheumatism had slowed her fingers and ached her joints too much to continue the shop’s sewing tasks.

      What a shame, forced to stop a livelihood due to aging. Or was she ready for a change?

      Daisy’s fingers itched to start. “It would be my pleasure, and I’ll hurry down real soon.”

      “Splendid.” Mrs. Butterwick straightened her hat. “I’m off to a meeting with the Literary Institute. We’ve raised forty-four dollars to start a circulating library.”

      “How exciting.” Daisy had never stepped inside a library. Maybe Mrs. Butterwick owned novels she’d share with her until the establishment opened.

      “Otherwise, I’d try to fix the tear myself.” Mrs. Butterwick curled her hand next to her mouth and hushed her tone. “My husband, Kaine, bless his heart, cannot sew a stitch to save his soul.”

      Daisy had briefly met him downstairs before he rushed off to assist a customer desiring kerosene. Her first impression? Brusque. But in fairness, he operated a busy, prosperous business that needed his attention. “I’m happy to help you. That’s what I’m here for.”

      “By the way, the mapmaker is also unattached. His charming blue eyes and blond curls have made more than one young lady swoon.”

      Daisy bit back a scoff at the matchmaking shenanigans. Well-meaning landladies couldn’t snap their fingers and produce an ideal, marriageable man. Especially one who met her ten requirements. “I’m not prone to swooning, but he’ll undoubtedly make some other young lady happy as a songbird.”

      “Most assuredly.” Mrs. Butterwick poked her head farther into the room and gave Willow a bright smile. “I’m delighted the two of you could see each other today. It was a pleasure to meet you. You’ll need to come again soon.”

      Willow paused from straightening the items Daisy had dumped on the bed. “Thank you. I look forward to it.”

      With a nod and a grin, the landlady descended the stairs, her hand on the banister.

      A soft sigh whispered past Daisy’s lips as she closed the door and leaned against the wood. “Despite her meddling, she’s lovely.”

      “I agree.”

      “Now, what did you want to tell me?”

      Willow’s brows drew together. “Caleb and I hoped to visit a friend in Nanaimo today, give him something he left behind. But when we arrived, we learned he’s in a coma.”

      “That’s dreadful.”

      “His name is Isaac, and he recently returned.” Willow fidgeted with an item in her pocket.

      “I remember you talking about him.” Willow had mentioned him during one of their conversations on Sundays when she, Juliet, and Willow had taken advantage of their afternoons off to spend time together. A slow thinking but sweet man, Isaac had operated a steamboat that picked up produce from the farms between Victoria and Nanaimo. Willow had gotten to know him from his frequent stops at White Swan Farm, north of Victoria, where she’d worked as a maid after first arriving on Vancouver Island.

      “I was never able to tell you everything that happened and why I left my maid position at the Manns’ and went into hiding on Salt Spring Island.”

      Daisy nodded. “Juliet always insisted there was more to the story than you’d revealed in the note you sent us.”

      “She was right.” Willow glanced at the door and then lowered her voice. “Mr. Mann swindled Isaac out of a key while gambling, a key for a treasure of gold. Of course, I couldn’t stand by and let Mr. Mann cheat poor Isaac like that, so I stole the key when Mr. Mann was sleeping.”

      “Oh, goodness.”

      “Mr. Mann finally stopped harassing Caleb and me, but I have no doubt he’s still after the key and the map to the treasure. We suspect he’s who beat Isaac up and caused his coma.”

      Key? Map? Treasure of gold? Daisy blinked at the outlandish information. Was it true or a hoax of some sort? “How did your friend obtain a treasure?”

      “His brother, a miner, buried gold and has since died.”

      Daisy’s heart clacked to an erratic beat. When she’d walked up the street to the dry goods store earlier, she’d not missed the two empty coffins bumped up against the pretty storefront with a green awning and attractive window displays. Mrs. Butterwick had warned that Nanaimo was unfortunately more lawless than Victoria.

      “If Mr. Mann hurt Isaac, then he should go to jail.”

      “Caleb has asked around about him,” Willow continued quietly, “but no one saw Mr. Mann in town that night. We can’t be certain he was behind the attack.”

      “If not him, then who?”

      “Isaac was too open and trusting. And there’s no telling how many people he told about the gold. Unfortunately, there could be others—perhaps even many others—who are after his treasure.”

      Daisy shuddered at the ugliness that came from greed, people who stooped to hurt, even kill, innocent people like Isaac to get rich.

      Willow rose, moved to the window, and drew aside the drape to peek outside. “So about the favor I wanted to ask of you.”

      Daisy braced herself for what she knew was coming.

      “Will you be the keeper of the key until Isaac recovers?”

      She hesitated.

      Willow continued with a hurried whisper. “Now that Mr. Mann knows where Caleb and I live, we’re afraid he might come to search our place. But he’d never suspect you have it. No one would.”

      Daisy wanted to tell her friend no, that it was too dangerous, that if someone had already hurt Isaac to get the key, what would they do to her if they discovered she had it?

      But if Willow was brave enough to help Isaac, shouldn’t Daisy do her part too? After all, what had she ever done to correct an unjust situation? Nothing. Surely she could hold on to the object for a spell. “All right.”

      Willow raised a questioning brow. “I hesitate to tangle you in this mess, so are you sure?”

      Of course, Willow was right. Nobody would suspect Daisy of having a connection to the gold. Besides, friends helped friends. “Yes, I am.”

      Willow crossed to her and held out the key. “Thank you, Daisy. You’re the only one I trust.”

      Daisy took it gingerly and twisted it back and forth, catching the sunlight and admiring the bow’s swirls and brassy lion’s head framed by a heart. “Do you truly think it opens a treasure chest?”

      “Caleb says that rumors float around regarding Isaac’s brother and his gold. So it’s possible.”

      Daisy swiped up the scissors from the bed along with the red ball of yarn from the bureau and snipped off an arm’s length. “This way, I’ll always keep it close to me.” She quickly strung the key and tied off the ends of her temporary necklace.

      It was Willow’s turn to look hesitant. “What about burying it among that stack of fabric you just put in the drawer?”

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine right here.” Daisy looped the yarn over her head and tucked the key into her bodice. Nobody would ever believe such a precious item hid in her cleavage. She barely believed it herself. “Now come on. I’d best mend that jacket, and you have a husband to meet.”
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       As Daisy finished double-stitching the fringe jacket’s shoulder seam at her sewing nook, Mr. Butterwick clomped into the room clutching a long-stemmed pipe between his teeth. The stout dry-goods shop owner had only one trouser leg tucked in his shiny black boots. A white shirt and a fashionable brown waistcoat with brass buttons wrapped around his bulk. His thick handlebar mustache carried twice as much hair as his shiny head.

      He strode past excess merchandise stacked from floor to ceiling and filling the backroom’s nooks and crannies. The shop sold everything from frying pans to fine chocolates, boots to brooms, and gorgeous textiles. Soon she’d explore every inch of the delightful goodies.

      Pipe smoke drifted toward the open window above her corner, a sweet cherry tobacco scent. The familiar fragrance smelled like home once upon a time, back before Papa left without saying goodbye. They’d not crossed paths in eight years. Where was he now?

      She swallowed the taste of bitterness and instead rose and smiled.

      Mr. Butterwick had his back to her as he riffled through a wooden crate near the back door. He withdrew a long-handled axe and ran a hand over the handle.

      She waited for him to finish his inspection.

      “Excellent.” As he turned and caught sight of her, he startled, nearly dropping the axe.

      “Hello, Mr. Butterwick. How are you?”

      He pulled his pipe out of his mouth and pointed it at her. “You shouldn’t sneak up on people like that.”

      Whether warranted or not, a reprimand from her supervisor wasn’t ideal in her first few minutes of employment. “I apologize for startling you.”

      “Have you completed your task, Miss Harper?”

      “I have, sir. Care to examine my work?” From early on, Mum had insisted on perfect stitches from her only daughter. Anything less meant ripping out a seam and starting over. But starting over wasn’t terrible, especially if it led somewhere better.

      “I trust you can manage a simple repair.” Mr. Butterwick transferred the sharp tool from one hand to the other. “If not, I’ve made a dire mistake in hiring you. Don’t you agree?”

      Fiddle-faddle. What was the correct answer? Yes, or no? She had to step wisely.

      “Well, you got an axe for me, or don’t ya?” a deep voice hollered from the shop.

      “Keep your shirt on, George,” Mr. Butterwick yelled before cocking his head toward the back door. “Deliver Seth Ryann’s coat to his living quarters in the building next door. It’ll take you two seconds if you use his back entrance.”

      “Very well, I certainly will.” She started toward the exit but then paused. “Thank you for taking a chance on me.”

      He munched on his pipe stem, his teeth clacking. “Mrs. Moresby vouched for you. That’s good enough for me, at least for now.” He lumbered toward his shop, the axe swinging at his side.

      At least for now? What did that mean? Had he hired her only temporarily?

      Fiddle-faddle, indeed. She would just have to prove to Mr. Butterwick he hadn’t made a mistake with her. In fact, she’d convince him she was no trouble at all.

      It did Daisy little good to mope about Mr. Butterwick’s curt manner. Yet his dour disposition was hard to brush aside as she left the store, the mapmaker’s jacket over her forearm. If she hurried, maybe the shopkeeper would have more work for her to complete today, and he’d soon recognize her strong work tenet.

      She hoped so.

      The sky gleamed a brilliant blue. Music from the saloon continued to chime, a rousing, toe-tapping tune. The Butterwicks’ black and yellow chickens chirped and scattered about the yard. Two horses and a cow nibbled the grass in an attached pen. And a small Conestoga wagon, missing its canvas top and one wheel, leaned against a shed.

      A vast vegetable garden sprawled to the left of the shed. She’d never seen a real garden before—not in Manchester with barely a living piece of grass, much less an entire garden of growing food.

      Moving past the rusted cart, Daisy crossed the narrow alleyway, unable to resist taking a detour. At the picket fence she halted and took in the tidy rows of lush produce bursting with color—some ripe and others the opposite.

      Maybe one day she and Mum could plant a garden behind their shop. Wouldn’t that be lovely? Then Mum wouldn’t have to go hungry or want for anything ever again.

      However, she’d never achieve her goal if she didn’t stop lollygagging. Daisy turned and hurried toward the mapmaker’s place, a one-story of sleek, white stones. Violets sprung willy-nilly, trimming the back wall. She’d pick a little bouquet for Mrs. Butterwick on her way out. It was the least she could do after all that the kindly woman had done for her.

      As she approached the back door made of a large slab of wood painted white, she slowed her steps. The door was slightly ajar. Was the mapmaker inside?

      Daisy knocked, refusing to catch him unaware. “Hel-lo, sir. I’m entering your establishment unless you object.” After shoving the heavy door a smidge wider, she entered.

      A dim corridor hugged the wall closest to Daisy, leading to the opposite entrance. She stepped farther into the room. A narrow bed sagged under the high, rectangular window where a fitful breeze fluttered the drapes. A sturdy writing desk—piled with books, three or four open and stacked atop each other—claimed the back corner. Unusual apparatuses occupied much of the floor space, and she tiptoed around one of the oddly shaped contraptions.

      She draped the jacket over the back of the chair abutting the desk. A few personal items sat next to the books including a bottle of cologne. A masculine scent wafted in the air—a combination of leather and something woodsy. It was a nice smell. Perhaps the mapmaker not only had the ability to make women swoon from his blue eyes and blond curls but also from his enticing scent.

      She fingered the bottle, then dropped her hand. She was acting silly. With a sigh of exasperation at her foolishness, she rapidly turned. In the process, her hip brushed against a slender three-legged piece of equipment. She lunged to catch it, but it crashed to the floor, random bits rolling in all directions.

      Her stomach dropped. Goodness gracious. What had she done?

      She watched a piece roll until it hit the opposite wall. What should she do? She couldn’t just leave it. Maybe she could put it back together. She was, after all, good at riddles.

      She squatted and gathered the pieces. She straightened the tool’s legs, set it to rights again, and released her hands. The strange contraption collapsed into a heap. She tried twice more and failed both times.

      Fiddle-faddle. Of course she’d pay for the damage, but what might that cost? Far more money than she possessed—which was nothing.

      Before she could collect the runaway parts again, the opening groan of a door came from the front room of the establishment.

      She froze. How awkward for the mapmaker to catch her loitering in his home, especially now that she’d broken his equipment.

      She drew a deep breath. Should she announce herself?

      “I bet anything Ryann has it on him.” A Scottish brogue laced the man’s voice, echoing from the other room, along with the front door’s thump as it closed.

      It wasn’t the mapmaker, was probably one of his customers paying him a call. Even so, she didn’t dare make a sound, wouldn’t want anyone to discover Mr. Ryann had a woman in his bedroom. That would only cause a scandal for herself and Mr. Ryann.

      “I can see the mapmaker’s blond hair through the attorney’s office window across the street.” A second man’s voice rumbled and carried grit. “Zonkers. Butterwick just barged inside and is blocking my view. No matter. There’s only one door to the joint. From here, we’ll see him when he leaves.”

      Should she exit while the customers were preoccupied? Surely, she could make it outside without them noticing her presence. Daisy rose and advanced one tiny step toward the door. Quiet as a sunbeam.

      “Like I said earlier, we should have waited until dark,” the fellow without the accent spoke.

      “We got no time for waiting around. Ryann leaves town today. Sure as shooting, he’ll take that map with him.”

      “I’m guessing he has the key too.”

      Daisy halted and pressed her hand to her chest, feeling the imprint. This key? Her stomach spun faster than her mind. Exactly what map did they seek? Undoubtedly the one Willow mentioned.

      She inched closer to the edge of the wall and peeked around the corner. A tall man garbed in a flannel shirt and trousers stood at the front door, his back to Daisy. Short in stature and thick at the waist, a second fellow, dressed similarly, peered out the large front window.

      From behind, the fellows resembled any two men waiting for the mapmaker’s return. Not suspicious in the least. But what if they had a connection to Mr. Mann? Or maybe they were looking for the treasure too. After all, Willow had warned her that there was no telling how many people Isaac had told about the gold.

      Whatever the case, she had to warn the mapmaker about the possible danger.

      Daisy quickly drew back before anyone caught her spying, her heartbeat pounding in her ears.

      “With him across the street, let’s search the place. You check up here. I’ll look in the back.”

      Oh no. She glanced around. What should she do? Try to make it out the door or slip under the bed? The bed stood closer. She dove underneath, scrunching her back against the wall. The coverlet hung low enough to sweep the floor and would hopefully keep her hidden.

      Footsteps thudded into the room. A door slammed shut. A drawer rattled, and something clattered onto the floor.

      Daisy’s pulse surged, wild and worrisome. Maybe she’d acted too rashly in dashing under the bed. Why hadn’t she raced out the door?

      “Find anything?”

      “Nah, just need to check the bed.”

      The bed?

      Footfalls drew closer. Scuffed boots halted beside the bed. The man threw back the covers, tossed a pillow on the floor, and grunted to lift the mattress, which landed with a whoosh seconds later. Thankfully, the pad and new-fangled metal springs hid her from his view.

      Gracious. Daisy snatched a deep breath.

      “Get up here,” the other fellow called from the front of the building. “I found a map with words, but I can’t read it.”

      “Think I can?” The man’s boots remained rooted, inches from where she lay, for several more heartbeats.

      Was he thinking of peering underneath?

      She closed her eyes. What would she say if he caught her? How would she explain her presence under the mapmaker’s bed?

      The boots shuffled then disappeared, the footsteps fading out of the room.

      Almost dizzy, Daisy released her breath. She had to flee.
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      Seth Ryann poked his head out the back window of the attorney’s office. Facing Nanaimo’s harbor, he could see the wind whipping the sails of a three-masted schooner. Someone fished from the pier. A seagull squawked and dove to skim the water. The scent of the salty strait filled the air.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      “Mind yourself,” Kaine hollered from the front room.

      “Will do.” He climbed out the window and into the evening sunshine.

      Seth had been conversing with Finley, his closest friend who was also his solicitor, when Kaine had burst into Finley’s business, announcing that two strangers had entered Seth’s surveying office. On the night of Isaac’s thrashing, the shopkeeper had spied a pair of men near Isaac’s home, two doors down from the dry goods shop and the opposite direction of Seth’s living quarters. A raging thunderstorm had made it difficult to identify their faces. However, based on their shapes, he suspected they were now lying in wait across the street.

      Not much happened in Nanaimo that the shopkeeper didn’t know before everyone else.

      The day Seth and his brother Theo had arrived in Nanaimo three years ago, they’d met Isaac and his brother Paul, who was known as the Poet. Their friendships had grown, even though the Poet traveled frequently on his gold mining expeditions.

      Against the odds, he’d allegedly hit pay dirt on the mainland. Then when he’d learned that he had cancer, he’d buried his gold to get his affairs in order. The miner died last winter, sooner than expected. Before his death, he’d given Isaac a box not to open unless he perished. The contents included a complicated map, a key, and a note to hire Seth, or someone else trustworthy, to help him find the gold.

      Now all Seth had to do was retrieve the map from underneath his floorboards before anyone else found its hiding place.

      He glanced over his shoulder, tugged the brim of his hat low, and ducked behind a birch tree growing between Finley’s business and the hardware store. The sun shaded his path as he sidled across the back of the bakery. As he reached the edge, he peeked around the corner to view the street.

      Was it possible to cross undetected? No doubt the two men in his office would be watching and waiting for his return. Maybe they’d learned of his friendship with Isaac and the Poet and intended to interrogate him to gauge what he knew about the gold. He had the feeling such an interrogation would involve their fists the same way it had for Isaac.

      At the clomping of horse hooves and crunch of wagon wheels drawing near, Seth inched his way around the building. As soon as two matched bays pulling a carriage appeared, he charged forward, hiding behind the conveyance as it passed.

      Then he sprinted the rest of the distance across the street, ducking behind a huckleberry bush. From there, he dodged a rain barrel and a woodpile and rounded the corner of a residence two doors south of his, jogging toward the home he’d resided in for the past three years.

      Theo had lived with him at the back of the surveyor’s office for only a few weeks before accepting an invitation to move in with old Mr. Winslow, who lived beside the church. The location was more convenient for Theo and gave him a companion when Seth left town to survey. At first Seth hadn’t been happy about Theo’s move, but in hindsight, he could see that it had worked out well. He was still able to help Theo, but they both had their separate lives too.

      At the sight of his door closed tight, he stopped short. Blimey. He’d purposely left it cracked due to the faulty latch. Now it was locked from both the inside and out, barring him from entering. Later he’d have to call Kaine to help him jiggle the lock loose again, and maybe call on the locksmith to finally fix it.

      Seth lifted his hat and raked his hand through his hair. He’d expected a five-minute chat when he left for the attorney’s office. It had stretched to forty-five but was full of pertinent information. No last will had surfaced for the Poet, nor did he have relatives other than Isaac.

      His attorney had explained to him that whoever possessed the map had rightful ownership. For now, that was Seth. And he had to keep it that way for Isaac’s sake.

      Earlier in the spring, Isaac had lost the treasure chest key in a shady card game. After that terrible night he’d scurried back to Nanaimo, landing at Seth’s door and explaining he was headed to a cabin his brother also owned in Hope on the mainland. He’d wait there until the danger ended. The next day, Seth sent a letter to a pastor friend of Theo’s in Hope and asked if he’d help look after Isaac.

      Nobody suspicious had inquired about Isaac’s whereabouts since he’d left town. With the snow having melted in the mountains and the nights growing milder, the time had come to start the treasure hunt. So Seth had sent Isaac a message to return to Nanaimo, and he’d arrived four days ago.

      That night Seth had gone to his cabin, and they’d studied the unorthodox map full of odd notations for hours. Some markings resembled lakes, trees, and mountains. Others made no sense at all. Afterward Isaac shoved the document into Seth’s hands, not wanting to safeguard it a minute longer.

      He hadn’t blamed the poor fellow. If only Seth had thought to do more to keep Isaac safe. Now he lay in a coma, the physician’s diagnosis dire.

      Seth squeezed his eyes shut, muscles tightening. God willing, Isaac would pull through. Seth didn’t have the know-how to fix his friend’s ill health. But he had mapmaking skills, a burning determination, and a treasure map to fetch.

      He slapped his hat back on, sprinted across the alleyway, and grabbed the rickety six-foot ladder stowed in the Butterwicks’ shed. Then he hauled it home and propped it against the side wall.

      As quietly as possible, he climbed the rungs, entered through the high, narrow window, and lowered himself onto his bed. Thankfully, the coils didn’t creak before he stepped onto the floorboards.

      “What does it say?” A man’s voice, ripe with a Scottish lilt, carried from the front office.

      “Looks like rubbish to me,” a second man spoke. “There’s more jotting on the back side. I can make out a few letters.”

      Who were these men? Were they associates of Mr. Mann or the fellows who had mined next to the Poet? Nyx and McKay. They’d argued over the boundary lines of his claim and insisted the gold belonged to them. Or, due to the rampant rumors about the treasure, were the pair a new threat? Regardless, he had to remain careful.

      At a soft sound from under the bed, Seth froze. Was that a wee sneeze?

      Once before, a sick cat had crawled into his home and under his bed. Had the animal returned? Maybe, with the door cracked open earlier.

      Seth crouched, tugged up the spread, and peeked underneath before jerking backward. That was not a cat but a girl—no, a woman—concealed beneath the frame. “Blimey. Why are you under my bed?” he whispered.

      “Hiding,” she whispered back. “Who are you?”

      Another time, another place, he’d smile. Instead, he arched his brow. “Who are you?” Her long hair blanketed her body, her knees pulled to her chest, and her arms clenched around her lower limbs.

      “Daisy Harper, the new seamstress next door.”

      “I’m Seth Ryann, and you’re under my bed.”

      She blinked. “I came to return your repaired coat, heard the men up front, and hid.”

      Ahh, the new seamstress in town. “C’mere to me.” Though Seth extended his hand, Daisy scrambled unassisted from underneath the bed to her feet. Two clips held her brown hair back, revealing a beautiful face, a pert nose, lips that curved up—likely in an easy smile—the indentation of dimples, and a smattering of freckles.

      Under other circumstances, he might have let himself appreciate the view, but he hadn’t the time.

      His jacket was draped across his desk chair, and his theodolite lay busted on the floor. No doubt either Daisy or the two intruders at the front of the office had disturbed it. But his equipment was the least of his concerns. “Are you fine?”

      She brushed down her calico dress. “Dusty, but yes.”

      Something slammed down hard in the other room and a voice boomed, “Ryann’s been across the street long enough.”

      The two men were clearly growing impatient.

      His pulse pumped faster. “We’ll go through the window,” he whispered.

      She tipped her head to the side. “Why not the door?”

      “Busted latch. Now it’s locked and stuck that way.”

      “Oh, stuff and nonsense.”

      “Aye.” He swiped up his coat and slipped his arms through the sleeves. Then he opened his top desk drawer.

      No gun.

      A muscle in his cheek twitched. Most likely the men had taken it.

      Blimey. Was the treasure map missing too? He crouched and carefully raised the floorboard under his desk. A sigh of relief passed over his lips. It was still there in the dark, musty spot where he’d left it.

      Quickly he picked up the map and stuffed it in his back pocket. Then he stood, his gaze hopping from Daisy to the window and back. How would she stretch her leg high enough to escape without his help?

      The way he saw it, their situation presented three imminent problems. One, where would he place his hands on her person to shove her through the window? Two, could she execute the task in silence? Three, would his bed moan and groan under their combined weight, maybe even break?

      His mind scrambled to find the safest course. But all the inner debating was a waste of precious time. He stepped up onto his bed. “There’s a ladder out the window. I’ll go first, then pull you up and through.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Okay, but hurry.”

      With a silent heave, he hauled himself up the wall, through the window, and outside. Once his feet were planted firmly on the ladder, he leaned inside and stretched for her. She was already waiting on the bed, trying to imitate his climb. He braced his hands around her slender forearms, wrenching her higher.

      Her trusting eyes clung to his. She didn’t weigh much more than his favorite compass.

      Once he tugged her head through the opening, someone hollered from inside his living quarters, “Come back here.”

      With panic creasing her pretty features, she scrambled the rest of the way out the window. Her momentum set him off balance, and before he could catch himself, they were sliding down the ladder and tumbling onto the ground.

      Seth landed on his back with a thud. And she fell on top of him, knocking the wind from him even more. Her skirt and petticoats flounced everywhere. Routinely, he’d have attempted to tease with something like, “Top of the day to you.”

      “A woman just jumped out the window,” the same man from inside shouted. “Get out the front and go after her. I’ll go the back way.”

      Daisy rolled to the side, then pushed up to her hands and knees, her eyes still wide with fear.

      The ladder trapped his shins and he shoved it off, then climbed to his feet, trying to drag in a breath. They had no time to waste, had to hide before the men saw them—especially because he didn’t have his gun and they probably did.

      “We need to go.” He took hold of her elbow and tried to draw her to her feet, but she stumbled on her skirts then landed on her belly.

      He reached for her arm again, and this time managed to help her stand. But before they could move, a man came barreling from around the side of building, brushed past the dogwood bushes, and halted at the sight of them.

      A wide-brimmed hat and thick facial hair hid most of his features. But his scowl revealed his anger. “Give me the map to the gold. I know you have it.”

      Seth narrowed his eyes. “It’s not yours.”

      “Is too. The Poet stole our claim.”

      All right. Now he knew his foes, though not the specifics about the claim’s boundaries. But the Poet was God-fearing, and Seth refused to believe the man would ever fleece another miner. It wasn’t his nature or his intention. “Show me the proof.”

      Daisy stood beside him, the tussle and tumble having knocked her clips loose. Her hair hung in wild waves all around her.

      In the next instant, the fellow unsheathed a long, lean hunting knife and stared at Daisy, closing the distance between them. “What’s that?” He pointed his knife at her chest.

      She glanced down and then quickly reached up and covered the item dangling from a red thread around her neck. “Nothing.”

      But her action hadn’t been quick enough. Seth had seen it too. A key. Large and intricate. The kind that might unlock a treasure chest.

      Before starting on the treasure hunt, Seth had planned to travel down to Mr. Mann’s farm with Isaac where he’d lost the key in the ill-fated card game. He’d convince Mr. Mann to return it one way or another. But maybe now he’d not need to make the trip.

      Was the key on her red string the key to the treasure? And if so, how had she stumbled across it?

      The fellow was advancing slowly, knife outstretched, his gaze unswerving from where Daisy grasped the key in her hand.

      Her knuckles had turned white and her face pale as she took another step back.

      Seth jumped between her and their adversary, inching his hand closer to the sheath attached to his buckskin belt.

      “Give me that, girlie, or I’ll take it myself.” The man’s brogue tangled his words, but Seth caught the jest of their meaning. “Slit your gullet too.”

      Without giving the fellow a chance to get any closer, Seth lunged and kicked the man’s fist. The power of his hit dislodged the knife, flinging it against the stone wall. It ricocheted, then landed in a clover patch. A pinch beyond arm’s length.

      Cradling his hand, the stranger eyed the distance to his weapon. Before he could move, Seth pounced, landing an uppercut against his hairy jaw. A friend in college had taught him how to fistfight on the off chance he’d need the skill one day.

      With a cry of pain and blood gushing from his nose, the man stumbled. He tripped over the ladder and fell to the ground.

      “Run!” Seth spun and latched onto Daisy’s hand, hauling her around the ladder, then the corner of the building. With her skirts flying, they dashed across the alleyway and past the Butterwicks’ garden to reach the rickety Conestoga, the first worthwhile hiding place.

      As Daisy started to heft her leg over the side, he grabbed her by the waist and tossed her over the edge before leaping into the bed, landing on a tattered canvas. “Crawl underneath and lie flat.”

      Seth drew the covering over their bodies and heads, settling beside her on his back. An old wheelbarrow stole space at the other end, leaving little room for his long legs. He rolled slightly onto his side, bent his knees a notch, and bumped Daisy.

      “Sorry,” he whispered, his breath coming in shallow gasps.

      “It’s all right.” Her breathing was ragged too, hopefully undetectable to anyone passing by.

      At least the wagon’s height offered a suitable shield. The recent rain left behind a damp, musty scent seeping under the covering. Enough light penetrated the canvas to allow him to see the outline of her nose and chin.

      He shifted, his hand accidentally brushing her hand. Were her fingers trembling?

      She’d had quite the fright, and her fear tugged at his heart. “We’ll be fine.”

      “Promise?”

      Before he could answer, voices called out nearby, growing louder. Footsteps too. “Where you figure they went?” The man without the brogue spoke.

      “Don’t know, but when I get my hands on Ryann, he’ll be sorry.”

      Seth tried to even out his breathing. How close did their pursuers stand? Next to the wagon’s tongue?

      “I think the girlie has the treasure chest key,” the other man said.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “It looked like that sort of key. And with the way she tried to keep me from it, what else could it be?”

      Daisy stiffened.

      Seth had no doubt that was what Daisy had. He held the map and she the key to a treasure of gold in high demand. It was a recipe for disaster if he’d ever seen one.

      He needed to find a way to get them—especially her—out of danger before it was too late.
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      More than anything, Seth wanted answers from Daisy. But he’d have to wait. Danger prowled a hair beyond the wagon. If only he had his gun.

      The air under the canvas stifled him, and sweat gathered around his collar. Perhaps they should have ducked inside the crowded saloon or Butterwick’s back entrance instead of the open wagon.

      But second-guessing did little good, and they hadn’t time to spare in their quick getaway.

      “Stop right there,” someone shouted, perhaps from down the alleyway.

      Seth’s stomach muscles clenched, and he braced himself for whatever happened next. Curses and a round of footsteps followed, some fleeing and others arriving. A gunshot pierced the air a few feet beyond the wagon.

      Daisy jumped, and he patted her sleeve. Thankfully, she didn’t scream. In fact, she hadn’t even hollered when she fell from the window.

      Minutes passed, and in the distance, maybe to the southwest, more people shouted. Had the immediate danger moved to the edge of town?

      Beside him, Daisy’s breaths brushed his face, and her shoulder pressed against his arm. Every time she moved, her thigh bumped into him, although she probably didn’t notice.

      She shifted again, and sure enough, this time her entire leg grazed his.

      He closed his eyes to block out thoughts of her attractiveness. It would be highly inappropriate for him to consider her body at a time like this. But it was impossible not to notice her curves all smashed up against him.

      And it had been a long time since he’d shared any affection with a woman. Maybe even too long. Between surveying and assisting Theo, he hadn’t socialized much with the fairer sex on the island. Besides, most of the unattached ladies of Nanaimo had questionable morals.

      “It’s relatively quiet out there,” Daisy whispered. “Unless you strongly object, I’ll lower the cover a notch for a taste of fresh air.”

      A mix of bird chirps and not much more reached his ears. Everything appeared calm, though he didn’t know for certain if the peril had passed. “Go ahead but stay mostly hidden.”

      The second she lowered the covering, exposing only their heads, she drew a sharp intake of breath. So did he. Her face was flushed, and his probably matched. The breeze cooled his skin, a welcomed reprieve.

      A portion of her hair had tumbled onto his shoulder. Sunlight shimmered against her brown tresses. Long lashes framed her brown eyes. Up so close, he had a full view of her high cheekbones and the dip in her upper lip.

      His first impression of her was correct—Daisy Harper was stunning.

      “This feels wonderful,” she said. “The air, I mean.”

      “It does.”

      He gazed at the sky where the sun dipped westward. White clouds bumped into each other as if elbowing for more room. A crow called and landed on an oak’s low, outstretched branch hanging over the wagon.

      She drew her hair off his shoulder and moved the mass to the other side of her head. The red string was still visible around her neck, but she’d obviously tucked the key back inside her bodice. “I suppose you’re wondering about the key in my possession.”

      Daisy had a directness he appreciated, a trait he much preferred over tiptoeing around a topic. “You have no idea.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m sworn to secrecy.”

      He cocked his brow. Had she met Isaac during his time in hiding? He trusted everyone, and his earnestness often landed him in trouble. “Who asked you to keep this secret?”

      “She’s a friend. You don’t know her.”

      A female.

      Were Daisy and her friend after the treasure themselves? No, he shouldn’t make a hasty conclusion. What he needed to do was get her to trust him. But how?

      “If you have Isaac Sayles’s key, then I must inform you that I’ve known him for years and his older brother, the Poet, who struck gold. Before his death, he asked me to help Isaac retrieve the treasure he buried in the mountains.”

      Paul Sayles had a degree from Oxford, and Seth considered him the most brilliant man he’d ever met, which was a feat since he’d encountered plenty of intelligent people at Trinity College back home in Dublin. He’d also never met a more eccentric man than Paul, who’d earned the nickname Poet from his love of poetry.

      Before moving to Vancouver Island, the Poet had a stake in a marble company and made a fortune. But he’d grown discontented with his life and the ease of it. He’d longed for an adventure like the kind he read about in all his books. So he and Isaac had moved to the colony not long before Seth and Theo.

      Seth and the miner had something in common—they watched after their younger brothers. Theo suffered from vision difficulties that required him to have assistance getting around. Isaac had a faulty leg, one shorter than the other. His brain worked unevenly too. Some called him slow, but that didn’t matter to Seth. Isaac was the nicest fellow he’d ever met, always helping others in the community.

      A moment passed before she said, “Why should I believe you? Someone swindled Isaac to obtain his key. Maybe you’re attempting to do the same with me.”

      She had a point.

      Seth fished into his trouser pocket, withdrew a paper, and unfolded it. “The miner left behind a box for his brother, not to open unless he died. He passed away last winter from cancer. Inside was a complex treasure map, a key, and this paper. Here’s what it says.”

      “‘Isaac, if something happens to me, hire Seth to help find the treasure. He’s trustworthy, God-fearing, and knows his way around the woods. Give the bulk of the gold to Nanaimo. It’s the best home we’ve known. Keep some of the treasure for yourself. But do give some to Seth and anyone else who helps you. Be generous with the wealth. Don’t forget you’re the best brother in the world.’”

      “A suspicious person might think you wrote that note yourself.”

      Seth hesitated, then retrieved the map hidden in his hind pocket. He unfurled the document, its condition growing more rumpled with each day, especially considering a part of it was already torn away. He handed it to Daisy. “Would the same suspicious person assume I also created a false map?”

      After a cursory glance, she returned the paper. “Don’t you draw them for your profession?”

      Another excellent point. “That’s true, but I didn’t.” He tucked the items away.

      “I want to believe you, but I’m cautious and don’t take breaking a promise lightly.”

      Normally, he’d respect her hesitancy, but not now when he needed her help. “If it makes a difference, I can find ten people who’ll vouch for me, starting with your employers.”

      He’d love nothing more than to present the treasure to Isaac the second he recovered from his coma—he prayed to God that he would recover. But first, Seth had to persuade Daisy to cooperate because he needed the key. No doubt it played an integral part in opening the chest. Perhaps the Poet rigged the treasure by concocting a lock that only a precise key opened. It was possible and probable, knowing him.

      If all else failed, he’d blast open the lock with a well-placed bullet and hope that did the trick, although he suspected it wouldn’t be so easy, not with the Poet involved.

      Daisy scooted away from him finally and rolled onto her side. Cradling her head upon her folded hands, she stared at him, as though trying to figure out whether to truly trust him. “I don’t know all the facts, and I wasn’t present during an underhanded card game, but I believe someone named Mr. Mann swindled the key from your friend Isaac.”

      Daisy’s version of the incident agreed with Isaac’s. “Go on, please.”

      “My friend, though I won’t mention her name, nabbed the key from Mr. Mann and tried to return it to Isaac today. She has a pure heart and wants to do what’s right.”

      Seth stayed silent, unwilling to say anything to stop her story.

      “My friend is unsure when she’ll return to Nanaimo and asked me to give Isaac the key once he’s better.”

      “Then you weren’t intending to seek the treasure yourself?”

      She released a soft scoff. “I would never take something that doesn’t belong to me. Besides, is there really a treasure?”

      “The Poet—Isaac’s brother—found gold, there’s no doubt about that, and he most certainly hid it.”

      She remained silent for a moment, clearly trying to digest everything he’d revealed. “Do you know where it’s buried?”

      “Not yet. I believe he deliberately tore off a corner of the map and hid it, and that’s what I need to find to locate the treasure. The three prominent Xs should lead me to the missing section.”

      “It sounds complicated.”

      “The Poet was a complicated man. Without the map, I’d never find the gold.”

      “And you want me to give you the key around my neck.”

      Yes, please. “The money isn’t for me. I’ll not keep a nugget. It’s meant for Isaac and to help Nanaimo.”

      Silence lingered until she whispered, “When will you go after it?”

      “Today, once the danger eases.”

      “How exciting, except for the men chasing you. Well, chasing us, I suppose.” She squinted from the setting sun’s glare. “Do you know their names?”

      Other than Isaac and the Poet, Seth had only ever spoken of the treasure to Kaine, Finley, and his brother Theo. Perhaps Isabel knew about it now too, since Kaine told his wife everything.

      How much more could he tell Daisy without endangering her life further? Still, she possessed the key and had survived an ordeal back at his place. She deserved a few answers.

      “We think the two are prospectors who mined beside the Poet, claiming the Poet’s land was theirs and that the gold belongs to them. Names are Nyx and McKay, though I don’t know which is which.”

      Wrinkles lined Daisy’s forehead. “Don’t legal documents state precisely whose claim is whose?”

      “The local solicitor, Finley Ainsworth, continues to research the facts. For now, the matter is as clear as manure. Oh, sorry if that’s indelicate.”

      A smile curved her lips. “You can say manure in front of me. Even though my first name is Daisy, I’m not a fragile flower.”

      Thank goodness. “I can tell. You’ve been holding up well under all the pressure.”

      “So are you. You were decidedly quiet when you crawled through the window and into your living quarters. If the bed hadn’t dipped, I’d have not suspected you. How did you learn to tread so quietly?”

      “My father taught me.”

      “For good or evil purposes?” Her tone held a teasing note. And as her lips curved, dimples dented her cheeks.

      Those dimples could render a man speechless. Not necessarily him, just any man in general.

      “Hunting and only good. He was the best man I ever met.” Five years later, his father’s death still tore at his insides. But Seth had shoved his grief to the far recesses of his brain.

      “Then you’re richly blessed.”

      He shrugged, unwilling to talk to someone he barely knew about his blessings or losses. No, he’d keep all his thoughts and heartbreak tucked inside where they belonged.

      When Isabel had mentioned the coming bride-ship woman last week, she’d dangled the news that their new seamstress wasn’t wed. Now that he’d met her and realized how beautiful she was, the biggest question was, why not? It stumped him more than any mathematical equation.

      He supposed she might be curious why he was still unmarried at age twenty-five. His one and only love had been Bridget, a childhood friend whom he’d started courting during college. They’d been together for two years. But after she nearly drowned in a boating accident that was his fault, he eventually ended their relationship. She deserved someone capable of keeping her safe. Unlike him. Mother’s last letter stated Bridget had married one of Seth’s chums. So be it. He didn’t begrudge either old friend their happiness.

      He scratched his head. Blimey. He’d lost his hat in the scuffle.

      A shout echoed in the distance. Clearly, danger still lurked in the vicinity. For now, it was best if he and Daisy stayed hidden in the wagon.

      Trying to relax, he whispered, “Tell me about your bride-ship experience.”

      He learned she hailed from England, had reached the age of nineteen, and was eager to start her employment with the Butterwicks.

      Then she inquired about his life in Nanaimo and his roots in Ireland. He had never intended to leave home until Theo answered the call to serve the Lord with the Anglican Church. His brother’s poor eyesight prevented him from traveling alone. So Seth had made the decision to travel with him. Upon his arrival, he soon found employment charting maps in the wilderness for the surveyor general. He worked independently, provided he completed all his assignments in the specified period. So far, he’d never missed a completion date.

      The Bastion’s cannon boomed an ominous warning.

      Daisy covered her ears with her forearms, bumping into him. “What was that?”

      “Local watchdog, a sometimes-jail built to scare off the natives.” The gunner hadn’t fired a shot for the weapon’s original purpose, though fleeing cannonballs had driven multiple troublemakers from town. Hopefully the boom removed two more today.

      Seth strained to listen again and heard nothing alarming beyond the wagon, only the faint musical notes from the saloon and an occasional chicken chirp.

      “My brother’s church stands a block and a half yonder.” He rose onto his elbow and pointed west, where a steeple climbed toward heaven. “It’s a good place to stay hidden a mite longer. Ready to go?”

      “Is it really necessary to keep hiding?”

      “Aye. We need to find out what the status of those fellows is before we show ourselves.”

      She sighed then pushed herself up.

      Seth fully shoved back the tarp, crouched, and peered over the wagon. A slim grassy strip separated the Conestoga from the garden. A dragonfly buzzed over a row of cabbages. With nobody in sight, he hopped to the ground.

      She scampered from the canvas and knelt, skirts bunching around her. With her flushed cheeks, rumpled dress, and messy hair, she was still the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Seth doubted she could ever look prettier, not even on her wedding day. “May I assist you down?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He gripped Daisy’s waist and lifted her from the perch. As he lowered her, that long hair of hers brushed against his face. Even tangled it was as soft and velvety as it looked.

      He set her down gently and steadied her before he released his hold. She’d had enough rough handling for one day and deserved to be protected more carefully.

      She was peering around as though searching for danger.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He hurried forward, ducked around low-hanging branches, crossed through a neighbor’s backyard where wet nappies hung on a line between two trees, and crept alongside a row of empty flowerpots on a bench next to the Widow Sheridan’s place. Before crossing the street, he peeked over his shoulder—no sign of followers. Just Daisy trailing after him as the fading light of the evening cast an almost ethereal glow over her.

      Ahead, a blackened shell of the church and three burnt houses stood in a row, all uninhabitable—no loss of lives, but plenty of residual pain to go around.

      Only one perfect stained-glass window remained in the house of worship. A lightning storm had sparked a fire, destroying half the structure, a portion of the roof, and the two sides bearing the brunt. At the time, he’d been accompanying Theo on a visit to an ill parishioner north of town, and they’d missed the commotion and the bulk of the chaos.

      Hopefully, if he found the treasure and it amounted to more than a pittance, they’d put money toward rebuilding or replacing the church and residences.

      As they reached the church’s back door, Daisy stepped beside him to run her finger over the warped wood. “How recent was the fire?”

      “Two weeks back.”

      “I’m sorry.” Warm compassion filled her words and eyes. “How difficult for your brother. What’s he like?”

      “Me, I suppose. Only a softer, gentler version.”

      She grinned, exhibiting those dimples again. “Would your brother agree with you?”

      “Hard telling. Oh, and he’s partially blind.” Somehow, Theo understood him better than he knew himself half the time. His brother may have lost some of his vision, but he could still see so much. Theo wasn’t ashamed of his affliction and considered his circumstance a blessing, not to mention a bridge to others who suffered.

      Even with Theo’s good attitude, a pang of guilt stabbed Seth as it did whenever he thought of the past. He’d played a role in Theo’s diminished eyesight and their father’s death, but he’d gotten good at shoving the guilt aside.

      Fortunately, he and his brother had each grown to love the island, though at different paces. Theo quickly and Seth more gradually.

      Hidden from the road by a giant lilac bush, ripe with blossoms and fragrance, Seth freed his brass pocket watch, a sentimental gift from his father. “Theo comes twice a day to pray. Hopefully, he’ll arrive soon and tell us what’s transpired.”

      He’d considered going directly to the house next door and talking to Theo there instead of at the church, but he didn’t want to bring his brother needlessly into the danger of his current predicament.

      As though sensing his concern for Theo, Daisy pressed a hand to her chest, the key now hidden inside her dress. “Is there any real harm in giving our pursuers the key and map? It’s not ideal, but it may keep us safe.”

      The Poet and Isaac had trusted him to find the gold, and he’d not abandon the plan. “Sorry, but I can’t. The fortune belongs to Isaac.”

      “I understand, but that places us in a pickle, I suspect.”

      “Aye.”

      Twilight dusted the landscape’s edges as he opened the door, and they entered the church.

      She was right. They were in a pickle. And he had no idea how to get them out of it.
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      “Gracious.” Inside the church Daisy twirled in a circle, capturing the destruction from every angle.

      “The decision to demolish or salvage a portion is undecided, and why it’s still in shambles.” Seth gestured to the damaged organ with broken brass pipes and shattered keys along the side wall near the back door. “I recommend we conceal ourselves a wee mite longer.”

      “You’re probably right.” But how much was a wee mite longer? An hour, two, or ten?

      Seth picked his way through the rubble toward the instrument. But instead of following him to the new hiding place, she studied what was left of the room.

      Boards covered gaps in the walls. Half a ragged, jagged roof offered little protection from the elements. Charred pews, a shambled altar rail, and a partially burned pulpit stood amid glass shards and other debris. A squirrel on a side pew chattered away as if scolding them for arriving, then darted underneath a pile of black boards. Smoky dampness lurked in every corner as if it was warning them away.

      The strong scent reminded her of another fire, one that had flamed at the mill. She’d been working as a piecer, connecting torn ends. Flames had ignited in her workroom as frames spun and spindles whirled. Nobody had died, yet several girls suffered painful burns to their tender skin.

      Now as she examined the fire’s wrath, words failed to form, an unusual occurrence for her. Church held a sacred place in her heart, and Sunday service with Mum had always been the best part of her week. She’d loved the worship, the reverence, and everything in between.

      “You coming?” Seth stood next to the battered organ as he scrubbed the back of his neck with his hand.

      “Oh, yes.” She started to cross the room.

      “Mind where you walk.”

      After zigzagging around the debris, she climbed into the narrow spot between the instrument and the wall. She settled in, wrapped her arms around her legs, and dropped her chin to her knees. “If your brother wants my help, I’m happy to assist with the restoration.”

      “That’s kind of you.” Seth wedged into the space, folding his long legs and facing her.

      Even though he crowded close to her again, she strangely felt no sense of peril around him. He’d behaved like a gentleman since their bizarre meeting, even when she’d fallen atop him with her petticoats every which way. And knowing that Isaac and his brother fully entrusted Seth with their treasure spoke highly of his character.

      Mrs. Butterwick had been right about his looks. He had a hard-to-miss rugged handsomeness she couldn’t deny. His eyes matched a perfect blue sky, and his thick blond curls had an appealing unruliness. Back in the wagon, she’d admired his profile as he’d studied the sky—strong jawline, straight nose, and skin tanned by the sun.

      But enough about that.

      A shiny object poked out of the blackened ashes next to the organ’s pedal, and she stretched for the bronze metal button. After she wiped aside a layer of grime, a flower design appeared—such beauty in the tumbledown church.

      Seth’s fingers raked through his hair, one messy curl sinking below his eyebrow. His broad shoulders and the fresh stubble trimming his cheeks and chin added to his manliness. He nodded at her new treasure. “Do you collect buttons?”

      “I have a few, though they’re not special like this one. Starting today, I’ll begin a collection, I believe.” Would she truly? She hadn’t a farthing to purchase unique buttons, but perhaps she’d find other little items to string on her necklace.

      “Although small, I have a collection of compasses.”

      How fitting. What else would a mapmaker assemble—mathematical books, odd apparatuses, and sheaves of papers to draw calculations? She knew so little of his profession. “It’s my understanding that a compass keeps a person on the straight and narrow.”

      He raised his chin to the dusky sky, and she followed suit. The fragile structure held an eeriness, more holy than haunting. A few distant stars blinked hello. “They try.”

      Daisy filed away the odd information. Did Seth struggle to follow the rules? Was he simply self-critical, or did he tease? She’d probably never learn the answer to her questions, with his plans to leave town as soon as possible to track down the treasure.

               She’d not mind a windfall of money, not for a second. She’d send for Mum and buy a property, preferably already with a building to house their shop. It would have blue outside walls, light-colored drapes on the large front window, and a full-length mirror inside for customers to admire how lovely they looked in the garments created by her and Mum.

      Then she’d purchase a newfangled sewing machine, perhaps a Wheeler & Wilson, with a feed-dog mechanism and spring presser foot. The tailoring shop where she’d labored before working in the mill had a brand-new model.

      They’d start their business by mending and sewing whatever customers desired. Eventually, they’d focus on designing and stitching dresses if the market warranted such a thing. Mum possessed genuine talent with a needle and thread and had taught Daisy the necessary skills to flourish.

      Daisy hugged her arms and legs closer. If only she could find a way to speed up her dreams.

      Seth shrugged out of his coat and handed it to her. “Here. You look cold. Put this on.”

      “I couldn’t. You need it⁠—”

      “I insist.”

      When he didn’t retract his hand, she accepted his offer, wrapping herself in his overcoat, the one she’d mended earlier, the one that had got her into all this trouble.

      “I’m sorry you got stuck back at my place during the madness.” He tossed up his hands. “Welcome to Nanaimo.”

      “It wasn’t the greeting I expected. But at least nobody shot us.”

      “Amen.” He had a pleasing voice, warm and soothing like thick broth on a winter’s day. He settled back. “Since we still have time before Theo arrives, tell me more about you.”

      “I’m rather boring, actually.”

      “I highly doubt that. You’ve been the opposite of boring so far.”

      She couldn’t keep from smiling. “I’m sorry for breaking your instrument back at your place.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

      It was hard not to fret over the expense if he had to replace the piece of equipment.

      “Let’s talk about something else. I already told you about Theo. Do you have siblings?”

      For a short while, she spoke of her relatives, leaving out the bad parts, especially about her papa’s leaving. When she asked about his kin, he told her about his mother still back in Ireland and his cousins and aunts and uncles that he was close to and missed. She asked him to explain his profession, which he did. Then he seemed interested to hear how she started sewing and all about her experiences.

      Finally, he grew quiet, almost pensive. The darkness was growing, and night had nearly fallen. Soon she wouldn’t be able to view him. But for now, she could see he was wrestling with a question, trying to decide whether to ask it.

      It was probably the one she’d repeatedly fielded since arriving in the colony. “Go ahead. Ask me.”

      He sat forward, his posture growing more intense. “You came on the bride ship. So why haven’t you married yet?”

      What was the best way to respond? She knew the truth—nobody had yet met her list of husband requirements. But why tell him? “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      “And still not married. Why not?” Why was it acceptable for a man to reach a certain age unwed and not a woman?

      “Good answer.” His voice held a hint of mirth.

      “Hello?” a loud, jolly voice called into the sanctuary from the front of the church, the door squeaking.

      “There you are, Theo. Finally.” Seth rose and helped Daisy to her feet.

      As she stood, his coat hung down to her knees, warm and cozy in the growing chill of the night.

      Seth started toward his brother. “Did Winslow walk you over?”

      “Of course, so stop fretting.” Theo stood in the splintered doorway at the front of the church, holding a lantern that cast long beams over the interior. Like Seth, his Irish lilt added flavor to his speech. “Who are you talking to, Seth? It sounds like a woman.”

      Seth wound through the debris. “Were you eavesdropping?”

      “My brother, alone with a woman? How could I not?”

      “We’ve been hiding. Nothing more.”

      “Nothing more? With all your charm, I highly doubt that.”

      Daisy remained beside the organ, smiling at their good-natured banter. Theo seemed every bit as kind as Seth, and as the two began to make their way toward her, Seth now held the lantern as well as his brother’s arm and kicked impediments from their path.

      In a clerical collar, corduroy trousers, hob-nailed boots, and a navy serge coat, Theo had the look of a parson. While his fair hair and skin tone matched Seth’s, he had a rounder midsection. Something like castor oil pomade kept his hair slicked back and motionless. Daisy preferred Seth’s free-falling curls, but nobody had asked her opinion.

      When they reached her, Seth nodded at his brother. “Miss Harper, please meet my brother, Theo, who, as I mentioned, is partially blind. And Theo, this is Miss Harper, the new seamstress in town.”

      Theo elbowed Seth. “What a manner to describe me, brother. Why not start my introduction with something like, I don’t know—he’s charming, a soul-saver, or the handsome brother? Better yet, all three.”

      “I beg your forgiveness, Theo, and you’re right.” Seth dropped his hand from his brother’s arm. “You’re all that you stated and more.”

      Theo laughed, a warm, low chuckle. “That’s better. And just so you know, Miss Harper, I don’t really consider myself partially blind. A haze covers my eyes, and I’m able to see blurry outlines of shapes and differentiate colors.”

      Daisy liked the brothers more with every passing second. “I’m pleased to meet you, Reverend Ryann.”

      “Call me Theo.”

      “Then you must call me Daisy.” She met Seth’s gaze, giving him permission to use her given name as well. After everything they’d gone through together over the past couple of hours, they’d already moved past the formalities, hadn’t they?

      He nodded as though reading her mind and agreeing. His face turned serious, his fair brows furrowing. “So, Theo, what can you tell us? What do you know about the earlier gunfire?”

      “And the cannon fire?” Daisy added.

      “Unfortunately, nothing.” Theo moved to the closest partially scorched pew, lowered himself, then crossed his knees. “My landlord forced me to eat my weight in tea bread for the last hour or two. But we heard the ruckus.”

      “Forced, huh?” Seth joined Theo on the pew.

      Daisy cringed and prayed the double weight wouldn’t crash the rickety bench to the floor.

      Seth leaned back, seeming perfectly at ease. “Remember the treasure map in my possession?”

      Theo knocked his knuckles against his temple. “A chest of gold completely slipped my mind.”

      “Well, two fellows showed up in my office today and are after the map in my possession and now after Daisy’s key.”

      “It’s not exactly my key.” She placed her palm against her bodice to ensure the object in demand still dangled inside her dress.

      “They tried to harm us, but we hid in the Butterwicks’ Conestoga for a stint and eventually landed here.”

      Theo’s forehead puckered with concern. “Do you know who the fellows are?”

      “We can’t be sure,” Seth said. “But they may be the two men who harmed Isaac, possibly the men disputing the boundary line of Poet’s claim.”

      “Did they see your faces?” Theo stared at Daisy, but did he truly see her?

      “I believe only one saw us.” She’d been too focused on the knife pointed at her to see much else. She shuddered again just thinking about the encounter.

      Seth imitated his brother—knees crossed. When Theo’s foot pumped, Seth’s did too. The pair went together like a needle and thread.

      Silence circled around them, other than a few muted noises—the distant chattering of the squirrel and the clanging of a bell, perhaps a call to dinner. The shadows, too, seemed to encroach throughout the shell of a building.

      Daisy pulled the shoddy bench away from the organ, dusted free the loose debris and char, then tested its sturdiness with a shake before sitting, her back to the instrument.

      “What’s your next step, brother?” Theo rubbed his eyes with his palms. “Undoubtedly, you have one.”

      “I’m still working out the details.”

      Hopefully, he’d find a solution soon. Only her first day on the job, and she was shirking her duties. With how brusque Mr. Butterwick had behaved earlier, what would he say now? She needed to get back and apologize to him posthaste.

      Theo offered Daisy a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry your introduction to Nanaimo hasn’t gone so well.”

      “It can only get better, right?” At least she hoped so. “I’m sorry about your church.”

      Theo nodded, his expression growing solemn. “This isn’t our first experience with a blaze. Did Seth mention our unfortunate incident back home?”

      A muscle pulsed in Seth’s cheek, and he stared down at the charred floor.

      “No, but we haven’t known each other for long.”

      “A chimney fire took our father’s life five years ago, and the abundance of smoke affected my vision.”

      Daisy’s stomach tangled in a complicated knot. She’d never grieved for a sibling or parent’s death or severe affliction, only over her papa’s absence. “My condolences to you both.”

      Seth remained silent, almost grave.

      “All in the past, and we manage more than fine.” Theo stretched and clamped his hand on Seth’s shoulder. Their closeness was as apparent as the freckles on the younger brother’s nose. “Mother temporarily lives with her sister in Dublin, where we hail. They were born in England yet wised up and married Irishmen.”

      “I’m sure your mother must miss you both.” Daisy could only imagine how much her own mum was missing her.

      Seth nodded. “Theo’s three-year stint with the church and my employment with the surveyor general ends come autumn. We’ll leave then.”

      “My brother has a teaching job waiting at his alma mater. He’ll instruct students on mapmaking skills. No doubt, he’ll do a commendable job.”

      “Oh.” The news fiddled with Daisy’s heartstrings. She’d had so many farewells over the past year and had grown weary of saying goodbye.

      Seth seemed to shake off his melancholy, then nudged his brother. “Theo has a lassie eager for his return.”

      Theo grinned. “I’m the one who’s eager.”

      “Aye, that’s true.” Seth’s voice took on a teasing note. “Since you cry like a baby each time I read you her letters.”

      Theo chuckled.

      Based on Seth’s handsomeness alone, Daisy guessed he must have a girl swooning after him somewhere. “You can’t tell me Seth doesn’t have his eye on someone special back home. Or that he’s not met anyone on the island.”

      Seth’s slow smile spread. “You’d think so, with my dapper good looks, wouldn’t you? But alas, there’s nobody.”

      A noise at the front of the church stopped their chatter, and they all rose and turned, with Seth hurrying to the aisle beside Theo. Daisy’s pulse spiked. Please, not the men they’d encountered before.

      “It’s only us.” Mr. Butterwick ducked under a charred board. A firearm over his shoulder, he one-handedly yanked up his trousers. “Been out searching for you, Seth. Mr. Winslow next door said he thought he saw you duck inside here a while ago.”

      Mrs. Butterwick carried a lantern and followed her husband as they picked their way through the blackened remains. Worry wreathed her thin face. “I’m glad you’re safe and sound, Daisy. All of you, really. It’s just that Daisy is new to town and must have a terrible first impression of Nanaimo. Usually, it’s much more ho-hum.”

      Ho-hum sounded ideal about now.

      As the couple reached the others, Mr. Butterwick took the lantern from his wife’s hand. “Show them your arm, Isabel.”

      A small, tan reticule dangled from the woman’s wrist. She’d exchanged her colorless straw hat for a snappier number with a hint of pale pink. A simple ribbon or a tasteful feather would work wonders. “It’s nothing, really.” Nonetheless, she shoved up her sleeve.

      Daisy and Seth moved closer as the shopkeeper raised his lantern to shine on his wife’s injury. A red welt and the discoloration of a bruise marred her skin.

      “Goodness gracious.” Daisy’s muscles tensed. Was the harassment tied to the men chasing her and Seth or something altogether different? What kind of untamed town was Nanaimo?

      “That’s not nothing.” Mr. Butterwick draped his arm over his wife’s shoulders, his face serious. “Isabel was accosted on the street after her Literary Institute meeting.”

      “What happened?” Concern threaded through Theo’s voice and creased his brow.

      Mrs. Butterwick leaned into her husband. “Although careless, I was looking at the book in my hand, paying more attention to it than my steps. Next I knew, someone was grabbing my arm and hauling me behind a wild strawberry bush next to the livery.” She raised her eyes to Daisy’s. “The two men were looking for you.”

      Daisy’s heart twisted. She’d been in Nanaimo less than six hours and had already caused trouble. If she stayed, she might bring Mrs. Butterwick—and possibly others—more harm. Especially once word spread that she had the key to the Poet’s treasure. More people—like Mr. Mann—would come after her, hoping to get their hands on it.

      Was it best to give the key to Seth and send him on his way? But would treasure seekers still hassle her and those she knew, hoping to obtain even a sliver of information about the hidden gold the same way Mr. Mann continued to harass Willow and Caleb after they swiped the key from him?

      Too many questions circled inside Daisy’s head. “What happened next, Mrs. Butterwick?”

      “They told me to ‘spill my guts’ about you. That’s a direct quote, Daisy.”

      “Uh-huh. Then what?”

      “I was afraid and probably blabbered too much, telling them you were our new seamstress. Next thing I knew, someone shoved me against the side of the livery, where a sharp object poked my arm. Then, grumbling, they left in a flurry.”

      Mr. Butterwick rested his long-barreled firearm against the pew. It appeared oddly out of place but clearly necessary in Nanaimo. He leveled a glare at Daisy. “Why would anyone hurt Isabel to find you, Miss Harper?”

      Seth raised his hand. “I can straighten this out, Kaine. First, I’m sorry about your difficulties, Isabel. That was uncalled for, to say the least.”

      “Blamed right,” Kaine groused.

      Seth crossed his arms and widened his stance. “You were right to warn me about the two men in my office, Kaine. They’re after my map and Daisy’s key.”

      “Again, it’s not exactly my key.” Why did he keep calling it hers? If the trinket truly belonged to Daisy, she’d have a stake in the treasure. What a pleasant thought.

      “What key?” Mr. Butterwick was still scowling.

      “The key to Isaac’s treasure,” Seth answered before Daisy could. “It’s a long story about how Daisy came to have it. But suffice it to say, she plans to return it to Isaac.”

      Theo lowered himself back to the pew he’d occupied previously.

      Likewise, Mr. Butterwick perched on the empty pew in the row behind Theo and released a weary sigh. “When I saw someone run out the front of the surveying office, then alongside the building, I hurried to the saloon and roused rifle brigade members. A half-dozen men charged outside to go after the strangers. Then I collected my weapon and joined them.”

      “So they’re gone?” Daisy asked, unable to keep the hope from her voice.

      “For now.” Mr. Butterwick placed his pipe unlit in his mouth. “The remainder of the volunteer brigade is standing guard at the outskirts of town. But our guards can’t stand watch indefinitely.”

      Daisy knew next to nothing about maintaining order in a frontier town. “Other than the riflemen, do you have a constable in Nanaimo?”

      “No.” Theo shook his head. “Unfortunately, we have only volunteer law enforcement. They’re not enough to offer the protection you’ll need.”

      No protection? She swallowed the swiftly rising lump of fear.

      “However,” Theo continued, “you’ll be safe if you stay close to my brother. He’s the best shot in town and can nail a blueberry on a stump at fifty paces.”

      “Don’t know about a blueberry.” Seth’s voice grew softer and sadder. “You were as accurate as me once upon a time.”

      “Nobody wants me near a firearm these days.” Theo chuckled. Was there a hint of sorrow in his laughter?

      Daisy’s heart constricted. One brother suffered an affliction, and the other helped carry the burden. Something unexplainable curled inside her, maybe a sense of loss. She wasn’t sure.

      “Where do we go from here?” Theo leaned forward, dropping his forearms on his legs and folding his hands.

      Seth shrugged. “We’ll lie low a mite longer. Then I’m going after the treasure.”

      When Seth left, who would protect her? Where would she go?

      If she were a man, she’d tag along with him . . .

      Actually, who said she had to be a man to go on a treasure hunt? As a woman, she was just as capable, wasn’t she?

      The Poet’s message to Isaac said something about sharing the wealth with whoever helped him find the gold. She knew exactly how she’d spend her portion—fetch Mum and fund their dream.

      Of course, she didn’t want to leave her new position as a seamstress. But surely the Butterwicks would be better off without her around, at least temporarily until the treasure was found and danger no longer threatened any of them.

      She straightened and held the key tighter. “I’m going after the treasure too.”
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      A thousand reasons why she shouldn’t go crowded into her mind. But Daisy lifted her chin anyway and dared someone to defy her.

      Silence met her. And wide-eyed stares.

      She finally allowed herself to meet Seth’s gaze, expecting him to offer a protest. But his intelligent blue eyes had narrowed, and his lips pursed as if considering her suggestion.

      A shimmer of excitement raced through her.

      Finally, Mrs. Butterwick broke the silence. “As much I’d like to approve of such a plan, I simply cannot do so, not unless Daisy has a chaperone.”

      Daisy’s shoulders deflated. Mrs. Butterwick was right. Chaperonage rules ran lax on Vancouver Island compared to Great Britain, but not to the point where a single man and woman could run off together.

      Cradling her injured arm, Mrs. Butterwick frowned. “Perhaps if twenty or thirty years younger, I’d volunteer as a chaperone. But nowadays my arthritic bones wouldn’t make it a mile past Nanaimo.”

      Daisy gently patted the woman’s shoulder. “We’ll simply find a different chaperone to accompany us.”

      Theo shook his head. “I’m sorry, Daisy. I know almost everyone in Nanaimo, and I honestly can’t think of a single woman who could take the time away from family or work to go with you.”

      Daisy understood the concern. She mustn’t soil her name if she hoped to have a reputable business someday on the island. Would she have to give up the idea of going with Seth? If so, how would she stay safe? “Maybe if I remain indoors until the peril passes, I won’t endanger anyone else.”

      Mr. Butterwick rose from where he sat, crossed to the aisle, and bent to collect a medium-sized stick, then another. “The doors and windows to my establishment won’t stop anyone dead set on entering.”

      Returning to England wasn’t an option. Daisy hadn’t the funds to pay for the ship fare, nor had she reimbursed the Immigration Society for passage to the colony. But what if she returned to Victoria and sought another domestic position? There were plenty available. “Maybe I should go back to Victoria.”

      Mrs. Butterwick shook her head. “It’s no safer, dear. The ruffians would undoubtedly follow you.”

      “Staying in the Bastion is a possibility.” Mr. Butterwick grunted as he tossed the wood he’d gathered onto an established pile beneath the stained-glass window. “Chaperoned, of course. But last I heard, two inches of water sit inside from the recent rains.”

      “And don’t forget the terrible odor.” Mrs. Butterwick opened her handbag and withdrew a handkerchief to swipe at her nose. “At least it was unpleasant the last time water rushed inside.”

      Seth moved to the organ and leaned against its dilapidated side. “Are you keen on the Bastion being your temporary refuge, Daisy? Sounds like a cozy place, doesn’t it?” He wasn’t smiling, but a hint of humor tinged his voice.

      She liked how he didn’t take himself too seriously. “Most of the time I do prefer somewhere less wet and smelly.”

      Mrs. Butterwick huffed. “Of course Daisy can’t stay there. She’d catch a death of a cold in such a damp place.”

      Mr. Butterwick’s brows furrowed above stormy eyes before he stooped to collect a charred board. “Well, then what?” His question hung in the growing darkness of the blackened interior. The lantern light cast spooky shadows onto the crumbling walls.

      What indeed? Could she stay with Willow on Salt Spring Island? No, she didn’t want to bring her friend danger any more than she did to the good people of Nanaimo. Besides, Willow and Caleb were newlyweds and didn’t need her underfoot.

      Daisy collected her hair and started to braid it idly. Seth had said that the map was his and the key was hers. Of course, the items didn’t really belong to either of them. But still, it wasn’t exactly fair that he could go treasure hunting and she couldn’t. Surely there had to be a way for her to go along.

      Theo leaned back and crossed his ankles. “On a slightly different topic, suppose we set a trap to catch Nyx and McKay. We face danger until they’re waylaid. Or is that an absurd idea?”

      “Perhaps we need an absurd idea.” Mr. Butterwick added more refuse onto the stack. “But what exactly are you thinking, Parson?”

      “Nothing definite. Let’s put our heads together after Seth and Daisy decide on their next steps. We’re a relatively smart bunch.”

      The idea of hatching a plan to catch their pursuers held merit. Yet with all the gold rumors, how many others sought the prize? The only way to end the craziness was to find the treasure, allowing everyone to move on with their lives.

      Mr. Butterwick grunted and dragged a hunk of charred wood to the heap. “I know I’m grasping at straws here, but how about a marriage of convenience?”

      “Marriage? Of convenience?” Daisy snorted. “You’re jesting, Mr. Butterwick.”

      He halted his clean-up efforts and gave her the same glare that he had earlier in her workshop at the back of the store.

      Thankfully, Seth was shaking his head adamantly. “I’m not ready for marriage. Right, Theo?”

      Well, they had that in common.

      Theo shrugged. “I’m not so sure, brother. Just because you weren’t prepared to wed when you left Dublin doesn’t mean that’s still the case.”

      Seth drove his hand through his disturbingly distracting curls. “Surely there are better options still to consider.”

      But what? Daisy drummed her finger against her chin, all out of workable ideas. She never hopped headfirst into anything, especially marriage. In fact, she specialized in the opposite.

      Theo folded his hands as if ready for prayer. “God’s work is mysterious. Perhaps He led you two together, not that I’m telling you to wed, mind you. But it does solve the problem at hand.”

      “My, yes,” Mrs. Butterwick added. “It’s an idea worth considering.”

      Or toss it in the nearest trash bin.

      For all Daisy knew, Seth didn’t meet any of her husband requirements. She ran her fingers through the leathery fringe on his coat sleeve. Perhaps he did meet one qualification—kindheartedness. He’d offered her his coat, showed concern for Mrs. Butterwick’s welfare, and doted on his brother.

      Was that enough to consider marrying him though? Of course not.

      Mrs. Butterwick’s face turned dreamy. “I adore weddings.”

      So did Daisy. Only genuine weddings with happy, eager participants. Not slapped-together versions between two strangers. A marriage of convenience was born out of necessity, not love.

      She hadn’t attended a wedding until arriving in Victoria, where several bride-ship women had married. Not necessarily for love, yet the brides had acted excited, nonetheless.

      Daisy wanted more than excitement on her wedding day. She wanted more than just a ring on her finger. And she wanted more than repeated vows. Hadn’t she dreamt of a fancy wedding dress she’d created, a bouquet of daisies, and a lovely ceremony?

      Yes, she had.

      The idea of an empty marriage, like her parents’ relationship, turned her queasy. She longed for deep and abiding love, not something empty and hollow. And she needed a man with deep and abiding substance too—which included all the items she’d so carefully added to her husband list.

      No, she’d never compromise again after the heartache she’d experienced with Christopher. Even so, there had to be another option besides a marriage of convenience to keep herself and these people safe. She pressed her fingers to her temples, digging deep into her mind for another solution. Were there any?

      Mr. Butterwick now carried two boards, one on each shoulder, to the mountain of rubbish. “You’re a logical young man, Seth. You always consider a problem’s multiple angles. What’s your best solution for this predicament?”

      Following Mr. Butterwick’s lead, Seth crouched and gathered scattered shards of splintered board and something undefinable. Chipped organ keys? Then he straightened with his load and moved toward the refuse heap. “There’s one possibility nobody has mentioned. Daisy and I agree on a temporary marriage, one that we’ll get annulled when we return to Nanaimo.”

      She expelled a breath big enough to make the wispy hairs around her face dance. Was ending their marriage the minute they returned to Nanaimo the answer? She could surely ignore her husband-requirement list temporarily for a temporary marriage to a temporary husband.

      Mrs. Butterwick glanced around. “Who among us has a better plan to protect Daisy?”

      Nobody spoke until Seth returned to the group, brushing his dirty hands together, then on the front of his dark pants. “It’s not the perfect solution, but I’ll take this step if you will, Daisy.”

      His light blue eyes matched the velveteen she’d once spied and coveted in a shop window in Manchester. Years later, she’d not forgotten the shade. “How long would we be gone from town? After all, I just started working for the Butterwicks . . .”

      Mrs. Butterwick waved her hand. “Land’s sake, don’t worry about that, dearie. Your safety matters most, and take all the time you need. Isn’t that correct, Kaine?”

      He mumbled his response, and maybe not hearing it was best.

      Seth bent and collected another handful of debris. “Maybe a week to two, depending on what troubles and weather conditions we encounter.”

      She tilted her head a notch. “For example, what kind of troubles?”

      “Ferocious animals,” Mrs. Butterwick replied quickly. “And mosquitos, flies, gnats, spiders, just about any insect you could think of.”

      Anything but bears. Daisy had heard her fair share of far-fetched stories about beasts while she was on the bride ship. A chance meeting with one sounded on par with dodging Nyx and McKay again. “Anything else?”

      “Hopefully none,” Seth stated calmly. “After the past three years of surveying, I know my way around the island, and we’ll be just fine.”

      Theo nodded. “If it eases your mind, Daisy, other than the Lord, I trust nobody with my life more than my brother. You’ll be safe in his hands.”

      Daisy glanced at Seth’s overly large hands, practically twice the size of hers, as he strolled past, carrying another load to the toppling pile.

      “I promise to protect you and be a good husband.” His deep voice held a listen-to-me quality. “Once we return to town, we’ll sign the annulment papers.”

      Christopher had promised to protect her and be a faithful husband too. At fourteen, she started employment with a local tailor alongside Mum, repairing torn clothing for the upper crust. That was where she met Christopher, the tailor’s son. Their friendship eventually blossomed into talk of marriage.

      When Christopher proposed, his father promptly fired Daisy and Mum. Then Christopher called off their engagement and announced his impending wedding to someone else—a middle-class gentlewoman, not a low-class nobody.

      Had he led Daisy on? Had he dallied with the other woman before breaking their engagement? Had she misjudged his character all along?

      She’d trusted Christopher, thinking he’d never leave her, and then he did. She’d cried enough to overflow a riverbed and promised never to weep again over a man.

      She fixed her eyes on the lone stained-glass window, intricate and glorious in the gathering moonlight. Perfect in the middle of a charred wall. The church held beauty despite its brokenness. How many laborers had toiled for hours, building the foundation before an unpredictable storm and the resulting fire destroyed the structure?

      Her and Seth’s short familiarity hadn’t the framework to withstand much of anything, probably not even a brief marriage of convenience. But he offered a different type of marriage—something pretend and short term. Should she say yes, provided he agreed to honor what the Poet had written—share the wealth with whoever helped retrieve the gold?

      Why not ask him now? “You and I need to talk, Seth. Just us if nobody minds.”

      Theo stood. “Normally, I’d hesitate to leave you two alone, but today isn’t normal. I’ll go collect my prayer book in case there’s a wedding. We’ll need God’s Word.”

      “I’ll walk you home, Parson.” Mr. Butterwick halted his cleanup efforts. “Afterward, I’ll assemble a few items for your trip, Seth.”

      Seth nodded. “I’d be obliged.”

      Mrs. Butterwick moved to her husband’s side. “I’ll fetch a few things for you as well, Daisy. If you’re going out of town, you’ll need food, more clothing, and some whatnots.”

      Was this moment real? Daisy placed her hand against her chest, the key against her palm.

      The shawl draping Mrs. Butterwick’s shoulders drooped to her elbows, and she yanked the covering back over her shoulders. “We’ll leave behind a lantern for you two.”

      Readying to depart the church, Mr. Butterwick collected his firearm and latched onto Theo’s arm. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

      They shuffled away, with Mrs. Butterwick trailing behind. Halfway down the aisle, she spun back around. “Oh, Daisy. I want to tell you one last thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you feel at loose threads, rest assured that Seth is a good, dependable, and noble man. I’d tell you if he was a lout.”

      Seth laughed. “Well, thank you.”

      A smile tugged on Daisy’s lips as the trio exited. She moved to the empty front pew and sat, leaning back and observing the darkening sky. “Is it tomfoolery to wed tonight?”

      Seth collected the lantern the Butterwicks left behind, sat on the same bench as Daisy, and placed the light between them. The glow turned his skin into more of a honeyed hue. “In my opinion, it’s the next logical step.”

      “Are you always sensible?”

      “Some might say so.”

      “Do you?”

      “Aye.”

      Daisy sighed. “My parents made a senseless decision to wed quickly. They weren’t suited, and I promised Mum I’d never marry in haste.”

      “Does a marriage of convenience count?”

      “I don’t know. To move forward, you and I must strike a bargain first.”

      “What kind of bargain?”

      “If I help you find the treasure, I’d like a small portion.”

      His brow arched, revealing surprise in his eyes.

      Did he think she was greedy? It sounded that way to her. “In the Poet’s note to his brother, he told Isaac to reward whoever helps him find the treasure. That’ll be me if I go along with you.”

      “I already told you that I’m not taking anything for myself.” Seth’s voice was almost laced with accusation.

      “I wouldn’t take anything either, but . . .” Daisy fidgeted, hoping to find the right words to explain her predicament. “Since arriving on the island, I’ve sent most of my wages home and recently assisted a bride-ship friend in a dire predicament. At this rate, earning enough to open my own sewing business one day will take forever and a day.”

      Seth stared overhead, his jaw flexing.

      “At least, I’d like enough to pay for the rest of my mum’s passage to Vancouver Island.”

      He was silent for another heartbeat. “How about this—if we discover the treasure and find adequate funds for you and Nanaimo, I’ll give you what you want.”

      The idea of marrying anyone spun her head in one direction and the enticement of the gold in another. Goodness gracious, was she about to wed a man she met only today?

      What other choice did she have?
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      A matrimonial escape route made the most sense to Seth. Upon returning to Nanaimo, he and Daisy would sign the annulment papers, and he’d leave for Ireland in four months and never see Daisy again.

      However, she still hadn’t agreed to a wedding tonight. She sat near him on the pew as he wiped his hands on his trousers, ready to know what happened next. “Do you have a decision, Daisy?”

      “My decision is to give you back your jacket. Thanks for loaning it to me.” The lantern light between them flickered on her as she began unbuttoning the garment. The sleeves hung too long, and the bottom covered half of her skirt, making her adorable in his oversized clothing.

      “I run warm. Please keep it for now.”

      He liked how she hadn’t wilted when they faced danger. She was a good conversationalist, which helped pass the time. And he hadn’t grown tired of staring at her adorable dimples whenever they flashed.

      She halted with a button half undone and unabashedly studied him, her eyes penetrating his. “Are you sure this marriage is a good idea?”

      “After running through our options, a marriage of convenience followed by an annulment isn’t perfect, but it’s a sound decision.”

      “I never expected to wed because of a sound decision. I’d hoped to wed for love.”

      Ah, a romantic. A marriage framed with love was the ideal scenario. “Hopefully, we’ll follow that path when we each get married for real someday.”

      With her fingernail peeking from her sleeve, Daisy pried loose a splinter of wood from the corner of the burnt pew. “My papa abandoned Mum. The last thing I want is a difficult marriage, even for a short term.”

      A perfectly understandable and valid reason not to rush to the altar. However, they’d exhausted all other possibilities. “I won’t abandon you on the trail, and I promise to protect you with my life.”

      He would, no matter what.

      An emotion crossed her face, but he failed to peg which one. Doubt? Wariness? Relief? “I may drive you silly on the treasure hunt.”

      “And vice versa.” Was it wild to move forward with the spur-of-the-moment plan? No doubt Daisy had many of the same reservations as him. “Are you ready to take this leap with me?”

      She hesitated. A lock of hair had escaped her comb, twisting alongside her cheek and past her shoulder. If he stretched, he could tuck the tendril behind her ear. But she’d probably run from the pew. Besides, it looked spectacular where and how it dangled.

      Was she worried about his expectations, particularly about the marriage bed?

      Blast. He supposed he had to reassure her, even though he dreaded such a conversation. “You have no reason to worry. . . about being alone with me . . . on the trail.” Seth ran his finger around his collar, thankful he wasn’t wearing his jacket. “I’d never compromise you, Daisy. I wouldn’t. Ever.”

      Her brows rose above widening eyes. “Of course not. We need to annul our marriage one day soon.” Her fingernail flicked off another sliver of wood before she raised her chin to peer at him. “I’m not going to fall in love with you if that’s what you think.”

      The possibility hadn’t crossed his mind. “I didn’t figure you would, and I apologize if I’ve made our conversation awkward.”

      “We should be upfront and honest with each other from the start.”

      Seth appreciated the sensible woman before him. Their time together might bode better than he’d first expected. “There’s a chance we won’t find even a trace of gold. You should know that going into this.”

      “And maybe we’ll find riches beyond belief.”

      Not too likely, but he’d not dash her spirits. Although he wasn’t fond of her request to have a portion of the gold, deep down, he knew she wasn’t being selfish or trying to get rich. She simply wanted a better life for herself and her mum. He couldn’t begrudge her that, could he?

      Daisy closed her eyes for a moment, her lashes fluttering. When she opened them again, she said, “I’ll marry you.”

      “All right, then.” He jumped up and paced away from her, rubbing the back of his neck. What had he just done? Had he convinced this woman he barely knew to marry him?

      Panic swelled in his chest and pushed against his ribs. He couldn’t wed a stranger. But staying in town wasn’t an option for either of them. Already his presence had brought danger to others. And now, hers would too.

      They had to leave Nanaimo and agree to this marriage of convenience—a very temporary marriage of convenience—followed by a speedy annulment.

      The murmuring of voices arrived from beyond the front door. A moment later, Theo burst through the doorway, carrying his prayer book and a lantern. “What’s your decision? Marriage or no marriage?”

      “Marriage?” Daisy’s response lacked conviction and enthusiasm.

      Who could blame her?

      When Theo cocked his brow at him, Seth hurried forward to collect his brother. “Let’s move this ceremony along.”

      *****

      Theo held his prayer book while waiting in the church’s side room with Seth. Of course, his poor vision prevented him from reading the words, but it provided comfort, nonetheless.

      They stood on either side of a weather-beaten table. Like the rest of the structure, the space remained in tatters, open to the elements. They’d not brought a lantern into the darkened room, yet the stars and moon shed light. The wind rustled through the nearby branches, resurrecting a damp, fetid scent inside the church.

      The others were in the sanctuary preparing for the impending ceremony—Daisy, Kaine, and Isabel. Kaine had even thought to go after Finley to make sure everything was legal and all the right documents signed.

      Theo slowly released a deep breath. “I wanted you to marry someone you loved.”

      First Daisy, now Theo, full of romantic notions. Still, his brother’s words tugged at his heart. Theo wanted the best for him, and that meant everything to Seth.

      He hitched his hip on the wobbly table’s edge. “At least you’ll marry for love.”

      All the more reason he intended to leave in four months, to make sure his brother was safely returned home and able to marry Emily. After all Theo had lost, at the very least he deserved love and marriage.

      “Don’t give up hope of having love for yourself,” Theo gently chastised.

      Seth shrugged. “Maybe I’ll follow in your footsteps one day.”

      “Maybe that day will arrive sooner than we think.”

      It did no good for Theo to think the impending marriage was anything but convenient. “Please don’t get your hopes up about Daisy and me.”

      “I realize an annulment is legal and accepted by the church, yet I have qualms. It’s a vow before God.”

      Seth hadn’t anticipated his brother’s hesitations, but he should have. Normally, Theo counseled engaged couples and ensured they understood the marriage commitment long before the wedding date. “But we’ve not found a better solution, and as you said, it’s legal. Daisy and I know what we want, and it’s an annulment.”

      Theo raised his chin. “Have you taken a minute to pray over your decision to wed?”

      “No.” Since God chose to take Father’s life, Seth had little to discuss with Him today, tomorrow, or yesterday. “I assume you have.”

      “Naturally, the second I collected my prayer book.”

      Sometimes, he wished Theo didn’t have an advantage over him with the Lord. But that was his fault, not his brother’s or God’s. “If it makes you happy, I’ll pray.”

      “It’s not about my happiness, Seth. It’s about you, Daisy, and traveling with God.”

      Finding his way back to the fold was more complicated than tracking a treasure. He’d need a stronger compass than the one in his pocket.

      Theo moved to leave the side room with his hand on the wall to guide his steps, his feet shuffling.

      “Be careful,” Seth called.

      “Stop worrying.”

      “That’s impossible,” Seth whispered. Nothing had gone right since he left home in the forenoon. The busted lock. The physician’s glum report on Isaac’s continued unconscious state. The two men in his office after the map. Daisy. A pending marriage.

      He kneaded the muscles in his neck before gathering his hands and bowing his head. Of course, he could pretend to pray. But somehow, Theo would inevitably know, and the thought of disappointing his brother caused a knot to form in Seth’s gut.

      He’d keep his words brief and concise. No need for anything flowery. Seth drew a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Blessed God, I place this marriage in Your hands. Amen.”

      Afterward, he hurried into the sanctuary, stepping around a pile of broken window glass and a dented chalice. The destruction presented a gloomy setting for a wedding, though it suited the occasion.

      The others had gathered near the pulpit, where a half-dozen lanterns burned bright. Hopefully, Nyx and McKay had scattered far from town and couldn’t witness their doings.

      Finley caught Seth’s eye and stepped toward him, dressed for the occasion with a cravat added to his pinstriped suit. Even his dark, wavy hair behaved tonight. “I see that look on your face, Seth. We’re not shining a light on your whereabouts. Your pursuers remain out of town for now.”

      “Do you know how long the brigade plans to stay at their posts?” Seth leaned his elbow on the organ and reached for his pocket watch, his finger brushing the small ring that had broken off one of his sextants. He withdrew his timepiece.

      “Until eleven o’clock. Most men have work in the morning and need their sleep.”

      “That gives me three-and-a-half hours to marry Daisy and hightail it out of here.”

      “Plenty of time for a proper wedding.” Finley slapped Seth’s back and chuckled. “Congratulations.”

      Seth arched his brow. “I assume Kaine told you what’s transpired after I left your office and how this is a marriage of convenience only. Nothing more than that, and we’ll end it long before I leave for Dublin.”

      “Yes, of course. Kaine and Isabel filled me in on everything that’s transpired.”

      Seth nodded. “I can confirm the men after Daisy and me are Nyx and McKay, the fellows who mined beside the Poet. Have you learned anything more about them?”

      “A little. I received information this afternoon when the mail steamer arrived, a letter from an attorney I know near the location of the mine. Nyx is a second-rate criminal, and the shorter one of the two. And McKay worked as a trapper up near Cariboo in British Columbia for a stint.”

      That wasn’t the news Seth wanted to hear, learning McKay’s sharp skills to track him and Daisy. “Do you think they have a legitimate right to Poet’s gold?”

      “I don’t think so.” Finley shoved his wire-rimmed spectacles farther up the bridge of his nose with his finger. “The Poet had a rectangular-shaped claim and wooden stakes at the four corners. Granted, someone may have maliciously moved the markers to their advantage, making it appear the vein sat on an adjoining plot.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      “I have the Poet’s paperwork from the Gold License Collector and sent a message to a solicitor I know in Barkerville. Hopefully, he’ll soon verify the precise parameters of the Poet’s claim out at Antler Creek.”

      “Good.” Finley had built a name for himself as a solicitor in Victoria before moving to Nanaimo. Seth appreciated his legal knowledge and guidance, particularly with the treasure complications. Their friendship had grown over the last three years, both liking to fish from the pier, often with Isaac.

      “While you spoke with your brother, I met Miss Harper.” Finley grinned. “It’s a first impression, but I found your bride sweet and full of vim.”

      Seth’s stomach muscles tightened. “Let’s not call her a bride or me a groom. It’s a business arrangement, and that’s all.”

      “How romantic.”

      Blimey, Seth sounded uptight, and for a good reason—he was marrying a stranger. Long ago, he’d made an effort with Bridget, gifting her flowers and small tokens of affection. He’d taken her on picnics and long walks on the Dublin shoreline. Was it only four years ago? It felt like forever. “Romance isn’t my specialty these days.”

      Finley’s eyebrow cocked. “Are you thinking about romancing Daisy?”

      “Mercy, no. You mentioned the topic, not me.” His outburst caught the women’s attention near the organ, and they now stared at him. Seth lowered his voice. “That’s the last thing on my mind.”

      Daisy resumed her chat with Isabel. The matron said something and smiled. In return, Daisy tossed her head back and laughed, clearly not overly nervous regarding the forthcoming nuptials.

      Theo was already standing in place near the charred altar and was speaking with Kaine. Seth knew he needed to move forward and get the wedding started, but he couldn’t make his feet cooperate.

      Finley gave Seth a nudge and whispered, “Not having second thoughts now, are you?”

      Oh, he was having second, third, and fourth thoughts. Was he insane for doing this? Would he and Daisy get along well on the trail? Most likely, she’d hinder his treasure-hunting efforts. At the very least, she’d slow him down.

      Besides, even if he wanted to spend time with a woman—which he did not for now—he wasn’t sure he remembered how to act around the fairer sex. When it came to women, he was rustier than a surveying level left in the rain.

      Nevertheless, he couldn’t keep dawdling. Ready or not, he was getting married.
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      Daisy’s legs trembled as she stood beside Seth in front of the blackened altar. Between the wedding and the threat to the town, which danger bothered her more?

      She set the odds at fifty-fifty.

      She could have celebrated her first night in Nanaimo in a dozen beautiful ways. With a borrowed book, a lovely cup of tea, or a stroll around the dry goods shop, to name a few possibilities.

      Such a shame Mum wasn’t here to hold her hand and offer advice. Would she tell Daisy to run or agree that temporarily marrying Seth was worthwhile for a share of the treasure?

      At the very least, even for a temporary marriage, her mum would have wanted her to wear something pretty, might have even let her don one of the beautiful gowns she’d created.

      But here she stood in well-worn shoes, a faded gingham dress, and Seth’s giant overcoat. Even her hair remained messy, although she’d combed it as best she could with her fingers and plaited it.

      Seth hunched to whisper in her ear, “Are you still fine with moving forward?” His deep tone added unexpected intimacy to the moment.

      Was she?

      The flickering lights underscored his handsome features, toying with his hair, sprinkling darker streaks amongst the fairer ones. He’d soiled his clothing while cleaning the church, and Daisy cared little, nor did she mind the scruff of soot on his cheeks and chin.

      Not once had she ever imagined exchanging vows in a burned church. Yet the sanctuary’s silence contributed to the occasion’s reverence, as did the moon, the stars, the firelight from an array of lanterns, and scattered tallow candles.

      Nothing about their day had unfolded customarily. Why should their ceremony be any different? The blazed church, smoky scents, and strewn rubble added to the ceremony’s oddness.

      Daisy’s tattered will to follow through with the ceremony required quick stitching, and she squared her shoulders. Seth stood rock solid beside her. Could she really go through with marrying a stranger? Even one as nice as him?

      Maybe she ought to flee back to the Butterwicks’ place, shove the bureau in front of the door, dive into the bed, and bury herself under the covering until morning—or possibly next week.

      Seth whispered again, “Have you changed your mind?”

      She hadn’t, had she?

      Theo stood behind the partial pulpit, paging through The Book of Common Prayer.

      Daisy peeked over her shoulder. Mrs. Butterwick, in her simple cream-colored shawl and pale pink hat, beamed like a proud parent. Her husband and the attorney wore more somber expressions.

      When Mrs. Butterwick shooed Daisy with her flapping hand, encouraging her to proceed with the ceremony, Daisy turned back around.

      A dozen worries waited on her tongue, but she swallowed the kit and caboodle—time to move this wedding along. “I am ready,” she finally answered Seth, unable to keep the wobble from her voice.

      His expression was grave as if he attended a funeral instead of a wedding. “Go ahead, Theo.”

      Theo stared over their heads, eyes fixed on something or perhaps nothing. “Since I cannot read the ceremony, I’ll improvise if nobody objects.”

      No one spoke.

      Theo cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved. We’ve gathered to unite this man, Seth Patrick Ryann, and this woman, Daisy.” Theo paused for her response.

      “Marie.” She wadded a fistful of her skirt and filed Seth’s middle name away. A fine one it was, and the same as her brother who had provided for her and Mum and was still taking care of Mum.

      Theo nodded slowly and deliberately. “Daisy Marie Harper in holy matrimony.”

      After a brief prayer and Scripture about cleaving to one another, Theo jumped to the vows. “Seth, do you take Daisy to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death you do part, according to God’s holy law, and this is your solemn vow.”

      “I will.” Seth’s bright eyes locked onto hers.

      The sincerity in the blue depths brought a strange warmth to Daisy despite the chilly air. If she allowed a flight of fancy, she’d believe every word he spoke, every piece of the pledge he vowed.

      But their marriage wasn’t real or lasting.

      Theo asked Daisy to recite the same vow, adding one addition—to obey her husband.

      Easy enough. And she repeated the words.

      “The exchange of rings occurs next,” Theo said, “however, under these circumstances, we’ll move⁠—”

      “Wait.” Seth fished into his pocket and withdrew a thin gold band, sparkly in the shimmering candlelight.

      She leaned closer for a better examination. “Where’d you find that?”

      “It’s a broken piece to my sextant, and I stuck it in my pocket this morning.”

      Daisy straightened. The token of love carried no meaning, yet she appreciated his sweet gesture. “It’s perfect for our imperfect wedding.”

      “May I continue?” Theo asked.

      “Yes,” Seth and Daisy said at the same time.

      “Take Daisy’s left hand and repeat after me.”

      Seth raised her fingers as moonlight kissed his mouth. Why was she staring at his lips? Focus on the little round object, Daisy.

      “With this ring, I thee wed.” Theo’s voice rang out as if to ensure God was listening in on the ceremony.

      “With this ring, I thee wed.” Seth’s words carried a tremble as he slipped the metal band into place. Was he as jittery as she was?

      Theo squinted at them. “Are your hands still joined?”

      “Yes.” Seth squeezed her fingers. Though big, his warm hand held callouses and gentleness, something she’d noticed when they’d escaped and raced to the wagon.

      “Excellent. Then we’ll proceed with an ancient Celtic tradition, long practiced in many churches in Ireland. The knot tying typically takes place at engagements. But we’ll adapt it and continue the custom tonight, a tribute to Seth and my absent parents.” Theo paused and peered in the direction of their guests. “Isabel, if you will.”

      A moment later, Mrs. Butterwick stepped next to Daisy, holding her hand high and pinching a long pink ribbon between her thumb and finger. It dangled inches from the dirty ground.

      “For the handfasting”—Theo’s voice cracked with emotion—“I’ve chosen pink, representing unity, honor, truth, romance, and happiness—everything I desire for my brother and his bride. Isabel, please bind their hands with a simple knot.”

      How unusual yet touching.

      “I’d like nothing more.” Mrs. Butterwick wound the ribbon around their right hands several times before tying it with a big bow. Beaming, she patted their hands, then returned to stand beside her husband.

      Theo swished the prayer book above his head with dramatic flair. “It is my distinct pleasure to pronounce Seth and Daisy as husband and wife. Those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.”

      Daisy stared at the pink ribbon binding her hand tightly to Seth’s. That urge to run back to her room at the Butterwicks’ again rushed through her. What had she done? Had she really just gotten married?

      Theo was smiling broadly. “Per custom, a kiss takes place next.”

      Absolutely not. Daisy cupped her free hand over her mouth.

       

      *****

       

      Seth held up a hand to stop Theo. There would be no kiss tonight—chaste or otherwise.

      Especially because Daisy now had a hand over her mouth, and it was all too easy to see the objection in her wide eyes. Clearly, she had no desire to kiss him. And he had none for her either—even though she did have pretty lips.

      “We’ll forgo the kiss tonight.” He used his firmest tone so Theo wouldn’t push the matter.

      Daisy nodded vigorously then dropped her hand from her mouth. “Good idea.”

      In the next instant, she thrust that hand out to him.

      Did she want to shake hands, as if they were business partners making a formal deal?

      He placed his hand around hers. She gave a firm shake, then quickly removed her hand from his grip. He could feel her tug her other hand bound by the ribbon, as though trying to free herself, but Mrs. Butterwick had tied them together much too enthusiastically.

      Theo gave a shrug as if to say he’d tried. “I prefer to wed couples after long, thoughtful prayer, but I’m making an exception. However, I commit to praying daily for this marriage.”

      Seth wanted to blurt out the reminder that their marriage didn’t need prayer since it was only temporary, but he held back the words and instead expelled an exasperated sigh.

      “Now,” Theo continued, ignoring Seth, “I’d like to conclude with a traditional Celtic blessing I’ve memorized. I apologize if I bumble a word or two, but you’ll get my gist.”

      Theo closed his eyes, no doubt combing through his memory to recall the cherished benediction.

      
        
        
        “May the road rise up to meet you.

        May the wind be always at your back.

        May the sun shine warm upon your face,

        And the rain fall soft upon your fields,

        And until we meet again, my friends,

        May God hold you in the hollow of his hand.”

      

      

      

      He finished with a moment of silence before opening his eyes, his expression warm. “Welcome to the family, Daisy.”

      “Thank you?” She stared at the pink bow. “How long do we remain bound?”

      “I highly recommend forever, but you may remove the ribbon whenever you wish.”

      Mercy, Theo. Seth twisted his wrist, but the ribbon held fast. He cocked his head at Daisy. “Want the honors of untethering us, or is it my duty?”

      She was already pulling on the bow and untying the ribbon. Within seconds, she’d freed their hands and then tucked the frippery into his coat pocket. “I believe I’ll hold on to this little memento.”

      He suspected Daisy possessed a sentimental heart in need of careful handling. Bridget had a similar slant, often requiring reassurances regarding his feelings toward her. She’d turned teary-eyed over seeing a new infant or reading stirring poetry. Sometimes he’d tiptoed around her, worried he’d accidentally offend her gentle sensibilities by saying the wrong thing.

      The prospect of Daisy being like that tightened his chest. He’d glimpsed her hardy side earlier, hopefully balancing her tender tendencies. Nobody knew what they’d face on the trail, but she’d need more than a mite of grit to go treasure hunting in the wilderness.

      Their guests hurried forward with embraces and thumps on his back. Theo’s laughter rang in the cool night air. Finley teased him, calling him an old married man. Isabel made him promise to treat Daisy like a queen before the two women separated from the group to huddle and whisper.

      Was Isabel offering marital advice?

      But why would they talk about such things? Daisy didn’t want a real marriage any more than he did.

      Kaine’s bushy eyebrows drew together as he stood next to the altar. “Everything I thought you might need for your trip is bundled and in my shed by the horses. Isabel and I probably packed too much nonsense.”

      It was good of Kaine to loan him his two mares and prepare their packs. “I’m obliged. But someone stole my gun from my desk. Do you have one I can borrow until we get back?”

      “Take my revolver.” Kaine reached into his overcoat pocket, withdrew the weapon, and passed it to Seth. “It’s the same make and model you bought from the store. You’ll find bullets and a holster in the saddlebags.”

      Seth stuffed the weapon in his pocket. “I appreciate it.”

      His friends had busy lives but had dropped everything to assist him and Daisy tonight. Though unsure how, he’d repay them in word, deed, or think of something else. “Thank you, everyone. Daisy and I need to be going.”

      Theo draped his arm over Seth’s shoulders. “My only regret is Mother missed the nuptials.”

      “Please don’t start believing Daisy and I entered a long-lasting marriage. We have not.”

      Bending, Finley collected a lantern from the ground. “I hope that you find the treasure, Seth, and that our plan works to catch Nyx and McKay once we sort through a few details.”

      Kaine tugged a timepiece from his waistcoat pocket. “Want to meet at my shop in, say, fifteen minutes? We have about two hours until the rifle brigade stops patrolling.”

      Seth’s gut soured at the prospect that Theo might join in the plans. “Don’t do anything foolish like brandish a firearm tonight.”

      With a loud sigh, Theo dropped his arm. “I’ll return home after we make a plan, and don’t forget my landlord is the second-best shot in town.”

      “Good, I trust Mr. Winslow.”

      Kaine glanced in the direction of Daisy and Mrs. Butterwick, then leaned in. “I didn’t mention it earlier, but when Isabel collected Daisy’s items, she discovered someone had ransacked her room. We agreed not to add another worry to her stack tonight. But I wanted you to know.”

      The nonstop danger pressed against him, and he drew a deep breath before shaking hands with the shopkeeper. “I appreciate your looking out for Daisy, and I’m grateful you didn’t tell her before the ceremony. What good would it do?”

      Kaine shrugged. “Stay safe.”

      “You, as well.” If nothing else resolved the problem with Nyx and McKay, finding the gold and storing the money in the bank would stop the danger for good.

      At least, Seth hoped so.
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      Married—the last thing Daisy expected.

      She and Seth had said their final goodbyes in the church, knowing it was safer to leave town quietly. Now she stood in the Butterwicks’ shed, twisting the key on her necklace back and forth while Seth readied two horses in the shadows, murmuring to the animals, their tails swishing in a lazy rhythm.

      Outside the shed, a starlit canopy hung overhead, and a musky scent perfumed the chilly air. Lantern light shone in the Butterwicks’ window across the alleyway. And she couldn’t keep from wishing that she was up in the cozy room Mrs. Butterwick had prepared for her instead of out in the cold of the night preparing to leave on horses.

      She counted herself brave nine days out of ten and met challenges toe-to-toe. Yet she’d prefer to darn a million stockings than ride a horse. Animals and marriages stymied her.

      Heights, as well.

      Tomorrow she’d add Someone who doesn’t force me to ride a horse to her husband-requirement list. Not really. But she wanted to.

      “I have a brilliant idea.” She fastened the buttons on her worn navy overcoat to her neck, having finally given Seth back his coat. “Why don’t you ride one horse, lead the other, and I’ll hurry on foot behind you? I’m a quick walker.” Provided her tattered shoes, particularly the left one with the small hole in the toe and a crack in the sole, remained intact.

      A furry coonskin cap rode low on Seth’s brow and hid most of his rebellious curls. He stood between the animals and glanced at her. “Oh aye, that’s the most brilliant thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Thank you.”

      He stopped fiddling with a saddlebag and stared at her. “You’re jesting, aren’t you?”

      “Absolutely not.” Daisy hadn’t experienced a single encounter with a horse in Manchester, and her family hadn’t even owned a measly chicken. “I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t find fault with you.” He tugged on a pair of riding gloves. “It’s like my inability to sew on a button. It’s inexperience and nothing more.”

      “Buttons are incredibly simple. I’ll teach you.”

      “It works the same way with horses. We’ll ride together tonight, and I’ll provide instructions tomorrow. Something tells me you’re a quick learner.”

      At his compliment, a little buzz zipped through her. While growing up, she’d never received much praise. Mum had always said flattery was unnecessary and only clouded a person’s judgment. While she’d never said so, Daisy had always wondered if that’s how Papa had won Mum, through lots of flattery.

      Whatever the case, Daisy appreciated Seth’s confidence in her.

      “Kaine rents me his mares for less than the livery charges.” He patted the flank of the horse closest to Daisy. “This is Cuff, the more spirited of the two. The other is Link, docile as a lamb.”

      She offered a half-hearted wave to the beasts. “Hello, fellows.”

      Again Seth stopped his fiddling, his brow quirking. Then he ducked his head, but not before she caught him fighting back a smile.

      “I’m just being friendly. That ought to help these boys like me, right?”

      He shrugged. “So that you know, a mare is a female horse.”

      Hmm . . . she wasn’t aware. For some bizarre reason, the news helped her feel less alone.

      “Would you like to ride in the front or the back?”

      “Front or back of what?”

      “The saddle.”

      “Saddle?”

      He patted the leather seat that didn’t look like it had ample space for one person, much less two. “This is a saddle.”

      “I know what a saddle is. But I can’t ride in that . . . with you . . . can I?”

      “It’s the best option for tonight.”

      One saddle for two people? No thank you. Only, she had no other choice or the time for a bout of wishy-washiness. “You decide.”

      Seth made a few adjustments, twiddling with the straps and attaching Link’s rope to the saddle’s far side. “Front seems easier. If you turn sleepy, you can lean against me.”

      She’d rather take a chance on tumbling than press her back against his front side. It was too intimate, at least for her. Seth wasn’t a stranger anymore, but just barely. “I’m wide awake, thank you very much. However, I’m not overly familiar with animals. Tell me what to do.”

      Before leaving the church, Mrs. Butterwick had insisted Daisy wear trousers beneath her skirt to maintain modesty. The stiff material gaped around her waist. She’d soon need to fashion a belt, fix the problem with a needle and thread, or live in fear they’d puddle on the ground.

      He approached her slowly, almost hesitantly. “Do you mind if I help you up?”

      “I see no other option, so please do.”

      When he placed his hands on her waist and hefted her, she tensed yet found the wherewithal to toss her one leg over the horse’s other side and land in the saddle. She wiggled forward and bumped into a considerable knob sticking out of the front end. Seth jerked the seat as he joined her on the horse, and she spread her skirts evenly to the left and right.

      “Grip the horn,” he said.

      Was Seth teasing? Bulls had horns, not horses. “What?”

      He brushed against her back when he leaned forward, and she straightened her spine. Then he poked his chin over her shoulder, and his arm snaked around her side to point at the solid lump in front of her. “That’s a saddle horn. Hold onto it.”

      “Oh.” She followed his instruction.

      Seth sat dangerously close, his warm breath on her head. When he shifted, his leg bumped into hers.

      She hadn’t bargained for such close quarters. But honestly, she hadn’t known what to expect, leaving town quickly with a man. A man she was shockingly married to.

      A click of his tongue prompted the horse to clop forward, jolting Daisy and forcing her to tighten her hold. He steered their mount alongside the bay that hugged Nanaimo where the shore was more pebbly than sandy. They passed by a row of timber cottages and then the wharves for loading coal, which were deserted except for a few boats bobbing in the quiet harbor.

      Once they reached the edge of town, he nudged the horses faster. “Since the brigade chased the men out of Nanaimo to the southwest, we can still head north.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Aye. Even so, let’s try to stay as quiet as possible until we ride farther.”

      The perfect arrangement, for she had nothing to say. But a million thoughts whipped through her mind. Where would they sleep? What was in the saddlebags? How on God’s green earth would the treasure hunt end?

      She did her best to stay as stiff as an arrow in a quiver, but the jostling of the horse rocked her back and forth, bumping her against Seth anyway.

      “Comfortable, Daisy?” he asked after a few minutes, his deep voice only inches from her ear.

      Absolutely not. Was anyone comfortable astride a wide-backed mare, especially when pressed so closely to a handsome man? Yes, she could admit he was handsome. There was no denying it. “I’m peachy. How are you?”

      “Fine.”

      Moonlight revealed driftwood strewn along the shore and water slapping the rocky beach. Small hills along the waterline offered a mix of high and low ragged banks with a row of trees casting tall shadows.

      “Look.” Seth pointed at an otter floating on his back in the moonlight.

      “Gracious. It’s lovely.” Even if nothing about their predicament was ideal, she could still enjoy the beauty and make the best of things, couldn’t she? Seth seemed to be.

      She tried to relax, as they finally were well out of range of Nanaimo, but it wasn’t easy. “Do you think Nyx and McKay are still following us?”

      “I wish I knew.”

      For a while, they discussed the men who’d chased them through town, questioning if they’d returned to Nanaimo and fallen for their friends’ trap. Neither of them knew what sort of plan had been concocted. Then they talked about the possibility of others pursuing them, especially once word spread that they’d left on the treasure hunt. Seth reassured her that they would have plenty of lead.

      She asked him more about Isaac and the Poet, and he shared stories of their time together over the past few years. It was clear Seth had shared a fondness for the brothers and now was determined to find this treasure for Isaac with or without his help.

      Daisy was peering up at the wide canopy of stars, explaining how she’d never seen so many in Manchester’s polluted sky, when Seth jerked the reins, jiggling her like pudding. She lunged forward, tightening her two-handed grip on the horn.

      “Shhh.” Seth’s whisper was low with warning.

      Straight ahead an elk blocked their path, which was now hemmed with trees on both sides. Moonlight glinted on the animal’s brown coat and mighty horns.

      Cuff whinnied and pranced, and Seth wrapped his solid arm around Daisy’s middle, likely trying to keep her safe if the horse spooked more. His firm chest became an unmovable wall against her back as her heartbeat pulsed in her temples. Was it due to Seth’s nearness, the wild animal, or both?

      The creature emitted a hollow-toned bark, then whirled around and bolted into the thicket, crashing and snorting and causing another commotion.

      “You’re fine, girls.” Seth spoke firmly but calmly to the horses as they shied again. He dropped his hold on Daisy to pat Cuff’s hide. “The elk ran away like a scared chicken, didn’t he?”

      After one more nicker from Cuff, both mares stilled.

      Daisy twisted so she could see Seth.

      In the moonlight, his stark blue eyes shone brightly with concern. “Are you still all right?”

      “Yes. That wasn’t even the most exciting thing that occurred today.”

      He chuckled. “That’s the spirit.”

      She liked his soft laugh, liked how it relaxed his face, liked how it made her feel lighter, freer, as if she’d done something right. Maybe the trip would be fine. Maybe she and Seth could even be friends.

      He cocked a brow, as though waiting for her to say more, likely wondering why she still stared at him.

      Gracious. She was clearly expecting too much too soon. She spun back and resumed her hold on the saddle horn, trying to maintain the proper distance from him.

      Seth clucked his tongue again, and the horses ambled forward. The elk episode hadn’t shaken him. It was as if he faced wild creatures daily. Perhaps he did.

      Levelheadedness would make a great addition to her husband-requirements list. After traveling with Seth, perhaps she’d better understand what she did and didn’t want in a spouse. Not only would she receive payment for her treasure-hunting efforts, but she’d also hone her list.

      Now to keep those two goals in the forefront of her mind.

      As they continued along, they varied their speed on the trail, faster when the conditions warranted and slower through the more wooded areas. Their conversations clipped along mile after mile and hour after hour with hardly a lull.

      Eventually, her eyes grew heavy and her seat sore. She wanted to stop and stretch, but she also didn’t want to be a bother.

      Seth stretched, raising his arm heavenward, the reins still in his hand. “So why did you stop the seamstress job and go to work in the mill?”

      Daisy buried her yawn in her shoulder. “Mum and I lost our jobs with the tailor, who’d employed her for years and me for a few.”

      “Mind telling me why?”

      She fidgeted with the mane of the horse, having grown bold enough to finally touch the mare. Did she dare tell the ugly truth about being jilted? It was mortifying and not exactly the kind of information a woman shared with a man she’d met only hours ago.

      But why not tell him? It wasn’t like she had to impress him, not when they would go their own ways once the treasure hunt ended. “I’d grown to be close friends with Christopher, the tailor’s son. In fact, we developed feelings for each other, and one day he proposed marriage to me.”

      Seth didn’t say anything, but his posture changed.

      “You can probably guess the outcome.” She heaved a tired sigh. “His father wasn’t too pleased with the proposal, blamed me for enticing Christopher into it, then fired Mum and me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I should have told Christopher no. But I was enamored and dared to believe he truly loved me. But less than a month later, I learned of his engagement to someone else, a woman who had more to offer him and his family than I did.”

      “He was wrong to lead you on.”

      She gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I know now that he had all the wrong qualities.” And he’d taught her that she couldn’t give her heart away to just anyone. She needed to be more careful, more selective, more guarded.

      “So that’s when you and your mum went to the mill?”

      “Uh-huh. We worked there about a year until it shut down from the cotton shortages.”

      “That must have been difficult.” Compassion wound through Seth’s words, nudging Daisy to continue speaking freely.

      “Then I learned about the bride ship destined for a new country. Mum saw Vancouver Island as the best means to our end for opening our sewing business.”

      “Why here and not back in Manchester or even London?”

      She couldn’t keep a soft scoff from slipping out. “There aren’t opportunities in England for poor women like us. Only drudgery and toil, and even that was taken from us when the mill closed.”

      The silence lengthened between them, but night sounds surrounded them on all sides, everything from a distant wolf’s howl to an owl’s hoot.

      “I know it’s late,” he finally said. “If you’d like to sleep, you can lean back and trust me to keep you safe and in the saddle.”

      She hesitated. He had proven himself trustworthy so far. What harm could come from resting for just a little while? And what harm could come from leaning into him and his broad chest. His chin would likely rest against her head. His arms might even slide around her middle.

      “Oh gracious.” She shook her head. “I’ll be fine. If you’re planning to stay awake, I’ll do likewise.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes. Now that I’ve told you about my sad, sorry story about Christopher, it’s your turn. Have you ever courted anyone?”

      His arms on either side of her grew rigid, and silence fell as heavy as a wet wool blanket.

      Maybe she shouldn’t have asked. “It’s all right. You don’t have to say anything⁠—”

      “I courted once, then she nearly drowned during a boating accident.” He tightened his grip on the reins. A moment passed before he spoke again. “We picnicked with friends, and then ventured onto the lake in a canoe. Suddenly, the weather turned, and we tipped. We weren’t far from the shore, and I quickly delivered her to the beach, though she’d swallowed a gallon of water. Later, she told me it was all my fault.” He heaved a long sigh. “I couldn’t have agreed with her more.”

      Poor Seth. “I’m sure it was frightening.”

      “Thankfully, she wasn’t seriously harmed. I was probably more shaken than her.”

      “A person can’t control the weather.”

      He shrugged. “We ended our courtship not long after that.”

      She wanted to ask him if he ended it, or if his girl did and why. But she’d already pried enough. Besides, what difference did it really make?

      Weariness settled over her, and her lashes fluttered down. She’d only close her eyes for a second or two.

       

      *****

       

      Seth brought the horse to a gentle halt, not wanting to wake Daisy. She’d fallen asleep a while ago, and now she lay in the crook of his arm. At some point during the ride, she’d taken her headscarf off, and her hair had come undone. Now it spilled across her lovely face.

      He had half a mind to shove her locks aside to stare at her freely. But common sense elbowed him. Staring at her would only rouse longings that needed to stay slumbering. And that would do neither of them any good.

      They’d reached a grassy patch by a pond, a site he’d camped at before because of its watering hole. With dawn only a few hours away, he needed a bit of sleep. They’d made it fifteen miles or so. He was used to traveling thirty on a good day and twenty when on the mountain trails. But with the horse carrying two people, they’d had to go slower.

      Dare he try to dismount with Daisy in his arms? He could try.

      He leaned back slowly and carefully and inched his leg upward.

      She stirred and then shoved her hair out of her face. “Where are we?”

      “At our campsite.”

      “Oh.” The moon still hung high, surrounded by stars and a few clouds, providing enough natural light that he could see her peering up at him with sleepy eyes.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      She glanced at his chest and his arm on the other side then stiffened and began to scramble to her place in the saddle. “I can’t believe I dozed off. Sorry if I caused you difficulties with . . . uh, my head on your arm.”

      “You’re no bother.” He dismounted, then helped her to the ground, immediately dropping his hands to his sides.

      She wobbled a few steps, shaking her legs, hand on her back.

      Together, they constructed the tent on a pine-needle carpet, arranging her bedroll on top of the softness. Then he fetched two apples from the saddlebag, too weary for a full meal. Tomorrow, he’d teach her to ride Link. The lesson could go one of two ways. Overjoyed to no longer share his horse, she’d learn swiftly. Or her trepidations would thwart her progress—a coin toss, for certain.

      Would he miss her if she stopped riding with him tomorrow? Maybe a mite.

      Usually, he grew lonely when traveling for long stretches by himself. Nobody to talk to, not even himself, since he disliked one-sided conversations. Daisy had chatted a lot throughout the night, and surprisingly, it hadn’t bothered him. She was earnest, curious, and interesting.

      Seth left Daisy in the tent and checked the perimeter, ensuring their safety. He let the horses quench their thirst at the pond before tying them to a nearby tree. Then he removed their packs and saddles and rubbed down their legs before gathering their feed.

      Finally, he crawled into his bedroll, which he’d positioned a couple of feet away from the tent, knowing he had to sleep light and stay alert for trespassers.

      Even when he wasn’t out in the wilderness, he typically slept only a few hours a night. Insomnia had troubled him since Father’s death—too many nightmares poking into his dreams.

      At a commotion from the tent, he turned on his side to find Daisy crawling out. She straightened and took in his sleeping arrangement. Sticking her hands in her coat pockets, her shoulders slumped, likely from weariness and soreness. “Are you safe out here?”

      “I’ve frequently slept outside and survived to see another day. That said, I appreciate your asking.”

      “I feel selfish taking up the tent.”

      “No need. I’m used to sleeping under the stars.”

      She didn’t budge. Moonlight bathed her in a heavenly radiance. A breeze rippled her loose hair and snapped the canvas tent.

      “Goodnight, Daisy.”

      Still, she tarried. “I’m aware you’d be better off out here in the wilderness without me. But I’m grateful you allowed me to come along.”

      Something about her stabbed at his breastbone, aiming for his heart, and missed. “I won’t mislead you. We will face difficulties, especially after we reach the mountains. It’s better you know what’s ahead than face too many surprises.”

      “I appreciate your warning.”

      “If we avoid foolhardy mistakes, I suspect we’ll be fine.”

      “A brilliant plan. And I’ll do my best.” She crouched and slipped back into the tent. “Sleep well, Seth.”

      “See you in the morning.” He drew his bedroll closer to the entrance and rested his head on the meager pillow. By all accounts, Daisy appeared to be a no-nonsense woman. Maybe things would turn out fine with this temporary arrangement. He just had to make sure they really did avoid foolhardy mistakes. He’d already made one too many in his past, and he couldn’t afford to make any more.

      Except she had the most distracting and arresting eyes. And hair. And personality. Seth drew a deep breath, releasing the air between his teeth, and pulled the scratchy blanket beneath his chin.

      Without a miracle in the works, he’d never fall asleep. Partly because of the threat of Nyx and McKay. And partly because of a woman named Daisy.
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      A bird’s cry woke Daisy, which was preferable to a couple of outlaws.

      She’d hoped to rise at dawn to make breakfast, but bright sunshine seeped through the tent’s gaps and branded her as tardy. She shoved aside her covering and sat on her knees, but then groaned. Every bone and muscle in her body ached. Her thighs were chafed and rubbed raw from the trousers and the friction.

      Horses and breeches failed to impress her.

      The chilly air nipped at her skin as she tugged on her shoes. She’d slept in her dress, too tired to rummage through the saddlebags to hunt for a nightgown. And now her skirt was rumpled. She gave it several firm shakes, but the wrinkles refused to disappear, just like her doubts about her hasty marriage to Seth.

      Even though she’d pushed the concerns down during the long hours of riding last night, they’d lingered and now nagged her louder than ever. Why had she put her well-being in someone else’s hands? Someone she’d known for less than twenty-four hours.

      She hadn’t been thinking right. An essential cog in her brain must have quit.

      Burying her face in her hands, she released another soft groan, this one at herself for making such a rash decision.

      What should she do? Was there anything she could do? It wouldn’t be fair to Seth to insist that he take her back to Nanaimo and give her the annulment today. All the same dangers and problems would still be awaiting her there.

      A simple truth stared back at her. It was too late to change what had happened. She had to proceed with the treasure hunt.

      With a sigh, she climbed out and stretched. She couldn’t forget that she was doing this partly for her and Mum’s dreams. If they got even a small portion of the treasure, she could do so much.

      She swept her gaze over their campsite, the two horses tied to a thick cedar tree several feet from where the tent stood, sugary white clouds above, and the impressive mountain range over the treetops.

      Where was Seth? His spot was empty, his bedroll already tied neatly.

      She rounded the tent and found him straightaway—shirtless—squatting before a clear, glassy pond.

      With his bare back facing her, he stood, flicking water from his hair, ringlets clinging to his nape. His broad shoulders whittled to his hips. Snug black trousers hugged his lower half, and muscles flexed across his back, rippling with each movement.

      Goodness gracious. Daisy’s greeting hung on her tongue. Of all the sights she’d expected this morning, a half-naked man hadn’t made her list.

      The slimmest breeze had the power to topple her. If wise, she’d avert her eyes. But no, she remained transfixed on Seth. God had sculpted him to perfection, and the back of him alone threatened to buckle her knees. Daisy widened her stance to ensure safety.

      Any minute, he’d catch her at her worst—gawking like a dunderhead in her trail-dirty dress and hair not yet combed. It shouldn’t matter, but it did.

      As if she willed him to turn, he swiveled, scrubbed a towel over his head, and draped it over his shoulders. “Top of the day to you.”

      Oh, fiddle-faddle. Heat climbed Daisy’s neck to burn her cheeks. “And to you.”

      Wasn’t that the proper reply to someone Irish? Maybe it wasn’t. And she was making an even bigger fool of herself standing there, still staring at him. She had to do something else and spun her makeshift wedding band back and forth, surprised it hadn’t fallen off yet. “I’ll start breakfast.”

      “No fire this morning.” He reached for his shirt atop a nearby rock and stuffed his arms through the sleeves. “We don’t want anyone to spy the smoke during daylight.”

      The constant threat of someone jumping out of the bushes never entirely left her thoughts. Besides, she lacked knowledge of fire-making rules on the run and how partially dressed men bathed at the drop of a hat. My, she had much to learn.

      Daisy whirled around, retraced her steps to reach the side of the tent, and crouched to riffle through the leather saddlebags. All the while, the image of Seth by the pond ran wild through her thoughts. Sure, she’d seen men shirtless, but not many resembled Seth’s perfectly chiseled shape.

      No, not many at all.

      From here on out, she’d stop thinking about his shirtless, perfectly fascinating form and picture him only as her business partner. Otherwise, she’d face a long, challenging, and heart-palpitating trip.

      Quickly, she removed a brick of cheese, a hunk of bread, dried raspberries, a knife, and two plates. Their remaining provisions included practical things like more food, canteens, and fresh clothing. Their friends had also packed a few other rations that weren’t as essential—a tin of peppermints, a cigar box with sewing supplies, and other surprises to examine later.

      Barefooted, Seth rounded the corner of the tent.

      Daisy jumped, keeping her eyes on the cheese. “Are you fully dressed?”

      “Aye, and I didn’t mean to alarm you.”

      Her eyes traveled up his dark trousers, suspenders, and white shirt. Thank goodness he was completely clothed this time, though he’d forgotten to fasten the top few buttons. “Nonsense. I’m the opposite of alarmed. I’m . . . peachy. That’s what I am this morning.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He squatted beside her, wrapping a collapsible, straight-edged razor and soap into a towel. Then he stuffed his bundle into the saddlebag and dug through the contents.

      She sliced cheese onto the plates, followed by the bread.

      Seth whistled his appreciation. “Looks delicious. Perhaps tonight I’ll catch us a fish.”

      “I’m handy with a pole and line myself.” She divided the berries, splitting them fifty-fifty onto two plates. “Let’s hold a fishing contest.”

      “If we cover enough ground today and encounter no trouble, I’ll accept your challenge.”

      Spring’s warmth had already bronzed his face, setting off his blue eyes, purer than a mountain stream. She moved her focus to the sun, which continued to bloom on the eastern horizon. The buttery glow matched Seth’s locks—not now but when dry.

      He blessed the meal, and they ate standing. Dew glistened in the long grass and wildflowers. Songbirds serenaded from the tall trees that bordered the pond. The beauty stole her breath. Then she babbled about the loveliness, comparing it to the dinginess of Manchester.

      Thankfully, Seth didn’t seem to mind her prattling. After finishing his fare, he handed Daisy the button she’d found at the church. “You left this and the pink ribbon in my coat pocket. I stuffed the decoration in the saddlebag, but I didn’t want to lose the button for your collection.”

      “Oh, thank you.” She removed the yarn from around her neck, undid the knot with deft fingers, moistened one end with her tongue, and poked the strand through the shank’s protrusion. Metals clinked together. “Now I’ll keep track of my newest trinket.”

      The intricately designed key and the floral button were unique and exceptional. Would their specialness rub off on her by wearing them on a string around her neck? She hoped so.

      His eyes fastened on her necklace. “I wonder if we’ll find the chest that matches your key?”

      “I wonder if I can talk you out of that riding lesson today.”

      “Not unless you’d prefer to share a saddle with me for the remainder of our trip.”

      Daisy recalled his warm breaths on the back of her hair and strong arm around her waist last night. And how he’d gently helped her on and off the horse. She didn’t want to notice his every touch, but she did.

      “I think not.” She retied the knot and looped the yarn over her head. “My key has a friend.”

      Tugging the map from his pocket, Seth paused, his lips curling into a heart-stopping grin. “You do realize your button is an inanimate object with no feelings.”

      “If you say so, but I put stock in friendships.” She pictured Willow’s and Juliet’s faces. Mrs. Butterwick’s too.

      “Want to break camp first or hold your riding lesson?”

      Leave it to Seth to ask for her opinion. Little kindnesses meant twice as much as big ones. Still, she didn’t relish climbing atop a horse. But she’d do so with well-fitting trousers. “I require a few minutes to myself, then let’s pack. After the lesson, we’ll be ready to leave.”

      Seth nodded, then unfolded the map. “There are three prominent Xs on here. My guess is that each represents a clue. Having studied this for some time and knowing the area, we should reach the first X today.”

      She stepped closer and took in the drawing. “How will we recognize it?”

      “Next to the first X”—he tapped the map—“the Poet drew a massive tree and what looks like a burl on the bark or something similar.”

      Squinting, she leaned closer. “Don’t plenty of trees have woody knots?”

      “Aye, but there’s a sequoia that’s gigantic and unique not far from here. We’ll start our search there today.”

      Unable to help herself, she smiled, enthusiasm building inside her. “I’m excited. I love riddles.”

      “Remember, it’s probably only a clue, not a treasure of gold.”

      “Still, it’ll move us one step closer.”

      “I hope so.” Picking up one of their bags, Seth strode to the horses.

      Clearly, he held a tighter rein on his emotions than she did. But it didn’t matter. Being different from her wasn’t bad. It was just . . . different.

      She cleaned the dishes in the pond, completed her toiletry, and fixed her trousers with sewing notions, grateful that Mrs. Butterwick had thought of everything.

      When she finally finished, she and Seth collapsed the tent and tucked all their items away. They collected breadcrumbs and other food scraps from the grass to hide their presence and tossed the little bits into the pond. Seth stuffed a pearl-handled revolver into the holster circling his hips, then shrugged on his coat, covering the firearm.

      Daisy had slept like a fat and happy hibernating bear, and she’d likely have snoozed throughout gunshots, knife fights, and cougar attacks. “Are we still safe?”

      “As far as I can tell.” Seth moved to untie one of the horses. “I believe we have a measure of breathing room this forenoon. Know what that means?”

      A shorter day? Daisy’s hopes rose high enough to brush the gathering clouds. “We won’t travel as long and far as yesterday?”

      “We have time for your riding lesson.”

      “Oh.” Treasure hunting, and all it entailed, wasn’t for the faint of heart.

       

      *****

       

      Although he hadn’t known Daisy for even a full day, Seth read her like a map he’d single-handedly written. Link stood beside him in the middle of the meadow on the other side of the pond and nickered. Butterflies, yellow and black swallowtails, dipped in and out of the tall grass.

      He drew a deep breath and summoned his patience. If traveling alone, he’d have left camp before daybreak. He wasn’t known for wasting his minutes. However, he had a traveling companion, and her needs mattered—something he had to keep telling himself.

      Slower than sap, she approached, the sunlight gleaming on her rich dark hair that was twisted into a long braid. Trousers peeked from beneath her skirt’s hem. “I’m ready.”

      Not based on the set of her jaw.

      A flock of honking geese passed overhead, the ruckus failing to spook Link, a good sign. The easygoing horse had the right amount of patience for a beginner, more than he had. Did Daisy have the same amount of tolerance for Link and her lesson?

      Step one—put her at ease. “I noticed you didn’t greet your friends.”

      Eyes wide, she halted at his side and glanced around the spring-green meadow. “Friends? There’s only one horse, and we’re barely acquaintances.”

      He motioned toward a patch of daisies swaying in the breeze along the woods’ northern edge. Other wildflowers poked through the weeds.

      “The daisies?” Her laughter caught on the wind, and she raised her hand to wave. “Hello, my namesake and new friends. Top of the day to you.” She inhaled deeply and slowly released the air. “Everything smells fresher in the countryside, don’t you agree?”

      Did it? He drew a big breath and slowly freed the air from his lungs, imitating Daisy. “You’re correct.”

      She spun in a circle, her skirt hem riding high, joy and abandonment on her face. Obviously, she differed from him, more than he first suspected. Daisy had a bright vibrancy and was bound to keep their trip interesting.

      He was suddenly tempted to skip the horse-riding lesson and stare at her instead. If only her upturned face wasn’t so pretty with those long lashes, the dimples, and her cheerful smile.

      But blimey. He had to stop acting the fool around the lass.

      He grabbed Link’s halter and brought the horse’s head around to face them. Even if they had time to spare, he needed to move the lesson along, especially if Nyx and McKay escaped the trap set in Nanaimo. He had no idea where they were or if they’d attempted to follow him and Daisy. But he’d remain alert, and they’d move farther away from Nanaimo with each day.

      “Put your hand like this.” He demonstrated by placing his palm underneath Link’s nose. “Horses like to know their riders’ scents.”

      Daisy presented her hand. Link’s nose bumped against her, but she didn’t pull away. “It tickles, but I don’t mind. You’re pretty up close and in the daylight, Miss Link.”

      Don’t think about what else is pretty this morning. No, sir. Don’t even look at Daisy.

      “May I pet her?” she asked.

      “Of course. Horses prefer gentle touches and no sudden movements.”

      “Same with women.” Daisy’s dimples flashed, and she ran her hand over Link’s neck.

      He appreciated the mischief in her brown eyes—the exact shade as the horse’s coat.

      For a short while, he taught her rudimentary skills, showing her each step as quickly as possible. When it was finally time for her to climb into the saddle, she eyed the space between the horn and the stirrup. “It seems I need a boost.”

      “Absolutely. I’ll make a ladder with my hands.” He laced his fingers together and squatted before she raised her skirt a notch and placed her foot on the makeshift rung. She wobbled as she lifted her other limb, then grasped his shoulder to finish mounting the mare. “Ta-da.”

      Seth tugged his eyes from the curve of her hip, collected the reins, and strode backward, leading the horse and rider in a circle. His father, a talented horseman, had taught him the finer points of riding, like how to make an abrupt turn and the response when a horse bucked, determined to toss him to the ground. “Can you sit more upright?”

      “Uh-huh.” Slowly, she transferred her hands from Link’s mane to the saddle horn and straightened her back and shoulders. “Am I an expert yet?”

      “Want me to lie?”

      “Heavens, no.” Once again, those dimples made an appearance. “Just ignore my question, and I’ll pretend I’m a smashing success at horse riding.”

      “Whatever makes you the happiest.”

      “I’ll remember you said that.”

      “Go ahead.”

      Ready to finish the lesson, he handed her the reins. She took them hesitantly while he offered advice on how to hold the leather straps and move with the motion. Then she started on her own, bouncing stiffly in the saddle, circling the perimeter of the meadow edged with spiky pine trees.

      Her shoulders relaxed the longer she rode. In time, she drew Link to a stop beside him, a satisfied smile making her face radiate.

      “Want to try dismounting by yourself?”

      “That seems like an important step. What should I do first?”

      “It’s the reverse of mounting. Put the reins in your left hand and against Link’s neck, then hold onto the saddle horn with your right hand.”

      She followed his instructions.

      “Now swing your leg over Link’s backside. As you move toward the ground, slide down the horse’s body and remove your left foot from the stirrup. Any questions?”

      “Not yet.” She lifted her leg and started her descent until finally, her toes touched the ground. “I did it.” As she stepped backward, her skirts hooked on the stirrup, and she stumbled.

      “Whoa.” Seth caught her waist and steadied her. Daisy’s first solo dismount landed her in his arms. He’d had worse starts to the day.

      With flushing cheeks, she quickly stepped out of his hold and then tugged at her skirt to unhook it. The ripping of material filled the air. She paused, her eyes widening upon the giant tear. Then she rapidly let go of her skirt and tucked the rip out of sight. “It’s no bother, and I’ll mend it later. My goodness, I’m clumsy this morning.”

      “No, you’re not. It could happen to anyone. Well, not me since I don’t wear a skirt.”

      Until now, he hadn’t paid attention to Daisy’s clothing—faded, threadbare, and patched. It was plain except for the little embroidered flowers that graced her collar. Had she done the needlework herself?

      When they returned to Nanaimo, he’d buy her a new dress even if they didn’t find the treasure. Make that two dresses. Maybe more. He wouldn’t leave her penniless, and that was for certain.

      She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks for the lesson. I’m convinced Link and I have the start to an amazing friendship.”

      “You make friends easily. First buttons, then daisies, and now horses.”

      She laughed softly, and the sound of it warmed his heart.

      Darkening clouds were beginning to form to the west. “We better go. Looks like rain on the horizon.”

      “Perhaps it’ll pass over us.”

      “I appreciate your optimism.”

      “I appreciate your teaching skills and . . . know-how in the wilderness.” Her voice was laced with sincerity, and her smile sweet.

      His heart thumped at a new pace. Just his luck to enter a marriage of convenience with an attractive, charming, and completely amiable woman.

      After loading the saddlebags and gear, donning their canvas rain ponchos, and collecting Cuff, they continued their journey. He led the way as Daisy on Link followed at a plodding pace.

      Throughout the morning, clouds dropped lower, but anything more than sprinkles held off. At midday they stopped to stretch their legs, drink from their canteens, and eat jerky. As the afternoon passed, the rain finally began to fall in earnest and eventually made it difficult to find the markings to guide their path.

      He halted Cuff and peered over his shoulder. “Coping all right?”

      “I am.” Her soggy headscarf dripped raindrops, and water trickled down her face, yet she remained steadfast and in the saddle. She hadn’t complained once, even when cold, wet, and uncomfortable.

      He respected her fortitude. Even so, it was past time to get her out of the rain.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, and Seth wiped the moisture from his face for the dozenth time. Even his hat was saturated, no longer keeping his head dry.

      He peered through the rain, taking in the gray landscape full of dark shadows and dripping trees. He searched his mind, trying to recall if there was any place to take shelter nearby. A ledge or cave or anything thick enough to provide cover.

      “It would be easier to find shelter if we leave the trail and survey the surrounding area by foot.”

      “Or, if you don’t mind, why don’t I stay with the horses? The ground appears sodden, and I fear it may steal my faulty shoe straight off my foot.”

      He hesitated to leave her. “Are you certain?”

      “I’m positive.” Daisy extended her hand. “Now, hand me Cuff’s reins.”

      He dismounted and followed her bidding. “I won’t be gone long.” Giving her a nod of what he hoped was reassurance, he slipped off the deer trail they followed and stepped deeper into the thick woods. If he remembered correctly, a small outcropping, hopefully dry, sat to the northwest.

      Now all he had to do was find it in the torrential rains.
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      Thunder cracked in the gray sky overhead. Behind Daisy, Cuff whinnied and reared onto her hind legs, kicking into Link on her descent.

      Daisy fought to hold on tight to Link’s reins and keep her balance. Yet the poor, frightened horse bucked. In the next instant, Daisy slipped from the saddle. She clawed after the stirrup—anything to hang onto—but hit the soggy ground with a jolt that knocked the air from her lungs.

      Flat on her back and with rain pelting her face, she could only watch in dismay as the pair galloped away without apology. Yet Daisy couldn’t hold a grudge. It wasn’t their fault the thunder had spooked them.

      Slimy mud and muck plastered her cheek and slid underneath her dress’s collar. She scooped out a portion with her fingers. Inching onto her elbow, she waited for the dizziness to subside, then sat upright and swiped a clean swath of petticoat across her face. The back of her head ached, and she reached for the tender spot.

      Why had she assumed she had the proper skills to handle two horses on her first day in a saddle by herself? Initially, the plan sounded easy and helpful—sit still and hold the reins. Seth had trusted her to complete the simple task without losing the horses. A big mistake.

      Unfortunately, the two horses wouldn’t find themselves. Maybe she could track them down before he returned.

      Slowly she rose, her body aching more than it already had. She shook the mud clinging to her garments, then swiped at the sludge with her hands before cleaning them in the wet grass.

      What she wouldn’t give for a basin of hot water, a washrag, and endless soap. But with Cuff and Link having kidnapped their provisions, she wouldn’t have anything at all if she didn’t find them.

      Clutching her raincoat closed, she started forward, the heavy rain preventing her from seeing or hearing much of anything but the storm. What would Seth say when he returned to discover she’d lost everything, including the horses?

      She should have stayed behind in the Bastion. Better than sore thighs and backside, soaking wet, tired, hungry, and alone in the wilderness.

      She lifted her face to the sky and let the rain beat against her skin.

      Over the past year, how many times had she asked for guidance during her nightly prayers? How many times had she waited patiently for answers? How many times had she wondered if God even listened to her whispers?

      He’d always felt so far away. Yet she had a stubborn streak and kept trying.

      Once again she lifted a prayer, this one of gratitude that she hadn’t knocked her head too hard or broken bones. Then she started in the direction the horses had gone, moving slowly and cautiously, praying again that she’d find them quickly.

      “Daisy.” Although muffled, Seth’s voice broke through the storm. “I’m coming.”

      “Over here.” She veered course and advanced toward his voice, winding around a thick-bottomed tree and crawling over a fallen log.

      A low-hanging branch shook, then Seth’s white sleeve appeared before the rest of him as he scrambled beneath the limb. Water dripped from his hair, nose, chin, and elbows. With knitted brows, he plowed forward to stand before her, heaving for breaths, worry in his eyes. “How are you faring?”

      “We skipped the lesson on properly falling from a saddle, but I’m fine.” It wasn’t a falsehood. The ache in the back of her head had subsided somewhat. “However, the thunder scared the horses, and they ran off. I’m terribly sorry.”

      He scanned her, his brows pinching together under the brim of his hat. “Are you hurt?”

      “No worse for the wear.”

      His scowl only deepened. “I shouldn’t have left you alone.”

      “It was my idea to stay behind.”

      “I should have known better.”

      “Than to listen to me?” She fully intended not to burden Seth on this trip, but so far, she’d failed.

      “That’s not what I meant.” He took off his hat and shoved his fingers through his wet, slickened curls. “I’m more experienced in the wilderness than you. Therefore, I’ll make decisions based on what I know and consider best in certain situations.”

      He made a valid point.

      A strong sense of responsibility unmistakably followed Seth like tail feathers. Someday he’d make a fabulous husband for his permanent wife, not to mention a caring father.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re not injured.” Water droplets clung to his silky lashes. “It’s happened, and we’ll move on.”

      “What’s done is done.”

      He brushed a clump of mud from her coat sleeve. “And what’s mud is mud.”

      She ran her hand down the length of her braid before tossing a fistful of grime on the ground. “And what’s disgusting is disgusting.”

      “Aye.” The grooves in his forehead began to smooth, and a small smile tugged at his lips.  “The good news is that I found shelter.”

      “A cabin?” The idea rooted inside Daisy, sprouting faster than marigolds. “How lovely to stay somewhere with a roof and four walls. I don’t care if there’s a bed, only that it’s dry.”

      “I hate to dash your hopes, but it’s underneath an outcropping of rocks. At least it’ll shield us from the rain.”

      She swallowed the rising disappointment and nodded. “Perfectly suitable.”

      “My guess is Cuff and Link haven’t ventured far.” He whistled a high-pitched trill, and they waited for a horsey reply.

      All that arrived was more rain, and her heart’s surprising thump. Right or wrong—wet or dry—she didn’t mind admiring Seth’s true-blue eyes for a bit longer as his gaze swept over the forest around them. But that was a foolish notion, and not the first one she’d entertained today.

      Tearing her attention away from him, she wiped the grime from her palms onto her equally soiled skirt. She must look dreadful, probably ten times worse than earlier at breakfast, but her appearance didn’t matter. She wasn’t trying to impress Seth. Not at all. “Maybe we should hike around and look for them. What if they’re hurt?”

      “No. I’ll look once I get you settled in the shelter.”

      “I’m happy to help.” She had two capable hands and feet, as well. Just because she made one mistake with the animals didn’t mean she’d let them run free again.

      “Thanks, but let’s get you dry.”

      She preferred to aid him, but why start a silly quarrel in the middle of the rainstorm? As Seth had reminded her, he was the backwoods expert, not her, and she mustn’t forget that detail too often.

      He led the way through the thick brush, the ground squelching with every step they made. Overhead, branches minimized the rainfall. Even through the thick covering, it was easy to see that dusk waited around the corner, ready to foil finding the horses.

      Thankfully, they didn’t have to trudge far. On the other side of a birch tree brigade, a rock shelf jutted from the mountain, approximately one story high. The dry space underneath resembled half the size of the cozy room she’d shared with Willow and Juliet at the Marine Barracks in Victoria. A pile of fallen rocks stood to the left, and a wealth of bushes and a small patch of grass blanketed the ground to their right.

      The area mimicked a cave but had a back rock wall instead of a cavern or tunnel. Etchings on the pale stone drew her near to trace the drawings with her fingertip. A horse, people, and a series of symbols—mostly unidentifiable. “What’s this?”

      “Ancient native markings.” Seth riffled through a pile of dry wood. “Recent visitors left us a gift, and I think building a fire is safe.”

      “Too bad the horses have the saddlebags and matchsticks.”

      “You’re half right.” He withdrew and unrolled a white handkerchief from his trouser pocket to reveal twelve yellow-tipped matchsticks. He touched the ends. “Perfectly dry.”

      Daisy clapped. Who didn’t adore a ray of sunshine after a storm, no matter the form in which it arrived? “A silver lining.”

      “I like your enthusiasm. Cuff and Link never applaud when I do something brilliant.”

      A small smile curved her lips. “Have you considered what you deem brilliant is less than stellar in the horses’ opinion?”

      He shook his head at her teasing. “Not once. I’ll start a fire, then go after the mares.”

      Daisy wasn’t accustomed to coddling. Sitting idle and letting others toil scraped against her nature. “You find the animals, and I’ll make the fire. I’ve sparked many in our chimney back home.”

      Seth’s wet hair hid his eyebrows, though Daisy suspected he’d arched at least one now. After losing track of the horses, did he doubt her capabilities? She opened her mouth to suggest a hasty fire-building demonstration when he withdrew his gun from the holster and offered her the handle. “Take this.”

      She tucked her hands behind her back. “No, thank you. I know less about guns than horses.” With nightfall drawing closer, there wasn’t time for a gun-shooting lesson, nor any to waste before retrieving the horses. Even if they’d had time for instructions, Daisy doubted she had the nerve to draw blood on a man or beast.

      His outstretched hand with the offering of the gun didn’t waver. Only a muscle twitched in his cheek.

      “I’ll be fine, Seth.”

      He released a taut breath then extracted his knife and handed that to her instead.

      She suspected he’d refuse to leave altogether if she didn’t accept the sharp weapon. Gingerly she reached for it and then placed it on the ground beside her.

      With a curt nod, Seth handed over the matchsticks. Then he stalked toward the woods, jamming his gun into his holster. A moment later, the forest swallowed him whole.

      Daisy crouched before removing her yarn necklace, untying the knot, and slipping her temporary wedding band on the string. It was too large for her finger, and she’d not risk losing an essential piece to Seth’s broken measuring instrument. That’s all it was. Just a piece of equipment. Nothing sentimental, right?

      Something stronger than the wind shook the shrubbery. Still squatting, a twist of fear curled inside her as she fumbled to secure the makeshift necklace back over her head and into her bodice where it belonged.

      All the while, she kept her gaze on the spot of shrubs. “Whatever you are, let me be.”

      An unfamiliar animal, a beaver perhaps, poked his head out of the dripping bush. Heart racing, Daisy darted to the wood pile, grabbed a large stick, and charged at the trespasser, waving her arm. The creature scurried into the woods.

      She drew a calming breath, then shouted, “And don’t come back.”

       

      *****

      Water splashed with each step as Seth barreled forward, breathing in the heavy, damp scent of wet soil and pine. The uneven, slick ground kept him alert as he dodged rocks and jumped over logs.

      Thankfully, the rain had lightened, easing to more than a sprinkling but less than a downpour. He’d taken the deer trail, knowing horses thrived on predictability, and he had a hunch he’d find the animals at the last watering hole they’d passed.

      He was grateful they hadn’t seen signs of McKay and Nyx all day. Due to the storm, he’d rest easier. Nobody could easily travel until the worst of the weather subsided. It was even possible the rifle brigade had captured the two and already tossed them in the Bastion.

      When he reached a slope lined with slippery, uneven rocks, he advanced cautiously yet skidded, swinging his arms, then finding his footing. A few steps later, he reached a crooked brook. Giant ferns trimmed the rapidly flowing waterway. The horses stood side by side ahead, under the branches of a moss-covered fir. Cuff whinnied, probably a scolding more than a hello.

      Murmuring to the animals, Seth approached and patted their flanks to reestablish trust. Then he mounted Cuff and led Link, ready to return to Daisy. “Let’s ride, girls.”

      He proceeded with care, not wanting the animals to falter. Even so, an urgency prodded him. He hated leaving her alone again.

      Darkness had fallen by the time he spotted the outcropping. At the sight of her crouching by a raging fire, warming her hands, the tension in his spine eased. Dried mud clung to her exposed skin, and dirt soiled and splattered her dress, but otherwise she seemed fine.

      As he approached, she rose and greeted the mares with a friendly wave. “Oh wonderful. I’m so glad you found our friends.”

      “They were right where I expected them to be.” He hopped to the ground. “I hope you had an ordinary time without me.”

      “Ordinary enough.”

      He led the horses to the long grass beside the overhang and tied the reins to a forked birch tree. “You weren’t teasing about your fire-making talent.”

      “Only two matches.” Daisy moved to collect a stick from the pile, broke it with her knee, and fed the blaze. “I have many skills.”

      “Indeed.” He removed the horses’ tack, depositing it alongside the dry back wall. “Once the rain stops, I’ll set up the tent.”

      She pointed at the space between the campfire and the wall. “Why not sleep there? It’s dry, and the flames will keep us snug.”

      Close quarters for two who’d just met yesterday, though it was hard to believe he’d not known her longer. “Are you certain?”

      “Isn’t it the most prudent solution? There’s little dry space elsewhere.”

      “That’s true.” Seth chose his words with care. “But we may bump into each other as we slumber, and I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”

      A stretch of silence gathered, only the patter of rain interrupting the quiet.

      She unbraided her hair, the parts that hadn’t fallen loose, then ran her fingers through the strands. “I appreciate you being a gentleman. What if we place a barrier between our bedrolls?”

      “That might work.”

      “Maybe you can pretend you’re sleeping beside your brother.” Her voice contained a teasing note.

      His eyebrows arched. Even though she was jesting, her comment stole his words. Never would he mix up Daisy with a man. She was too sweet and pretty. Feminine, too, yet strong in her own way.

      “Let’s discuss our sleeping arrangement later.” She strode closer to the saddlebags and crouched. “I’d like to scrub away some grime and change into dry garments.”

      He kneeled beside her and fished through the contents. Their shriveled fingers worked together as Daisy tugged out a stack of dry clothing. How many petticoats did one woman wear?

      The pink ribbon from their wedding poked from the opening until Daisy shoved it back inside. “Is there enough soap in the world to make me clean again? I think not.”

      “I wouldn’t mind two tubs, one for each of us, filled to the brim with steamy water.” His gut tightened. What had he just implied? Bathing together? At the same time? He scrubbed the back of his neck. Should he apologize for his offhanded remark?

      Daisy scraped off a patch of dried mud on her wrist with her fingernail and softly chuckled. “Throw in a scrub brush and a cake of soap, and we’d be set. Yet, let’s go with one tub and take turns.”

      “Aye, good idea.”

      She picked up her dry items. “Should I change first?”

      Blimey. Did she intend to change her clothing here? Right this moment? His mouth turned suddenly drier than the campfire. He reached for his canteen, undid the cap, and swigged. “Go ahead. I’ll turn my back and stay busy.”

      He didn’t want to picture Daisy disrobing as he closed the lid and lowered the container to the ground. No, he’d direct his attention to the wall and study the ancient lettering. Did it make more sense than his relationship with his short-term travel companion?

      “You’re an honorable man, Mr. Ryann. You do your parents proud.”

      “Thank you.” Although Daisy didn’t know it, she’d given him the best possible compliment. Father had valued living an ethical and noble life, something Seth strove for daily.

      “I’ll hurry.” She stood and stepped out of his vision. “You must be eager to dry off, as well.”

      Though he stared at the wall, a slew of sounds distracted him. The rhythm of rain. Her footsteps. The rustle of clothing. Other noises, undefinable. Of course, he wouldn’t peek at her. But it was impossible not to think about her, particularly what was hidden under all that clothing.

      Seth buried a groan. Hadn’t she called him a gentleman minutes ago?

      After a few moments, the rustling finally stopped. “Your turn.” Her voice was soft and shy. Clearly, she felt the awkwardness of their situation too.

      He pivoted, trying to keep from glancing directly at her. But his gaze strayed to her anyway.

      She was a vision, radiant in the firelight with the glow highlighting the amber in her hair. A worn, clean dress replaced her mud-caked garment.

      He had an overwhelming urge to stare at her but forced his gaze to the fire. “Feel better?”

      “Immeasurably. I’ll mend a little while you change.” She moved to the saddlebags.

      Seth rushed through his grooming, then they spread their wet garments near the fire and ate a simple meal of dried trout, beans, and flaky chocolate biscuits. Smoke from the fire permeated everything as they discussed their eventful day and made plans for the next one. He cared for the horses, and Daisy cleaned up after the meal. Neither task lasted long.

      After they finished, they stood across the campfire from one another, focused on the blaze. Seth poked the charring logs with a long stick, prodding the flames to reignite with vigor. “You should have seen the first campfire I built as a lad. Nothing but rubbish.”

      “Sounds like the first dress I sewed by myself, an utter disaster and embarrassment. I hid it from Mum.” Daisy rambled on about the specifics.

      Seth caught bits and pieces—yellow fabric, uneven stitches, and what else? She appeared blissfully unaware that they’d soon sleep side by side. Now that the moment was at hand, it was all he thought about.

      When she ended her story, an inevitable question knocked. Seth answered. “Ready for bed?”

      She glanced at the bedrolls and the end-to-end horse blankets rolled between them. It wasn’t a perfect solution. He’d have preferred the saddlebags for the barrier, but they were too big and bulky for the small space.

      Yawning, she moved to her bedroll, crawled under the blanket, and shimmied closer to the wall. “Sleep well.”

      “I’ll keep the fire burning overnight.”

      “I’m obliged.”

      Wide awake, he stoked the blaze and repacked the saddlebags. Daisy quickly fell asleep. As hard as he tried once again to keep from looking at her, his gaze strayed to her repeatedly.

      Perhaps now that she was asleep, there wasn’t any harm in getting his fill of her beauty, especially if all he did was look. She’d never have to know. Besides, it had been so long since he’d admired anyone of the opposite sex.

      The truth was, he’d never seen a woman quite as gorgeous as Daisy Harper. With her face relaxed in slumber, her lips delicately pursed, and her long lashes fanned against her cheeks, she was quite possibly the most beautiful woman on earth.

      Heat flickered low in his gut.

      Blimey. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea to let himself admire her.

      He tossed his stick on the fire, moved to his bedroll, and slid inside, his back to the barrier between them. A heavy rain splashed and dripped from the ledge above. Lightning flashed in the distance.

      He couldn’t let himself continue to dwell on the stunning woman only inches away. Instead, he had to think on something else—aye, anything else.

      The map. He’d force himself to plot out tomorrow’s route. The tree with the burl was close. He knew it in his bones. Then the next X on the map led them westward, higher into the mountains. Would they reach it tomorrow? How apt was Daisy to climb back onto Link again?

      Between the storm and her lack of experience, he’d need to lower his expectations and realize the timetable he’d set for the treasure hunt might fall by the wayside.

      Seth punched the side of his pillow with his fist and willed himself to fall asleep. No sense in borrowing trouble tonight. Plenty probably waited in the morn.
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      Seth awoke to find Daisy asleep beside him, her face inches from his, lit by the fire’s diminishing glow and increasing daylight. Her rumpled hair spilled everywhere. A few freckles dotted her nose, and a tiny scar marred the lowest part of her chin. What had caused it?

      He had no complaints about her nearness. Not even one.

      During the night, he’d gotten up twice to tend the fire and scout the area around their campsite for intruders. Neither time did he find signs of Nyx and McKay, nor had Daisy moved much in her sleep, with her back against the stone wall. Eventually he dozed off again, and now she lay so close that her warm breaths mixed with his.

      He was always aware of her, whether she moved around camp, rode in the saddle, or lay asleep beside him. She drew his eyes, not by trying to attract him but by being herself.

      With a sigh, Seth switched his gaze to the morning sky outside the overhang, the rain still lightly falling. He sensed dawn’s full arrival nearby, destined to end the peacefulness that had settled into camp. For two more minutes he’d let Daisy slumber. She would need her strength today. Though they’d not seen anyone pursuing them yet, everything could change in a heartbeat.

      Daisy’s eyes popped open, reminding him of the rich brown coloring of mink fur. “Is it morning?”

      “Top of the day to you.”

      “And to you.” She rose to her elbow, glanced behind her, and back at him. “Seems I didn’t abide by our rule and crossed the wall we built.”

      “Seems so.”

      Daisy sat up and began to roll up her blankets with her pillow tucked inside. “It’s still raining, I see.”

      “Not much.” He stretched, then assembled his bedroll in the same manner. “I’d love to tell you today will be easier travel than yesterday, but I’ll not lie.”

      With her arms full, she stood. “I prefer you always tell me the truth. In fact, it’s on my list of requirements for my future husband.”

      His brow rose as he gathered his bedding and stood. “Naturally you don’t want a deceitful spouse, but what’s this about a list?” Did other women enumerate what they sought in an ideal mate or only Daisy? For some reason, he suspected just her. “Is this written or in your head?”

      She moved to deposit her load beside the saddlebags. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. Aren’t you eager to leave?”

      “I am, so tell me quickly.” He joined her next to the saddlebags. “How many requirements are on this list of yours?”

      “Only ten. Well, maybe twelve, though the last two remain under consideration.”

      He released a low whistle. “That’s a lot of requirements.”

      “Of course it is. A woman can never be too careful about who she chooses to marry.” She paused, as though recognizing the irony of her statement. “Of course, in a real marriage, not ours.”

      “Of course.” He was tempted to press her for more details, but the specifics didn’t impact him one way or another. What affected him was where she intended to ride today. “Are you willing to hop on Link again after a quick breakfast?”

      “Absolutely. I’m as eager to find the treasure as you.”

      Maybe she’d be safer with him than alone. “If you prefer, you may ride with me.”

      Daisy jutted her chin. “I can stay in my saddle, Seth. Please believe in me.”

      “I do. However, sometimes learning takes longer than we like.”

      The breeze rippled her hair, and she tamed the wild strands in her fist. “I’m not afraid.”

      She had spunk and determination, two worthy traits for a temporary wife. As a child, he’d tumbled from the saddle once or twice and always hopped back atop the horse.

      But this was different. She was different. What if she got hurt the next time?

      “I’ll be fine,” she said as if reading his mind.

      He hesitated another second, then nodded. “All right, then. It’s settled. You’ll ride Link.”

      After breakfast, he searched for trespassers and found none as Daisy completed her preparations. The rain stopped, but clouds hid the sun as he perused the map again, picturing the giant sequoia he’d noted and admired more than once, hoping it indeed held their first clue.

      They climbed into their saddles and departed over the soggy ground. Soon he located the deer path they’d been traveling on yesterday.

      Birds cawed, and the still-wet shrubs and trees scattered leftover raindrops. Eventually, Seth and Daisy topped a ridge, and a majestic sequoia stood with an immense bulbous wood growth on the bottom of the tall trunk. At least a dozen feet above it sat a distinct, carved hole. Too small to hide much of a treasure, but did it hold a clue?

      He hadn’t ever noticed the hole before, probably because low-hanging branches and leaves usually covered it.

      As they rode closer, he pointed at the cavity. “I want to examine that hole.”

      “How will you reach it?”

      “I have a plan.”

      When he drew beside the tree, he pulled his feet from the stirrups and stood on the saddle, supporting himself with his hand against the bark. “Steady, Cuff.”

      “Oh goodness, gracious. Please be careful.” Daisy inched Link closer to Cuff and laid a hand on the horse’s neck.

      On his toes, Seth reached deep into the nook and withdrew a slab of bark and brushed off leaves and other debris. Sure enough, scribbles were scratched across the wood. He lowered himself back into the saddle and grinned at Daisy. “It says, ‘Flowers, flowers everywhere, and a pristine view most worthy of your stare.’”

      She laughed. “Of course he left behind a poem for a clue. Isn’t that fascinating?”

      Seth tucked the damp piece of bark in the saddlebag. “It’s more of an unnecessary complication if you ask me.”

      “Or is it a charming piece of the puzzle?”

      Was it? Not in his book, but she was welcome to her opinion. “From the looks of it, the next X is northwest of here and in a meadow. Unless I’m mistaken, the little drawings next to the X represent flowers. But there’s also a second wee X, and I’m not sure what it means.”

      “Is it far from here, and have you seen such a meadow in your travels?”

      “We should reach it today, and aye. I have a hunch you’ll love the breathtaking view.”

      Her eyes lit. “Just like the poem states. I can’t wait. Treasure hunting is more fun than I expected.”

      After riding all day yesterday in the rain, she was a better soul than he was for finding the joy in their journey. “Ready to move along?”

      “Oh, yes.” She fell into place behind him and Cuff.

      Before long, the ground turned rockier, and the abundance of trees thinned a notch. An eagle cried in the cleft of another rocky cliff, and he squinted as it soared before disappearing again. He turned to gaze at Daisy over his shoulder.

      She shifted in her saddle and grimaced. “Are you stiff and sore, or am I the only one uncomfortable?”

      “No doubt you ache from your fall yesterday, and you need more time to adjust to the saddle and trail.”

      “I don’t mean to complain.” Her voice grew soft.

      He offered what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Always tell me if something bothers you. Otherwise, I won’t know how to help. ‘Honesty is always the best policy,’ as my mother used to say.”

      “If you’re like me, you must miss your mum daily.”

      “Indeed. Her parting words to Theo and me were, ‘Be good brothers, don’t do anything foolish, and I’ll pray for you.’”

      “Would she deem a treasure hunt foolishness?”

      “You have no idea.” He peered ahead at the rugged interior of Vancouver Island. It was wild and beautiful but untamed for even a skilled mapmaker like himself. “Mother leans toward the anxious side, especially when her sons exhibited rowdy behavior in their younger days.”

      “From what I can tell, you’ve both straightened yourselves out for the most part.”

      “I suppose we have.” Nobody would guess, and Seth would never tell, but Theo had once spent the night in jail. He’d had a penchant for ending arguments with his fists and tangled with the wrong man. After his confinement, Theo’s life turned around, and he entered seminary. “Did your mother leave you with wise advice?”

      “Oh, yes. She warned me not to settle for just any man.”

      He swiveled to peer at her again.

      Daisy stretched her body to the right and left before straightening. “I assume she meant for a lifelong husband. Then she reminded me of Moses in the basket, abandoned in the river Nile with the hope for a better life. That’s what she wants for me in Nanaimo.”

      Seth nodded, urging Cuff forward. The horse’s flanks tightened as she strained from the effort up a sharp incline. “You might want to strengthen your grip.”

      She quirked a brow as if to say “Really?” But then she wrapped the reins one more time around her hand.

      He could admit that, at times, he leaned toward the anxious side just like his mother. But he’d rather be too careful than have needless accidents.

      “It’s pretty in this part of the world,” she said with almost a dreamy sigh. “And I’ve noticed something interesting.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The higher we climb, the bluer the sky. Now it matches your eyes.”

      Was Daisy flirting with him? She couldn’t be. Most likely, she’d simply made an earnest observation. Like the grass is green, and the clouds are white. His blue eyes resembled the sky.

      Still, much to his surprise, he halfway wished she was flirting. At least he wouldn’t mind if she flirted with him a mite. What man would?

      At the top of the ridge, the ground leveled. A mix of light and shadows guided the way, opening to a small meadow blazing with color—purple lupines, pink bleeding hearts, and yellow buttercups.

      Daisy slowed her horse and delight lit her face. “Oh, Seth! It’s gorgeous. I want to pick them all.”

      “I’m not surprised. We’ll dismount and rest the horses. Wait until you see the view, but first, we need to search for our next clue.”

      They hopped to the ground, and he yanked the map from his pocket. “This is where we are.” He tapped the second of the three Xs on the document. “There’s this big X and a wee one next to it.”

      Daisy’s head tipped as she examined the drawing from where she stood beside him. “Or is the diagram a cross?”

      He narrowed his eyes, leaning closer. Was she right? “Maybe. Let’s see what we can find.”

      They moved in opposite directions, heading to the tree lines bordering the meadow. He’d barely scanned the lushness before she called to him.

      “I found something.” Excitement wove through her voice, sparking his enthusiasm.

      He jogged to where she knelt beside a small evergreen. How beautiful she looked with the sun on her shoulders and cheeks. “What is it?”

      “A simple wooden cross. It says, ‘Deep calleth unto deep at the noise of thy waterspouts.’” She scrunched her nose. “What’s a waterspout?”

      “A waterfall and that’s Scripture. From Psalms, I believe. But is it a clue from the Poet or simply a wooden grave marker?”

      “I don’t know. Are there waterfalls in the area?”

      Seth tugged his map from his pocket again and studied the drawing, squinting at what the Poet had drawn beside the third X. Was it a waterfall? Maybe, though, his friend lacked artistic skills. “I’ve seen a wee one in the vicinity of where the map leads us next.”

      “Hurrah! How far away is it?”

      “Two more days, most likely. But unless we find the missing corner of the map there, our treasure hunt ends.”

      Her shoulder slumped for a moment. Then she raised her chin with a hopeful expression. “Perhaps the gold is buried next to the waterfall.”

      “Perhaps it’s not.”

      The hope in her eyes faded. “That’s a lousy attitude.”

      “I’m saying we’re still missing a portion of the map. That must mean something.”

      Daisy stood and brushed at her skirts, clearing away grass and leaves. “You believe the Poet wants his brother to have his riches. Therefore, why would he thwart us now? I don’t think he would.”

      “Me either.” She was right. Why would the Poet lead them astray? He motioned toward the overlook. “Want to see something breathtaking?”

      “Always.”

      They strolled through the tall grass, leading the animals to the edge of a vista with an expansive window to the world beyond where they stood.

      Daisy drew a sharp, appreciative breath. The wind tossed her hair and coat. Her cheeks flushed from the sun. And her eyes had grown wide.

      Undulating hills and verdant valleys spilled across their view. A winding river peeked between the trees. Inviting lakes sparkled in the distance, appearing no bigger than coins. Beyond the Georgia Strait, snowcapped peaks met thin clouds on the mountain range in British Columbia.

      “My heart bursts.” She spoke reverently, dropping to her knees, her skirts flouncing around her. “If I hadn’t boarded the bride ship, I would have missed all this splendor.”

      God’s creation rarely inspired gratitude inside him. Usually Seth didn’t notice or appreciate the array of colors, the variety of creatures, or the natural beauty before him. Why? Was he too preoccupied to bother? Daisy could teach a class on thankfulness, especially about not taking so much for granted.

      She rested her chin on her folded hands and sighed. “When I return to the Butterwicks’, I’ll close my eyes and picture what I now see. I don’t need a photograph from a fancy camera to recall the memory. I’ll never forget this image.”

      “It’s amazing, all right.” Seth rustled through the saddlebag for his brass spyglass—six inches in diameter—and searched the landscape, hoping to impress Daisy with something else fascinating.

      “Hmm. Though I’ve never met one firsthand, I suspect you resemble a pirate.”

      He lowered the field glass. “Many people use spyglasses and never utter phrases like ‘Aye, matey’ and ‘Time to walk the plank.’”

      Daisy laughed, the sweet sound of it filling the air around them and rousing a vibrant blue-and-black stellar jay from an outstretched arbutus branch to her right. She stood and watched the jay flap from view. “Do all pirates have scruffy whiskers, shirts fluttering in the wind, and treasure maps tucked in their pockets?”

      “Maybe. As lads, Theo and I pretended to be swashbucklers. Father even scribbled maps for us to find small treasures he’d buried in the yard.”

      “He sounds like a wonderful man.”

      There wasn’t enough paper in the world to record all the wonderful traits his father had possessed and the lessons he’d taught his sons. Wasn’t time supposed to ease the loss of someone loved? That was what people had told him after Father’s death.

      “The night Father died, Theo fell asleep early, and Mother was visiting her sister across town. I’d gone to a dance in town. Drawing close to home, I smelled smoke and raced back to the house.”

      The muscle in his cheek jumped, and he closed his eyes. Father had asked him to take Theo back to his university that day. Instead, he’d postponed the task for twenty-four hours and opted to spend time with his friends. What a life-altering mistake.

      “Father had arrived home and brought Theo into the yard, but he returned inside to retrieve something. What he chased after, we’ll never know.”

      “I’m sorry.” Daisy laid her hand on his bare forearm, his sleeves rolled to his elbows. He opened his eyes to find empathy written on her face. “If I could take your pain away, I would.”

      He believed her, and a part of him wished she’d never remove her touch. A lonely ache stirred inside him as he stared at her feminine fingers. When had she removed her makeshift wedding ring? Had she lost it or chosen not to wear it any longer?

      It didn’t matter. The ring was nothing.

      One of their horses gave a soft snort behind them, reminding him of the need to move on.

      He stepped away from her then bent and plucked a long-stemmed buttercup. Before he could question his actions, he handed it to her. He had no real reason to give her the gift other than he felt more connected to her after relaying the rest of the tale about his father’s death.

      She twirled the stem. “Thank you for telling me about your father. Perhaps one day I’ll share more about my papa.”

      “When you’re ready.” Before now, he’d never talked to anyone about the fire. His memories and thoughts stuck together inside him, and he didn’t know why he’d shared the details with Daisy. Maybe because she was such a good listener. Maybe because she always seemed to care. Or maybe because she was like the wind—here today and gone tomorrow.

      Whatever the case, he appreciated her and had wanted her to know it.

      He raised the spyglass to his eye and scanned the landscape. After a moment, he set his sights on a distant pond. “Want to see something unusual?”

      “Absolutely.” Daisy accepted the instrument and raised the tool to her eye but then immediately removed it. “It’s blurry.”

      “Close your left eye.” He stooped behind her and pointed the spyglass at the target. He made sure not to touch her, but with her cocooned between his arms, a strange hum pulsed through his blood. “What do you see?”

      She peered for a moment. “Goodness gracious. It’s someone swimming with a bundle on his head.” Excitement wound through her voice.

      “A native, and he’s miles and miles from us.”

      “Is he dangerous?”

      “Unlikely. The few times anyone raised a fuss while I surveyed or explored, I offered a gift in exchange for my safe passage. Bartering is a way of life with the natives.”

      “I see.” A minute passed before she gasped. “Oh my goodness. If I’m not mistaken, I see two men on horses.”

      “What?” He stepped away from her and reached for the spyglass. “Where exactly?”

      She handed it to him and then pointed to the south. “In a valley farther southeast than the native in the lake.”

      Focusing, Seth saw nothing but nature. He scanned right and left for minutes without finding a soul. Pulse sprinting, he collapsed the spyglass. “We need to leave.”

      “Why? Do you think they’re the same fellows we encountered in Nanaimo?”

      As much as he longed to reassure her—tread the line between keeping Daisy informed and not fearful—she had to know the risks. “If Nyx and McKay haven’t landed in jail and still breathe, then I have no doubt they’ll try to follow us.”

      “Still, there’s a chance it’s someone else.”

      “True. But those two believe they have a right to the gold, or they’re trying to pull the wool over our eyes. Either way, they’ll press on. I’m certain of it.”

      “But hopefully it’s not them.”

      He nodded, not because he agreed with her but to move their conversation along. Perhaps she needed to cling to optimism to stay strong. So be it. He, on the other hand, had to stay realistic.

      He quickly helped Daisy into her saddle, then climbed onto Cuff’s back. The horse pranced in a circle, likely sensing his eagerness to get going and stay well ahead of anyone else who might want to claim the treasure. “Ready?”

      “Yes, and I promise I won’t slow you down.” Off she went, tromping over the flowers in the meadow, her long braid swinging in rhythm with her ride. He nudged his horse after her, hoping she was right. Their lives might depend on it.
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      “I wager I’ll catch more fish than you.” Daisy had shed her raggedy shoes and stood barefooted at the riverbank a stone’s throw from their camp. A fishy scent permeated the damp air. Even though the looming mountains to the west hid most of the beauty of the sunset, the hues of blue, pink, and yellow filled the sky.

      Seth handed over a baited pole, though she could have put bait on the hook herself. “What’s the bet? Loser prepares the meal?”

      “A grand idea.” She took hold of the makeshift fishing rod Seth had constructed of twigs and twine. “Just so you know, when you prepare my dinner, I prefer crispy fish.”

      “Do you, now?” He knelt on the ground to tinker with his line. “I prefer mine tender.”

      A river had run behind her apartment in Manchester, and Papa had taught his children to fish. The rare, happy activity remained a favorite, especially when Mum joined the family, sitting on a blanket beside Daisy.

      Over the past two days since seeing the men in the spyglass, no followers had shown their faces. Still, Seth insisted she not lower her guard, and he pushed them harder on the trail than before, making camp at night without fire.

      Tomorrow morning they’d cross a steep portion of the mountain, which Seth said wasn’t more than a mile away from the waterfall. Even though she’d sensed his desire to reach the place tonight, he’d stopped, unwilling to travel the difficult terrain in the dwindling daylight. Daisy hadn’t complained since she disliked heights.

      Fortunately, a chest of gold served as excellent motivation to reach the other side.

      She, however, had a competition to win first, proving Seth wasn’t the only one with skills in the wilderness.

      Seth collected something from the ground before standing and handing her the object—a round stone with a hole in the middle. “It’s for your collection on the string around your neck.”

      She took the grayish-blue, lightweight rock the size of a thimble and peered through the hole in the middle. “Thank you—how thoughtful. It’s lovely.”

      He was one of the most kindhearted men she’d ever met. Not only that, but he was easy to talk to, smart, witty, and loyal. And despite their close quarters, especially at night, he’d never once made her uncomfortable or taken advantage of their intimate situation. He truly was becoming a friend. Would their friendship last until he left for Dublin? She hoped so.

      Daisy slipped the stone into her skirt pocket. She’d add it to her string later after she won the contest. Her collection may have started on a whim, but it had blossomed into a keepsake, something to hold on to after Seth sailed home.

      Except for the ring, of course. She’d have to give that back.

      He climbed onto a fallen log that connected the craggy banks of the rustling creek. The last rays of sunlight beamed on his charming curls and tanned skin, and highlighting the strength of his frame, the solidness of his bearing, and the steadiness of his balance. The three traits had defined Seth throughout their trip, and she couldn’t deny she admired him.

      He cast his line, straining the buttons on his shirt, revealing a patch of his muscled chest.

      “You’ll never win if you keep staring at me.” He lobbed the words at her without even glancing her way.

      Goodness, gracious. She had better things to do than gawk at the man. Like beat him in a fishing challenge. “I’m simply trying to understand your strategy so that I can thwart it.”

      “Is that right?” He cocked a brow at her.

      “Just you wait.” A thicket of weeds scratched Daisy’s ankles as she raised one foot to rub the other, breathing in the balsam resin thick in the air. She wandered a few paces upstream and tossed her line in the water, the desire to win their competition strumming like a fiddle she’d heard on the bride ship.

      In under five minutes, Seth jerked his wrist and hauled a glistening fish out of the water. He unfastened it from the hook, then tossed his catch into the reedy weeds on the bank. He had rolled his sleeves, and his muscles again flexed as he recast his line.

      An extra growth of dark scruff covered his jaw, lending him a ruggedness that was swoon-worthy. Mrs. Butterwick had been right that day in her room above the shop when she’d claimed Seth had the ability to make ladies lightheaded.

      Dare she add handsome to her list of husband requirements?

      No, no. Far too shallow. A man’s appearance didn’t matter. Much.

      He slid a glance her way and cocked one of his brows. “In case you’re wondering, the score is one to nothing.”

      Fiddle-faddle. He’d caught her gawking again. She focused on her pole. There was time to meet and exceed his number of catches and not eat humble pie for dinner. Far too soon, his pole dipped low again. He hauled in a second wiggly fish, unhooked it, and flung this catch beside the first one.

      Daisy pursed her lips, retrieved her line, and tromped toward Seth.

      He grinned as if he’d already won their friendly competition. “Enjoying yourself?”

      “Never better.” She dangled her line in the water, then tapped her toe. She had the skill to sew a straight seam blindfolded and hold her own in a footrace, but she’d not practiced angling in ages. “I’m convinced you have the better fishing hole. May I come stand by you?”

      “Be my guest.” He moved over a step to make room for her.

      Daisy carefully inched onto the log, found her bearings, and shuffled toward him. At least it wasn’t far above the water. Even though she wore far fewer layers than back in England, her skirts hampered her progress, forcing her to propel her arms to maintain balance.

      Seth closed the gap to grip her elbow, holding her steady as she secured her footing. He adjusted his grasp on her arm, his thumb riding up her sleeve a notch. She wobbled until his clasp stabilized her again. Unless she relaxed, their pattern risked lasting until Christmas. She drew a lungful of fresh mountain air and expelled the breath. “Thank you.”

      He seemed to be holding back a smile. And of course, he had adorable lips—plump, presumably soft, more pinkish than red, and prone to smiling at all the right times.

      Before he caught her ogling him again, she snapped her eyes to the worm on her hook and lowered her line. Not even a nibble yet. Stuff and nonsense.

      Soon Seth gently elbowed her and nodded at the shore. A doe had nosed from behind a tree and stood near the bank nibbling a low leafy plant. Standing there amid the lush wilderness with the creek gurgling, Daisy felt the peacefulness steal her breath.

      In the next instant, her fishing line jerked. “Oh!” She lifted her arms, but immediately lost her balance. Before she knew what was happening, she plunged rear-first into the chilly water. She sank beneath the surface, her backside bumping the sandy bottom, stirring up silt.

      For a moment, she sat submerged. Her heavy skirts locked her legs in shackles, and she struggled to stand. Suddenly, strong hands connected with her waist, hauling her to the water’s surface.

      She gasped and sputtered before encircling Seth’s neck with her arms.

      “Are you hurt?” His brows scrunched above his caring eyes as he held her tighter than perfect little stitches against his chest.

      Her fingers brushed his nape and tingles shot up her arm. “Gracious no. Only clumsy.”

      “Have you always been prone to accidents?”

      Only since meeting him. But she couldn’t tell him that, now could she? “Not exactly.”

      “I see. When someone flounders in the water, it stirs up memories of a different incident.”

      Oh, Bridget.

      “I merely slipped, but I’m fine now. No need to worry.”

      His blue eyes held hers captive, so much so that she didn’t have the power to look away. Or catch her breath.

      Inches from her, Seth studied her face, starting with her forehead and working his way downward until his perusal landed on her lips.

      Her wild heart dashed nowhere.

      He wasn’t thinking of kissing her, was he? Most certainly not. Her active imagination had skipped to that conclusion. Even so, her breathing quickened.

      Except kissing wasn’t part of their business agreement. And rightly so.

      Fear began to tap a familiar rhythm inside Daisy. Christopher had kissed her, then discarded her in the span of a day. She braced her hand on Seth’s firm shoulder and slightly shoved.

      Immediately, he set her down and stepped back another pace, then two. Was he embarrassed by the intimate moment, an occurrence neither of them had anticipated? He began to walk toward the shallower end where the water only reached his knees.

      She attempted a smile, but her lips faltered. “I lost my pole.”

      “I’ll fetch it for you.” He rushed to retrieve it as if she’d just told him she’d lost a precious gemstone instead of the twig and twine now stuck among the reeds along the bank.

      She slogged a few steps, her petticoats and riding trousers weighing her down worse than a ship’s anchor. “I fear my garments weigh more than Cuff and Link combined.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” He splashed through the water to reach her side and held both poles. “Want to take my arm?”

      “Thank you, kind sir. But this damsel intends to exit by herself.”

      “As you wish.” In two easy strides he was out.

      She hefted her skirt and tried to imitate him. But with each step, she practically dragged herself until at last, she was sitting in the long grass beside him, breathing heavily. She pinched her filthy bodice away from her chest.

      Papa’s fishing lessons hadn’t done her a speck of good today. Not that she’d really expected them to. It had been so long since those lessons, so long since he’d been a part of her life.

      As a youngster, she’d thought she had the best father in the world—one who’d played marbles or card games on the floor, who’d told her stories, who’d ruffled her hair affectionately. But somewhere, at some point, he’d taken up drinking and had grown moody, distant, and angry.

      She missed the old papa. Not the drunken one who’d abandoned her.

      “You all right?” Seth crossed his long legs, the poles in the grass.

      “Yes. I mean, no. I was thinking about my papa, who taught me to fish, not that you could tell by my poor performance tonight.”

      “Next time, you’ll do better.”

      She bumped her shoulder against his. “Sure.”

      “You can tell me more about him . . . only if you want to.”

      Did she want to? She supposed after how he’d bared his heart about his father, she ought to be willing to do the same about hers.

      She ran her finger over her collar’s wet, purple velvet trim. “The night he left, Mum had brought home extra work from the tailoring shop. The owner’s new client, one with deep pockets and many daughters requiring gowns and frippery, expected a quick turnaround for completing his order. For a week Mum worked by day at the shop then sewed late into the night. I was eleven and mostly attached buttons and stitched little seams.”

      Seth said nothing, offering her room to spin her tale or stop midway.

      Daisy recalled the long-ago night with clarity. The smell of spirits on Papa’s breath. The beautiful gown they’d nearly finished. Mum’s tears.

      “Papa arrived home late, foxed. Mum and I were laboring by candlelight, and he complained that she was always working and never had time for anything else. They hurled complaints and insults in equal measure. Nothing new. Fuming, Papa claimed she cared more about her work than him.”

      Daisy inhaled a deep breath before slowly expelling the air. “And truthfully, she did care more about her work because he was a terrible husband. He knew it, she knew it, and even as a child, I did, as well.”

      Seth studied her face like a treasure map, searching for more clues into her past. Perhaps even her present.

      “Next thing you know, he deliberately ripped one dress, a shiny blue satin with a long train, delicate details, and a defined waist. Horrified, I jumped into the fray, hoping to salvage the most beautiful garment I’d ever seen. When he tried to yank the gown from my hands, I fell and struck my chin on the corner of the table. No real harm done to me, only to the gown.”

      Silence gathered until a duck squawked and landed upstream to paddle about. “What happened next?” Seth finally prompted.

      Mum’s words still echoed—Don’t let anyone stand between you and your dreams. But Daisy held tight to that part of her story, unwilling to share every sliver of her soul with Seth. “Then he left and never returned.”

      “I’m sorry.” Concern—or was it compassion?—filled his eyes. “I’m sure that wasn’t easy on any of you.”

      “The opposite of easy, I suppose. But we’ve spent enough time on my troubled past. Let’s move on to my tangled hair.” She ran her fingers through the strands and found a snarl straightaway. “How much guck is in here?”

      “Plenty, I’d wager.”

      A few subtle stars winked in the sky above. “If I’m a fright, don’t bother telling me.”

      “Never fear. You’re always beautiful, both on the inside and out.” As soon as the words were out, he gave a curt shake of his head. “Blimey, Daisy. I didn’t mean to be so forthright—shouldn’t have said that aloud.”

      “It’s okay.” Her heart was pinging with a strange energy, one she didn’t want to examine too closely. Only she could enter a temporary marriage with the most alluring man in the world. She had to squelch her ridiculous attraction to him. Now. Straightaway. He was only her friend. Nothing more.

      But hadn’t her relationship with Christopher started the same way? Not with a marriage of convenience, of course, but a solid friendship. He’d stop by the shop whenever his father was absent. He’d been easy to talk to and made her laugh. She’d loved laughing with him. The problem was they should have stayed only friends, and nothing more than that.

      Then there was the man beside her, whom she’d only known for five days. Five days was next to nothing.

      Now was the time to run to the tent, change into dry garments, and give her thudding heart and runaway thoughts a rest. Yet she couldn’t make herself move. Instead, she peeked at him.

      He had his head back and was studying the few stars.

      “What do you see when you gaze up there?”

      He stretched his long body on the ground and lay on his back, locking his hands behind his head. “Too many things to count, but do you see the collection of stars to the north?”

      She studied the vast sky in the direction he indicated. “I think so.”

      “That’s the constellation Ursa Major.”

      Daisy’s muscles relaxed and she lay back in the grass beside him. “This is nice, isn’t it? You and me becoming friends and looking at the sky.”

      “I’ve never had a genuine friendship with a woman independent of a courtship. But you’re right. This is pleasant.”

      Nice and pleasant. Even though the words were bland, maybe even boring, she knew that remaining simply friends was best. If only her heart had enough sense to listen to her head.

       

      *****

      A waterfall off to his side gurgled and splashed onto moss-covered rocks at the base. The falls roughly measured twice his height and gushed into a rapid stream. Thankfully they’d reached it with no troubles, even though the trail had led them through difficult topography.

      Standing on a pile of stones, Seth reached into a crevice. “I found something.”

      He withdrew a rusty tin box and shook it. Nothing rattled.

      “Is it the missing piece to the map?” Several feet below him on the ground, Daisy gazed up, shielding her eyes from the afternoon sunshine. A few wispy clouds swirled across the sky, and the scent of lichen filled the cool air.

      “Don’t know.” He jumped to the ground with a thump, and she hurried to stand beside him as he pried open the lid. An empty ink bottle lay inside a nest of deep blue velvet cloth. It wasn’t what he expected, but that mattered little.

      His pulse skipped around inside him. Their treasure hunt may hinge on the next few minutes. Was the last portion of the map inside the bottle or under the fabric?

      Daisy touched the cloth with her fingertip. “Ooh. Soft as a kitten and a lovely color.”

      “Let’s hope this tin is hiding something even lovelier.” He removed the amber-colored container—no bigger than his fist. She took the tin from him as he uncorked the bottle’s lid. Once open, he peered inside and spotted a scroll-like paper. “There’s something in there.”

      “Of course there is.”

      The narrow opening appeared too tiny for either of their fingers. He tipped it upside down, shook his fist, and the document still refused to budge.

      “Bust it open.” Daisy’s eyes sparkled. “I hate to be destructive, but it might be the only way to get the paper.”

      “Good idea.” He moved away from her and whacked the glass container against a rock. Shards sprayed in all directions before he crouched and collected the document from the grass.

      His heart thundered as he unrolled the scrap matching the rest of the map in coloring and texture. Was it the last clue to the treasure-hunt riddle?

      “Oh, Seth. Look, look.” She pointed at the only X on the tattered paper. “What’s the drawing beside it, though? Is it a house?”

      He drew the map closer to make sense of the square etching. Perhaps it resembled a house or a cabin. Did the swirls on the top represent smoke from a chimney? He and the Poet had a mutual friend, a trapper named Hatchett. Somewhere in the mountains he’d built a trapping cabin. Did the diagram represent the structure?

      “Someone the Poet and I know has a place higher yet on this mountain. I’ve never been there, but I understand it’s not overly far from here. However, it’ll be a steep climb to reach it.”

      She clapped and did one of her twirls. “I can almost feel the gold in my hand. Let’s go finish the last leg.”

      Were they as close to finding the treasure as he sensed?

      Locating the missing section of the map helped waylay some of the misgivings he’d had about the treasure hunt. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the Poet. He did. However, too many things could go wrong. And treasure chests of gold felt more like a fairy tale than reality.

      She’d already moved halfway to the horses and glanced at him over her shoulder. “Are you coming? Hurry! There’s no time to waste.”

      The flush in her cheeks brought back the picture of her yesterday when he’d held her in the stream. He couldn’t deny his desire to kiss her. With her pressed up against him, she’d been so close. With her wet clothing plastered to her body, he’d noticed her curves and womanly figure. Aye, desire had shot through him, but it didn’t belong in their brief relationship.

      All the rest of the night and this morning, he’d forced himself to focus on how they’d established a friendship—the start of a good one. He needed to be grateful for it and not jeopardize what they’d forged. To achieve his goal, he’d follow three basic steps: focus on the treasure hunt, focus on how the gold would benefit Nanaimo, and focus on anything but Daisy.

      But then she smiled at him, and all his plans scattered on the breeze.
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      Would they find the gold today or only disappointment? After a half-day hike from the waterfall, they’d camped and continued their climb to now stand before the small trapper’s cabin on Mountain Tzela.  

      They hid behind a shaggy ocean-spray bush, commonplace across the island and full of cream-colored blossoms. He separated the branches for a better view of the cabin twenty paces beyond.

      Similarly, Daisy parted the shrub and poked her head deeper into the greenery beside him.

      The humble cabin, not more than a shack, was chinked with moss between cedar logs stripped of bark. A profusion of nettle flanked the plank door and climbed upward to the bark roof with a small, crumbling chimney.

      “Doesn’t look special.” She rustled the branches. “Though what’s inside matters most.”

      “Aye.”

      “I like the rickety sign above the door. What do you think it means?”

      He read the scrawled lettering—All That Glisters Is Not Gold. “It means someone is besotted with Shakespeare, and I wager that someone was the Poet, not Hatchett.”

      “Who is Hatchett again?”

      “The trapper who’s lived in this part of Vancouver Island for a long time. The cabin belongs to him, a place to stay when he’s out this way hunting. His permanent home is farther east.”

      “So Hatchett was friends with the Poet?”

      “Aye, and he let the Poet come up here to compose poems and whatnot, such as bury a treasure.” Seth withdrew his head. Although not a writer, he understood the area’s appeal—remote, serene, and bound to inspire an author and a miner with gold to hide.

      Daisy sneezed, pulled her head out of the shrub, and brushed the fragrant petals from her hair. “What if the sign is a hint, telling us the treasure isn’t gold?”

      “I hope that’s not the case.” A vexing mosquito landed on his cheek, and he swatted at the pest, then scanned the landscape, searching for trouble and finding nothing but swarming insects. In addition to the cabin, the clearing held a woodpile with moss growing on the side, long grass bending in the wind, and little else.

      As much as Seth wanted to find the treasure for Isaac, the truth was, even if his friend made a full recovery from his coma, he’d probably not keep much of the gold for himself. Isaac had a tender heart and would likely give most of it away to people in need.

      Whatever the case, Seth intended to finish what he’d started. And now that they’d reached the last stop on the map, he wasn’t convinced he was ready for this time with Daisy to end.

      He shrugged out of his coat, then draped the garment over his saddle. The sun had finally removed the chill of the higher elevation.

      They hadn’t seen anyone on the trail since glimpsing two riders through the spyglass. But they’d spotted bear tracks, scat, and a busted-open beehive. As they’d climbed, the forest had gradually thinned, mountain hemlock replaced western hemlock, and yellow cedar now outnumbered red. The peak’s tip rose above them, rocky and barren at the highest point. A faded blue sky towered above the trees, thankfully without a single cloud.

      “Ready to investigate?”

      “Uh-huh.” Daisy swigged from her canteen, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then stowed the container in the saddlebag. Her faded blue dress had a grimy, unraveling hem, and a dirty splotch marred her cheek. Yet somehow, she grew more beautiful every day.

      How was it possible?

      Though he didn’t expect trouble, Seth withdrew his gun from the holster and led the way over quack grass and thistles. When he abruptly stopped behind the woodpile, not far from the shack, she bumped into his back. The place had a deserted look to it, but just in case someone was inside the cabin, he didn’t want to take any chances.

      “Oh, sorry,” Daisy whispered. “I didn’t expect you to halt.”

      “I gathered that.” He peered over his shoulder, spying her dimples and the pretty brightness in her eyes. “I know you’re excited, but don’t set your hopes too high.”

      “I can’t help myself. It’s not every day that someone discovers a box of gold. Aren’t you thrilled about what happens next?”

      “Sure I am.” His pulse sprinted, but was it due to the anticipated treasure or Daisy’s nearness? Seth struggled to look at anything but her, finally shifting his eyes to the stacked logs. What was wrong with him? He had a treasure to fetch, and he couldn’t get distracted by thoughts of Daisy, especially thoughts that had nothing to do with friendship.

      “Why are we hiding?” she whispered. “We’ve not seen a soul since the vista.”

      “Perhaps someone is concealed inside the cabin.” Seth rose to gaze at the weathered door. “Stay here, and I’ll go rattle the lock. See if it opens.”

      “I’ve come this far with you. Why would I remain behind now?”

      He narrowed his eyes at Daisy’s steely backbone. When had someone last disagreed with him in the wilderness? Never, except for her. “Is this worth quibbling over?”

      “Not in my opinion. Come on.” Hunched, she hurried toward the house, her skirts whirling in the breeze.

      Seth ran a hand through his hair, then caught her in a few steps. A chunk of wood barred the opening, along with a padlock. She pressed her ear against the wood and glanced up at him. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Me either.” Seth studied the padlock—brass, heart-shaped, smaller than most, and the keyhole too tiny for Daisy’s key. Too bad he didn’t have an axe to chop down the door, then pay Hatchett for the damage later. “Want to hold my gun while I yank on the lock?”

      She took a rapid step back as if the weapon would bite her. “No, thank you.”

      Of course she still wanted nothing to do with his firearm. He shoved it into his holster before bracing himself and tugging on the lock with two hands. Nothing dislodged, not even a mite. Seth released his hold and then glanced at the woodpile for any tools left behind.

      “What are you going to do now?” Daisy propped her hands onto her hips. “Shoot it?”

      “And alert the countryside of our whereabouts? No, let’s check for a window.” With all the commotion they were making, the odds of anyone being inside continued to drop.

      He made his way around the cabin with Daisy close on his heels. They discovered two windows on opposite walls, both covered with oiled paper. He made quick work of slicing the paper on the east-facing window, creating a gap big enough to fit through.

      Daisy examined the dangling paper. “Why barricade the door and place the measly paper on the windows?”

      “I suppose Hatchett didn’t want to carry glass up here and thought at least with the oiled paper he’d keep the critters out.”

      If Hatchett hadn’t even wanted to bring glass up to his cabin, then surely the Poet wouldn’t have lugged a massive, heavy chest up the mountain and over tight passageways. To do so, he’d have needed pack mules or to make several trips on a horse. Either way, the painstaking process wasn’t likely or logical. Yet the Poet hadn’t lacked muscles, determination, or ingenuity. Seth wouldn’t put anything past the man.

      After stowing his knife, he stuck his head inside the cabin. The musty air reeked of mice and mold. Dust, cobwebs, and silence draped the area—nothing unusual. A small table and one tree-stump chair sat in the middle of the single room. A hearth, a cooking pot, and a crocked jug summed up the other visible items, except for the windfall on the far wall—a pile of tools.

      Daisy was peering in beside him. “I see a trunk. Maybe it’s a treasure chest.”

      “That’s doubtful, and it’s small.”

      She hitched up her skirt and stuck one leg through the opening.

      “Want some help?”

      “It’s not necessary.” She pulled the rest of her body through the window.

      Once she was safely inside, he wiggled in after her, barely clearing his shoulders.

      “I’ll search the container in the corner.” She was already striding toward the chest.

      He ran his finger over the dirty, uneven table. “Go ahead. Yet isn’t it too obvious of a place to hide the gold?”

      She knelt before a box with tin embellishments and leather handles and removed her necklace. “It’s not as impressive as I expected for a treasure chest.”

      “Looks like an ordinary old trunk to me.” He crouched beside her. He guessed he was more likely to arm wrestle a cougar and win than find the gold inside the simple chest. Yet why not pretend they’d soon uncover a bounty? “Ready to be rich beyond your wildest dreams?”

      “I am, actually.” She jabbed the key into the gaping hole and twisted it to make it fit. She turned it upside down and tried again, shoving harder. “Fiddle-faddle. The hole is too big.”

      “Why don’t I pick it up and throw it on the floor, like I did with the bottle by the waterfall? That might bust the thing wide open.”

      “Wait.” She leaned back on her haunches. “Long ago, my papa found a chest like this on the side of the road, hauled it home, and cleaned it up. Mum used it for storing sewing supplies inside.” She slung the necklace back over her head.

      “That was kind of him.”

      “You’re right. Thanks for reminding me.”

      Never could he pick what he liked best about Daisy, yet one notable characteristic ranked high—how she saw the good in everyone, even those who’d hurt her.

      “I bet this chest opens the same way as my mum’s sewing chest.” She fumbled with the lock, clicked a button beside the keyhole, then raised the domed lid an inch. “How about that?”

      “I’ll be switched.” Together, they braced the top portion against the wall. Inside, the chest was filled with stacks of papers and journals. Maybe the treasure wasn’t gold. What if it was a bank note? Seth retrieved a leather-bound journal and thumbed through the pages. “It’s all poetry.”

      “What if we’re on a wild-goose chase?” She sorted through a stack of papers. “Maybe the treasure is nothing more than a man’s etchings and rhymes?”

      Was she right? No. “The Poet wouldn’t mislead Isaac. He loved his brother immeasurably.”

      Together they riffled through the contents, ninety-nine percent poetry and the rest nature sketches—clouds, stars, streams, trees, and a cave.

      “What if the pictures are clues?” She dropped the stack back into the trunk with a whoosh. “Maybe the treasure isn’t located here after all.”

      Even though he hadn’t expected to discover the gold that easily, his shoulders slumped anyway. Was Daisy right? Was a clue buried in the chest?

      They’d never know if they didn’t eliminate all other possibilities. Seth crossed the floor to examine the pile of tools. “If we don’t find the gold, we’ll take the papers from the trunk. Perhaps they hold a message or two, but what if he buried it under the floor? We should at the very least dig and eliminate the possibility.”

      “I’ll help you.” She stepped up to the tools and picked up a metal-bladed scoop. “Two work faster than one.”

      “It’ll be hard labor.”

      She thrust her shovel against the dirt floor. “Work doesn’t frighten me in the least.”

      They shoveled, creating nice-sized holes, refilling the small pits with soil. They worked the perimeter, moving to the interior.

      After at least an hour—if not more—sweat dripped from his brow and chin, and he paused to wipe his face with his sleeve.

      A noise startled him, and he spun around fast, raising his shovel like a weapon. An olive-backed thrush soared inside through the window, flapping its wings and scolding with chirps.

      The bird circled twice before Seth chased after the creature to guide it outside, dodging the holes and losing his footing once, then twice. He didn’t want to hurt the bird, only shoo it out of doors. Finally, he trapped the thrush in the corner with the shovel before scooting the fowl out the window.

      He turned around and found Daisy watching him and grinning. She was leaning on her shovel’s handle, dirt streaking her chin and cheeks.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow again. “What’s so amusing?”

      “You and your bird-chasing skills.”

      He raised his brow. “Think you could have done better?”

      “Oh, heavens no.”

      He mentally chastised himself for asking the silly question. What had come over him? Perhaps frustration over no signs of the treasure. “That was rude of me, and I apologize.”

      “Please.” She shook her head. “Think nothing of it.” Sweat beaded her brow, and her shoulders drooped as though she were wilted, obviously tired from the digging. And not one complaint. Whether with a laugh or lighthearted quip, she had a knack for keeping his spirits high.

      He took a step toward her, reaching for his handkerchief, ready to wipe the smudge from her chin. Then he halted. What was he doing? It wasn’t his place to tidy Daisy.

      Besides, a little dirt never hurt anyone.

      Shouldn’t he worry about the more important matters pressing against them?

      He shook his head and inspected the floor. Only a wee portion in the middle of the room remained untouched. The likelihood of finding gold inside the cabin was dwindling like a burning candle stub.

      He shoved back his hair from his sticky forehead. Had Daisy drawn the same conclusion?

      She was chipping dirt from the shovel’s blade with her fingernail and didn’t appear overly bothered.

      “Let’s finish up and get out of here.” He motioned toward the chair. “Better yet, you rest, and I’ll handle what’s left.”

      “We’ll do it together.”

      “About five scoops remain. Please let me finish by myself.”

      “Will it make you happy?”

      “Indubitably.”

      She snorted and moved to the chest. “Then you and your big word should go ahead and dig.” Daisy withdrew a stack of papers, carried them to the table, and sat on the stump.

      He rammed the shovel into the ground, scooped up a pile of dirt, and dumped the contents behind him. Then he repeated the step five more times before tossing down the handle, which landed with a thud.

      With a sigh, Daisy reached for her necklace. “As much as I hate to say it, I don’t think the treasure is here.”

      “As much as I hate to hear it, I agree.”

      Silence circled until she jumped to her feet, her eyes wide. “Did you hear that?”

      “Was it another bird or an animal?”

      When Daisy shook her head, Seth closed the distance between them in a flash, straining to listen. “Then what?”

      “Voices. Someone else is here.”
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      Daisy held her breath and braced her back against the wall. A corner of the ripped oil paper flapped in the breeze. “Maybe I only imagined hearing voices.”

      Seth raised a finger to his lips, then crossed to the rear window, withdrawing his gun from his holster. A metallic click echoed as he drew back the trigger.

      Dread tiptoed down Daisy’s spine. Marriage, even one of convenience, doubled worry when danger dangled nearby. She added a new requirement for her next husband—No risky treasure or gold seekers. Was that number fourteen?

      A muscle pulsed in Seth’s cheek. “I’ll check if we have visitors.”

      “But—”

      He raised his hand to halt her words. “Stay inside.” The depth of his eyes reflected courage and reassurance.

      She nodded and took a calming breath. She had to trust him, just like she’d been doing all along.

      He wasted no time climbing out the window. The thud of his footsteps rounded the cabin, and a muffled voice shouted, “Stop!”

      Had Seth hollered or someone else?

      Daisy clutched her skirt.

      Gunfire boomed in the air, coming from the direction of the front of the house.

      Her breath hitched, and an alarm bell clanged inside her head. Was Seth hurt? Did he need help?

      She had the urge to rush outside and check. Yet hadn’t Theo claimed Seth possessed superior skills with a firearm? Yes, she’d focus on that fact.

      A rustle sounded at the window. She spun around to the sight of a shiny black gun barrel inching into the room.

      Was it real? Of course it was.

      Heaven help her. Easing away from the gun, she stumbled against the crock.

      She grabbed at it to keep it from tipping over. Could she utilize the earthenware to fight against whoever was at the window?

      She hefted up the cracked jug and started back toward the window.

      The gun’s barrel had grown to the length of her arm.

      Flattening herself against the wall next to the window, she raised the heavy crock above her head.

      A man’s capped head, then a pair of burly shoulders squeezed through the opening. Garbed in brown, he swooped the leveled gun to his left, opposite her. How many seconds until he swung the weapon in her direction? Not enough.

      She wouldn’t mind a miracle from above. Or maybe she’d have to make one of her own. Drawing in a breath, she swung the crock. It slammed into the trespasser’s head with a loud thwack.

      His dead-animal hat slid off, and his gun banged against the dirt floor. In the next instant, his limp body drooped halfway through the window’s frame. Blood trickled over his scraggly brown hair and dripped on the ground.

      She could only stare with growing horror. Had she killed him?

      She buried her head in her hands, then shook away the remorse. She didn’t have time to fall apart. She had another priority—finding Seth.

      Her eyes snagged on a partially rolled paper among the pieces of the broken crock. Had it fallen from the jug? She scooped up the tattered, yellowed sheet and quickly unscrolled the thin document. A poem titled “Forty-Third” with a ragged edge, torn from a book.

      What a strange place to stash poetry. Daisy flipped the paper over and saw small handwritten words: Fort Ashe. What did that mean? Was it a clue? She stuffed the paper in her pocket and avoided glancing at the unconscious man in the window.

      Was he alive? “Please let him be alive.”

      But what if he awoke and came after her again?

      Despite Seth’s instruction not to depart, she had to leave. Daisy grabbed one of the shovels and wove around the scattered holes and lumpy mounds of dirt to reach the opposite window. Before she could lift the tool to break the oiled paper, a knife on the other side was already cutting through it.

      “Daisy,” came Seth’s voice from beyond the window. “Are you all right?”

      She dropped the shovel and placed a fist against her rapidly beating heart. “Just shaken but I’m fine. And you? Are you unharmed?”

      In the next instant, Seth was crawling through the opening he’d created. As he straightened, his face was flushed and frantic with worry. Perspiration smeared with dirt on his forehead. “Did he hurt you?”

      “The opposite, really.” She cocked her head toward the fellow dangling in the window.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Seth scanned her from her head to her toes, his brow furrowed.

      “He didn’t touch me.” She shuddered to think what might have happened if he’d successfully crawled inside.

      The fear in Seth’s rounded eyes spoke that he thought the same thing.

      He hesitated for a moment, then crossed to the window. He checked the fellow’s pulse.

      She held her breath. “Is he alive?”

      “Heart still ticks.”

      Her knees weakened, and she braced her hand against the table as she released her breath. How would she have lived with herself if she’d taken his life?

      “McKay got away after I pinned him behind a stack of logs. So we need to stay alert.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Seth left the fellow in the window, crossed to the pile of tools, and searched through the lot, hoping to locate rope. “Let’s see if we can find something to tie this one up.”

      She hurried to his side to help with the search. A rusty spade, a hammer, an axe, a pail, and a couple of unrecognizable tools. Nothing to bind a foe.

      Seth stood up and poked around the rest of the shack.

      “A poem fell from the crock I broke. Perhaps it’s a clue.”

      He kicked at the broken pieces. “I wouldn’t have thought to check a vessel for our next hint.”

      If it was, what did it mean? She sighed. Treasure hunting resembled threading a tiny-eyed needle, requiring perfect precision, superior skill, and dogged perseverance.

      Seth crossed to the chest, crouched, and tossed papers out of the container until he reached the bottom. “There’s no rope anywhere. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Absolutely.” She started toward the opposite window.

      He swiped up Nyx’s weapon, then moved next to her. “One more window escape. If we don’t see McKay, or if he doesn’t fire, we run straight for the nearby thicket. Then we circle back for the horses. Move silently but quickly.”

      Holding both guns at the ready before him, Seth peered outside, then stuck one leg through the opening, followed by the other. As soon as Daisy started to exit, he wrapped his arm around her waist and hauled her outside, the rifle tucked under his arm until her feet met the ground.

      He motioned silently for her to follow him, then treading as quietly as possible, they crept behind a row of trees and undergrowth. They paused for a moment before ducking low and winding their way in the direction of the horses. Seth halted when they were a stone’s throw away from where the creatures were nibbling grass in a partially open area.

      “I’ll fetch the mares and bring them here.” His whisper tickled her ear.

      She peeked through the shrubs, scanning the opposite side of the clearing. “Do you see McKay?”

      Seth surveyed the area carefully too. “Not yet.” He inched beyond their cover, his revolver drawn, his eyes narrowed and seeming to calculate every rock, tree, and brush.

      A slight movement near the cabin drew her attention. McKay was slowly rising from behind the woodpile, his weapon drawn, and he was in the process of aiming it directly at Seth.

      Her heart dove into the pit of her stomach. “Look out, Seth!”

      A gunshot exploded.

      She rocked backward, even though the weapon hadn’t targeted her, and landed on her rump.

      Oh dear God in heaven. Please let Seth be okay. She scrambled to her knees and peered through the brush, her chest tightening. Unsure she even wanted to look, she made herself glance in the direction where Seth had stood a moment ago. She expected to find his body sprawled on the ground. But he wasn’t there. Instead, she glimpsed a flash of his blue sleeve as he bolted behind a pine tree.

      In her bones, she knew he was brave, intelligent, and capable of eluding McKay’s bullets, but anything could happen in a wild shootout. She hadn’t known him long, but it was long enough to not want him injured. And she certainly didn’t want him to die. Seth was a good man—kind, funny, and thoughtful. No treasure was worth him, or anyone else, dying for.

      From the direction of the woodpile, another bullet whizzed toward where Seth stood behind the tree. It pinged against the bark, too near to Seth. Much too near.

      Her heart climbed to her throat.

      Nyx’s long black weapon lay in the grass near her feet. How hard was it to shoot a gun?

      She picked up the heavy weapon and hesitated. What was she doing? Hadn’t she already nearly killed a man with a crock?

      “Ugh.” She threw the firearm on the ground.

       

      *****

       

      Seth’s heart slammed against his chest with the longing to end the fight, collect Daisy, and bolt down the mountain.

      But McKay was proving to be a challenging opponent.

      With care, he peeked around the tree toward the woodpile. McKay had ducked out of sight.

      How many bullets did the fellow have left in his gun?

      Seth scrambled to the next tree in the row, then two more, angling toward an open shot.

      As he poked his head out again, a bullet whizzed alongside his ear, and a second hit the ground to his left, dinging a rock.

      His breathing hitched. Blimey. That was way too close.

      “Lower your weapon,” McKay called, “or I’ll do it for you.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “We’re not leaving without the map and the key.”

      “Map is worthless.” Even though it felt that way now, Seth suspected that the Poet had a purpose for every part of the treasure hunt. But of course, he couldn’t say that to McKay and instead needed to throw the fellow off course. “It led us to the cabin but there’s no treasure inside.”

      Once again, Seth peered around the side of the tree and glimpsed McKay’s white shirt flapping in the wind from behind a pine directly across from Seth—no neighboring trees within ten paces. Now they faced a waiting game. Who had the most patience? Seth followed the kill-or-be-killed philosophy but took no pleasure in taking another man’s life.

      “Liar,” McKay hollered.

      “Check the cabin for yourself.” Ideally, McKay would waste time digging while Seth and Daisy gained an advantage, piling miles between them.

      “Then give me the key.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      He glanced at the bushes where Daisy hid. Then he lowered himself to the ground and crawled through underbrush to reach a larger tree.

      “If you don’t give me the key, then you’ll force me to take your woman.”

      Seth saw McKay’s plan—as clear as two and two made four—to use Daisy as a hostage, forcing him to lead them to the treasure.

      Standing carefully, Seth peered around the tree’s edge. McKay was in the process of trying to follow him, slipping toward a closer tree. Seth didn’t stop to think. He simply aimed for the fellow and pulled the trigger.

      A moment later, the bullet hit its target—McKay’s shooting arm. The fellow cursed and cupped his hand over the wound while diving toward the nearest tree.

      Seth shot again, but McKay rolled out of the way just in time.

      “If you touch my wife,” Seth called, “you’re a dead man.” He didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he hunched and sprinted toward the horses, his pulse spurting with the need to get Daisy as far as possible from the danger. His fingers shook as he untethered the mares, but somehow he managed to loosen them and make it back to Daisy.

      She stood where he’d left her. Though dirty from top to bottom and half her hair escaping her braid, she’d never looked better. Her brow puckered with worry. “Did you get hit?”

      “I’m not hurt.”

      After a deep, shaky breath, she placed her splayed hand against her chest. “Never do that again.” Then she turned and started to mount Link.

      Urgency spun inside him, and he latched onto her waist, hurrying her into the saddle. “Hold tight because we’ll have to ride fast.”

      She gripped the reins and hunched over the horse’s neck. “I’m ready.”

      Seth swung up onto Cuff, dug in his heels, and led the way down the mountainside, keeping to the cover of the trees just in case Nyx and McKay rode on their heels. All the while tension wound inside Seth, tighter than a spring joint in a compass.

      With every jolting step, all he could think about was how much danger he’d just put Daisy in. She could have been hurt inside the cabin while he’d been gone. She could have been injured by one of McKay’s bullets. She could have even been abducted by the men.

      Worst of all, she could have been killed.

      He’d called her his wife—hadn’t meant to refer to her that way. But now that he’d spoken the word, he felt even more responsible for her.

      A weighty weariness settled on his shoulders. What had he been thinking to bring her along on this treasure hunt? Obviously, he hadn’t been thinking clearly, or he’d have left her behind in Nanaimo at the Bastion. Water and a bad smell were safer than what he’d just put her through.

      When they finally reached leveler ground, he veered to the east and the direction of Nanaimo. He’d take her back. That’s all there was to it. They would have several days of hard traveling and trying to stay undetected so McKay and Nyx wouldn’t pick up their trail.

      The evergreens thickened the farther they went, yet he spied blue flashes of a waterway between the trunks. He pushed them hard for hours, even as dusk settled around them. As the way grew darker and more treacherous, he was forced to reduce their pace.

      Dare they take a short break? He hadn’t seen any evidence that McKay and Nyx were following. Hopefully, their injuries had slowed them down.

      He halted Cuff and waited for Daisy to arrive beside him. “Are you all right?”

      “I really am fine, Seth.” She gave him a tired smile. “I’m the same as the last time you asked me an hour ago.”

      Aye, he’d asked her that question at least a dozen times since leaving the cabin. But the anxiety inside his chest wouldn’t relent its grip.

      She rubbed her sleeve against her forehead, exposing a fresh rip in the material. Countless loose strands now spilled from her braid. “Treasure hunting is riskier than I first suspected.”

      He nodded. “Let’s rest the horses and take nourishment for a minute or two.”

      “My sore body will thank you.”

      They moved through the thick trees, pine needles scratching at his pants and sleeves. Cuff tossed her head, probably not appreciating the prickles either. Daisy and Link followed. The terrain gradually sloped until they reached a stark blue river, narrow with a swift, gurgling current.

      Soon enough they were seated next to each other along the river’s edge with their canteens and a simple fare of cheese and jerky. She was unusually quiet, had been for the whole ride. And now she stared at the rushing water.

      The anxiety inside his chest tightened. “Something’s wrong.”

      She was silent a moment longer, then finally blurted, “I almost killed a man today.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “I even picked up the rifle and had thoughts of using it.” Her voice wobbled.

      Was she close to crying? “God gave you a tender heart, and that’s why harming anyone rubs you wrong. Still, you had to defend yourself.”

      “But that doesn’t mean I like injuring anyone. Because I don’t.”

      “Of course not.”

      She fiddled with a piece of cheese, her fingers trembling.

      “Ah lass, c’mere to me.” He slipped an arm around her back, drawing her into the crook of his arm.

      She leaned her head against his shoulder.

      A frustrated sigh passed over his lips. The day had taken a dark turn between not finding the treasure and Nyx and McKay showing up. What would tomorrow bring?

      Leaves and twigs spun in circles, drifting down the waterway. Seth’s thoughts swirled similarly. For at least the hundredth time the same question resurfaced. What if he’d lost her today? He wasn’t sure how he’d live with himself. Or live without her.

      But wasn’t loss inevitable with Daisy? He’d leave for Ireland in a few months and never see her again.

      Aye, he’d only known her for about a week, but after spending hours with her talking and traveling, it felt like months. He’d shared more openly with her than with Bridget or even with Theo. She was unlike anybody he’d ever met—more genuine, more real, more understanding.

      Daisy straightened and reached into her pocket,

      The pulling away forced him to release his hold and he was surprised how much he wanted to keep her tucked into his side.

      She pulled out a crumpled paper. “I forgot about the sheet from the crock until now.”

      “Too bad we didn’t grab the papers from the chest.”

      Her brow arched. “Should we go back for them?”

      “It’s not worth the risk.” One day, maybe he’d return by himself. But that day sat far in the future.

      She gingerly unfolded the ragged sheet. “It’s torn from a book and titled ‘Forty-Third.’ It’s long, and we can read the full poem later. However, on the back” —she flipped over the work and squinted in the fading sunlight— “someone wrote ‘Fort Ashe’ in small print. Have you heard of such a place?”

      “It’s a trading post along the coast, northeast of here. I’ve stopped there twice on my travels. It’s near Comox, where I’ve surveyed.”

      “Do you think it’s a clue?”

      The Poet had spent long stretches at the fort, though not involved with the fur trade. He’d liked the place and had befriended several men who lived and worked at the camp or brought goods to barter. “It’s not much to go on.”

      “But it’s possibly a clue. Why else would it have been hidden in the crock?”

      Who really knew what the Poet intended? It might be nothing more than a random scribble. But Fort Ashe would be a safe place to take Daisy. Traveling there would take three or four days—about the same length of time as traveling to Nanaimo—providing there were no more upheavals.

      “Whether we travel to the fort or back to Nanaimo next, we need to keep going.” Seth rose and extended his hand to her. “Ready?”

      She placed her hand into his and allowed him to help her stand. Though her small, soft fingers didn’t linger long, he liked how they contrasted with his big, calloused ones. “For what it’s worth, I wish to proceed to the fort.”

      “I figured you would.”

      “It’s the next logical step,” she insisted as they began to mount their horses.

      The next logical step was to devise a plan to keep Daisy safe. Wherever they traveled next, whether it be Nanaimo or the fort, her safety was more important than the treasure. In fact, she was more important than a treasure, and it was scary to think about just how much more.
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      “I wonder how long it was until Nyx regained his faculties.” Daisy dismounted a dozen feet from the narrow rim they’d soon cross. “I battered him mighty hard.”

      Yesterday, after their decision to head to Fort Ashe, she and Seth traveled well into the night, finally stealing a few hours of sleep behind downed trees. Every unexpected bird squawk or animal darting across their path had left them jumpy, expecting Nyx and McKay to start another round of threats and gunfire.

      “That you did.” Seth peered over the cliff’s edge with his hands folded behind his back.

      She stepped one pace closer to his side, keeping a safe distance between her and the pit. Heights turned her stomach queasy. In a few minutes, they’d squeeze across a narrow ledge to reach the other side. One misstep, and she’d tumble a mile or more.

      Daisy reached for the strings of her yarn necklace and leaned forward to peek into the expanse. The waning sunlight filtered through the depth, turning the bottom shadowy, yet she spied a lake, multiple boulders, a slew of pointy pine trees, and numerous craggy walls.

      Goodness gracious. She stepped back two paces.

      She was beginning to accept her striking of Nyx. A woman alone had to protect herself from danger. Still, if she never fended for her life again, she’d not complain.

      “I’ll rest easier after we reach the other side.” The late-day sunlight glinted on Seth’s hair, turning it golden. “I suspect nobody with half a brain would cross in full darkness, not even Nyx and McKay if they’re behind us somewhere.”

      She wanted to ask Seth why anyone with a whole brain would venture over the long, narrow footpath even in full daylight. But she already knew the answer. With the circuitous route Seth had led them on to confuse Nyx and McKay, this was the only way forward if they hoped to reach the coast and get to either Fort Ashe or Nanaimo.

      Even so, her stomach spun at just the thought of stepping one foot onto the rim. “I assume we’ll proceed on foot.”

      “Aye. Want to go first or second?”

      “Neither, but I’ll follow you.”

      “Keep your back against the mountain’s wall and shuffle your steps. Don’t fret over the mares. They’ll manage the narrow corridor.”

      “I’ll have plenty of worries over little old me.”

      He dropped his hand onto her shoulder, his eyes full of concern. “We can wait until morning if you prefer to rest now.”

      Of course their pace had exhausted her, but she wouldn’t allow Nyx and McKay to gain an advantage. “Let’s be done with it, but maybe I should go barefooted.”

      “It’s your choice, but there are probably thistles and sharp rocks.”

      “Of course. All right, let’s proceed.”

      Seth gave her shoulder a final squeeze before stepping one foot onto the rim, Cuff’s reins in his trailing hand. A few stones broke free and tumbled downward.

      Daisy raised her chin and gathered her courage. She’d keep her eyes on her feet and her mind on the grassy patch that waited on the other side.

      “If you take longer to advance than me, think nothing of it.” Seth and Cuff inched along. “Go slow and watch for impediments on the path.”

      Daisy gingerly placed her first foot on the ledge, braced herself, then positioned her back against the wall. She held her breath and waited.

      Nothing was amiss.

      She secured her second foot onto the route.

      Little by little, she shuffled sideways, dirt collapsing off the edge. The sole of her left shoe flapped at the toe. She didn’t converse with Seth like usual, not when she could hardly breathe. Instead, she stepped over sharp rocks and little shrubs, one after another, with Link behind her.

      Cuff clip-clopped between her and Seth, blocking him from view.

      “An alpine meadow full of wildflowers waits for us,” Seth called. “Hold on, Daisy. It’s not much farther.”

      She shot a glance toward the opposite edge.

      Maybe not for him. But it was an eternity away for her.

      She’d fallen farther behind him. With his long legs, he’d probably glided over the obstacles, such as her next hurdle—a pile of stones.

      Daisy one-handedly raised her skirts, then her left foot, and stretched to connect with the ground, straddling the heap of rocks. Next, she picked up her right foot, hauled it over the mound, and dropped her foot beside the other.

      Except there wasn’t room, and she tipped toward the abyss. Then plunged.

      With a scream, she scrambled to grab onto something. She twisted and stretched enough to grasp the leather strap in front of Link’s legs. And in the next instant, she dangled like a needle on a thread, with her arm extended to the limit. The tips of her toes barely connected with a ledge. Was it big and strong enough to hold her?

      A cracked, gray wall bumped her nose as fear curled inside her. It took all her control not to panic and scream her prayers to God.

      “Don’t let go!” Seth’s call held a tremor. “I’m coming.”

      “Hurry.” With a grunt, she swung her free hand toward the strap, connected with the leather, and threaded her fingers around the handhold. But she hadn’t the strength to pull herself up.

      “Everything is fine, Link.” A second fib caught in her throat until she spat it free. “It’s all dandy.” The mare played a crucial role in her rescue. What if she bolted? No, she couldn’t think about that.

      Perspiration slicked her hands, and she could feel herself slipping down the strap.

      When Link stomped her foot, a ripple of dirt showered on Daisy, stinging her eyes. She wiped her face on her shoulder and made the mistake of peeking downward.

      Fiddle-faddle. She’d miscalculated earlier—the distance was a million miles away, not one.

      The deep, dark cavity emitted a haunting stillness as if holding its breath, waiting for her fall. She wasn’t afraid to die. She truly knew something better waited for her in God’s perfect heaven.

      Yet if given the choice, she’d hang onto her life a little longer and keep doing her part to make it as perfect as possible. Especially when it came to two-sided love instead of a lopsided version with Christopher or the cockeyed kind her mum and papa once shared. Surely God couldn’t argue with her desire for that.

      But first, she had to survive.

      After an eternity Seth arrived. He kneeled sideways, facing Link, his left knee dangerously close to the rim. Fear radiated from his face and eyes. “I’ll pull you up. There’s little room to maneuver, but we’ll manage.”

      “Of course we will.”

      His strong hands connected with her underarms. The muscles in his arms bulged against the fabric of his shirt as he tugged her higher. “Transfer your hands to my shoulders when you can. I won’t let you fall.”

      Up he hoisted her, his neck muscles straining as he stood. She clung to his shoulders while he hefted her the last of the distance. When her feet landed on the ledge, his arms snaked around her fiercely, and he pressed her body against his. She tightened her arms around his neck and clung to him—no space left for a whisper-thin leaf between them.

      For several long moments, he simply held her, his chest heaving, his muscles tense. And she could do nothing but stand there, too weak with relief to do anything else.

      Finally, he adjusted his grip, easing the pressure of his fingers. “I’ll turn you until your back rests firmly against the wall.”

      But then she’d have to leave his protective arms.

      “I’ll keep a hold of you.” He eased her from his chest to the perch. A sorry replacement. Seth positioned himself between her and the horse, grabbed the reins with one hand, and held tight to Daisy’s elbow with the other. “Let’s try this again.”

      Together they crept along, her eyes fastened on each step. She’d like to hurl her faulty shoe with the cracked sole into the chasm and shout, “Good riddance.” But she didn’t have a second set and shuffled along instead.

      Finally, she planted her feet on the lush but small meadow—hundreds of long-stemmed, breeze-blowing wildflowers of bright yellows, pale pinks, and vivid oranges. Beyond the clearing stood another solid rock wall and the endless forest.

      Cuff faithfully waited, munching grass and twitching her ears. Not a care in the world, as opposed to Daisy shouldering too many to count.

      She dropped to her hands and knees, gasping for breaths. God had spared her life and Seth’s, not only today but on the entire trip. Gratitude and relief replaced the fear inside her, and she kissed the weedy ground, a fragile pink blossom, and even a gritty rock.

      Seth crouched beside her yet said nothing.

      She straightened and stared at him, his curls springing in every direction, his eyes wide and wild, his jaw hard.

      He’d promised to protect her the day they wed, and he’d kept his word. In fact, her strong, considerate, brave, temporary husband had done more for her than any man she’d ever met. Most importantly, he’d saved her life.

      Daisy opened her arms for a grateful embrace, and he met her halfway. When he pulled her closer, she pressed into his nearness, needing his comfort, needing his solidness, needing his assurance that everything was all right.

      Just like on the rim, his arms tightened again fiercely. And he held her for long heartbeats, almost as though he never planned to let go. They’d experienced a great deal together, and an undeniable bond had formed. Part of her relished the closeness. But another part warned not to get too close.

      When she shifted and started to pull back, he held her tight a moment longer before loosening his grip. Even then he didn’t release her.

      She tugged again and angled back to look at his face. At the same moment, he pivoted slightly, and in the process, their faces touched, then their lips brushed. His mouth was soft, his breath warm, the slight taste of him rugged.

      In this fairytale moment, he didn’t move away from her, and she remained motionless, as well. Instead, his lips grazed hers again, so delicately, so sweetly, that she couldn’t keep from savoring their closeness.

      What was happening? Oh, no. How had their hug turned into kisses?

      She inhaled sharply. Then in the next instant, she scrambled backward, away from him.

      It meant nothing. Still, her pulse pumped as if sprinting to the finish line in a foot race.

      Kisses, even spur-of-the-moment ones, weren’t part of their wedding-day agreement.

      She rose to her feet at the same time as he did. For a moment, they stood facing each other, the sun dipping farther behind the mountain, casting shadows on his leanly sculpted face. Even haggard, his handsomeness nearly knocked her over.

      Hatless, he shoved his fingers into his curls and then glanced toward the horses, his face hardening. Did he regret their brief kisses?

      Did she?

      With a flush working its way into her cheeks, she turned away from him and made her way through the field of wildflowers. She didn’t stop until she reached a patch of purple forget-me-nots at the base of a small spring, the peaceful setting next to the entrance to the woods, presumably the direction they’d soon depart.

      Wearily, she flopped to the ground.

      The tiny kiss had sprung from relief, and that’s all. And their mouths had barely said hello.

      Regardless, kissing—even half kisses—often muddled everything, and she had no intention of ruining the friendship she’d built with Seth. She treasured it. He helped her face her fears, and she counted on his steadfast, practical nature. Up until two minutes ago, their relationship was almost perfect.

      She stretched to reach the water splashing on the few stones at its base. The coolness, precisely what she needed after leaving Seth’s arms, helped a smidge. She pressed her damp hands on her still-warm cheeks.

      Goodness. Christopher had never ignited a similar stirring with any of his kisses, not even with longer ones.

      Why?

      She could admit she found Seth attractive. But she couldn’t permit fleeting emotions and attractions to impact their solid friendship.

      She tugged her hair back from her face and refastened the combs before glancing at Seth. He was fiddling with a saddlebag.

      What did he think about their accidental kiss? Was he mad, sad, shocked, or ridiculously confused? What if it meant nothing to him?

      Just like it meant nothing to her, she supposed.

       

      *****

       

      Had he and Daisy just kissed? Their lips had brushed. There was no denying that. But a kiss? Maybe it had been a tiny one. Or two.

      He stuffed his hands into his trouser pockets, standing safely from the ravine. Whatever may or may not have happened, the incident was an accident and nothing more.

      He rubbed the tight muscles in his neck and glanced at her sitting amongst the forget-me-nots. Minutes ago, her long, tangled hair had fallen over him as they embraced. Not even a whisper of a breeze stirred her messy mop now.

      He averted his eyes and scratched Link’s nose, drawing a calming breath to cool his ardor. Ardor was the last thing he needed clouding his judgment. They were in too much danger for him to get distracted.

      In fact, ardor, if left unchecked, would only ruin their carefully crafted plan to get an annulment. And he couldn’t let that happen.

      Besides, their friendship strengthened every day, and that was what he wanted. He couldn’t change that, could he?

      He tugged free the brush from the saddlebag and began combing Link’s coat with long strokes. The steadfast horse had saved the day, and Seth refused to consider what might have happened if Daisy had clung to skittish Cuff’s strap instead of the meeker mare.

      The outcome could have been very different.

      His chest pinched, and anxiety rose again swiftly to strangle him. He ceased brushing Link and laid his forehead against the mare, trying to block out the images and the fear that had besieged him the moment he’d realized Daisy had slipped over the edge of the rim. But his mind replayed every single nightmarish second in agonizing detail.

      The time it took to reach her had been excruciating. And he’d never forget the petrified look on her face as she dangled above the pit. Theo had worn a similar expression when the flaming boards of their home had cracked then crashed down, collapsing on Father. Desperate, Seth had lunged forward, needing to rescue their father, but Theo, along with one of their neighbors, had held him back from the flames.

      Five years ago felt like yesterday. It was too late to change his failures of the past, but he could avoid repeating mistakes. Now, more than ever, he knew what he had to do next—take Daisy to Fort Ashe and ensure she stayed safe inside the locked and guarded fort until the treasure was found or Nyx and McKay stopped—whichever came first.

      But for now, he had to repair the damage from their unexpected kiss.

      As he ambled across the field, he plucked a wildflower, powder blue with a bright yellow center.

      With the sun nearly set, they should take nourishment and be on their way. It was too early to stop for the night. But first, he’d smooth the wrinkles, if any had developed since their kiss. Ten paces from where she sat in the shadows of a looming row of long-needled pines and cedars, he stopped. “Do you know the forget-me-not’s folklore?”

      She glanced up from scrubbing a stain in her skirt with water from the spring. “No. Would you like to enlighten me?”

      “Only if you wish.” Seth gathered a few more blossoms and added them to his apology bouquet. That’s all it would be—a way to say he was sorry for everything.

      “I’d like to hear your tale.”

      As tempted as he was to look at her lips, he forced himself to focus on the bouquet. “The story opens with a medieval knight returning from battle and greets his beloved wife, whom he’s missed dearly.”

      “As he should.”

      “Soon, they walk along a raging river. Our brave knight had hidden a bouquet behind his back and now presents the gift to his precious wife.”

      “What a fortunate lady to wed such a kind man. Does she have a name?”

      “Hmm. Not that I’m aware of, but you may choose one.”

      She dropped her chin onto her finger. “Lady Daisy.”

      “Excellent choice. The knight and Lady Daisy stop their journey momentarily, and the knight leans over the river. Because of the weight of the armor, he tumbles forward.”

      She released a huff. “Your tale has taken a dreadful turn.”

      “Terribly so. According to legend, the knight tosses the flowers at Lady Daisy and shouts, ‘Forget me not!’ before crashing into the current and disappearing forever.”

      She crossed her arms and tilted her head a notch. “I’m changing her name to Lady-Not-Daisy because your story is so tragic.”

      “But still a wee mite romantic, I believe.”

      “Only heartbreaking because he leaves her in the end.”

      He moved closer and handed her the bouquet. “These little flowers, the forget-me-nots, grow on our property in Dublin.”

      “How lovely. Thank you.” She buried her face in the delicate petals. When she raised her head a moment later, the trace of a smile curved her lips. “If you had fallen into the cavern earlier, I’d forget you in a heartbeat.”

      His stomach flopped, for he adored it when she teased. “Would it be that easy?”

      “I believe so,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

      She teased again, didn’t she? “If you’d have fallen into the ravine today, I’d have dove in after you.”

      Her eyelashes fluttered open. “Now you’re being playful with me.”

      “As you did a moment ago. Regardless, your stumble almost killed me. The way I see it, I already have one foot in the grave. Why not trail after you?”

      She raised her chin and looked him square in the eye. What traipsed through her thoughts?

      “I’m sorry about the”—the word kiss jammed in his throat—“about what happened during our hug back there.” Why had the four-letter word made him tongue-tied?

      “I’m the one who kissed you, and I apologize. It won’t happen again.”

      “But I turned my head, and⁠—"

      A twig snapped off to his left in the dark, dense woods. Was it animal or human? Either might spell danger.

      Seth drew his gun and stepped in front of Daisy, shielding her with his body. Had McKay and Nyx traversed another route?

      He scanned the area until his heartbeat crashed to a halt. In the shadows, two hunched natives crept forward, their guns drawn.
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      Seth cocked the trigger. Why had he lowered his guard?

      The gorge’s huge expanse trapped them on one side and a rock wall on the other, leaving two escape routes—back over the narrow rim or through the woods, where the two natives inched closer. Both were miserable options.

      Fortunately, the tribes on the island held bone-deep traditions of bartering for goods and favors. He’d have to talk them out of pending trouble and just hoped the men spoke some English. “I have items to trade.”

      The men didn’t stop. Instead, they crept nearer, a layer of pine needles hushing their steps. They wore little more than broadcloths and braids, and one a squatty hat tipped back on his head.

      From behind him, Daisy clutched his coat.

      Once again, he’d placed her in danger, and anger sliced through his gut—anger at himself.

      He tightened his grip on the gun. “I’m a mapmaker, and I mean you no harm.”

      “Stargazer?” The hatless man’s voice held surprise.

      The man’s voice was familiar. And as the two stepped into the clearing, the tightness in Seth’s muscles eased. “Ziigwan?” He stepped closer to the men he’d met twice before. “Greetings, Niimi.”

      The second native, the more stoic of the two, nodded. A long, jagged scar, ominous in the shadows, zigzagged down his face. He rarely spoke, his English poorer than his brother’s.

      Seth glanced over his shoulder at Daisy. “They mean no harm.”

      She peered around him at the pair, clutching the bouquet tightly to her chest. “How do you know them?”

      “They’re Wyn’s brothers. She’s married to Hatchett.”

      “I see.” She moved around Seth, her hand extended. “I’m Daisy.”

      “Flower?” Ziigwan, the shorter brother, advanced three paces and ignored Daisy’s hand.

      “Yes, I’m Daisy Harper.” She lowered her hand. “I mean, I’m Daisy Ryann for now, I suppose.”

      A flash of a smile crossed Ziigwan’s face. “You married, Stargazer?”

      How should he explain Daisy? Wouldn’t the bare minimum serve best? “Aye, recently.”

      Ziigwan nodded. “Why you come up here?”

      The fewer who knew about the treasure, the better, but Seth had to tell him something. The remote location was a strange place to haul a new bride. “We’re running from two men trying to kill us.”

      The men spoke to each other in their native tongue before Ziigwan motioned at him. “Come.”

      Seth hesitated. “Where?”

      “Hatchett.”

      Last year, he and Theo had saved Ziigwan’s and Niimi’s lives by administering the smallpox vaccine. Did they now propose exchanging the favor by escorting him and Daisy to safety—an eye for an eye, in the most positive sense? Going to Hatchett’s main home offered a chance to gather provisions before heading to Fort Ashe.

      Daisy rolled her neck from side to side as if easing kinks. Earlier, he’d spotted the dark shadows under her lower eyelids. She’d had little sleep and nourishment recently, conditions a body couldn’t withstand for days on end.

      A wolf howled in the distance, and Daisy jumped. He wanted to reach out and pull her close and hold her again, just as he had earlier. Only to reassure her once more. But he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “They’ll take us to Hatchett’s house for a brief reprieve. You need a safe place to rest your head, and our provisions are running low.”

      Daisy raised her chin. “I’m sturdy enough to continue to the fort, though I won’t refuse a small break before continuing our hunt for the treasure.”

      With all that had transpired, he didn’t want her to continue chasing after the gold. She’d stay safe at Fort Ashe until the treasure was found, but he’d tell her later. No reason to anger her now.

      “We’ll talk to Hatchett about all this. I trust him. Besides, he probably knew the Poet better than anyone other than Isaac. He’ll know how to direct us.”

      “Maybe the Poet told him where he hid his bounty. And what it’s worth.” Excitement sparkled in her eyes.

      “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      Her head angled a notch. “Why not? And don’t you think that’s my decision?”

      Daisy Harper sure didn’t like being told what to do. But then, neither did he. “After the incident at the cabin, I have qualms about you continuing on the treasure hunt.”

      “Well, I’m going to continue, and that’s that.”

      His lips pursed as frustration mounted. “For now, we’ll gain extra protection against Nyx and McKay by traveling with Wyn’s brothers. They’ll likely lead us on a route few can follow.”

      “How can we say no?”

      Within minutes, they were mounted and following behind Ziigwan and Niimi on their ponies, white and reddish-brown, neither with a saddle. Their tribe roamed the island according to the season—near the coast in the winter and more inland otherwise.

      Niimi led the way on the trail of loose stone mixed with grass and fallen timber, and Ziigwan brought up the rear, with Seth and Daisy slotted into the middle. Nobody spoke for several miles.

      Nightfall had quickly enveloped the mountainside. Though Seth was tempted to have Daisy ride with him, he was afraid to strain their horses even more than they already had with so much traveling and so little rest.

      When the trail finally widened, he slowed his mount to ride beside her. “We’ll cross more rugged terrain before we get there. Tell me if anything troubles you as we travel, and I’ll address your concerns.”

      “Will it be more dangerous than the ledge?”

      “I don’t assume so.”

      She leaned closer. “Then don’t fret.”

      With Daisy’s lips within kissing distance, his heart skipped a beat. Truth be told, he’d not mind kissing her again. But he wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

      Instead, he forced his mind to think about other things, like their native guides, who barely spoke a word. “Do you have any questions about the brothers?”

      “Do they live near their sister?”

      “Sometimes.” Seth explained that the island’s natives belonged to one of three nations, each with distinct languages, customs, and geographic regions.

      Daisy nodded. “It’s like how European countries are alike yet different, I suppose.”  

      He hadn’t thought of the comparison before, but she was right.

      A clear sky and a big moon partnered to light the way. But whatever trail the natives followed made it impossible for Seth to detect animal paths, prominent landmarks, or evidence that others had journeyed on the same course. For Nyx and McKay to follow, they’d need a miracle or a native guide, both unlikely options. Seth breathed easier, knowing he wouldn’t be delivering trouble to his friends’ home.

      Eventually, they reached the mouth of a cave screened by fir trees. The space was dark, dank, and bat-ridden near the back. For a few hours, Daisy slept with a blanket tugged over her head near the cave’s mouth, next to a small campfire. The men guarded the entrance in shifts.

      Seth leaned against the wall, the nearby flames snapping and exuding a familiar smoky scent, his thoughts stuck on Daisy. He liked watching her sleep, the way her shoulders fell in rhythm with her breathing. What would it be like to watch her slumber night after night forever?

      He shook his head to clear it of the thought.

      They were nothing alike. She used twice as many words to say the same thing as him. She was soft, and he was hard at times. She had an undeniable exuberance, and he held back. Still, despite their differences, they got along well, enjoyed each other’s company, and had grown close.

      But their futures led in two different directions, separated by an ocean. He had to return with Theo to Ireland, he owed his brother that much. Theo couldn’t travel alone.

      Consequently, he’d lose Daisy forever.

       

      *****

       

      All she wanted was a good night’s sleep with a roof and four walls, and such a place waited over the hill as the late afternoon sun inched westward. Afterward, she’d gladly jump back into the treasure-hunting excitement.

      She’d come too far to give up now. Why couldn’t Seth see that?

      There was a reason she’d started her husband-requirement list with Not prone to arguments, one of Papa’s tendencies. Bickering made her uneasy. It always had for as far back as she recalled. She and Seth didn’t exactly argue, but they had disagreed, particularly on what to do next in their treasure hunt.

      As she plodded behind Seth up a rise, Daisy covered a yawn with her hand. They’d been up since dawn, and their party of four had traveled most of the day. Soon, she’d be able to plop into a chair, kick off her shoddy shoes, and stop looking over her shoulder for Nyx and McKay, at least for a night.

      A burly white dog bounded over the grassy crest ahead, trampling wildflowers and hurling a warning growl. The animal charged straight for Daisy, and her breath stuck in her chest. Link danced and whinnied, jerking her from side to side.

      “Shhh, girl.” Daisy remained upright in the saddle and soothed the anxious mare.

      Seth, who was riding alongside Ziigwan, scowled and veered across the grass to her. With his jaw firmly set, he reined Cuff to a stop beside Link and glared at the dog. “Get out of here, Mutton.”

      When Niimi whistled, the animal hunkered to a stop, teeth bared. Amber-colored eyes stared at Daisy from ten paces away, and a springy tail curled over the dog’s back. The canine dutifully turned, trotted to the brothers, and the trio continued toward Hatchett’s home.

      Daisy hesitated, hoping to place a little distance between her and their unfriendly greeter. For a woman who rarely backed away from a challenge, she’d reached her quota. “A dog once chased me home from work and bit my leg. I have the scar to prove my injury, though I’ll not show you the evidence.”

      His eyes dropped to her swath of skirts and petticoats before he quickly glanced away. “That’s Mutton, Hatchett’s hunting companion. He’s harmless, though his bark hides the fact.” The wind whipped Seth’s curls, and he shoved his locks from his eyes, his face a darker tint than before they left Nanaimo.

      “I suppose a trapper needs a ferocious assistant now and again.”

      “Aye, it’s a partnership between those two.”

      “Like you and me.”

      “In a sense.”

      “Though neither of us is overly fierce. Well, you more than me when someone points a weapon in our direction.”

      He arched his brow. “My end of the bargain is to keep you safe.”

      “What’s my responsibility?”

      Seth paused before he spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “Keep being you.”

      Until now, she hadn’t realized the unfairness of a particular item on her requirement list—Likes me for me. She desired a man with only Daisy-approved qualities. Yet what if she failed to have all the qualities that her husband needed and wanted?

      Well, that wasn’t nice of her to have a double standard. She’d have to ponder a revision later after she met Wyn and Hatchett.

      She nudged Link forward. “I’m ready for a boring respite, though I’m not calling Hatchett and Wyn dull. For I’d never do that.”

      Seth urged Cuff into step beside her. “Of course not, and you’re not asking for too much. Even God rested after His adventure of creating the world.”

      “That’s a lofty comparison, but yes. I’m eager to meet your friends.”

      “You’ll like them. They married four years back and have a young lad.”

      They crested the rise, and she drew a sharp breath. The sun drifted behind the mountain, casting shadows on a picture worth memorizing. A large, two-story cabin covered in cedar bark with a welcoming front porch sat on the edge of a lush thicket with a meandering stream forming the backdrop. A budding vegetable garden of green grew on one side of the structure, and a long barn with a pen stretched on the other.

      She and Seth picked their way around waist-high shrubs twined with honeysuckle, and she breathed in its strong and heady scent. Chickens and cats scattered in a noisy flurry. The brothers climbed down from their perches and led their ponies closer to the porch to speak to an imposing man garbed in buckskins.

      Hatchett, she presumed.

      He ambled down two stairs and stopped before reaching the grass, holding a clanking metal contraption, perhaps an animal trap. He exceeded Seth’s height by several inches and had more pounds and years on his bones. A leather strap held back his hair, which was the color of a rhubarb stalk.

      He honed in on her and Seth as they drew closer. “As I live and breathe.” The trapper’s coarse voice scratched like tree bark.

      Ziigwan and Niimi were striding toward the stable with their animals, the grass muffling their hooves. Mutton lay in the shade of the porch. After all his bluster, the dog probably required a nap.

      Seth reined Cuff to a stop, and she paused Link beside him, fifteen paces from the cabin. They both dismounted and advanced toward the house.

      Seth motioned toward her, then the trapper. “Daisy, this is Hatchett. Hatchett, this is Daisy.”

      “Your wife, as I understand it from the brothers.”

      The news indeed traveled faster than expected in the wilderness.

      “Recent wife.” Seth moved forward and shook hands with Hatchett. The men grinned at each other like old friends should after a long absence.

      Remaining where she stood, Daisy smiled. “I’m his temporary wife.” Why not establish the full facts straightaway?

      The trapper hitched his brow, sizing her up with a razor-sharp examination, running his hand over his bristly beard from chin to pointed tip. His cap rode low, hooding his eyes.

      She hid her filthy fingernails behind her back and resisted the urge to itch her scalp in need of a good washing. With their hasty pace the last few days, she hadn’t the luxury of cleaning herself properly. Still, she’d not wilt before the man’s scrutiny, and straightened her shoulders.

      In time, Hatchett doffed his hat, exposing a long, puckered scar on his forehead. “Pleased to meet you.”

      She nodded. “And you, as well.”

      “How’s that God-fearing brother of yours, Seth?”

      “He’s well enough, though he has his hands full. A fire recently destroyed his church.”

      “That’s a shame.” Hatchett mopped his brow with his sleeve. “I haven’t seen him since you came with the medicine. We’re still mighty obliged. You, Theo, and the good Lord saved our hides.”

      With a sigh, Seth dragged his hands through his curls. “I assume you’ve not heard of Isaac’s recent beating and subsequent coma.”

      Hatchett’s eyes widened. “All because of that confounded map and key, I reckon.” Hatchett lowered the metal contraption to the porch. “Wyn’s brothers said a couple of men ride your tail. Why’s that?”

      Daisy pressed her hand against her bodice, feeling the key’s imprint on her palm. If Hatchett knew about those two items, was he also privy to additional details about the treasure?

      Seth shielded his eyes with his hand against the glare of the sun. “You were great friends with the Poet. By any chance, do you know where he buried his gold? It’ll sure make the treasure hunt easier. I’m fetching it for Isaac.”

      “We’re fetching it together,” Daisy interjected.

      A slight frown puckered Seth’s forehead. “We were fetching it together until it got too dangerous.”

      “We faced a little danger at your trapper cabin.”

      Seth released a scoff. “Little? We were almost killed.”

      Hatchett’s gaze bounced between them. “Let’s talk more about this later.”

      Daisy ducked her head. She and Seth had been arguing again. In front of others. How mortifying.

      “I want to tell Wyn about Isaac,” Hatchett said. “Last summer he and his brother stopped by, and Isaac fussed over our young one for hours. Wyn sure did like that about him.”

      From a nearby window came a high-pitched squeal.

      Hatchett glanced at the house, smiling. “That’ll be the boy. Like me, he’s probably hankering for something to eat. I hope you’re ready to fill your bellies. Wyn is a wonder at cooking.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Hatchett.” Daisy would eat anything except more cheese. Well, she’d probably gobble that, too, at this point.

      The trapper chuckled, a low rumble from his belly. “It’s just Hatchett. Seth, you’ll find all you need in the barn to tend your horses.”

      “I’m much obliged.” Seth started to stride away with the animals, then turned back. “I’ll be in shortly, Daisy.”

      Was he worried she felt apprehensive about entering without him? How sweet. “All right.”

      Hatchett lumbered up the stairs and opened the door. “After you, ma’am.”

      The scent of roasted meat greeted her, making her stomach growl. How long had it been since she’d had a hot meal? Daisy failed to remember, as the days ran together.

      She crossed a stone-laden path, climbed the stairs, and passed the wooden flower boxes brimming with pale yellow posies buzzing with bees on the porch. She entered the home, three times as big and modern as the trapper cabin on the mountaintop.

      Glass covered the windows, and a partial loft hung suspended above half the house. Long benches flanked a hefty table set in the center of the room and that was topped with an assortment of beautiful baskets. A low rocking chair waited near the stone fireplace, where a large black pot hung from a cooking bar.

      An array of delightful homey touches snagged on Daisy’s heart—colorful pottery with handles and lids, carved wooden figurines no bigger than a few inches, and dried flowers in vases and pots. She longed to examine each one more closely but refused to follow her impolite notion.

      In the far corner, a native woman kneeled on a mat before a bed in the corner, a young child at her side. A striped Hudson Bay Company blanket dangling from a bar attached to the ceiling partitioned the space, though it hung open now. Heavy with child, the kneeling woman appeared a little older than Daisy, with high, pronounced cheekbones and long inky black hair.

      She stood and moved toward Daisy. Knee-high moccasins hugged her feet and calves. Her sleeveless leather dress, featuring assorted beads and colorful thread designs, exposed her bare arms and long legs.

      Daisy’s fingers itched to trace the fine detail and handiwork. Intricate and more elaborate than anything she’d ever seen.

      The child trailed behind her, hiding behind Wyn’s legs. His coloring matched his mother, and his plumpness and apparel resembled his father.

      Hatchett collected a wooden toy horse from the floor. “This is Daisy, Wyn. Seth got himself a wife. They need a meal and a bed for the night.”

      “Yes, yes.” Wyn offered a welcoming smile. “Happy you’re here. Our boy is Johnny, and Father sleeps despite our little noisy one.” She motioned toward her son, then the far corner.

      Was the older man ill? Her eyes traveled from him to the child as she bent until eye level with the boy. “It’s my pleasure to meet you, Johnny.”

      Johnny hid his face in his mother’s skirt.

      Wyn tousled her son’s hair, and the sweet affection stirred Daisy’s heart. She had little experience with children yet was fond of them, always full of life.

      Wyn nodded at Daisy’s dusty hands and face. “Want to wash at basin after long ride?”

      “That sounds lovely.” Daisy followed her across the room as Johnny ran to his father, who’d moved to the fireplace and sampled the pot’s contents with a spoon. “Not salty enough.”

      “Get.” Wyn hurried to his side, shooing her hands at him with every step. Then she grabbed the wooden spoon from his fist.

      “All right, all right, wife.” A hint of mirth glinted in Hatchett’s eyes. “Don’t get the wrong impression, Daisy. Wyn loves me. Just doesn’t like me fiddling with her meals.”

      “Out.” Wyn pointed at the door with the utensil, her tone sharp.

      Laughing, Hatchett scooped up his son and carried him outside, with the door banging behind him.

      “Good man.” Wyn smiled, then turned her attention to the kettle. “Bad cook.”

      Hatchett was laughing? And Wyn was smiling. And yet they argued. She’d never seen that happen between her parents. But was it possible that an argument or two between a husband and wife didn’t have to explode into loud shouting episodes and hurt feelings?

      She reserved the right to ponder the possibility.
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      “I dug up the floor in your trapper cabin. I apologize for that.” Seth sat on a rough-hewn bench on the front porch after the meal and peered into the night. Thunder grumbled in the distance, and lightning streaked through the dark sky, moving in from the west.

      Hatchett relaxed on the floor, holding a knife and a chunk of wood, his back against the wall. Shavings fluttered onto his lap and the floor like autumn leaves. A lantern glowed beside him, shedding light on his whittling. “Never mind the damage. I’m rarely there, unlike the Poet before his death. He claimed he wrote his best poetry high on the mountaintop, closer to God.”

      Feminine laughter spilled from the open window near Seth’s head. The women remained inside, acquainting. Daisy had yawned throughout the meal, and he’d tried to hurry the supper along before she dozed off and hit her head on the table. But now, apparently, she’d regained some energy. Or maybe she’d simply missed female companionship after being with just him so long.

      All too soon, they’d continue their journey again. Where were Nyx and McKay? Had they picked up on the trail they’d taken to Hatchett’s? He hoped not, but Niimi and Ziigwan now scouted the area beyond Hatchett’s property, keeping a lookout.

      Seth stretched, twisting his back, ready for a whole night’s sleep. But first, he needed to discuss the treasure hunt with Hatchett, preferably without Daisy hearing it and insisting on participating. “Ever hear of a trapper named McKay?”

      “Can’t say that I have. There’s plenty on the mainland I’ve yet to meet. Why?”

      “He’s one of the men chasing Daisy and me.” Maybe he and Nyx weren’t the only people in pursuit of the treasure. Had Mr. Mann, the fellow who’d swindled Isaac, joined in the chase? And what about others who’d heard about the gold rumors?

      Hatchett grunted. He’d earned a reputation as a fearless, capable land trapper. Once married, he and Wyn moved higher into the mountains, constructing a home closer to her family. Over recent years, he’d cut back on his trapping, but he still met many different people in his line of work.

      “Let me throw this out on the porch for you, Seth. The Poet told me little about the gold, saying the less I knew, the better. Sorry, I can’t help you more.”

      “You surely know more than me.” Lightning flashed again, brightening the crooked arbutus in the yard. The wind blustered more than before. “Why do you think the treasure wasn’t at your cabin, and that’s where the map led? The Poet would never intentionally mislead Isaac and me.”

      “Must be a reason. What if he buried the gold at the cabin, got spooked, and moved it?”

      Seth mulled over the possibility, something he’d also considered. “He may have heard a rumor that someone suspected his hiding place. Though that’s a load of work to transfer the gold somewhere different, and why didn’t he tell Isaac he changed locations?”

      “Don’t know, but I do know the Poet borrowed my pack mules more than once.”

      “Really?”

      Hatchett nodded. “Perhaps the cancer caught him before he drew a second map. You know he was up at Fort Ashe when he passed sooner than we expected.”

      Rain splattered against the porch rail, hitting Seth’s boots. “At your cabin, Daisy smashed a crock over the head of one of the men chasing us.”

      Hatchett chortled. “She’s feisty and a good match for you.”

      Was she truly? Her playfulness certainly pulled him out of his more serious bent. Even better, he appreciated how she found the good in each day, a trait he’d love to mirror, instead of always seeing the problems.

      He released a sigh. “A poem, not an original by the Poet, but torn from a book, fell out of the crock. The words ‘Fort Ashe’ were written on the back. Daisy thinks it’s a clue, though it’s weak, in my opinion.”

      Hatchett kept his eyes on his whittling taking the shape of a bear standing on his hind feet. “I’d go take a gander if I was you, not that I think you’ll find the gold there. Too many people.”

      “Aye.”

      “About a year back, the Poet and I explored the area ten to fifteen miles beyond the fort. Up by Wolf Lake.”

      Seth hadn’t ever ventured in that northwest direction, though he’d heard of the lake. “What’d you find?”

      “A mess of caves. The Poet was intrigued, though we didn’t explore long.”

      “Why do you mention it?”

      “Don’t rightly know, but if I was hiding a treasure, I might consider such a place.” The trapper stared into the distance beyond the porch rail. “Did you know the Poet gave his full book collection to Fort Ashe and they started a library? Even named it after him.”

      “I’m not surprised. He was mighty generous.” Seth scrubbed the back of his neck. “Are you suggesting I go there to look for the book with the missing page?”

      “Why not? I have furs and baskets to trade at the fort. Suppose you and Daisy travel with me by canoe in the morning? We’ll get there the day after tomorrow.”

      With the new information from Hatchett, exploring the fort held more merit than before. Daisy would likely jump for joy hearing the idea. “The horses we brought don’t belong to me.”

      Hatchett held his figurine closer to the lantern, twisting it right, then left before making a few more cuts. “Wyn’s brothers can watch after them. They and her father plan to stay another week, maybe two. I’ll return by then. I don’t like leaving her and the boy alone.”

      “I’m sure you don’t.” Hatchett’s closest neighbor resided an hour or more from his place. Most people preferred to live lower on the mountain and closer to the few new towns slowly cropping up along the coastline.

      “You can fetch your animals later,” the trapper said. “I’ll even lend a hand with the treasure hunt, provided you find another clue at the fort and it doesn’t lead to distant shores.”

      “What do you want for your trouble?”

      “I reckon I’d not turn down a new gun.”

      “That’s more than fair and thank you. Daisy is eager to find the treasure.”

      The trapper turned his attention from his whittling to Seth. “Why is that?”

      “I agreed to give her enough money to fund her mother’s trip from England and open a sewing shop. It was part of our arrangement when we married.”

      “I hear what you says, but the words ain’t fitting together.”

      “Without any fault of her own, Daisy got herself caught between me and the men after the map. She and I entered a temporary marriage of convenience to keep her safe. We’ll annul it soon.

      “Hmm.”

      Daisy poked her head out the door, her hair loose and down to her waist. “I’m going to bed and just wanted to say goodnight first. So goodnight.”

      “Sleep well.” He stood, and Hatchett did likewise.

      Her cheeks held a rosiness as if she’d scrubbed her skin minutes ago. Tonight’s dress matched a robin’s egg. The color suited her, even if it was dusty and ragged from the past days of traveling. He liked her all cleaned up, but no more than on the trail, with the wind whisking her hair and her wrinkled dress every which way.

      Every day and every minute, she radiated beauty.

      Every day and every minute, he noticed.

      How would he tell her goodbye? “You sleep well too.”

      She said nothing more, nor did Hatchett, before closing the door behind her.

      Earlier, he’d transferred her toiletries and garments to the loft which had barely enough room for the bed and washbasin. “Mind if I bunk in the barn with the brothers?”

      “Why, when there’s a perfectly decent bed upstairs?”

      “If you recall, I’m in a temporary marriage of convenience.”

      “What’s the matter? You scared to lay beside little old Daisy?”

      “No.” Seth scoffed. What a ridiculous notion. Except he was a mite fearful that his feelings for her had started to change.

      “You’re making this all too hard on yourself.”

      Was he? They’d lain close before, sometimes with the tent’s canvas between them. Sometimes not. Was tonight’s arrangement all that different? Of course, he’d need to lie stiff as timber.

      Another bellow of thunder filled the rainy night. As a boy, he and Father had stood in their yard to watch spring storms inch closer. Mother and Theo had disliked the lightning and remained indoors. Then, at the last minute before the first raindrop met the grass, Father would say, “The world needs a good washing, and so do we. Let’s go inside.”

      Hatchett collected the lantern. “You coming?”

      “Go ahead. I need another minute.”

      The trapper chuckled, wiping cedar shavings from his shirt. “If you tarry too long, your wife will fall asleep before you join her.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      Hatchett quirked his brow. “How long you say you been married?”

      “Eight days, or is it nine? I’ve lost track.”

      “I see.” The rain bounced off the porch railing, splashing in every direction. “It’s obvious you like each other.”

      Seth cocked his brow. “How can you tell?”

      “Watched you during the meal.”

      “Huh.” He’d studied Daisy throughout the dinner, unaccustomed to seeing her mingle with others. He’d only done that at their wedding, but that evening everything had been awkward and new between them. Unlike tonight at the table when she’d been lively and stunning. He’d tried to quit gazing at her once or twice, then gave up because she’d fascinated him.

      “Ever think about staying married instead of quitting on her?”

      “Not really. Too many barriers keep us apart.”

      “Horse poop.”

      Seth laughed. “Maybe she wants an annulment as much as the gold.”

      “Then it’s up to you and me to change her mind on the next leg of the treasure hunt.” Hatchett opened the door and disappeared inside.

      Never would have Seth pictured Hatchett, the grizzliest of trappers, as a matchmaker.

      He sat on the bench and leaned forward, his hands on his knees, struggling to accept the truth. He was falling for Daisy. All along, he thought he had the strength to resist her charms. But she belonged in a class all her own when it came to temptation. Every day, it grew harder to resist his temporary wife.

       

      *****

      Daisy awoke with the dawn, faint light entering from the window below on the wall opposite the loft. Last night, she’d fallen asleep minutes after reaching the pillow. Now, nobody stirred downstairs, and the thunder and lightning had lost their vigor and moved along.

      She hadn’t been sure if Seth would sleep in the loft too. But here he was slumbering, facing her, his warm breath caressing her cheek and neck—a constant reminder of his presence. His face held a peaceful vulnerability she rarely noticed. Typically, he remained tense, as if Nyx and McKay might drop from the sky without warning.

      A scruffy layer of whiskers coated his cheeks and chin. She had the sudden urge to run her finger over his jawline. She raised her hand but then halted. Goodness gracious. She couldn’t touch him so familiarly. What would he think if he awoke and found her stroking his cheek?

      No, she had to stay away. She squirmed closer to the wall, her back pressing against the rugged ridges.

      He dominated the space—designed for one, not two adults. His weight dipped the mattress, and she risked sliding against him if not for the blanket he’d rolled up and placed between them as a barrier. Of course, it was halfway dislodged. She could easily kick it aside, let gravity and nature take their course.

      The very idea sent a flush to her cheeks.

      Like her, Seth had agreed to a marriage of convenience only. Little did she know back then, he’d pick her flowers, listen to her chatter endlessly, and haul her from ledges.

      What did he think about her? Maybe nothing at all.

      Nuzzling closer and still asleep, Seth bumped against her side, his warm leg rubbing hers. A soft moan escaped his lips as his chest continued to rise and fall with his even breaths. Was he dreaming about her?

      No, she didn’t think so.

      Daisy smoothed down her nightgown that had bunched around her knees.

      Then he rolled to his back, shifting his weight, and adding inches between them.

      A strange mixture of relief and disappointment mingled inside her. Had she wanted more? Perhaps even another soft kiss?

      She shook her head. She shouldn’t play with Seth’s heart or he with hers. After all, they had no intention of staying wed.

      “You awake?” In the dark and side by side, Seth’s whisper introduced a new level of closeness.

      She wanted to reach for his hand but stopped. Doing so would certainly send the wrong message too. “Yes. You?” Well, that was a silly question.

      He chuckled softly. When he turned his head her way, his blue eyes seemed to sparkle. “Sorry if I woke you.”

      “Most likely, my tossing and turning disturbed you.”

      “Didn’t notice.” His gaze took her in a moment, starting with her face before dropping to her nightgown. Immediately his attention shot to the low ceiling overhead, and he cleared his throat. “Hatchett offered to escort us by canoe to the fort this morning. I think it’s a good plan.”

      She softly applauded.

      “The Poet donated his book collection to the fort,” he continued. “Perhaps we’ll find one missing the ‘Forty-Third’ poem. Even if we do, that doesn’t make the book a clue.”

      “I know.”

      “I also want you to keep a gun in your tent from here on out.”

      Why bother? She’d never touch the firearm. However, she wouldn’t allow a quarrel to ruin their peaceful moment in the loft. “All right.”

      “It’ll make me feel better. Just in case you need it.” An unfamiliar emotion played across Seth’s handsome face before he smiled. “Did you enjoy acquainting with Wyn?”

      “Immensely. She’s a wonderful mother and a devoted daughter to her ill father, who started to feel better before bed.”

      “Good. Want to hear how she and Hatchett met?”

      Daisy propped herself onto her elbow. “Yes, please.”

      “Her father is a chief, and their tribe wintered on one of the tepid islands in the strait. At seventeen, someone kidnapped Wyn during a war between tribes, but she escaped. Hatchett found her nearly frozen while he trapped on the mountaintop.”

      “How dreadful.”

      “Aye. After Hatchett returned Wyn to her father, the chief offered him a gift—his daughter.”

      Daisy stifled a gasp, tossing the news around in her head. Poor Wyn. It was hard to imagine a kidnapping, frigid conditions, and a subsequent rescue by a big, intimidating stranger. Then, her papa had given her away like a blanket or a twist of tobacco.

      How could a father be that calloused toward a daughter? And how had that not crushed Wyn’s spirit? “I’m not comparing my past troubles to Wyn’s nightmare, but we have something in common. Our papas chose to separate from us, but she’s forgiven hers.”

      Seth crossed his forearms behind his head, the top few buttons of his shirt undone, revealing his muscled chest. A very muscled chest. On a very strong body. One that was sprawled out beside her so casually, almost as if they really were man and wife.

      Warm flutters rippled through her stomach. She pressed a hand against the unfamiliar but somewhat delicious feeling. What did it mean? Was it more attraction to Seth?

      She focused on the blanket in her hand. “Why do you think her father did it?”

      “Remember, the natives have different customs from us. I guess the chief delighted in seeing his daughter again and showed appreciation by offering his most precious gift.”

      Daisy soaked up his explanation, weighing every syllable. The prospect sounded foreign to her but was as normal as breathing to the natives.

      Even if Wyn’s native customs had made it easier to accept what her father had done, Daisy couldn’t. She longed to move beyond her past, but she tripped over a pile of painful memories whenever she tried. Did she ever wander through Papa’s mind? Or perhaps he’d died, the reason he never returned or tried to reach out to her again.

      After all these years, she hadn’t forgotten what he’d worn the night he left—brown trousers, his favorite green shirt, and a checkered cap. How he smelled—sweet, like the cherrywood tobacco he favored. Nor what he said to her as he walked out the door—nothing.

      Naturally, or unnaturally, she’d hardened her heart. Had that been the best response? Not at all. But at the time she’d had no other form of protection.

      “You’ve turned quiet,” Seth whispered. “It’s unusual.”

      “Are you implying I talk too much?”

      “I wouldn’t dare.”

      A snort slipped past her lips, and she prayed she hadn’t disturbed anyone downstairs. “That’s a blatant falsehood.”

      “Forgive me. I merely hoped to make you happy.”

      Aah, another superior quality for a husband—someone who longed to make her happy. “Fortunately, our friends downstairs appear well-suited and most agreeable with each other despite their difficult start and marrying strangers. They squabbled before you came inside the house yesterday, though.”

      “All couples disagree. It’s commonplace in most marriages, I presume. Even my compatible parents quibbled over the color of drapes, when to rise in the morning, and how many house cats to have underfoot. The answer is two, by the way.”

      If only quibbling had been the extent of her parents’ difficulties. But, no, theirs had been much more volatile. During one argument, Papa had slung his teacup against a wall, crumbling the china. Mum then picked up his saucer and did the same.

      The requirement of no arguing had to remain on her list.

      Daisy drew a breath. “Our hosts argued over the soup. Then everything simmered down as fast as it started. No shouting, no name calling. My parents’ arguments weren’t like that.”

      His toes grazed her leg as he shifted on the bed, and she forgot about marital spats. Tingles raced over her skin. It was as if someone tugged on her left arm, then her right—pushing her toward Seth, then yanking her away.

      The battle refused to end.

      “What’s traipsing through your head, Daisy?”

      Goodness. She’d never tell. “Did the chief ever capture Wyn’s abductors?”

      One of his brows quirked at her quick change of subject. “Her brothers tracked and dealt with the two men accordingly.”

      She refused to picture any of the horrors associated with the word accordingly.

      A curl had dipped close to his eye, and he brushed aside the annoyance.

      She could have saved him the trouble by whisking aside the lock for him, but she balled her fists in her nightgown instead.

      Soft voices from below drifted to the loft. Their early morning time together would soon end, and now she hesitated to leave the quiet little cocoon they’d spun.

      But cocoons were temporary, much like her marriage.
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      A quest for gold should have monopolized Seth’s thoughts. Instead, Daisy preoccupied every corner of his mind, and she didn’t have an inkling about his growing problem.

      In the underbrush between the shore and Rees Creek, where the mosquitoes grew as thick as thistles, he waited at the bank to help her into the canoe behind Hatchett’s house. The tiny nuisances bit faster than he slapped.

      The fresh scents from Wyn’s herb garden rode the breeze as Daisy hurried toward him, a springiness in her stride. With no time to thoroughly wash and dry their clothing, she’d removed the worst of the grime with a wet rag this morning. New moccasins peeked from her faded pink hemline, absent of her usual trousers.

      Mercy, she was pretty with her two long braids and all bright and fresh as dew.

      “Sorry for the delay, but Johnny has a sour stomach, and I had to wait to tell Wyn goodbye.” She carried a wicker basket, similar to several containers already loaded in the canoe to trade at the fort. “She’s not coming out for our departure. Everyone else is in the barn with the new foal, and I expect Hatchett in a minute.”

      She came to an abrupt halt as her attention landed on the dog lying in the canoe. “Why is Mutton in there? He gives me the collywobbles.”

      As if captaining the ship, the dog had plunked himself in the middle of the conveyance. The trapper went nowhere without his pal and rifle, including today.

      Seth scratched at a bug bite. “Remember how you eased into your friendship with Link? Now, he’s your mate, and I wager it’ll work the same way with Mutton.”

      Daisy took a step closer to the canoe. The dog growled, and Daisy arched her brow.

      Before Seth could say anything more to ease Daisy’s fears, Hatchett was stomping down the bank. He passed by them and splashed into the water, barely breaking his stride to climb into the canoe. He situated himself on the back bench before finally peering at them. “You two boarding or planning a tea party? We’re burning daylight.”

      A moment passed until Seth whispered to Daisy, “I’ll sit between you and the dog. Give me your hand.”

      Nodding, she stepped forward, accepting his help. “I apologize for not hopping directly into the boat. I drag my feet when something unfolds differently than I expected.”

      “What’s so different?” Hatchett grabbed hold of the paddles from the bow seat, one with a red stripe and the other blue.

      “I thought we were off to a tea party.”

      The trapper guffawed. “Then you’re on the wrong boat.”

      After Seth helped her into the canoe, she settled onto the bench farthest from Hatchett. Seth shoved off from the shore and hopped inside, facing Daisy.

      The boat rocked gently back and forth as he squeezed his boots between the saddlebags and reached for the second set of paddles. They pushed away from the shore and began to paddle with a rhythmic swooshing of water against the wood.

      The canoe was a beauty, thirteen feet of red cedar with a depth of three feet and a thickness of two fingers wide—flawless artistry. Because of the thick forests and the number of trade goods to tote, Hatchett mostly traveled back and forth to the fort over interconnected waterways, rarely needing to portage.

      “Look what Wyn gave me.” Daisy lifted the lid from the basket in her lap and tipped the opening toward Seth, revealing trade beads in an array of colors.

      “That was nice of her.” For many years, the natives had traded animal furs for mostly glass beads, like the ones in Daisy’s container.

      “I’ll string one on my necklace later to always remember Wyn.”

      “That’s a good idea.” He could see the outline of her necklace through her bodice with her growing collection, and he liked that she was sentimental.

      “Wyn suggested I use them as special adornments on my dresses once I open my shop.” She returned the lid and wedged the basket between the canoe’s side and the saddlebag before examining her moccasins, twisting her feet left and right. Sunlight twinkled the red beads to resemble rubies. “Thank you for my new footwear. It’s exceedingly kind of you.”

      Twice, he’d caught her staring longingly at Wyn’s moccasins. It made sense to provide for her needs. That was what husbands did, even short-term ones. Besides, Daisy’s tattered shoes had contributed to her stumble on the ledge, and he didn’t want them to endanger her again.

      But he hadn’t wanted Daisy to assume the purchase meant something more serious and had suggested Wyn not mention it. “I asked Wyn not to tell you.”

      “Goodness gracious, Seth. I don’t know why.”

      He shrugged, picturing her in the loft earlier, dawn shedding a few beams of light on her face. She’d been so beautiful, so close, so sweet, stirring his soul down to the deepest places inside him. He could have reached for her, pulled her closer, and maybe tasted her lips again. But he’d summoned his willpower instead.

      Still, an undeniable yearning for her was awakening inside him. After all, she was a desirable woman. More than that, he connected with her beyond mere physical appeal. He didn’t understand the need, only that he longed for more of her.

      But he couldn’t pursue Daisy, could he? They led different lives pointed in different directions. Even if they’d been on the same course, she was seeking a particular sort of husband. He had no right to ask her to compromise on what she desired.

      Moreover, he hadn’t forgotten the reason he avoided another relationship since Bridget—he failed at keeping the people he loved safe. He should have taken Theo to school on the day of the fire and not gone canoeing with Bridget on a cloudy day. But he hadn’t. Of course, deep inside, he understood bad things happened beyond human control. Yet, sometimes, a person regulated outcomes, and that was where he all too often fell short.

      With the day’s heat rising, Daisy started to roll her cuffs. “Any sign of Nyx and McKay?”

      “Not sure,” Hatchett answered from the back of the canoe. “Wyn’s brothers found evidence of a campfire near my place and tracked two sets of horse hooves but lost the trail in a stream. Was it your pursuers? Don’t know.”

      Seth studied Daisy’s face. Did the update disturb her as much as it had him when Hatchett gave him the news earlier? Her expression failed to change, nor did she comment. Had she grown accustomed to the threats beyond the canoe? Even if she had, he had a duty to protect her, and he couldn’t fall short again.

      Around every bend, Hatchett piloted the canoe without brushing the sides against the shore. Steep, grassy slopes soon replaced the rockier banks. They crossed two tributaries and eventually reached a fork where Hatchett chose the northern route. At one point, the waterway widened to a mile, and the current turned sluggish. But otherwise, the paddling was easy.

      When they reached Comox Lake, they passed first a lone gray wolf on the shore, then a short distance later a bear cub, both quenching their thirst.

      When the sun stood directly overhead, they drank from their canteens and shared a meal of nuts, roots, jerky, and cakes made of huckleberry.

      Seth kept watch with every turn of the paddle. Yet, as always, he basked in Daisy’s company, loving her lighthearted chatter, inquisitiveness, and awe with everything she saw on their travels. Since first arriving in the colony, he’d considered himself content. But now he saw what he’d been missing.

      Did he want to let that go? Let her go?

      Hatchett studied the shoreline as daylight waned and the western sky tinted pink. “Over yonder, we’ll camp for the night.”

      Seth surveyed the area, spying a cove and beyond, a clearing about a half mile in circumference. Hatchett’s words from the previous evening rushed back, the last thing the trapper had told him before bed regarding the annulment—Then it’s up to you and me to change her mind.

      Did his friend have a plan up his buckskin sleeve to convince Daisy to stay married? Was it possible? And if so, was that Seth’s genuine desire?

      At the start of the journey, even a week ago, he would have said no. But now? He wasn’t sure what he really wanted anymore.

      A long-legged crane stood in the cattails. As they paddled closer, the bird squawked and flapped away. They debarked and made camp beside a patch of wild onions, with densely packed cottonwoods skirting their site on three sides. After a meal of fresh halibut seasoned with onions, Hatchett bent low over the campfire to fill his coffee cup. The loud rip of a seam followed, and he quickly straightened. “Blast it all.”

      “Why don’t I fix your trousers?” Daisy sat beside Seth on a log in front of the flames, each holding a tin mug of coffee. A crescent moon hung in the sky, and the stars glowed unusually bright.

      Hatchett scratched his hairy jaw. “How long will it take?”

      “Barely any time at all. I’ll fetch my notions.” She drained her coffee, rose, and moved toward the saddlebags alongside the tent.

      Seth stood, too, and his gaze trailed after her. How like Daisy to help someone in need. How was it possible for one person to have such a tender heart? And yet she did.

      Off in the distance, the water seemed to be beckoning them under the blue-black sky. The wind had snuck into the cove and stirred ripples onto the surface—a beautiful night.

      Hatchett followed his gaze and then grinned. “Take a romantic dip with your wife.”

      Aah. The matchmaking had commenced.

      Even though cooling before bed sounded ideal, swimming with Daisy in the moonlight would only cause a spike in his temperature. “No. If you recall, she intends to sew your trousers now.”

      “Suit yourself.” Hatchett disrobed down to his drawers and handed Seth his pants. He tossed everything else into a heap on the ground. Then he fetched his rifle and whistled for Mutton. With a woof, the dog trotted from the tree border, and the pair strolled to the water.

      A moment later, Daisy returned with a needle and thread and took Hatchett’s trousers from Seth. “Why don’t you go swim with the trapper? I can tell you want to.”

      He tore his attention from Hatchett, who was now dunking his face and washing away the grime and sweat of the day.

      They hadn’t seen evidence of Nyx, McKay, or anyone else all day. But why take chances? “I’d hate to leave you here by yourself.”

      “The distance to the waterline is little more than a stone’s throw. I’ll be but a minute, then leave the trousers by the fire and turn in for the night.”

      Did she want time alone, a break from two men and a giant dog—also male? “You certain?”

      “I am. Enjoy yourself.” She smiled, those dimples coming out, lighting her face, making her so beautiful he forgot to breathe for a second.

      His feet refused to move away from her.

      She tilted her head, as though waiting for him to go.

      Why was he acting like a besotted fool? Probably because Hatchett’s insinuations still poked at him. “See you in the morning, then.”

      “Sleep well.” She waved in her cute fashion before lowering herself to the log near the fire.

      Was she oblivious to his changing feelings? She seemed content with the way things stood between them . . . unlike him.

      He scanned the area again before strolling to the shoreline, where he quickly shed his shoes, socks, knife, and gun, depositing them on the pebbly sand.

      Hatchett was now floating on his back like a swollen lily pad, singing softly. Mutton paddled in a circle near him.

      Seth wandered forward, the chilly water climbing his limbs, then torso. Finally, he submerged himself all the way, letting the coolness soothe every arm and shoulder muscle that burned from the day’s rowing.

      If only he could easily soothe away the burning deep in his gut for Daisy. He had the feeling that if he didn’t find a way to douse it, then one or both of them would end up hurt. And causing Daisy pain was the last thing he wanted to do.

       

      *****

      Unable to sleep, Daisy sat on her bedroll. In the tent several feet from hers, Hatchett snored louder than she imagined possible. But the racket alone wasn’t keeping her wide awake.

      The image of Seth removing his clothing at the water’s edge still swam through her thoughts. Moonlight had gleamed on his bare skin, revealing every chiseled muscle, every hard ridge, and every inch of smooth flesh.

      Heat rose to Daisy’s cheeks again, just as it had earlier. Of course, more than his physical appearance attracted her to Seth. For example, he’d picked her a small bouquet of violets earlier, tied them together with a long weed, and left them on the foot of her bedroll.

      Though they were already wilting, she fingered the petals in the darkness.

      In addition to his sweetness, she admired that he put up with her constant chatter. Or did she love his humor more? Or his dependability? She even liked that he knew the names of stars, butterflies, and wildflowers. In all honesty, Seth possessed more than his fair share of worthy traits.

      But as much as she esteemed him, she wasn’t seriously considering the possibility that he could be permanent husband material. Or was she? No, he already had plans to return home. A teaching job awaited him there where he’d rub shoulders with other educated, well-to-do people.

      Besides, although social standings hadn’t mattered in the least during their treasure hunt, she rarely forgot they were from different social classes. Had he ever worn dilapidated shoes? Gone without meals due to no food in the house?

      A faint clatter came from the direction of the campfire, and her gaze shot to the crack in the tent’s flap. Was Seth awake? Or Hatchett? Maybe Mutton?

      Daisy crawled on her knees to the tent door and peeked her head outside. Seth’s bedroll was empty next to her tent door. Were he and Mutton patrolling the outlying area?

      At another rattle, she glanced at the campfire, then recoiled with a gasp.

      A giant bear stood beside the dwindling flames and was fiddling with the dinner pot.

      The fine hairs on her arms and neck stood at attention as she ducked back into the tent, her heart galloping. How far away was Seth? If she called for help, would she be able to awaken Hatchett?

      Her eyes fell on the loaded revolver, just inside the flap. Why hadn’t she asked Seth for a lesson—or ten? She picked up the cold weapon with shaky hands, wrapping her fingers around the grip. Maybe at the very least, she could manage to fire a warning shot into the night that would scare the creature away. Or would it charge her instead?

      Holding her breath, she peered through the opening at the bear sniffing the pot. What if she tiptoed to Hatchett’s tent and alerted him? If the beast noticed her creeping about, she’d attempt to shoot him. Except what were the odds she’d hit her mark? Horrible, at best.

      Oh, stuff and nonsense.

      With a wobbly plan in place, she silently crawled outside, rose, and sidestepped toward the other tent as Hatchett’s snoring continued undisturbed.

      The wild animal raised his head, snared her in his sight, and dropped the kettle.

      Her heartbeat clamored even more. “Hatchett, wake up now!” Her words came out more of a shaky whisper than a cry for help.

      A deep growl broke from the animal like he’d bottled the ugly sound inside for too long.

      All the frightening talk of bears on the bride ship came rushing back. Now she was facing her worst nightmare.

      The creature rose to his hind feet.

      “God, please don’t let him hurt Seth. Or Hatchett, Mutton, or me.” Her hands trembled, but she paid them little mind. Raising the gun, she aimed then fired. Her shot pinged against the pot.

      Mutton burst from the trees, barking and snarling. He raced toward the bear, circled around the beast with more vicious growling.

      The bear’s attention swung away from Daisy, and the creature swatted at the dog.

      Mutton darted out of the way, barely missing the bear’s long claws.

      A single gunshot blasted in the air from beyond the campsite. An instant later the bear crumpled into a heap. Likewise, Daisy fell to her knees, her breathing rapid and shallow.

      Seth barreled from the trees, a smoking rifle in hand, and sprinted toward her. As he skidded to a stop and knelt at her side, his face was wreathed in worry. “Are you all right?” he asked breathlessly. “Did the bear hurt you?”

      She shook her head.

      “What’s all the racket?” Hatchett crawled from his tent and was standing in his drawers and scratching his protruding belly with one hand and holding his rifle in the other.

      Seth didn’t take his dark gaze from her.

      She didn’t realize she still gripped the gun or that her hand holding it shook, until he gently pried it from her grip. He quickly holstered it, then after hesitating only a moment longer, he drew her into an embrace.

      She didn’t resist. Instead, she fell against him almost eagerly, wrapping her arms around him in return. “I’m glad you’re unhurt.”

      “Me?” He tightened his hold on her, his breath caressing her cheek. “You were the one battling the bear.”

      Emotions rolled around inside her, one breaking apart from the others—gratitude. God had spared their lives, and Seth held her in his arms, offering protection. If she were honest, she never wanted him to let go. Well, maybe in an hour or two.

      Was it wrong not to want the treasure hunt to end?

      She was tempted to snuggle into Seth deeper, but something wet and cold slid over the back of her hand. She pushed herself free to find Mutton sitting beside them staring up at her as though concerned.

      She hadn’t wanted the dog on their journey, yet he’d been the one to distract the bear from attacking her. “Thank you, Mutton.” She held out a hand to the dog as she’d done with Link. The mutt sniffed her fingers.

      “Hats off for not running from the beast, Daisy.” Hatchett stood over the dead animal. Mutton barked and trotted closer to the trapper’s side. “Bears favor a good chase.”

      She didn’t want to imagine such a scenario.

      Seth rose and helped her to her feet before crossing to the fallen animal. He nudged its leg with his boot tip. “What are you doing with the bear?”

      “Deal with it in the morning. Go to bed with your wife, Seth.”

      Daisy froze. Was it just this morning that she’d fought the urge not to cuddle with Seth in the loft? Could she resist him tonight, especially after the bear encounter? She didn’t want to take any chances and find out. “Oh, that’s not necessary.”

      Seth shot a quick glance her way. “You sure, Daisy? Or, I can shove my bedroll snugly against your tent’s entrance. Whatever you want.”

      What did she honestly prefer? Fiddle-faddle. “Sleep where you choose.”

      “For crying out loud.” Hatchett threw his hands in the air, still holding his weapon. “If you two don’t stop dancing around each other, you’ll never save your marriage.”

      What in the world did Hatchett mean?

      Daisy gaped at the trapper, whirled around, and darted into the tent. As she did so, she could hear Seth mumble something to Hatchett, although it wasn’t clear. Was he rebuking Hatchett for meddling?

      She crawled onto her bedroll, her mind whirling and her heart racing. Save their marriage. From what? From annulment? Was that even a possibility? If so, what would a long-term marriage resemble? Obviously, one of them would have to compromise their plans. He couldn’t. He had obligations, and Theo needed a travel companion. That meant she’d have to be the one to sacrifice her new life here, possibly return to Dublin with him.

      But did she even want to stay married? She collected Seth’s bouquet, drawing the gift against her chest. Should she listen to her head or her heart?

      Sensing his presence, she glanced over her shoulder. He crouched at the entrance, his face still concerned.

      She raised the bouquet so he could see it better. “Thank you for the flowers.”

      “They’re classified as weeds.”

      “Then I adore weeds.”

      He rubbed his neck. “Don’t mind Hatchett. He’s a romantic at heart, I suspect.”

      “I wouldn’t have guessed it.” Her pulse had slowed, but she was wide awake. “Most likely, I’m too tense to sleep.”

      “Want to sit by the fire a spell?”

      “I’d like that.” She returned the flowers, or weeds, to the bedroll.

      They left the tent, stepping wide around the massive bear. Daisy settled on the log, and Seth joined her after stoking the fire. Still garbed in her nightgown and barefooted, she ran her hands up her sleeves to ward off the chill. “Once again, we survived.”

      Seth winced, then removed his coat and draped the garment over her shoulders, his woody scent evident on the fabric. A cozy warmth wrapped around Daisy.

      “Mutton and I scouted farther from the campsite than I thought. I’m glad you had the gun with you.”

      The weapon hadn’t done her a speck of good. “I didn’t even nick him.”

      Seth tossed a twig on the growing blaze that was snapping and sizzling to compete with Hatchett’s resumed snores. “Why don’t I give you a few pointers? Maybe tomorrow. An unattached woman needs to know how to protect herself.”

      An unattached woman.

      She drew the coat tighter. In a matter of days, she’d be unmarried Daisy again. Just when married Daisy had started to feel familiar. “I’ll miss you when you go back to Ireland.”

      A muscle in Seth’s cheek jumped. “I’ll always be here for you.”

      “Really?” Hope rose inside her but quickly deflated. “Only until our annulment.”

      In the settled silence, a tree frog croaked a loud bell-like call. Not long ago, the noise would have startled her. Now, she possessed the know-how to identify the strange sound.

      “We’ll always be friends,” Seth whispered, a new huskiness in his voice.

      And countless miles apart. “Yes, and we can write to each other. That will be fun.”

      He nodded but didn’t say more.

      “I’m tired after all.” She stood, squirmed out of his coat, and laid the garment on the log beside him. “Goodnight, Seth.”

      Without waiting for his reply, she hurried to the tent and ducked inside. She picked up her bouquet and pressed her face against the flowers.

      When Seth said I’ll always be here for you, his words rivaled the beauty of one million wildflowers. If only he’d meant it literally and wouldn’t disappear from her life by autumn.
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      Once upon a time, Seth figured he’d find the gold and not fall for Daisy. Yet somehow, his two expectations had flipped upside down.

      He sighed from inside the canoe and studied the seagulls cawing and competing for attention with the honking seals, dozens basking on slabs of rocks they were passing. “Have you ever seen so many, Daisy?”

      She twisted and shielded her eyes from the midday glare to gaze at the image, the fort in the background. A high, thick-logged fence stood on a small hill, encircling the stronghold that boasted two mighty bastions towering at the corners. A heavy wooden gate remained shut to outsiders. “Never, and they’re noisier than me.”

      “I’d call it a tie.” Hatchett chuckled.

      “I’m choosing to ignore your teasing since I’m too excited to bother.” Daisy twirled back around, collected her basket of beads, placed it in her lap, and shrieked. “We’re almost there!”

      They’d left the camp as soon as Hatchett skinned and butchered the bear, making quick work of the task. Fortunately, they still hadn’t spotted Nyx and McKay. With every mile rowed, Daisy had chattered, mainly regarding the treasure hunt. She believed with her whole heart they’d uncover something extraordinary today.

      Seth remained unconvinced.

      Most likely, they’d once again be disappointed. Was it time to face the facts? The treasure hunt and marriage of convenience had pending expiration dates, maybe as soon as the end of the week.

      For once, Seth preferred not to think about facts.

      He pictured her last night, the dead bear mere feet from where she kneeled in the grass. Terror had rocked him then, and remnants lingered now as he drew a calming breath. Didn’t she deserve a man who always kept her from danger? That wasn’t him, not after all that happened over recent days.

      They steered the canoe alongside a grassy bank, bumped against the edge, then halted with the help of their paddles. Six men dressed in naval uniforms were unloading cargo from a supply steamer which arrived biannually, sailing from Victoria to collect furs and assist at the fort as needed.

      The captain broke from the others, shouting a greeting. Hatchett saluted with his weapon as Captain Jacoby removed his cocked hat, blue with a gold tassel. Eight gilt brass buttons arranged in two groups of four decorated the front of his coat, with gold stripes circling his sleeve.

      One by one, the other men drew closer as well.

      Seth ran the back of his hand over his sweaty forehead. How should he introduce Daisy, by her name or something more? At this point, until their marriage was annulled, they were legally married, and he had every right to call her his wife. “Captain Jacoby, may I present my wife, Daisy Ryann?”

      “Congratulations.” The officer halted on the bank next to the canoe. “I’m at your service, ma’am, and it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      Would Daisy mention their marriage of convenience, like she had when introduced to Hatchett, or let the distinction slide? For some reason, he hoped she didn’t elaborate. She smiled at the captain. “Yours, as well.”

      Jacoby extended his hand. “May I help you ashore?”

      “Thank you.” She stood, holding her basket, then accepted the captain’s hand to reach the shore.

      Immediately, soldiers flocked around her, hiding her from Seth’s view. They must think Christmas had arrived seven months early by how they gawked. Even dirty and bedraggled from their travels, she was worth their stares.

      His muscles tightened with the need to hop ashore and pull her to his side. He didn’t want anyone else to appreciate her charms except for him. Was he jealous of the navy men? Aye, a mite or perhaps more than that.

      “Gonna sit there daft as the gents admire your wife or help move the unloading along?” Hatchett had already stepped ashore and was lowering a stack of furs onto the ground.

      Seth jumped into motion, rocking the canoe, then transferred the remaining items to the trapper. After he crawled out, he helped haul the boat onto the grass with Mutton splashing alongside him.

      Daisy’s cheeks had flushed, and her eyes shone as she gestured to the fellows over her shoulder. “These gentlemen offered to help haul our items into the fort. Any specific instructions?”

      Didn’t the men have a large steamer to empty? But only a featherbrain would turn down free assistance, saving them many trips. “Nothing specific, just help yourselves. We’re much obliged.”

      Everyone collected something—furs, baskets, and saddlebags—to carry up the hill. Then as a group, they proceeded toward the entrance. To the left of the fort, apple trees blossomed on spindly branches in the orchard. Penned cows grazed near the dairy. Mutton shot toward the cattle until Hatchett whistled and the dog came bounding back.

      Two men inside the fort shoved open the gate, swinging the doors wide, and everyone filed into the fortress. An assortment of buildings ringed the fence line, all forward facing. Various men—sailors, trappers, clerks, and others—went about their business. Those who passed nearby tipped hats to Daisy, making him half wish he could return to the wilderness and have Daisy all to himself.

      The blacksmith’s hammer clanged in repetition. Two towheaded children played checkers in the grass near a large bell which was hanging stationary from a wooden contraption set to chime at mealtime and calamities.

      Not much had changed since his last visit, except for everyone paying attention to Daisy and the fact that he hated it.

      After the men told her goodbye and excused themselves, they continued to the trading hut.

      As soon as the soldiers were out of earshot, she scanned the buildings that surrounded them on all sides. “I thought they’d never leave. Where’s the library?”

      “Over yonder.” Hatchett pointed with his thumb at a small log structure with a sod roof beside the livery. “When the counting room moved to the trading building, the Poet negotiated for the space.” The trapper raised his hand, with his palm toward Daisy. “Before you ask, I don’t know why they granted his wishes.”

      “I was going to say, bully for him.’”

      Hatchett collected the saddlebags and hoisted them onto his shoulders. “I’ll nose around, talk to the man in charge. See where he wants us to bed down tonight. Go on to the library without me.”

      Daisy drew her flyaway hair behind her ears. “Come on, Seth. We’re burning daylight.”

      A laugh burst from Hatchett as he strolled away, Mutton trotting at his side.

      “Wait, Hatchett.” An idea started to take shape in his head, something for Daisy. In a few hurried steps, he caught up with Hatchett and spoke in a low whisper. “Think you can rouse a tub for a bath?”

      The fellow’s gaze shot back to Daisy, and he nodded as though he understood and approved of Seth’s plan. “I rightly can.”

      Seth returned to Daisy, and they strode to the building that housed the library and ducked inside. Sunshine streamed through the lone window. Two bearskin rugs blanketed the hard-packed dirt floor, and two crude chairs and a small table—holding a chessboard and pieces—monopolized the single room. A musty scent hung everywhere.

      One wall held four rough-hewn shelves partially filled with alphabetized books of various colors and sizes, some tipped on their sides. Seth guessed there were possibly forty volumes. Other items also claimed shelf space—The British Trade Journal, an outdated Saturday Evening Post, a dusty cribbage board, and playing cards.

      “If you recall, we’re hunting for a book missing the ‘Forty-Third’ poem.” Daisy withdrew the folded poetry page from her pocket, lowering it and her basket to a chair. With a determined nod, she rose to her tiptoes to examine the upper left corner shelf.

      He crouched to peruse the lower right. Noise clattered at the window, and he flinched and turned. Two children raced past. Even at the fort, Nyx and McKay had him skittish.

      Hatchett would double-check that their pursuers hadn’t arrived. The likelihood ran low. Nobody, other than Wyn’s family, knew their destination. Tracking a canoe had to be difficult over the twisted waterways. Still, McKay had trapping experience and had tracked him accurately so far. It was possible he was still on their trail.

      As they perused the volumes, Seth eliminated one book after another, finding only a handful of poetry. None had a ripped-out page, but one snagged his attention. A Midsummer Night’s Dream by Mother’s favorite author, William Shakespeare. He ran his finger over the volume’s spine as a poignant quote from the comedy pushed to the forefront of his mind. The course of true love never did run smooth.

      True love. How could a man know he had true love? He’d once thought he loved Bridget, but he’d never been as attracted to her as he was to Daisy, and she’d never occupied his mind like Daisy did. No one and nothing had ever taken up his thoughts the way Daisy did.

      She had moved to the floor, a book in her lap. A streak of sunshine lightened her brown hair to a more honeyed hue. With her braided hair hanging down her back, he had a full view of the graceful curve of her neck, her slender collarbone, the slight show of cleavage.

      She glanced up and caught him staring.

      Blimey. He rapidly turned his attention to the dusty volume in his hand.

      “I found it.” Her whisper held a note of excitement.

      “Are you sure?” He grabbed the poetry sheet beneath Daisy’s basket and hunkered beside her on the bearskin rug.

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure.”

      As he unfolded the poem, his pulse surged, despite his internal warning to keep a level head.

      She passed him the book almost reverently, and he carefully lined up the ragged edges of the loose sheet with the tattered ends inside the book—a perfect fit.

      Mercy sakes.

      She squealed, her heart-melting smile and dimples on display. “Are you as overjoyed as me?”

      “Maybe. How overjoyed are you?”

      “Enough to dance a jig, a reel, and a polka. Someone once did that on the bride ship.”

      Seth laughed, wanting to believe the two of them, side by side, could conquer anything—elude their foes, find a treasure, and maybe even discover a way to stay together.

      Stay together? Did he really want that?

      As if hearing his thoughts, her gaze snagged with his, and something warm filled her eyes. Was it longing?

      The possibility sent his pulse into a gallop.

      A loose tendril hung over her cheek, and he gently tucked the strand behind her ear. “I’d love to watch your performance. Or maybe we wait and see if we locate a clue first.”

      She lowered her lashes as if suddenly shy. “I suppose we ought to hold our horses a measure longer. Sometimes my zeal carries me up and over the moon.”

      “I like your enthusiasm.”

      “Good, because I like you.” The moment the words were out, she cupped her hand over her mouth, and her eyes widened.

      He didn’t quite know how to respond.

      She dropped her hand. “You know what I mean, as a fellow treasure hunter.”

      “Of course.” Was that all? Nothing more? “Only as a fellow treasure hunter?”

      She fidgeted with the open page of the book and the torn sheet. “Well, also as a friend. You’ve become a great friend, one of my favorites, actually.”

      Only as a great friend? The question, similar to the first, begged to be asked, but he bit it back.

      At his silence, she squirmed. “Why don’t you comb through what you’re holding, and I’ll study the other volume.” She held up a companion book with a matching dark blue cloth covering. The words Eliz. Barrett Browning’s Poems Vol. I and Vol. II were engraved on the spines in gold gilt.

      Even though a part of him wanted to talk more about their changing relationship and what it all meant, he pushed aside the need and hunted for markings in the margins or within the text. He scanned for long minutes, unable to find any alterations or additions to the original document.

      As he reached the inside of the back cover, he almost sighed in exasperation until a small word penciled in the corner caught his attention. Cave.

      His heart lurched. Hadn’t Hatchett mentioned the nearby caves he’d toured with the Poet a year or so ago? “I may have found a clue.”

      She ceased her paging.

      He pointed to the back cover and the word written in small print. “Cave. According to Hatchett, there are a few northwest of here.”

      “Really?” Elation began to fill her face.

      “Aye.”

      With a beaming smile, she threw herself forward and tossed her arms around his neck. “I knew you’d find the clue. Isn’t it wonderful?”

      Never one to question a gift, he hugged her back, breathing in her minty fragrance from their dwindling chunk of soap, relishing every curve of her body, and savoring her warmth and boundless energy.

      Quickly, she broke their embrace and sat back on her heels. “Should we leave now or later?”

      He was leaving, and she was staying in the safe confines of the fort. But he didn’t want to ruin the mood by telling her. “We need to rest and refresh first.”

      “How very practical and logical of you.”

      “That’s me, practical and logical Seth.”

      “Excellent traits, I do believe.”

      Except in the morning, she wouldn’t be so complimentary when he made her stay back. He’d probably turn into stubborn Seth, but so be it.

      Daisy reached for the poem inside the open book and leaned against the shelf with her legs hidden beneath her skirts. “I don’t know why I never read this on the trail.” She scanned the paper. “Want me to recite it aloud?”

      He considered most poetry dry as dust, but he bit back the sarcastic response and instead shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

      She cleared her throat and then started in a sing-song tone:

      
        
        
        “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways.

        I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

        My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight

        For the ends of Being and ideal Grace.”

      

      

      

      She sighed, pressing the paper against her chest. “Isn’t it lovely?”

      He could certainly relate to counting the things he loved about Daisy. But instead of admitting it, he nodded.

      She began reading again:

      
        
        
        “I love thee to the level of every day’s

        Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light.

        I love thee freely, as men strive for Right;

        I love thee purely, as men turn from Praise.

        I love thee with the passion put to use.”

      

      

      

      The softly spoken words of the poem stirred something deep in his soul, something far-reaching, filled with quiet need, and full of passion. For Daisy.

      She glanced up from the page, her eyes alight. “It’s the most beautiful poem I’ve ever heard, even with one stanza left. Thus far, what’s your favorite line?”

      Though the poem was unearthing his emotions, he wasn’t ready to admit those feelings to her. Instead, he offered what he hoped was a mirthful smile. “How can I choose but one?”

      “You’re teasing, but I agree.” She dropped her attention back to the page and continued reading:

      “In my old griefs, and with my childhood’s faith.

      I love thee with a love I seemed to lose

      With my lost saints—I love thee with the breath,

      Smiles, tears, of all my life!—and, if God choose,

      I shall but love thee better after death.”

      She paused and silence settled around them. Or maybe it was reverence.

      Whatever it was, he was content to simply sit beside her, the echo of her voice and the words of love replaying in his head.

      “Guess how many times the poem mentions the word love?” A wistful lilt accompanied Daisy’s words.

      Getting the answer right seemed important to her, yet the correct number eluded Seth. Was it seven, eight, or nine? He’d shoot for the middle. “Eight?”

      “Ten.”

      “Aye, the poem has an undeniable, single-minded theme.” It opened by trying to measure love and ended with the belief that love was impossible to quantify. Did he agree?

      She was studying him openly and curiously. “Does that single-minded theme make you nervous?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I believe you’re blushing.”

      “Nonsense.” Seth touched his cheek and found it a mite warm. Blimey. Maybe he was nervous. And maybe that was because the poem left him no choice but to face a question that had been growing with increasing urgency—was he falling in love with Daisy?

      He’d faced a second question with increasing frequency too—did he want a permanent marriage with her instead of temporary? If so, they’d have to work out the logistics of her sailing to Ireland and what to do about her mum.

      Before he could try to sort out the answer, the door flew open and smacked against the wall.

      Daisy jumped, and Seth reached for his revolver at his side.

      As Hatchett stepped into the doorway with Mutton poking his nose in beside him, Seth released an exhale.

      “Sorry to startle you.” Hatchett reached for the door latch. “The wind caught it.”

      “The Poet left us another clue.” Daisy scrambled to her feet, then smoothed her skirts, her expression growing animated. “The gold is hidden in the caves, and we’re going after it tomorrow.”
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      No, Daisy wasn’t going in the morning.

      Seth knew he had to tell her that she’d stay behind in the safe confines of Fort Ashe for the next leg of the treasure hunt. And he knew that she’d hate the idea and raise a fuss. Still, common sense had to prevail.

      But as he followed behind Hatchett and Daisy as they led the way out of the library, he kept the news to himself, just as he had before. He’d wait to tell her until the last possible moment. Maybe that was the cowardly way, but he didn’t want to ruin her day, not when she was so happy.

      Hatchett spoke over his shoulder. “Seth had me rustle up a tub for your bath, Daisy.”

      “Ooh, thank you both.” Her steps bounced as she and Seth crossed the yard and followed Hatchett to a cabin. Built with log beams, it was a mite larger than the library. A snowberry bush with clusters of tiny pink flowers grew under a window, and someone had carved Welcome on the door. Both features distinguished the place from the others similarly constructed.

      Daisy led the way inside, where blue-and-white checked curtains hung at the two windows. Sparse furnishings—a washbasin, two chairs, a square table, a double bed. A massive steaming tub sat at the center of the room. A sliver of soap and a scrub brush graced the table. And someone had deposited their saddlebags against the far wall.

      “I told the fellas you’re newly married. I wager that’s why they rushed the tub over right quick.” Hatchett grinned. “In a while, someone will deliver a meal. It’s more private and romantic here, alone and in the candlelight, than in the dining hall.”

      Daisy was shaking her head before Hatchett uttered the last word. Now her eyes were rounded and filled with apprehension. “That’s unnecessary. No, thank you.”

      Apparently Hatchett was in full matchmaking mode. And even though Seth didn’t quite know what to think about his friend’s efforts on his behalf, he could sense Daisy’s rising panic.

      If he didn’t redirect the conversation, she’d hop on the next boat to Nanaimo. He dipped his finger in the water. “Still plenty warm. Are you ready?”

      She glanced at the steam rising from the tub then picked up the soap, sniffed it, and closed her eyes for a second or two. “Lilacs.” As her lashes fanned back up, she released a soft sound that was almost like a moan of pleasure.

      His gut clenched. This woman with her beauty and unassuming ways would be the death of him. He could feel Hatchett watching him and gave his friend a curt nod. “I’ll catch up with you soon.”

      “Take all the time you need.” Mirth danced in the trapper’s eyes. He motioned toward Mutton who’d lain down by the door. “Come on, fella. Let’s leave these two alone.”

      Alone. The word burned into Seth, and he could feel Daisy’s discomfort rising again. He quickly grabbed a cloth and oil from the saddlebag and left the cabin, closing the door behind him.

      With so many men on the premises, he had no intention of leaving Daisy completely unchaperoned while she bathed. So he lowered himself in the grass, leaned against the door, and crossed his ankles.

      Several men conversing nearby cast curious glances his way. But he didn’t care if anyone found it odd that he tarried outside. From the start, his marriage had run on the peculiar side, but it belonged to him and Daisy. Nobody else.

      He unholstered his gun, then dabbed sweet oil on the cloth and began to polish the barrel.

      From the half-open window of the cabin, he could hear Daisy’s humming. His hand stilled on his revolver. And his mind immediately began to picture what she might be doing on the other side of the door.

      She’d probably remove her moccasins first, then her stockings. Then she’d slip out of her dress, followed by whatever undergarments hid beneath the outerwear—petticoats and a corset, for certain. Last, she’d remove her necklace full of trinkets from their travels.

      Mercy. His blood was pumping through his veins as if he’d run up a mountain. He inhaled a breath and slowly released the air.

      If he were a wiser man, he’d move to the other side of the yard and guard the door from a distance. Instead, he issued himself a stern reminder: Daisy is my friend, just a friend.

      He could repeat the lie over and over and still not make the empty words ring true.

      *****

      Ready to invite Seth back inside after her bath, Daisy opened the door and glanced left and right. Children played yonder by the bell. A squirrel darted in her direction, perhaps thought better, and changed course. Over by the livery, a man pushed a wheelbarrow across the lawn.

      Had Seth grown bored and wandered off? No matter, unless he desired a warm bath, though the water had already started to cool.

      She stepped back inside, leaving the door slightly ajar. Hopefully, he’d recognize the signal to rejoin her. Daisy crossed to the bed and sat in her cleanest, least tattered garment—a pink dress, dingier than before she left Nanaimo, with a rip she’d mended at the neckline and missing a button on the cuff.

      Once her hair dried, she would wrap a matching ribbon around her locks, but for now, the ribbon sat beside her on the coverlet. She ran her finger through the satiny strip. Would Seth recognize it from their hand-tying ceremony?

      She had no real reason to wear the adornment other than to celebrate finding the new clue. And maybe—if she was honest with herself—she had the desire to make a lasting impression on Seth, hoping he’d never forget her.

      Far too quickly, Christopher had left her for another. He’d crushed her ego and heart, chopping her ability to trust into pieces and blowing it away like sawdust in the wind. And of course, the most troubling was not knowing if she ever crossed Papa’s mind. Or God’s. All too often it felt like they didn’t remember her any longer either.

      She prayed daily, though mostly by rote. Oddly, she had little to say to Him and had grown weary of being forgotten.

      How long until Seth forgot about her too?

      When she’d blurted in the library that she liked him, she’d meant it. Thankfully, she hadn’t tacked on a lot at the end of her sentence, though she almost had. But the truth was, after he’d questioned her—albeit somewhat vaguely—about the nature of their relationship, she felt a growing interest from him. And of course, after reading the poem, how could any human heart that wasn’t made of stone resist the idea of love? Certainly not hers.

      But when it came to Seth, she had to resist, didn’t she?

      A knock sounded on the door. “Daisy, may I enter?”

      Aah, Seth. “Uh-huh.” She stood rapidly from the bed, not sure why she felt suddenly warm at the prospect of him seeing her sitting on it.

      Inside, he veered straight to the saddlebags, never glancing in her direction. He unpacked with his back to her, tossing items to his left and right, raising a bit of a fuss.

      “May I help you find something?”

      “No.” His answer was curt.

      Was something bothering him? As much as she wanted to ask him more, she refused to pry.

      The breeze from the open window toyed with his curls. Those beautiful curls that had grown longer over the days of their traveling. And his shoulders. Even on Daisy’s deathbed, she would never admit liking how his shoulders tapered to his waist. Nor, which was even more alarming, how his snug trousers fit his lower half.

      She picked up the pink ribbon and began to absently twist it. “Do you intend to bathe? I’m happy to wait out of doors until you finish.”

      “That’s probably a good idea.” He kept his back to her. “I’ll be quick.”

      Was he trying to avoid looking at her? Maybe he was embarrassed by their living quarters and everyone’s assumptions that they were newlyweds, especially Hatchett’s insinuations.

      “Take whatever time you need.” She hurried to the door then shoved it wide and strode outside. The moment her tender soles stepped into the coarse dry grass beyond the cabin, she halted. She’d forgotten her footwear.

      Quickly, she twirled and started back through the door. Her moccasins were on the floor beside the bed.

      Seth had finally turned away from the saddlebags, and all but the bottom two buttons of his shirt hung open. A bank of defined muscles, almost sculpted from stone, rode over his ribs.

      Oh goodness gracious. He was so good-looking, honestly and truly, it wasn’t fair.

      Sure, she’d seen him shirtless before—twice now. Even so she could only stop and gawk at him, her mind running wild with the desire to run her fingers over his chest and trace every ridge.

      One of his brows quirked as he crossed to the tub.

      Could he read her thoughts? Mortification flamed inside her. “Sorry.” Her voice came out a squeak.

      “It’s fine, Daisy.” He dipped his hand in the water as if checking the temperature. “We’re adults.”

      Adults who would be sharing bath water. Wasn’t that a little intimate?

      Fiddle-faddle. Why was she acting like a lovestruck schoolgirl? She grabbed Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s book of poetry from the small table and darted toward the door. Hopefully, nobody would mind that she’d borrowed it from the library.

      Don’t look back.

      She hurried out, closed the door, and leaned against the wood, her breathing suddenly rapid.

      A few people mingled in the yard, casting glances in her direction, particularly in the direction of her shoeless feet.

      She palmed her forehead. She’d forgotten her moccasins. What was wrong with her?

      Standing outside in her stockings wasn’t the worst gaffe in the world. Besides, she’d most likely never see these people again, not after she left in the morning.

      She sat in front of the door, opened the book, and tried to read. But instead of seeing words, all she saw was Seth’s face, and well, also his torso.

      She closed her eyes and pressed the book against her chest. She had to focus on something else, like how kind it had been of him to arrange for her bath. Who had the forethought to do such a sweet act—only Seth? He sensed her needs, just like with the moccasins. Did a more thoughtful man walk the earth? Most unlikely.

      But was he perfect for her?

      She hesitated. A part of her wanted to say yes. She could honestly say that there probably wasn’t a better man than Seth roaming the island. But did he meet all the requirements on her husband list?

      It had been a while since she’d reviewed the qualifications. Accidentally, she’d brought it on the trip, having stuck it in her pocket after chatting with Willow the day she arrived in town. It seemed so long ago when she first arrived in Nanaimo. Now, the list hid in the saddlebag amongst her personal items.

      She’d have to pull it out later and compare Seth to the qualifications she’d previously recorded. She had no doubt he met many of her requirements. But probably not all of them. And if he didn’t, what would she do about it?

      Why were matters of the heart dreadfully hard? And why would Seth want her permanently at his side? She’d only hamper his life and all the plans he’d already made.

      She and Seth enjoyed a solid friendship, and that was that.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.”

      Daisy jumped to her feet in surprise, her eyes flying back open.

      A hatless man with spectacles and a handlebar mustache stood before her, holding a basket and a stack of dishware. Amazing, unidentifiable scents emanated from the container. “Your meal, Mrs. Ryann.”

      Mrs. Ryann? The name sounded unfamiliar yet somehow felt right.

      “Oh. It’s ready. How lovely, I think.” Hatchett had forgotten to cancel their private meal, or had he purposefully ignored her request?

      Either way, where were her manners? “Thank you for your kindness.”

      “My pleasure.”

      She leaned forward to peek into the basket, but a gingham cloth covered the offering. “What’s on the menu?”

      “If you’d kindly step away from the door, I’ll deliver the items inside. Then you may see for yourself.”

      What if Seth hadn’t finished bathing? Or dressing? Perhaps she should stall longer. “I’ll carry it inside myself.” She lowered the book to the ground, then extended her hands.

      “It’s heavy, ma’am.” Sweat beaded on his forehead and ran down his temple. “Allow me to finish my task. I’m in a rush and have many mouths to feed.”

      “Of course.” How selfish of her. She cracked open the door, keeping her eyes on the deliveryman. “Seth, our meal has arrived.”

      “That’s grand. Send it in.”

      Smiling as if her behavior was as normal as the sunshine, she gave the door a one-handed shove to open wider, careful not to peer inside. Then she sidestepped and waited as the man entered, tarried, and reappeared.

      “In case you’re curious, he’s wearing a towel.” The fellow hurried away and opened a door two buildings to her right.

      “I’m not curious!” she shouted before he disappeared inside.

      The little white lie and a preoccupation with Seth was spinning her into a tizzy. With her back to the open door, she drew in a lungful of fresh air and counted to one hundred and seventy-five. What was his state of dress, or perhaps undress?

      Seth’s voice carried from inside the cabin. “In case you’re curious⁠—”

      “I am not curious.” At least she hadn’t shouted this time.

      “I was going to tell you I’m fully clothed. Even my shoes, unlike you.”

      Daisy collected her book from the grass and marched inside, her head high. “My, it’s refreshing, stepping out of doors without shoes now and again.”

      A low chuckle passed over Seth’s lips. “Whatever you say, Daisy. Whatever you say.”
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      Nobody had ever bothered to tell Daisy the wonders of running wild on the beach. Wet, chilly sand oozed between her bare toes, and she loved the sensation.

      Scattered debris and pungent seaweed claimed portions of the shoreline. A collection of shadowy trees stood to the west, with the continuous beach ribbon to the north. Somewhere nearby, a bullfrog croaked a message to whoever cared to listen.

      Though the sun was dipping low, the fort gate hadn’t yet been locked for the evening. Soldiers were still on guard, and she and Seth were only a few dozen paces from the palisades, the farthest he’d wanted to go down the beach.

      Her laughter carried on the breeze as she chased the tide back out to sea. Stopping beside Seth, she ignored the goosebumps on her ankles. “I may never stop doing this.”

      Repeatedly, he tossed a rock in the air, catching it with one hand, then throwing it higher with the next toss. His hair was a right mess in the breeze, and he’d rolled his trousers to midcalf, one pantleg starting to unfurl.

      “Never stop?” He quirked a brow, the tension from earlier gone from his face. “Then you’d have to open your sewing shop on the beach. Think about all the sand on your fabrics, and won’t the wind toss your loose buttons and threads?”

      “Hmm.” Loving his teasing, she propped her chin on her finger to play along. “Perhaps I’ll sew all day and reserve running from the waves for the evening.”

      “A far more sensible plan, indeed.” His shadowy silhouette stole her breath. She’d not change a thing about his appearance. Not the color of his eyes. Not the curl in his hair. And not the prominence of his cheekbones.

      My, but he’d certainly have beautiful children one day, and she’d never, ever meet them.

      A lump rose in her throat. She shook her head, unwilling to let her sentimental heart ruin their pleasant evening. “Race you back to where we left our shoes.”

      Without waiting for his response, she bounded off, digging her feet into the uneven sand, the tide tickling her toes.

      His footsteps slapped the beach as he drew closer. “What’s the wager?”

      “Winner’s choice.” She pushed harder, gaining a slight advantage until the mushy sand nearly swallowed her foot. She tugged her limb free and sprinted, the wind in her face, blowing the pink ribbon that she’d finally tied into her hair.

      Lickety-split, he soared past her, reached their goal near the fence, and raised his hands above his head in victory.

      With labored breaths and steps from Seth, she bent at her waist and locked her hands on her knees, panting like Mutton. Finally, she straightened. “You must have cheated.”

      His brow cocked. “Because I beat you?”

      “Precisely.” She smiled, her heart full of joy. How could she feel anything but joy in this beautiful place with this incredible man? She could do nothing less than toss her worries aside and simply embrace the moment. She’d made the decision after their awkward dinner for two and had suggested the walk along the beach. “I’ve revised my plan for the future.”

      “Have you now?”

      “After I work in my proper sewing shop during the day, I’ll wade into the strait for a spell, then I’ll race my husband down the beach before bed each night.”

      Seth’s trousers had fully unfolded, water lapping at the hems. “A solid strategy, assuming you find the right man.”

      “That’s a given, and why I created my husband-requirement list.” She’d retrieved it from her bag and tucked it in her pocket to read later in private.

      His smile faded and that pesky muscle in his cheek ticked. “What does your ideal man look like?”

      “I’m more concerned with his inner qualities. Perhaps he’ll somewhat resemble you.”

      He plopped on the ground and patted the spot beside him. “Oh, really?”

      “Not entirely like you. One or two of your finer virtues, I suppose.” She joined him on the soft, dry sand, settling her skirts. “Don’t go busting your britches, thinking you’re perfect.”

      Seth scoffed, stretching his legs out and leaning back on his elbows. “That’s not a concern.” A moment passed before he added, “I can imagine a bride a mite like you.”

      Her heart skipped a beat, then two. “Will you and your new wife reside in Dublin?”

      “Most likely.”

      “Would you and this wife of yours—someone a mite like me—visit the beach?”

      “Frequently.”

      She drew her knees to her chest, covering her bare toes with her drippy, dirty hem. A preference for the shoreline wasn’t on her husband-requirement list, but it ought to be.

      Until now, she hadn’t realized how much her list resembled a treasure hunt. She didn’t know if she’d find success or failure. Happiness or sorrow. Everything or nothing.

      She glanced at Seth’s face, searching for a clue as to what should happen next. Was there anything in his expression that could help her figure out what was happening between them?

      Ever since the night in the loft, she’d had a heightened awareness of him, and her attraction had been growing so that now it was high enough to vault the mountain range to the west.

      Seth collected a handful of sand before the grains seeped from his fist like a hole in a flour sack. The wind blew the little particles over his trousers and her skirt, already soiled by the beach. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like if we didn’t annul our marriage once we’re done with the treasure hunt?”

      At his question, her heart began to tap an uneven rhythm. Was he merely wondering or actually suggesting the possibility? “Have you thought about staying married?”

      His mouth hitched into a smile. “Aye.”

      Her heart fluttered even more. Dare she admit to him, and even to herself, that at times the thought of a future together had passed through her mind? Deep inside, where it counted, what did she feel for Seth? Maybe—and on second thought, probably—she wouldn’t know love if it pinched her cheeks.

      His hand rested beside hers in the sand, and his thumb grazed hers.

      The touch was soft, but it sent waves of warmth over her skin and up her arm.

      “One scenario would be for me to leave with Theo in September. Then once you’ve written to your mother and secured her blessing, I’d pay for not only your passage from Vancouver Island to Dublin but also hers from Manchester. Hypothetically, of course.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’m merely tossing out possibilities.”

      Goodness gracious. Seth had the start of a plan. Was he part of her future beyond the treasure hunt? A little voice said, yes. But then a second, louder one added, not so fast.

      He brushed his shoulder against hers. “I like the pink ribbon in your hair. It’s from our wedding ceremony, is it not?”

      She nodded. She should have known Seth would remember. He missed so very few details. “If we’re trading compliments, then I’ll confess I like your blue eyes. They’re my favorite color.”

      “Favorite?” Mirth tinged his voice. “Then I confess to liking the color of your hair.”

      “And I, the color of yours.” She smiled, loving whenever they bantered. “Of course, I also like the shape of your nose.”

      He traced it with a finger. “It is rather fine, if I may say so myself.”

      “It most definitely deserves a portrait of its own.”

      He smiled. “A whole portrait? Just of my nose?”

      “Most certainly. And I like your smile. It’s very dashing.”

      “Well, I like your lips.” The moment he spoke the words, his attention fell to her mouth. And it stayed there.

      Her pulse gave an erratic hop.

      His smile faded, and his lashes dropped halfway.

      Goodness. Was he thinking of kissing her?

      “Daisy?” His voice was low. “I know what prize I want for winning our footrace.”

      Oh, he was definitely asking for a kiss. Did she dare give him one? That warning voice from before said, wait. But the other voice clamored louder and said, yes, please.

      She quickly silenced the warning, then raised her chin, giving him her answer. The air sizzled, and their mouths met. Chest to chest, they shared breaths and heartbeats. The kiss was like the softest silk, velvet on bare skin.

      His big hands gently cupped her face, then moved to her hair.

      Dizzying sensations sparked, and she clung to him and inhaled his scent, earthy and familiar. Then her fingers explored the curls at his nape. Soft, like his lips.

      In her heart, she couldn’t deny she’d longed for this moment, a chance to meet his soul. It was as if he valued her more than a treasure chest full of gold—such a silly notion for a proper first kiss.

      His thumb maddingly twisted in her hair, and his other hand tightened on her ribs. How easy it would be to lie back on the sand and think of nothing but him, to go on savoring the touch of his fingers and the taste of his lips forever.

      Yet, she wasn’t ready for more than a kiss or two.

      One of them had to summon their sensible side, and tonight it appeared that person was her.

      With a shaky breath, she withdrew from his embrace, her heart still racing out of control. “That was unexpected.”

      “Was it?” His voice held an unfamiliar raspiness. “I can admit I’ve thought about it.”

      Hadn’t the notion also crossed her mind? With irresistible Seth inches from her fingertips morning, noon, and night, it was surprising she’d thought of anything else.

      He fished into his trouser pocket and withdrew something before passing her the object—a broken silver piece of shell, smooth on the edges. “There’s a hole in the middle, and I thought you might want to string it on your necklace. Maybe it will help you remember tonight.”

      Daisy took the shell and examined it from all angles. “It’s lovely.” With or without a souvenir, she’d not forget their kiss, not in two million years. She quickly untied the knot at the back of her neck then pulled the necklace out from her bodice. She placed it in her lap and fingered all the other items: the button, ring, heart-shaped rock, bead, and the key.

      Seth reached out and touched the key too, a frown marring his forehead. “Something troubles me, and I know you’re not going to like this, but⁠—”

      “Then don’t say it.” She preferred to postpone bad news until—well, forever. Bad news conjured thoughts of Nyx and McKay, two men she’d most love to forget but couldn’t.

      Seth inhaled a deep breath, as though bracing himself. “I’d like you to stay behind while Hatchett and I continue the treasure hunt. Of course, you’ll still receive your share of the money.”

      “What?” Her muscles tensed in a heartbeat. “Aren’t we partners?”

      “Aye, and our partnership continues. I’ve had time to think about the peril, and it’s too dangerous out there.”

      She shook her head, her thoughts scrambling to find anything to change his mind. “We don’t know if Nyx and McKay still trail us. Maybe they’ve given up the quest.”

      “My guess is nothing short of death will stop those two.”

      “But we’ve battled them before and survived.”

      “But you’re safer here at Fort Ashe.”

      “I’m safer with you.” Besides, the treasure hunt was their adventure, practically part of their wedding vows. Theo may or may not have said, Do you take Seth to be your husband and treasure-hunting partner? Why change the rules now? “We’ll just keep praying for guidance and safety⁠—”

      “I’m a mite rusty when it comes to praying lately.”

      Concern needled her. Here they were arguing again.

      “Is a prayerful man one of your husband requirements?”

      It wasn’t on her official list, but it was still important. “Of course, and someone willing to work through his difficulties and change.”

      “You sound like Theo.”

      “I appreciate your compliment.”

      When Seth said nothing more, Daisy peered at the strait. The salty sea spray splashed her feet, and she dug her toes beneath the sand. Weren’t partners equals?

      Naturally, she’d bow to his superior knowledge and experience in the wilderness. But nobody had the right to force a partner out of a joint venture, did they? Hadn’t they shaken hands, sealing their arrangement back at the church?

      Why, yes, they had.

      He gently bumped against her shoulder. “Do you know why I’m so concerned for your welfare?”

      “Because you promised to keep me safe the day we wed, and you’re a man of your word.”

      “It’s more than that.” He drew a sharp intake of breath. “I really care about you.”

      The ribbon in her hair blew in her face, and she shoved it aside. She really cared about him too. But how dare he change the rules now? “Seth, I’m going along.”

      “No, you’re not.” His voice was growing tight.

      Daisy scrambled to her feet, planted her hands on her hips, and glared down at him. Why was he provoking a quarrel? She wasn’t behaving unreasonably. He was. “You’re being overprotective.”

      He pushed himself up and thrust his hands into his pockets. “It’s not overprotective to want to keep you from dying.”

      “I won’t die.”

      “You could have died on multiple occasions.” Even though he hadn’t raised his voice, both fear and anger filled it.

      She understood his concerns, but after all she’d already faced, what more could happen? “The worst of the danger is behind us.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Exactly. We don’t know. Which is why I refuse to stay behind just in case we might encounter more danger.”

      A barking from down the beach drew her attention. Mutton had exited the fort and was trotting toward them. Hatchett rounded the corner a minute later.

      “There you are.” Hatchett waved. “I’ve got something to tell you, and it’s important.”

      Frustration was still simmering inside her, not only that Seth was so keen on her staying behind, but that they were arguing. Again.

      Hatchett quickly closed the distance, his gaze bouncing between the two of them. “What’s wrong? Lovers’ quarrel?”

      How absurd. “We’re not”—she lowered her voice and turned her gaze upon Mutton now splashing in the waves—“lovers.”

      Hatchett folded his arms over his barreled chest and rocked back on his heels. He seemed to be waiting for Seth to add something.

      But Seth held himself stiffly, the crease still in his forehead.

      Hatchett shrugged. “Anyway, another trapper arrived with some nice beaver pelts and told me a fellow stopped him a few miles from here, asking if I arrived with two others.”

      Seth’s brow quirked. “How did they track our canoe?”

      “If the two determined you’re with me and know I’m a trapper, maybe they guessed Fort Ashe was our destination.”

      Seth ran his hand through his hair, gripping a handful of curls and holding tight. “You done gathering our supplies?”

      “I’m ready to leave tonight if you two are.”

      Seth shot her a sharp look. “Daisy is staying behind.”

      “Am not.” She crossed her arms, imitating Hatchett. Sure, she sounded and acted churlish. Who wouldn’t if her short-term husband tried to brush her aside like yesterday’s crumbs?

      A muscle, Seth’s telltale sign of distress, throbbed in his cheek. “Don’t be unreasonable.”

      “I could say the same to you.”

      They stared at each other, neither giving an inch.

      Finally, he released an exasperated sigh and stalked off toward the fence gate.

      She watched him go, more frustration churning inside.

      Hatchett ran his hand down his beard. “Err, it appears you and Seth are at loggerheads.”

      She just shook her head and began to tromp toward the fort’s gate. She made it only three paces before she spun back around and leveled what she hoped was a stern look at Hatchett. “I’m going along.”

      “Didn’t doubt it for a second. Let’s skedaddle.”
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      The clomping of hooves drew Seth’s attention toward the livery. Hatchett approached with two saddled horses, Mutton at his side. Where was the third mare?

      Seth straightened from where he’d been packing his saddlebag. If only they didn’t need a third mare . . . for Daisy. But she wouldn’t be swayed from continuing the treasure hunt. In fact, ever since their return from the beach a couple of hours ago, she’d done her best to avoid having another conversation about the topic.

      A part of him couldn’t blame her. After coming this far and then finding another clue again today, he wouldn’t want to stop either. But he could hold his own in the wilderness, while she seemed to have a way of attracting danger.

      Hatchett halted beside him with the horses, both fine-looking and sturdy. “They’re only giving me two horses, not the three.”

      Seth glanced to the window of the cabin, bright with lantern light, and caught a glimpse of Daisy’s silhouette. “Blast, if only she’d listen to me and stay behind.”

      “Guess she’ll just have to ride with you.”

      He’d doubled on a horse with her before. Hopefully, she’d not object to his proximity as much this time. Or maybe she’d dislike it more considering their earlier disagreement? At the very least, their dispute would keep him from letting down his guard and kissing her again.

      Not that he hadn’t liked their kiss. It had been perfect—better than perfect. And in that moment, he had wanted nothing more than to do it again and again and again. But then reality had kicked him in the head, reminding him that he wasn’t ready for a forever wife.

      He released a frustrated sigh.

      The trapper glanced back at the livery before lowering his voice. “I suppose there’s something else you should know.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I was rounding up the shovels and bumped into the captain. He asked why I was gathering tools now that it’s dark.”

      Seth’s pulse quickened. Usually, he’d call the captain’s policing the fort a good habit, but not when it interfered with their secret treasure-hunt preparations. “Go on.”

      “So I says, I was going on an expedition with you and Daisy, and it couldn’t wait until morning. Then I explained I’d return everything right quick afterward. Didn’t want him thinking I’d steal from the fort.”

      “And . . .?”

      “He asked if our expedition had anything to do with the rumored treasure in these parts.”

      “Blimey.” The night had taken another sharp downward tumble. What else could go wrong? “What’d you tell him?”

      “I acted the fool and said, ‘What treasure?’ Then he narrowed his eyes at me and said, ‘You darn well know what treasure.’”

      Gold rumors probably rode the wind from Nanaimo to Fort Ashe and back again. “I assume the Poet and Captain Jacoby often crossed paths at the fort. Do you think he knows more than rumors?”

      Hatchett scratched his jaw. “If the Poet didn’t tell me or Isaac the details, I don’t wager he babbled to the captain. But I’ve been wrong before.”

      A sense of uneasiness inside Seth refused to relent. “Was there anything more to your conversation with him?”

      “Not much. I collected the scoops and says, ‘Have a nice night.’ Then I left him and fetched everything else.” Hatchett swiveled, glancing around the area. “Ain’t seen him since. What do you say we hightail it out of here?”

      “I’ll fetch Daisy.” He hurried inside the cabin.

      She sat at the table, mending a hole in one of his socks. At his appearance, she lowered her needle and watched him expectantly.

      “Ready?” He couldn’t keep the curtness from his tone.

      Determination glinted in her eyes. “It’ll all turn out fine, Seth.”

      He appreciated her optimism, but he knew she was being naive with her prediction, because anything could happen. The previous leg of their journey had taught him that. Why hadn’t it taught her the same?

      Even so, he’d do his best to keep her safe. “Are you wearing the gun I gave you?”

      “It’s in the saddlebag.” She rose hastily. “But I’ll get it.”

      Lord, have mercy.

       

      *****

       

      They rode all night. It reminded Daisy of when they’d traveled for long hours after their wedding under the cover of darkness.

      At least then, she and Seth had talked and shared for much of the journey. This time, they stayed mostly silent. He remained tense, and his frustration with her was palpable. Unwilling to upset him any further, she held her tongue.

      Thankfully, nobody had crossed their path since they’d departed the fort. Finally, at dawn, they halted to water the horses.

      “Upon my word, I don’t know what’s taking Seth this long,” Daisy said to Hatchett from where she sat on a fallen log, the crystal-clear water of Wolf Lake before her. Pastel hues still surrounded the morning sun, and the air held a citrus scent from the fir trees.

      With his eyes closed, the trapper sat back against a nearby oak probably older than Moses. “He’ll be along shortly, I assume.”

      Mutton was frolicking in the water.

      With the caves waiting on the other side of the woods, Seth had hiked on foot to investigate the terrain. He wanted to see if they could ride farther or would have to walk the rest of the journey.

      She, Seth, and Hatchett had three goals—find the caves, find the prize, and find their way back to the fort with the treasure as quickly as possible. Unless, of course, it was a monumental treasure and they’d need to return with a cart. Afterward, they would sail to Nanaimo, hopefully with an honest-to-goodness box full of gold onboard.

      An ache in her temple throbbed, and she rubbed the sore spot. Even though tired and now struggling with a headache, she couldn’t complain to Seth—not that she was the complaining type. In fact, she’d been doing her best to be extra cheerful and optimistic to prove to him she could handle anything.

      Mutton bounded up the bank and headed straight for Daisy, wildly shaking water from his coat to sprinkle her skirt. She bent low enough to stare into the dog’s eyes, a pair that had once frightened her. Not anymore.

      “Today may change our lives forever, Mutton,” she said. “If we find gold, Nanaimo receives a boon, Hatchett gets a new gun, and I’ll have funds to fetch my mother. What do you want?”

      Hatchett laughed. “He wants a bucket of bones.”

      The dog’s tongue lolled, and he gazed back at her as if she’d snapped the lone thread holding her sensibilities together. Even if Mutton deemed her crazy, she’d grown to like the mutt, similarly to how she’d fostered an attachment to Link.

      Daisy gave the dog an affectionate pat. My, but she’d changed since meeting Seth, turning from a starry-eyed innocent into a woman who rode horses, conversed with dogs, built fires, explored caves, and evaded pursuers.

      From behind her came the snap of twigs and then a hand on her shoulder. She startled then sprang to her feet, ready to fend off her foe with her fists.

      Seth stood before her, his brows furrowed.

      She dropped her balled hands to her sides. “You scared me senseless.”

      “You need to stay more alert.” His handsome face held a haggardness that hadn’t been there before. Was it because he worried about her?

      Slowly, she drew a calming breath. “I promise. I’ll do better.” She’d try her best not to cause a single drop of trouble for Seth for the rest of their journey.

      Hatchett cracked open his eyes and pushed himself up. “Can we take the horses further or not?”

      “Aye, but the ground is uneven, so we’ll be safer if we lead them.”

      Hatchett and Seth collected the horses’ reins, then Seth led the way on foot through endlessly tall trees. Daisy followed behind, with Hatchett bringing up the rear. The sparse sunlight played peek-a-boo through the web of branches as they crossed a pine-needle path.

      Soon they reached a clearing, a pocket of rocks and stones on the forest’s edge. Two cave entrances stood before them, one higher and the other lower than where they stood. Vegetation grew out of the cracks of the uneven foundation.

      Daisy shimmied onto a boulder waist-high and smiled at Seth. But he failed to notice, since he was fiddling with his spyglass. A new distance had snuck between them, and now that it was daylight, she intended to squash the nuisance right quick. She would ask him a nature question, his favorite topic. “The ground looks much different here than before. Why is that?”

      Seth climbed onto an even higher rock formation and raised his spyglass to his eye to gaze toward the east. “It’s a specific type of limestone that allows caverns, caves, sinkholes, and springs to form.” After a moment, he hopped down with a thump and strode to the saddlebags.

      Well, that wasn’t much of a conversation.

      Hatchett removed his coonskin cap to scratch his head. “I’ll hide the horses, just in case someone shows up nosing around.”

      “A capital idea.” Daisy scooted off the rock and retrieved two lanterns attached to the saddles. Seth gathered the rest of the supplies before Hatchett reentered the forest with the horses and remaining gear.

      She lowered the lanterns to the ground and studied Seth as he set the equipment in the grass. A fine layer of whiskers covered his jawline—a jawline that was flexed tight.

      She hated that they’d fought. Every time she thought of their sharp exchange, she felt worse. But maybe their spat was for the best, a valuable lesson that he wasn’t the right man for her. After all, Not prone to arguments sat at the top of her list. An argumentative man didn’t belong in her marriage.

      Seth now stood a half-dozen paces from her, his foot planted on a rock and his brows knit. “I’m sorry we quarreled last night.”

      He was apologizing. Goosebumps prickled her skin. Deep inside, she finally pinpointed the one quality she desired above all others in a husband—someone strong enough to apologize and continue to support and esteem her despite their differing opinions.

      “I’m sorry too. Can we put our differences aside?”

      “Aye. I don’t like the tension between us.”

      Her heart lightened. “Me either.”

      “Even though we disagree sometimes, you’re still important to me. Very much so.”

      “Thank you, Seth.” She wanted to tell him how important he was to her too, that she still valued his friendship. But her gaze snagged upon his lips, and the memory of those lips upon hers flooded her, drowning all other thoughts.

      With a bark, Mutton trotted from the trees into the clearing and Hatchett followed a moment later, wobbling unevenly. “Don’t ask me how I landed on my hindquarters, yet I just did.”

      It didn’t take them long to gather their equipment and climb up to the opening of the higher cave. Inside, the temperature dropped several degrees.

      Daisy held one of the lanterns and raised it high to survey the vast, dank chamber featuring six additional openings branching out from inside the main cave and leading somewhere mysterious. “Are we hunting for a chest, a hidden vault, or markings, do you think?”

      Hatchett nodded, holding the other lantern. “Yes, to all of that. I once heard of a man who hid his treasure in plain sight—stuck his gold dust and nuggets in a black rubber boot with a stocking overtop in the corner of his home. Nobody ever noticed.”

      Seth rested the handles of two shovels across his broad shoulders. “Then there’s the Poet, who has made nothing easy.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Hatchett ran his hand over the wall where he stood.

      Daisy crouched before one of the openings, a small one no higher than her hip. Was it possible to bury gold inside the cranny? “Too bad we’re not following breadcrumbs that lead to arrows and a sign that says ‘Look here for the gold.’”

      Hatchett erupted into laughter, the sound of it echoing off the rock walls. A moment later, a colony of bats flapped out of the rocky crevices and swooped above them.

      They all ducked and covered their heads.

      When the creatures were gone, they straightened.

      Daisy couldn’t keep from smiling. They were close to the treasure. She could just feel it.

      As Seth’s lips tipped up with a return smile, she prayed everything would work out just fine between them too. Otherwise, her heart might crack more than a little.
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      Hope to find the gold or even another clue had fizzled.

      Seth wiped his brow with his sleeve and squinted, the midday sun showing no mercy. He sat on a rock outcropping alongside Daisy in the fresh air.

      One bright spot poked through the disappointment—there hadn’t been a sign of Nyx and McKay.

      Daisy blotted her chin with the hem of her bedraggled skirt, dark brown with grime. More of her hair had escaped her braid than remained captive. “I see no other more obvious cave entrances. However, we haven’t explored the backside of the giant rock mound before us.”

      Hatchett stood in a sliver of shade alongside a tall stone formation, the bottom of his boot parked against the slab. “True, but I need a minute to catch my wind.”     

      How many caves had they already explored? Was it nine or ten? Seth’s back ached from digging up floors and finding nothing but sand and silt.

      They’d scrambled over rocks and tunneled into hollows no bigger than a coffin, usually on their bellies. Most had featured narrow walkways, with only a couple revealing cracks of light in the higher rises. He’d caught the faint whispers of rushing water once and a growl another time, which he chose not to investigate.

      As much as he hated to face the truth, three distinct problems stared back at him. One, they were running out of caves to explore. Two, without another clue, they’d need to end the treasure hunt. And three, he’d let down the Poet, Isaac, Nanaimo, and the adorable woman beside him.

      Daisy yawned and stretched, and in the process bumped his arm with her elbow. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s been a trying day so far, and you’re exhausted. We all are, I presume.”

      He didn’t like that she’d had to endure so much since arriving in Nanaimo, yet she’d persevered with heart and grit. He admired her fortitude, and maybe she was stronger than he’d given her credit for. Perhaps she’d been right to insist on coming and accusing him of being overprotective.

      Hatchett examined the rock wall where he was resting his hand before straightening and tapping the limestone with his finger. “Call me slow-witted, but doesn’t this etching resemble a book?”

      Seth rose and stepped closer to the drawing, similar in size to his hand. “Someone carved the letters EBB.” His pulse climbed as he peered over his shoulder at Daisy still sitting on the outcropping. “Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the person who wrote the ‘Forty-Third’ poem.”

      Hatchett tossed his hat in the air, causing Mutton to circle and bark. Daisy climbed to her feet and applauded.

      A new match of hope struck and sparked inside Seth.

      They’d found another clue.

      Beaming, Daisy drew her key from her neckline to kiss the metal before collecting her lantern and shovel. “Where to next, gentlemen?”

      “Follow me.” With his eyes fastened on the outside stone wall, Seth continued north until his foot tangled in a patch of bindweed vines, which he quickly freed. “Careful where you step.”

      The wall curved, and the ground, a mix of weeds and rocks, gently sloped. He shoved aside a patch of bleeding hearts at the grassy bottom of the incline, uncovering a keyhole-shaped entrance no higher than his waist yet wide enough for a medium-sized treasure chest to fit through the gap.

      Blimey. Could this be it?

      He wiped his sweaty palms on his soiled trousers. He squatted to strip aside the growth, then he glanced over his shoulder. “Ready?”

      “Ready?” Daisy grinned and probably wouldn’t stop anytime soon. “Do you even need to ask?”

      “Lead the way.” Hatchett handed him a lantern and then shouldered their shovels with Mutton at his heels.

      Seth entered the opening, the others following him. Inside, they stood upright and passed by a tall bank of multi-sized boulders before they angled downward to a stretch of level ground that was soft and damp, as if rainwater had slid to the lowest point. The tunnel continued on the opposite side and sloped gradually upward, with faint natural light on the far end.

      Seth toed the ground. “Unless anyone has a better idea, I’ll dig this lower portion. Hatchett, want to keep going and look for additional markings?”

      Daisy held her lantern into the tunnel. “I can do it.”

      His heart picked up speed at a rapid rate. “By yourself?”

      “I don’t know why not.” She ducked into the tunnel. “If Hatchett can, then I’m capable too.”

      He supposed she had a good point. Besides, if she ran into any trouble, he’d be close enough to reach her in a few seconds. After drawing a stabilizing breath, he stabbed the ground near his boots and set to work with Hatchett digging alongside him.

      A dozen jabs later, the blade clanked against something solid. Seth’s pulse thudded an extra beat. “Hear that?”

      “Sounds like gold to me.” Hatchett dropped to his knees and began scooping away dirt with his hands.

      Seth did the same, and within seconds the top of a metal box began to take shape, one that was about three feet by three feet. His heart began pounding harder. Was this the treasure?

      Hatchett brushed his hand along the edge. “Looksee here—a trapdoor with hinges.”

      “What about a lock?” Seth brushed away more dirt, trying not to get his hopes up but the excitement rising, nonetheless.

      Hatchett picked out a chunk of mud with his fingernail to reveal a flat, slim keyhole. “I was starting to wonder if the Poet told us a thumper. But now methinks not.”

      “I assume it’s triggered to only open with the key.” Seth examined the wee opening from different angles. “A bullet hole won’t make a dent.”

      Hatchett gave the metal box a hard thump. “Nothing will make a dent in this thing, not even a bomb blast.”

      It had to be the treasure. “Hey, Daisy, c’mere to me!”

      “In a minute.” Her voice echoed from the tunnel. “I think I see something.”

      With eyes filled with wonder, Hatchett stood, wiping his hands on his trousers. “We’ll need a pick and a lever. I’ll go collect the rest of the tools.”

      Seth nodded and wiped his forehead. “I’ll keep digging.”

      Hatchett scrambled up the incline, Mutton on his heels, and a moment later they were gone.

      Seth dug for another minute around the outside of the container, creating a trench. Then he shoved against the chest with both hands, hoping to dislodge it.

      It failed to budge an inch.

      He sat back on his haunches. He’d have to wait for Hatchett’s return. In the meantime, he’d tell Daisy about the chest.

      He stood and crossed to the tunnel she was exploring. Ducking, he peered inside. “Daisy?”

      Her lantern light glowed from up the incline, revealing her stooped frame. “I’ll be right there.”

      When he opened his mouth to tell her about the trunk and have her stop searching, Mutton’s barking rose from the entrance. He halted. It wasn’t a happy bark. No, it held a frantic ring.

      Something had happened to Hatchett.

      Seth’s pulse sputtered to a pause. He didn’t want to leave Daisy alone, but his friend may need him.

      He glanced up the incline, then back into the tunnel to where she kneeled and examined something on the wall. For now, until he knew what transpired outside the cave, she’d be safer inside and oblivious to the activity beyond the entrance.

      “I’m heading out for a minute.” He tried to keep his voice casual. “Stay here until I get back, okay?”

      “I’ll be right as rain,” she called in her usual cheerful voice. “Don’t worry about me.”

      With Mutton’s barking growing more intense, Seth withdrew his revolver and raced up the incline. He paused at the entrance and inched his way out more carefully. The sun blazed with fury, and he blinked, adjusting to the brightness.

      The two men he never wanted to encounter again stood a dozen paces away, with Hatchett between them and a gun barrel pressed against the trapper’s head. Another gun barrel was aimed at Seth’s heart.

      Hatchett’s eyes held an apology.

      “Howdy, Mr. Ryann.” An annoying smile broadened Nyx’s lips.

      McKay remained silent, his eyes narrowed to slits.

       

      *****

       

      “Ouch.” Daisy bumped her elbow on a sharp, jutted stone. The injury stung, and she squatted on the rocks to examine the damage, shining the lantern on her blood-stained sleeve.

      She couldn’t take the time to focus on the scrape and continued to scramble downward. There had been something in Seth’s tone, something she hadn’t understood, but something that had set her on edge.

      Although she’d not reached the highest elevation, she’d thoroughly examined the boulder-like rocks. She’d come across an engraving on the cave’s wall, a picture of a sun. Was it a clue or merely native drawings like those she’d seen on the rock wall the night Link bucked her into the mud? She’d show her findings to Hatchett and Seth and let them decipher its meaning and importance.

      When she reached the level dirt floor, she snuck one last peek over her shoulder, not realizing she’d climbed so high. Then she padded across the sodden portion of the dirt flooring, her moccasins barely whispering with each step.

      She stopped short at the sight of a hole and the top of a large, dirty trunk. She blinked rapidly, her heart picking up its pace. Had her imagination run wild, or was she finally gazing upon the object of their search?

      “Oh goodness gracious, goodness gracious.” She dropped to her knees and smoothed a trembling hand over the top of the trunk. Was it full of gold or only more of the Poet’s musings?

      It had to be the treasure. It just had to be. And the etching at the back of the cave was nothing but a native drawing and not a clue after all.

      With a laugh, she bent and gave the chest a half hug. “You were a heap of trouble, and I hope you’re worth it.” Of course, she wouldn’t open it without the others. Seth had said he was heading out for a minute. He and Hatchett had probably gone after the rest of the tools.

      She sat back, unable to keep the wide grin from her face. This was it. The fruit of their hard labor.

      Mutton’s barking wafted down into the cave, a series of sharp barks ending on a yelp, almost as if he’d been struck. Was Mutton hurt?

      A frown quickly replaced her elation. Seth and Hatchett were taking a long time, especially in light of just finding the treasure. Should she investigate? Well, Seth had told her to stay in the cave. But what if Mutton or the men had encountered trouble?

      She climbed toward the entrance and halted at the sound of voices coming from outside.

      “Where’s your woman?” A man with a distinctly Scottish brogue was talking. It had to be McKay.

      She flattened against the wall and tightened her fist around the key. How was it possible that their pursuers found ways to show up at the worst possible moments? Of course, there wasn’t a good arrival time. Had they unarmed Seth and Hatchett? Or was another gunfight about to ensue?

      “You don’t see her standing here, do you?” Seth replied. “I assume you only found two horses.”

      “Where’s the key?” The low voice belonged to Nyx.

      “With Daisy.” Seth spoke again. “Back at the fort.”

      She silently tapped her finger against her pursed lips. What if Nyx and McKay found her and ripped the string off her neck? But if she somehow managed to keep the key in her possession, then maybe she could bargain it for Seth and Hatchett’s lives, should it come to that. The best plan was to hide it, but where?

      “I find it hard to believe”—Nyx’s tone turned more threatening—“that you’d come all this way without the key.”

      Daisy patted the revolver at her side in the newly sewn petticoat pocket that she’d constructed just to hold it. She hadn’t wanted to carry the weapon, but she’d been afraid Seth wouldn’t let her outside of the fort without it.

      She quickly retraced her steps, passing by the chest, and following the tunnel she’d previously traversed. She found a perfect hole to hide her necklace, a small gap between two rocks, then removed the string from her neck.

      The trinkets had served as an anchor, much like Seth. Both had grown precious to her. She traced the key with her finger, then tucked the memento into the little crevice and covered the opening with a lightweight shard of limestone.

      With no time to waste, she moved toward the ray of light high on the back wall. Was it big enough for her to exit? If so, she’d circle to the front of the cave and try to distract Nyx and McKay, allowing Seth and Hatchett to gain the upper hand.

      How she’d complete the task remained a mystery.

      She hurried toward the slant of sunshine until she reached the opening in the wall, as high as a second-story window. A bird flew through the gap, tweeting a greeting. Would the stones slip, slide, and crash down from her weight if she tried to escape? She had to take the chance.

      She hefted herself up, and thankfully the rocks remained sturdy beneath her hands and feet while she stayed mindful of her every move.

      Finally, she slipped her head through the opening, breathing in the blessed sunshine. Then she squeezed through the rest of the narrow gap and crawled onto a small ledge outside.

      For a moment, she stood and attempted to get her bearings. All around her were more rocks and ledges. But she glimpsed the tops of pine trees to the east, likely near the front of the caves.

      Crouching low and moving carefully, she wound around the rocky structure. She didn’t have to go far before snippets of a conversation reached her ears. Holding her breath, she lowered herself even farther and crept closer to the edge of what appeared to be the upper cave they’d been exploring.

      She peeked over the rim. Nyx stood directly below her and McKay off to his side. Both pointed guns at the mouth of the cave, presumedly at Seth and Hatchett.

      Nobody below appeared to have an inkling of her presence. Hopefully, Mutton wouldn’t spot her and bark like the dickens.

      She drew back and pressed herself flat to the cold rock.

      What if Nyx and McKay shot at Seth and Hatchett? And what if Seth died? Dread spread chills over her skin. Wouldn’t she do anything to save him?

      “Seems we’ve reached a deadlock.” Seth’s voice carried a sharp edge. “We don’t have the key, and the treasure won’t budge without it. If you don’t believe me, go check for yourselves.”

      Daisy lowered onto her belly and gazed over the ledge again.

      Nyx dropped his free hand to his hip. “For what foolhardy reason did you come all this way without the key?”

      “That’s a long story,” Hatchett said.

      “Are you telling me your woman wouldn’t give it to you?” Skepticism threaded through McKay’s words. “If that’s true, we’ll shoot you both, then collect the woman ourselves.”

      Or what if she shot them first? But how could she possibly do that? The one time she’d wielded a gun and tried to hit a bear, she’d struck a pot instead.

      What else could she do? Throw a rock at Nyx? She’d conked him on the head before, but not from this distance.

      Oh, stuff and nonsense.

      Seth had saved her multiple times, and her turn had arrived to rescue him. Seth was more important to her than anything else, even her silly old husband-requirement list.

      Her breath caught on the truth. What if her heart knew more than her head and she no longer needed her list? Or her fear of firearms?

      She withdrew the gun from her petticoat pocket, rose to her elbows, and tried to take aim. What would happen if she missed?

      Because she probably would.
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      A gunshot boomed in the rocks somewhere above Seth.

      An instant later, Nyx collapsed with a howl, blood seeping against his white shirt at the shoulder.

      McKay made the mistake of taking his eyes off Seth for just a second as he glanced at his cohort. With a burst of determination, Seth leapt forward. He lunged for McKay’s gun, wrapping his hand around McKay’s wrist. With a weight advantage, Seth crashed his body against his foe.

      They landed hard on the ground with a thud, knocking heads. McKay bore the brunt of their fall. Yet Seth bit his tongue, the pungent taste of blood in his mouth.

      For several moments, they wrestled, rolling back and forth as Seth strained to disarm the fellow. Finally gaining the upper hand, Seth straddled McKay and slammed his hand against the ground, freeing the weapon. The gun skittered a foot away.

      Hatchett swiped up the gun and pressed it against McKay’s head. “Move, and you’ll be sorry. Then I’ll take your boots out of spite because you once stole mine.”

      Huh?

      Beneath Seth, McKay grew still.

      With a final shove against the man’s chest, Seth rose, his breathing ragged and blood having pooled in his mouth. He spit the blood in the grass, then wiped his mouth and chin with his filthy sleeve.

      Mutton had parked his furry rump on Nyx’s back and continued to growl as the man beneath him writhed in pain. The bullet hole barely left behind a smattering of blood in the grass. Someone had winged him, most likely.

      But who?

      He glanced around, unsure of what direction the gunfire had originated. Had Daisy fired the weapon, or was someone else lurking about the caves? Was it the captain from the fort?

      “Hello?” Daisy’s voice sounded from the rocky ledges above the cave.

      Seth backed up two paces to gaze up at her to find her peering over the edge.

      She offered her little wave at him.

      He cocked his brow. “Did you shoot Nyx?”

      “I’m as surprised as you are. Please tell me he isn’t dead. I should probably stop saying that to you, shouldn’t I?”

      He bit back a smile at her reference to when she’d hit Nyx with the crock in the cabin. “Just hurting, I suspect.”

      She pushed herself up and was now standing. “Hallelujah.”

      He surveyed Hatchett, then Mutton, both controlling their adversaries for the moment. But he needed to assist them and make sure both opponents were well disabled.

      “Give me a minute, then I’ll climb up there and bring you down.” The straight, smooth wall of rock before him appeared impossible to climb. He scanned the landscape for a different route to reach her.

      She moved her hand to her hip. “After all that’s transpired, don’t you think I can safely get off this perch on my own accord?” The breeze batted at her hair and skirts. Even from where Seth stood, he caught the purpose in her eyes. She appeared invincible.

      Maybe she was. And maybe didn’t need him coddling her every moment. Usually, he’d tell her “Mind yourself” or “Watch your step.” Shouldn’t he trust Daisy to proceed with care?

      He swallowed all his objections and nodded at her. “I’ll see you when you reach the bottom.”

      She smiled and turned to go.

      “Daisy?” Hatchett shouted, his eyes still latched onto McKay.

      She paused and looked back. “Uh-huh?”

      “Thanks for saving our hides, young lady.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ll join you straightway, and I hid the key in case Nyx and McKay tried to nab it from me.”

      Another wise, brave move on her part. “That was smart.”

      Hatchett chuckled. “Quick thinking, Daisy.”

      “Thank you, and goodbye for now.” With a quick wave, she turned and moved away.

      Still, Seth stared at where she’d stood, a strange sense of pride shifting through him. Daisy had traveled full circle since leaving Nanaimo. She’d gone from a timid greenhorn to a brave warrior, saving the day and overcoming her fear of the firearms she despised.

      What about him? Wasn’t he still mired in his worry over Daisy’s safety? The truth was, he fretted over her more now than when they started their adventure.

      No reason to ask why. He knew the answer.

      Despite his objections and reservations, he’d fallen in love with Daisy. Every inch of him longed to shield her from harm. But harm happened to wonderful people every minute of the day.

      As much as he loved Daisy, he knew he wouldn’t be the man she needed and ready for a full-fledged marriage until he learned how to stop his anxious tendencies. For now, his—no, their—best recourse was to stick with their sensible, practical plan. An annulment.

      That didn’t mean he liked the idea or knew how to stop the ache inside him.

      Shaking his head, Seth moved toward the bleeding-heart shrub where Nyx had ordered him to drop his gun upon exiting the cave. He retrieved the firearm and stepped closer to Hatchett. “Want me to stand guard over these two?”

      “Just fetch me that stretch of rope I left by the cave wall, though it’s not enough for both these hoodlums.”

      Seth grabbed it, and they secured McKay, tying him to an elm. “Is there more back with the horses?”

      “Sure is. Want to go grab it, and we’ll tie these boys up nice and tight.”

      McKay grunted. He resembled a petulant child sitting on the ground, a pout on his stern face. Nyx now lay still as death. Was he conscious?

      Seth bent and checked the man’s pulse on his wrist.

      Nyx jerked his arm away. “Don’t touch me.”

      “My pleasure.” Seth patted Mutton’s head, stood, and tucked his gun into his holster. “Hatchett, before I get the rope, mind telling me how you know McKay?”

      “We called him Lefty. Never learned his true name.”

      Seth drove his hand through his hair. “Might have been nice to know his real identity.”

      “Suppose so. The dirty, no-good so-and-so nabbed my boots while I slept one night.” Hatchett jabbed his foot into his opponent’s leg. “Isn’t that right, Lefty?”

      McKay shook his head. “I ain’t saying nothing.”

      Hatchett sneered. “Though it pains me to say it, he was an impressive trapper once upon a time. Seems outlawing pays better, though.”

      No wonder the pair had tracked them so well. But were Nyx and McKay outlaws or merely after a treasure they believed was theirs? Perhaps they’d never learn the truth. “Where’d you stow the horses, Hatchett?”

      “Two hundred paces that away.” He cocked his head toward the forest. “Behind a stand of cottonwoods.”

      Seth spun and started up the incline as Daisy approached from the hilltop, her face flushed and a noticeable skip to her step. She pointed over her shoulder. “I found a place where the rock slanted and slid downward on my backside. It worked slicker than lard.” Her pretty face tipped to the side. “Where are you going?”

      “After some rope. We’ll tie those two up, then determine what happens next.”

      “I know what happens next.”

      His brow arched. “You do, do you?”

      “Uh-huh. Come on. I’ll walk with you and collect our canteens.” Side by side, they continued forward, stepping over weeds and stones in their path.

      Seth reached for her sleeve to halt her progress. “You never said. What do you think happens next?”

      Daisy raised her face to the blue sky and shrieked before smiling at him. “I saw the treasure chest before escaping through a back exit. Oh, Seth.” She squeezed his arm. “I can’t believe our adventure is almost over.”

      “Aye.” The ache in the pit of his stomach grew stronger. “It’s all coming to an end.”

       

      *****

       

      Crouching, Daisy huddled next to the treasure chest with her necklace in her fist. Outside the cave, Nyx and McKay were securely tied to two different trees, and Mutton stood guard.

      She drew a deep breath and stared at the dirty trunk. Did rare riches await inside or dire disappointment?

      At least, they’d soon learn the answer.

      The brightness of their lanterns lit the immediate area. Minutes ago, they’d extracted the chest. Now Seth leaned on his shovel handle and Hatchett against the wall to rest. They were chitchatting about mapping the land, the price of a bearskin, and whether to haul Nyx and McKay back to the fort or to send someone to fetch them later.

      Hatchett scratched his jaw. “If the Poet hadn’t brought me here, I wouldn’t have known these caves existed.”

      Seth nodded. “The island’s interior is mostly uncharted, only explored by the natives. Who knows when they’ll finish surveying all of it? Not for a long time, I suppose.”

      Daisy shook her head and grinned.

      Seth’s fair brow cocked. “What’s so amusing?”

      “I realize you’re both tired and rightly so. But am I alone in wondering why we’re discussing this business now? Am I the only one itching to know what’s inside the treasure box?”

      Hatchett laughed, the noise echoing as he approached the chest, then lowered his knee onto the dirt. “You saved the day for us, Daisy, and I reckon we shouldn’t make you wait any longer. Plus, it’s high time I learn if I’m getting a new rifle.”

      Seth knelt beside her in front of the trunk. “What are we thinking? Gold or no gold?”

      “Gold!” Daisy clapped her hands. Then she held out her necklace to Seth. “I want you to open the lock.”

      His forehead crinkled as he gazed at her hand, then into her eyes. “Why me?”

      “So I see your happy face when you spy all the riches.”

      Seth paused then hesitantly took hold of the key. Then he lowered it toward the lock.

      Maybe she ought to pinch herself to make sure the moment wasn’t a fairy tale. Instead, she clenched her hands and held her breath as he inserted the key. A perfect fit.

      Slowly, he turned his wrist.

      Click.

      Her heart started thumping wildly. “Ooh! I’m shaky.”

      Grinning, he handed her back the key. “Can’t say the same, but it’s thrilling.”

      He and Hatchett raised the lid together and leaned the cover against the cave’s wall.

      Daisy gasped at the spectacular sight—fine dust, bigger particles, and nuggets swimming inside the metal casing. She raised her fists in the air. “Hurrah for the mighty treasure hunters from Nanaimo!”

      She ran her finger over a jagged piece—the size of a shooter marble—to confirm what she only halfway believed. They’d followed the clues, never gave up, and finally, despite all the mishaps, discovered the Poet’s life-changing fortune. And, in their case, town-changing wealth.

      “I can’t believe it.” Hatchett dug his hand into the chest and withdrew a handful of gold. “I figured the Poet had found a mittful, but not this much.”

      Seth eyed the contents, though he’d not touched a nugget. “I knew the Poet wouldn’t hoodwink Isaac. I just knew it. I think you’re right, Hatchett.”

      “Naturally, I’m right.” The trapper scooped up another handful of gold and let the riches trickle from his fist. “But why this time?”

      “That the Poet originally buried the gold in the cabin, caught wind of someone knowing the whereabouts, and hid the ‘Forty-Third’ poem in the crock. Then he moved his treasure here. But the cancer caught him before he alerted Isaac or drew another map.”

      “Or maybe we’ll never know exactly what happened.” Even though Daisy hadn’t met the Poet, she knew him by his actions—caring for Isaac, providing for the people of Nanaimo, and leading a full life, though shorter than some.

      She studied the items looped onto the yarn in her palm—a key, a button, a rock, a bead, a shell, and an improvised wedding ring—all part of a story she’d never forget.

      Overwhelmed, she threw her arms around Seth. His arms wrapped around her in return, and his whiskered cheek brushed against her face.

      She closed her eyes and breathed him in. This was where she felt at home. This was where she wanted to stay.

      Yet she’d almost lost him today. He could have been killed by Nyx and McKay. At the very least, he could have been injured. Just the thought chilled her heart.

      Was that how he’d felt about her every time she’d faced danger? Was that why he’d been so intent on keeping her safe? Maybe he’d been justified in arguing with her on the beach after all.

      Whatever the case, she knew she wasn’t ready to give up on what they’d developed over the past couple of weeks. Was it possible to have more than just a temporary marriage?

      She couldn’t deny that she hoped so.
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      Seth followed Daisy up the gangplank, the saddlebags on his shoulders. A rope prevented anyone from gaining entrance to the navy’s steamer that was partially powered by twin side paddles. Several soldiers now guarded the gold onboard for the trip to Nanaimo.

      The bright sunshine glinted on the water’s surface, presenting a sharp glare. So he stared at the back of Daisy’s head instead. This morning, her long, unbound hair glistened and swayed. He wanted to run a silky strand through his fingers yet restrained himself.

      Why pretend she’d ever be more than a temporary wife?

      She’d fallen asleep in the cabin almost immediately after reaching the fort two nights back. He’d slumbered a few hours then had left with six of the captain’s most trustworthy men, returning to the caves with a cart to collect not only the gold but Nyx and McKay under Hatchett and Mutton’s guard. Once they’d loaded the gold, the entire crew hustled back to Fort Ashe last evening.

      All the while he’d thought about Daisy and what their future held now that they had the Poet’s treasure. He was trying not to dwell on the risks that still lay ahead, but worry nagged him, nonetheless.

      On the positive side, she’d soon have enough money to start her sewing business. She’d be self-sufficient and wouldn’t need a man. She could wed for love. Wasn’t that what she’d wanted all along? Had she reached the same conclusion—that an annulment made the most sense for them both?

      Except, he’d fallen in love with his provisional bride. Thoughts of letting her go ripped at his insides more with every passing day. Was there a way to stay married and not suffocate her with his angst and overbearing tendencies?

      If honest with himself, he knew that was how he’d pushed Bridget away. He’d suffocated her with his worry and fears. At the time he hadn’t realized his hovering and anxiety had ruined their courtship. But now he could see that was why she’d turned unhappy and distant.

      He didn’t want that to happen with Daisy.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder, raising her voice over the noisy furnace competing for attention. “Where should we sit?”

      “Wherever you like. Shade, if possible.” A sharp breeze brought a salty whiff of air in their direction and cooled his brow.

      “Good choice.” She rolled up the sleeves of her worn dress, the rip at the neckline freshly mended.

      Finally, someone removed the barrier at the end of the gangway, and they shuffled onto the steamer. Daisy led the way to the hurricane deck in the shade beneath the pilothouse.

      “I believe there’s room for Hatchett on this bench if he joins us.” Daisy sat on the narrow perch. After straightening her skirts, she placed Elizabeth Barret Browning’s book of poetry in her lap. The trapper had told her to keep it, believing the Poet would want her to have the book with the clue. She wedged her basket of beads between her moccasins. “Where is our friend, anyway?”

      “Hard telling. Haven’t seen him all morning.” Seth lowered the saddlebags to the ground near his feet, settled on the seat beside her, and stretched his legs. He’d not mind sleeping for most of the ride back to Nanaimo. However, the seagulls’ incessant squawking had to stop first.

      “Are you certain he’s boarding? Isn’t it closer for him to take his canoe back home?”

      “You’d think so, though I’m starting to wonder if Hatchett trusts me.”

      She gave a tilt to her head. “Why?”

      “He’s not returning home without his new gun.”

      Daisy laughed. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      Mutton rounded the nearest corner, plopped in front of Daisy, and peered up at her.

      She patted his furry head. “Good morning, my friend.”

      A moment later Hatchett came around the corner too, running his hand down his long beard. His cap rode low, and the buttons on his red flannel shirt strained over his girth. “Reckoned if I just followed Mutton, he’d lead me to you since it appears you’re his new favorite person.”

      “Have a seat.” Daisy smiled and gestured to the bench.

      Hatchett shook his head. “Just came to tell you what the captain said. He says the going rate for gold is approximately thirty-seven dollars an ounce.”

      The bounty now rested in the captain’s strong box. They’d also discovered another small key underneath all the gold. Seth hesitated to speculate about what it opened since the last key had stirred up a heap of trouble.

      They’d reach Nanaimo tonight, and in the morning, he’d accompany the treasure to Victoria, the headquarters for all gold-related activity. There, he’d have the gold weighed and receive the compensating banknotes. “My best guess is it weighs north of thirty pounds.”

      Daisy lightly touched Seth’s sleeve. “Can you perform the arithmetic in your head for us?”

      A moment passed as he calculated twice to confirm the accuracy. “Just shy of twenty-two thousand dollars.”

      Daisy reached a trembling hand for her necklace.

      Hatchett whistled. “That’s a bona fide boon.”

      Hatchett lingered a few minutes longer, assuring Seth that Nyx and McKay were being held in the ship’s brig and would be taken to Victoria too. Then the trapper wandered off toward the stern. Mutton hesitated but a moment before scampering after Hatchett.

      Was the treasure hunt chaos finally over or would Mr. Mann from Victoria still try to lay claim? Or would others come forward, stating the gold rightfully belonged to them? Seth hadn’t the answers but knew he’d rest easier once everything was settled.

      The wind gusted, and Daisy drew her hair behind her ears. “Before you give me a farthing, make sure there’s enough for all the needs in Nanaimo.”

      “There’s plenty for everyone, even you.” He smiled, appreciating her generous heart. A scrape marred her cheek, a blaring reminder of all she’d faced. “I want to apologize for how hard our journey has been, and I haven’t helped matters, overreacting now and again.”

      “It’s all right, and we have a chest of gold to show for our efforts.”

      He rubbed his hand over his forehead. “I wish it weren’t so, but sometimes I think if I try hard enough, I can keep the people I care about safe.”

      Except for the rumbling of the steamer’s engine, quiet settled around them. She’d tilted her head as if contemplating his admission. “I suppose we all try to protect ourselves and others. It’s how God made us.”

      She shifted, knocking her book to the floor. A paper slipped out, flittered in the breeze, and he corralled the scrap on the deck with his foot.

      “What’s this?” He retrieved the page. “Husband-requirement List.”

      “That’s mine.”

      “I figured.” He knew he shouldn’t read it, that it wasn’t his business. But curiosity got the better of him, and he perused the scribbled words on a tattered half sheet.

      
        
        1.     Not prone to arguments.

        2.    Kindhearted.

        3.    Churchgoer.

        4.    Never leaves me.

        5.    Supports my dream to open a business one day.

        6.    Has similar goals.

        7.    Defends me.

        8.    Never lies.

        9.    Likes me for me.

        10.  Romantic.

      

      

      Seth barely had time to comprehend the last couple before she grabbed the paper from his hand.

      “Aye, that’s quite the list.” Who could ever live up to everything she’d recorded? Sure, he could tick off a few of the qualifications he met, though not everything, especially not all the time.

      She stuffed the sheet back into her book. “I was planning to revise it, but I didn’t have a pencil.”

      If Daisy amended it, would she make it even more stringent? Even if she didn’t, she was clearly looking for an ideal husband. And that was the opposite of him. “You’re searching for the perfect man, and I wish you luck finding him.”

      Daisy pressed the book against her chest. “Maybe I’ve already located him.”

      Was she referring to him? “Really? Not according to your ridiculous list.”

      “It’s not ridiculous.” Hurt wove through her words. “It’s helped me to wait for the right man and to be cautious. If not for my list, I wouldn’t have waded through all my other suitors and arrived here with you.”

      “How many suitors did you wade through?”

      She shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “Aye. I think it does.”

      She hesitated. “I believe about ten.”

      He couldn’t hold back a scoff. Ten suitors? He’d wondered why she hadn’t yet married. And now he knew. No one would ever be good enough for Daisy.

      He pushed up from the bench, suddenly restless, the pressure building in his chest.

      “Let’s not argue.” Her wide eyes seemed to plead with him. “Can’t we discuss this like two sensible friends?”

      Friends. That’s all they were.

      “Maybe later. For now, I need some time to think privately.” He left her on the bench and tried to recall what he’d read, though her requirements jumbled together. Aye, he wasn’t romantic and was prone to arguments. Two strikes against him. Soon, he’d leave for Ireland, possibly for good. Strike three.

      Almost physically, he felt her slipping away. But wasn’t that what he’d decided, to keep their relationship temporary?

      The route south hugged the shoreline. For the duration of the trip, Seth kept himself busy so that he didn’t have to think about his conversation with Daisy, although the pain in his chest wouldn’t let him forget.

      Darkness had fallen by the time they neared the dock in Nanaimo. He finally searched for Daisy, finding her where he’d left her. Lightning flashed, capturing her in its glow. The musky, fresh scent of rain hung in the air, and an overcast sky hid the stars and moon.

      A pain thumped in his head though it paled compared to the ache in his heart as he sat beside her on the bench. He searched for the right words to end his marriage. Was there such a thing?

      She set aside the garment she’d been mending by lantern light, and her shoulder brushed his.

      An overwhelming need to wrap her in his arms filled him. Instead, he resisted the urge, knowing he had to keep his distance from her. “I need to talk to you about something, and I’m unsure where to start.”

      “Always, at the beginning.”

      “Yet, in this instance, the ending is more appropriate.”

      Her head tilted. “Blurt what’s on your mind. Whatever it is, I’m ready.”

      But was he? “Until lately, we both wanted the annulment, but I allowed my feelings for you to cloud my judgment on our journey.”

      Rain began to fall, pinging against the metal and tin of the roof above them.

      His heartbeat quickened, pounding faster than the precipitation. “I’m not the man you want, nor am I good for you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      One of her stipulations stood out above the others—someone who’d defend her like a treasure chest of gold, his interpretation, not hers. How many times had he failed her on their journey? Far too often.

      She shifted so that she was facing him, her expression earnest. “I’ve changed since I wrote the list.” Her warm, delicious chocolate brown eyes held him in her grasp. “In fact, I was even thinking about throwing the list away.”

      Even if she tossed it aside, he’d still know all the things she’d wanted. Truthfully, even without her list, he’d fall short, wouldn’t he?

      He shook his head. “My past still haunts me, and until I move beyond it, you’re better off without me.”

      “Am I?” Her face had flushed, and her breaths shortened.

      “Aye, you deserve a better man than me.” A hard knot formed in his stomach. He still wasn’t ready for marriage to Daisy, or anyone, for now.

      As the rain began to increase in tempo, he retrieved the saddlebags from the deck, standing and hoisting them onto his shoulders. “We’ll soon dock, and I’ll have Hatchett walk you home. The Butterwicks keep a key in the flowerpot by the back door.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes, and pain lined her features. “Is this it then?”

      One of them had to keep a calm, sensible head. “Aye,” he whispered, then he strode away, his heavy heart slowing his gait.

      Why did he always injure the people he loved most?

       

      *****

      Daisy swallowed her tears.

      A steady rain fell as Hatchett assisted her down the large, narrow platform bridging the boat and the dock. Mutton trotted alongside her, nuzzling her hand from time to time, as if he knew her heart was breaking.

      Soon, they rounded the corner of the Bastion, tall and mighty, even in the darkness. Music tinkled from a nearby tavern with lights blazing. The other establishments had closed for the evening.

      Neither of them spoke. Not about the rainstorm. Not about the treasure. And certainly not about Seth. She pointed toward the side wall at the corner of the dry goods shop to reach the back entrance.

      No lantern light shone from the surveying window next door. Where was Seth? Had he gone straight to Theo’s to tell him about the gold? Would they talk about her?

      A miserable lump rose in Daisy’s throat, and she wanted to kick herself for allowing her husband-requirement list to fall from her book. A colossal mistake. But why hadn’t Seth given her two minutes to explain herself?

      Instead, he’d gotten angry and tossed her aside like Papa and Christopher had done.

      Daisy stopped walking. She’d created the list keep herself from falling for the wrong man. Even though she was hesitant to admit it, maybe Seth was the wrong man for her. And maybe her list had protected her exactly as she’d intended it.

      “Coming, Daisy?” Hatchett called from ahead of her. “The storm is turning uglier.”

      Lightning streaked through the night sky as they continued. Finally, when they reached the back entrance of the shop, Hatchett paused. “Don’t fret over Seth. He’ll come around.”

      “I’m not so sure.” With a forced smile, she retrieved the key, gave him a wave, and slipped inside. She tiptoed toward the staircase as quietly as possible. A heavy blend of tobacco and coffee beans filled the air. She gently placed her foot on the bottom rung, eager to reach her bedroom undetected. The board creaked.

      Of course it did.

      The door to her landlords’ residence flew open inches from Daisy. “Oh, it’s you.” Mr. Butterwick stood barefooted in a gentleman’s mid-shin-length nightshirt. “Welcome back, Miss Harper. I mean, Mrs. Ryann.”

      Daisy pressed the book of poetry against her chest. “Hello, sir.”

      “Did you find a treasure?”

      “Who is it, love?” Mrs. Butterwick called, shoving past her husband in the doorway. A white, no-frill nightcap rode her head, and a matching ankle-length nightgown covered her form. Three simple buttons graced her neckline, more for function than flair.

      “You’re back.” Her landlady offered a partial hug. The gesture reminded her of Mum, exactly what Daisy needed on a night that had given her little world a strong boot in the backside.

      Mrs. Butterwick straightened. “You’re all wet, child. Care to go upstairs and change?”

      Daisy hadn’t a clean dress left to claim. “That’s a good idea.”

      “Wait,” Mr. Butterwick said, “did you and Seth find the treasure?”

      Daisy sighed. The gold had lost its shimmer.

      “Yes. It’s on a naval steamer in the dock.” She offered a weak smile and placed her foot on the step again. “There’s plenty of money for Nanaimo and then some.”

      Mrs. Butterwick pressed her fist against her chest. “Isn’t Seth lovely, dearie?”

      One tear accidentally slid down Daisy’s cheek, and she brushed it aside with her sleeve. “Very lovely.” Her voice squeaked as she kept her eyes pinned on the dark staircase.

      “I see something troubles you.” Mrs. Butterwick gently patted Daisy’s shoulder. “Would you care to talk about it tonight or in the morning?”

      It crossed Daisy’s mind to wallow in self-pity for a month or two, but that wouldn’t do her a speck of good. “Thank you, and I choose in the forenoon, Mrs. Butterwick.”

      “Perfect.”

      Mr. Butterwick lit her a lantern, then she wished them goodnight, climbed to her room, and deposited everything she held onto the bureau. When she sat on the bed, the coils complained, as did her broken heart. Worst of all, her soul hurt.

      She removed her necklace, then the temporary wedding ring from the yarn. A piece of metal designed to hold equipment together, not a marriage. She brought it to her lips and kissed the simple band.

      The undeniable truth was that she loved Seth. She slipped the ring on her finger, intending to remove it before anyone noticed. For now, in the bedroom’s secrecy, she was still Mrs. Seth Ryann.

      Inklings of her love had arisen beforehand—when he’d picked her the beautiful wildflowers, patiently taught her to ride Link, and given her the much-needed moccasins. Yet throughout their journey, she wouldn’t have recognized love if Cupid handed her an arrow.

      Now it was too late for love. She’d made a mess of their relationship, and he didn’t want her anymore.

      Thunder crashed beyond the wind, and rain pelted the pane.

      She lay back on the bed and drew her knees to her chest. Not since leaving Manchester had she felt this alone. How had she turned into someone two pincushions shy of becoming just like her mother—a married woman whose husband no longer wanted her?
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      Please be Seth.

      Daisy tossed the tangled coverings aside, scurried barefoot to the door, and threw it open.

      Mrs. Butterwick, in her pinned-up hair and drab dress, held tarts on two china plates, white with gold rims. “Good morning.”

      When Daisy’s knees buckled, she tightened her hold on the latch to prevent an embarrassing stumble. How quickly she’d forgotten their appointment.

      She accepted the plate, knowing sweets couldn’t fix her bruised heart, only patch it for a minute or two, at best. The scent alone smelled divine. “Please come in. However, there must be a mound of sewing downstairs waiting for me. I’ll have to hurry.”

      “Poppycock. Tomorrow is quick enough, the day after that, or whenever it suits.” Mrs. Butterwick moved to the rocking chair and eased onto the pretty needlepoint seat. “I see you’re still wearing your makeshift wedding ring. I wonder if Seth plans to purchase a proper band while in Victoria.”

      Why had she fallen asleep with the ring on her finger? She knew why—her heart still belonged to Seth. “He will not.”

      Daisy perched on the bed, not wanting to spill on the coverlet, and glanced at the pink ribbon from her ceremony, now tied into a bow around the post. Memories of their wedding flooded her—the guests, the vows, and the special Irish hand-tying.

      She helped herself to a big bite of tart, chewed, and swallowed.

      Mrs. Butterwick toyed with the charming circular brooch on her bodice, a white cupid on a black background and bordered with ruby-red glass beads. A nice dash of color for a change. “Perhaps Seth has simply not mentioned his intention and hopes to surprise you.”

      Daisy preferred not to discuss the topic of wedding rings now or maybe ever. But she couldn’t easily shoo her landlady back out the door. Or could she?

      No, never. “We’re proceeding with . . . an annulment.”

      Mrs. Butterwick sampled her dessert, rocking in the chair and creaking the floorboards. “I’d hoped your temporary marriage would bloom into something permanent.”

      “At first, we viewed our marriage as short-term. Then things started to change. Or at least they did for me, and I think him too.”

      Mrs. Butterwick nodded. “I’m sure they did for him too.”

      Daisy licked her finger to capture a crumb on her plate. “Seth has many qualities I adore. He’s brave and kind, not to mention strong and all-around amazing. It’s impossible to say what I love most about him.”

      Love. How casually she’d tossed out the powerful word, yet the ease didn’t diminish the truth.

      Mrs. Butterwick furrowed her forehead. “Forgive my denseness, but I’m confused. If you care about each other, then why aren’t you staying married?”

      How could Daisy explain the heart of their troubles when she lacked a complete understanding? “I have this . . . it’s a list of sorts. I started it on the bride ship, and there are traits I desire in a husband. Seth found it yesterday, and it angered him.”

      The chair stopped rocking, and Mrs. Butterwick leaned forward. “How exactly does Seth fall short in your eyes?”

      The words fall short sounded tremendously severe. She’d never meant to make him feel bad. But maybe that was exactly what she’d done. After all, he’d told her she deserved someone better suited for her than him.

      She stood and placed her plate on the bureau, no longer hungry, and leaned against the chest of drawers. “It’s shameful, really, how I hurt his feelings with my list.”

      Mrs. Butterwick’s brow rose. “For example, what’s one of the items?”

      “Someone who likes me for me. Seth deems me a damsel in distress, needing constant rescue, and I’m not. I’m independent and require a husband who appreciates the woman I am.” Although there had been a time when he’d told her not to change, that he liked her for who she was, hadn’t he?

      Her stomach twisted. Did she like him for who he was, even when they spat?

      “I see.” Mrs. Butterwick leaned back, helping herself to another bite. “What else?”

      “We also have different goals.”

      “For your marriage? Does he not want children?”

      Had she and Seth discussed starting a family one day? For all she knew, he wanted nothing to do with youngsters. “I’m unsure. However, I assumed I’d marry a shop owner or someone similar. My dream is to open a sewing or dress business of my own one day. In my mind, it seemed worthwhile to have similar interests with my husband.”

      “A perfectly reasonable desire. However, couldn’t a couple work independently in their different pursuits and still enjoy a loving marriage?”

      “I believe so.”

      Mrs. Butterwick set her empty plate on the nearby table. “To clarify, you love Seth.”

      “Oh, yes. He’s a wonderful man, but I fear our slapdash wedding hasn’t done us any favors. Maybe if we’d known each other longer, we’d have a better chance at a lasting marriage.”

      “Kaine and I courted for years, yet we’ve faced our share of hardships since we wed. God never blessed us with children.”

      Daisy clutched the strings of her necklace. “I’m sorry.”

      “Also, we both believe we’re right nine days out of ten. In full confession, ten out of ten.”

      “My parents constantly clashed, sometimes very badly.”

      “Relationships aren’t easy, especially marriages. You must fight for them, put the other person before yourself.” Mrs. Butterwick stared out the window at the blue skies. “After Kaine and I argue, we usually kiss and mend fences. That part is rather nice, actually.”

      For once, Daisy lacked a response.

      Her landlady didn’t appear to notice and continued. “Because we’re human, we’re imperfect. We argue, forgive, and try to do better the next day. That’s the bottom line.”

      Had she truly forgiven Seth for the argument on the beach? What about Papa? Had she forgiven him for leaving? If she didn’t, how could she do better the next day? “You’ve given me much to ponder.”

      Mrs. Butterwick smiled. “Despite my occasional dispute with Kaine, there’s not a single bee in my bonnet regarding my marriage. Though Kaine snores, and I complain about it, I just give him a good nudge, and he rolls over and stops. Beastly problem abated until the next time.”

      Daisy moved to the bedpost and wrapped her arms around the pole holding the pink ribbon. “I realize compromise is important, even though I occasionally, or usually, forget.”

      Mrs. Butterwick’s pretty gray eyes filled with understanding. “My marriage certainly requires a heavy dose. It’s not always rainbows and roses with Kaine and me or other married couples.”

      Seth had accused her of looking for the perfect man. Maybe she had been and maybe she needed to accept that perfection didn’t make a marriage last. Instead, it required hard work, forgiveness, and a commitment to keep loving the other person.

      “I suspect I know why you created your list, Daisy.”

      Was it blatantly obvious? “You do?”

      “Sure, dearie. From where I’m standing, it’s as clear as the wedding ring on your finger. It’s to gain what you want most in this world, and you know what that is.”

      Daisy ran her finger around her improvised wedding ring, digging deeper for the truth. “My heart can’t bear for another man to leave me, and my ridiculous list is my armor.”

      “That’s correct. You want to control your life and make it perfect, but only God and heaven are perfect. And remember, it would be awful dull if we were all without flaws, wouldn’t it?”

      “You’re very wise, Mrs. Butterwick, and I won’t disregard what you’ve told me.” Daisy stepped forward for a quick embrace. “Yet, I’m unsure how to resolve the issues between Seth and me.”

      Mrs. Butterwick leaned back in her chair. “For starters, why not hold a heart-to-heart with him? According to Kaine, there’s a departure delay due to mechanical difficulties with the steamer this morning.

      A small thread of hope began to weave through her. “Maybe I can catch him.”

      “I’m hoping you can.”

       

      *****

       

      Seth paced the dock. How had he ruined the best thing in his life?

      His boots slapped the wooden planks, echoing his frustration. The dock was perched on a row of high stilts and the steamboat sat at the far end with a brig and a schooner nearby.

      A furnace issue had suspended the steamer’s departure to Victoria.

      Earlier, he’d stopped by Mr. Winslow’s home, and no one had been there. Theo hadn’t been at the church or the only restaurant in town either. He and Mr. Winslow, his landlord, were most likely visiting a parishioner but which one? Seth wasn’t about to knock on every door in Nanaimo.

      Last night, instead of visiting Theo, he’d gone back to his room behind the surveyor’s office and chosen to sit alone in the dark, trying to make sense of his life—a useless endeavor. Finally, he’d drifted into a fitful sleep.

      Seabirds cried, circling the harbor, and he considered weeping with them. Instead, he took a deep breath, inhaling the aroma from the nearby smokehouse, a blend of burning wood and beef.

      The image of Daisy’s sad face on the steamer refused to fade. He’d never wanted to hurt her, yet he had.

      “Are you daft?” A loud, familiar voice bellowed from the shore, and he turned to find Theo approaching, clutching Mr. Winslow’s arm, the mighty Bastion rising behind them.

      Seth started toward the two. “Top of the day, to you, Theo. Mr. Winslow.”

      As Seth stepped from the dock, the older gentleman, a former officer in the Queen’s Navy, bowed slightly. “Welcome back to town, Seth. Excuse me, please. I have a newspaper to read and a shade tree waiting.” As he turned to leave, the breeze tossed his silver hair and flapped his shirt sleeves.

      Seth latched onto his brother’s elbow. “Let’s walk.”

      Theo didn’t move. Instead, he crossed his arms in a stubborn line. “Did Kaine feed me foolishness for breakfast regarding your marriage or not?”

      No wonder he’d not found Theo. His brother had been milling about town listening to all the latest gossip. Most likely, he also knew about the gold by now.

      “Yes, I’m daft. But before you judge me too harshly, don’t forget that Daisy and I agreed to an annulment at the start of our marriage.”

      “That was before she fell in love with you.”

      Seth’s eyebrows shot upward. “Where’d you get a notion like that?”

      Theo was scowling. “Daisy told Isabel, who informed Kaine. He passed me the news and the griddle cakes at the same time. And yet . . . yet, you still seek an annulment. What’s wrong with you?”

      Seth glanced at an approaching fisherman, hoping he hadn’t overheard them. Then again, since everyone else in town already knew his business, what would it matter?

      A strange thudding started in his chest. Did Daisy honestly love him? But what about her list? “Maybe she thinks she loves me or maybe she truly does, but I’m not the man she desires as a forever husband. I don’t match her specific requirements and can’t keep her safe.”

      “What requirements?”

      Seth bent and scooped up a palm-sized rock from the sand then tossed it in the strait. “It’s not important.”

      “Apparently, it is, or you’d still be with Daisy. I took you for the type of man who went after what he wanted. What do you wish for more than marriage to her?”

      The truth was, he wanted Daisy more than anything. More than a teaching position. More than returning to his childhood home. Even more than being with Theo. “You don’t understand.”

      “Explain it to me.” Theo started forward along the shore, and Seth steered their path.

      “She’s concocted a special list of qualities she deems important in her ideal husband, which I can’t fulfill. Mainly because I’m a fool and never keep anyone I love safe.”

      “God is in control, not you and me. We make our best decisions, but what happens is ultimately up to Him.”

      “That’s easy to forget, at least for me.” Would he feel less alone in his struggles if he hadn’t shut down his daily prayers?

      They paused halfway to the wharf next to the mine, the operation humming and clanging a steady rhythm in Nanaimo. “How did Daisy respond when you confessed your love to her?”

      Seth’s stomach muscles tightened. “I never . . . actually spoke those words aloud.”

      “But you do, right?” Theo nodded in an enthusiastic, persuasive manner. “You love Daisy.”

      “Aye, I love her. But I always seem to be falling short.”

      “I know you think you’ve fallen short with me at times. But the truth is, I don’t need you to survive. If God calls you home tomorrow, what happens to me? Do I also perish?”

      “Of course not. But you have your struggles with your vision.”

      “Which I live with admirably, if I say so myself.” Theo rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “Did you know I partially accepted this missionary role to escape all the clucking and fussing from you and Mother? Then you insisted on accompanying me.”

      “Mother told me you desired my company and what a godsend I’d be if I joined you.”

      “As I recall, I chose to travel independently to prove I had the skill. But Mother claimed you insisted on tagging along.”

      He probably had demanded to accompany Theo to the Island. He couldn’t imagine his brother moving halfway around the world and starting a new life alone, especially in his condition.

      Had he smothered and overprotected Theo the same way he had Bridget and now Daisy?

      A steamboat whistle tooted a quick, powerful blast, announcing its upcoming arrival and startling two red-throated loons swooping near the shore.

      Theo stared unseeingly at the strait. “I wish Father was here. Maybe he’d talk some sense into you.”

      Seth drew a shaky breath and hung his head, suddenly too heavy to hold upright. “I don’t know how to forgive myself for Father’s death.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.” Theo jerked backward. “I’m to blame for the fire.”

      “No, I’m at fault. I should have taken you to school that day. But no, I had to have my fun at the dance, instead of adhering to what Father requested.

      Theo shook his head. “I was the one reading in front of the fireplace, fell asleep, and must have dropped the pages close to the flames. Next thing I knew, I was coughing, and Father was hauling me outside.”

      Seth inhaled, letting the salty air settle inside him. Theo had caused the fire? “Why am I hearing this now?”

      “I assumed you knew.”

      He knew nothing of the sort. “Do you have any idea why Father went back into the house after he brought you out?”

      Theo shook his head.

      They remained quiet for long moments, the soft rhythm of the waves the only sound.

      Seth didn’t quite know what to think of his brother’s revelation. Clearly, they’d both been holding onto guilt, guilt that neither one of them deserved to bear. “Are you at peace with the past?”

      Theo nodded. “I went to seminary in search of answers and found a slew. God has a plan and a purpose for me despite my failings. What I learned boils down to this—I either live in my strife or become who He created me to be. I chose the latter.”

      What if he dared to follow his brother’s example? Even if he attempted to do so, he’d undoubtedly misstep plenty. “It’s not that simple.”

      “You don’t have to keep everyone safe all the time, Seth.” Theo’s voice carried compassion. “Doing so won’t bring Father back.”

      Was Theo right? Was that what he’d been trying to do? Was it finally time to let go of the past, of his guilt, and of everything weighing him down so that he could learn to love Daisy the right way?

      Though Seth had always considered his brother wise, Theo had reached a new level of genius, not that he’d tell him.

      Theo slapped his back. “Now that we have that settled, it’s time for you to go win back your lassie.”

      “Is it now?”

      “Aye, and I have a plan for exactly how you’re going to do it.”

      Seth’s brow rose high. “Why would I take marriage advice from a bachelor?”

      “Because I have your best interest at heart. Plus, I’m planning to wed soon and know a little something about love.”

      The hope inside Seth began to pulse harder. If Daisy truly loved him the way Theo claimed, was it possible to make things right between them? There was only one way to learn the answer. He had to find his wife and find her fast.
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      Daisy stood over the Butterwicks’ burn pile on the other side of the alley, holding her fiery husband-requirement list pinched between her thumb and forefinger. She dropped the singed paper at the last possible second and watched it drift to the bottom of the barrel. A sooty scent rose into the air.

      Mrs. Butterwick was right. Daisy didn’t need written guidelines or a perfect man—only Seth. But first, she had to catch him.

      With her heart in her throat, she picked up her book of poetry from the grass, darted back across the alley, around the dry goods store, and to the front boardwalk. Please, God, let me reach the boat in time.

      If she told Seth she loved him, would he change his mind about annulment, husband lists, and his overly cautious tendencies? Maybe or maybe not, though they needed a conversation on the topic posthaste.

      If he forgave her and offered her another chance, they’d have plenty to discuss about the future. How would their marriage work since they both wanted different things? She had no idea, but together they’d find the answers.

      Daisy picked up her pace, her moccasins hardly leaving a sound as she rushed along. Only two others lingered on Commercial Street—a fellow arguing with a stubborn mule and a woman carrying a child on her hip. And a man stepping out from the shadowy doorway of the bank only a few feet away.

      He spread his feet as though blocking her path.

      She came to an abrupt halt and took him in from his grime-splattered boots to his expensive black three-piece suit to his smoothly shaved face with long blond sideburns and the beaver skin top hat. He had the air of a gentleman to be sure.

      When she moved right, he sidestepped to stop her progress. Her next attempt followed the same pattern. She’d hadn’t the time or desire to continue their encounter. “Excuse me, sir. I’m in a hurry.”

      “Are you the bride-ship seamstress who works for the Butterwicks?” he asked cordially.

      “I am.” She halted her efforts to pass him. “Are you looking to hire a seamstress?”

      “No. But I would like to thank you for finding my treasure. The town buzzes with the news this morning.”

      “Your treasure, sir?” What could he possibly mean?

      “Yes, I’m Mr. Mann. And Isaac Sayles’s treasure belongs to me.”

      Mr. Mann? Was this the same gentleman Willow had warned her about? The one who’d given her and Caleb so much trouble?

      She stood taller, indignation pulsing through her for her friend and for Isaac who apparently was still in a coma. “I don’t believe it’s your treasure. It belongs to Nanaimo.”

      “I won it in a fair game of cards.”

      “It’s my understanding you took advantage of Isaac Sayles.”

      “And it’s my understanding that you’re friends with my former maid, Willow Rhodes, the very same maid who worked to foil me from getting what is rightfully mine.” Before Daisy could respond, he gripped her elbow and propelled her toward a hedge of red mulberry bushes in front of a two-story residence.

      She wiggled to free herself, but his hold refused to yield, and she only managed to drop her book.

      Mr. Mann seemed like the type who hated losing anything—arguments with a woman, card games, or a treasure chest of gold—even though it didn’t properly belong to him.

      “Release me, or you’ll regret it.” Her words sounded surprisingly bold based on her spinning stomach.

      He halted and then spun her roughly. “Here’s what’s going to happen. You and I will board the ship. Then you’ll explain to the captain how your thieving friend Willow stole my key and handed it to you. Any reasonable person will understand your attempt to hoodwink me and the law.”

      She angled her head, finding it difficult to follow his logic. “You may have possessed the key at one point. But it never belonged to you, only to Isaac.”

      “Since I rightfully won it, it’s mine, and that’s final.”

      Daisy put her weight into the effort and jabbed her elbow into his gut.

      He inhaled sharply, and his grip loosened enough for her to jerk free. She didn’t wait for his next move and instead turned to flee.

      There, only a dozen paces away, Seth was racing toward her, his handsome face tight with determination, his jaw tensed, and his eyes narrowed. “If you don’t leave her alone, I’ll shoot you twice.”

      Daisy’s heart lurched with a need for him that almost sent her to her knees. How had she ever believed she desired any other man except him? No, he wasn’t perfect. But he was truly perfect for her. Why had it taken her so long to see that?

      He aimed his gun at Mann. “I’ll shoot you once in the head, then in the heart.”

      As she stumbled to a stop in front of Seth, he steered her behind him, putting himself between her and her threat. Theo and Mr. Winslow stood a short distance away, as did Hatchett and Mutton. In the next instant, Mr. and Mrs. Butterwick exited their establishment and stepped into the street.

      Mr. Mann shook his head. “Everything is not as it appears.”

      A muscle in Seth’s cheek pulsed. With his eyes and gun still targeting the man, he reached back and touched Daisy’s hand. “I know you want me to stop asking you this, but are you all right?”

      She squeezed his hand in return. “Yes, and you may ask me a million more times.” She knew her statement was a little exuberant for the occasion. But she had to convince him to stay in town long enough to hear how she really felt about him and about them.

      Mr. Mann motioned toward Daisy. “This woman, Miss Daisy Harper⁠—”

      “Ryann,” Daisy and Seth said simultaneously.

      Her heart swelled, hope rippling inside her. More than anything, she wanted to apologize to Seth for being careless with his heart. She’d happily spend a fortnight begging him to give her a second—or third, fourth, or fifth—chance. Whatever it took to salvage their marriage.

      “I care nothing about her name.” Mr. Mann drew a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dabbed at his neck and upper lip. “All I care about is my treasure.”

      “Your treasure?” Captain Jacoby pushed through the growing crowd.

      Mr. Mann puffed out his chest. “Once again, I won the key and map fair and square. Henceforth, the gold is mine.”

      “Where’s the proof?” the captain asked. “It’s your word against a man in a coma, as I understand it.”

      Mr. Mann lifted his chin, his bearing proud, almost arrogant. “I wasn’t the one to attack Isaac Sayles if that’s what you’re implying.”

      The captain removed his hat, nodded to Daisy, and returned his attention to Mr. Mann. “Two others claimed the gold belonged to them, and one confessed to the crime of harming Isaac.”

      A smile curved Mr. Mann’s lips but didn’t reach his eyes. “There, you see. I’m innocent.”

      Seth returned his weapon to his holster, withdrew two papers from his trouser pocket, and then unfolded one. “I stopped by the bank earlier. The Poet left behind a lockbox.”

      Daisy inched around Seth and glanced at the paper. Was that what the little key at the bottom of the treasure chest had been for? The lockbox at the bank?

      “Wait!” a voice called from the back of the cluster.  Finley Ainsworth, garbed in a pair of Levi’s and a wide-brimmed hat, shoved his way forward until he stood beside Seth. He gripped a fishing pole. “Seth, I already inquired at the bank if the Poet had a lockbox and was told he did not.”

      “It was under the Poet’s real first and middle names, Paul Harrison. The new banker didn’t know that detail, and that’s how I tracked it today.”

      With his forefinger, the attorney shoved his spectacles up his nose. “That’s excellent news.”

      Seth cleared his throat. “The following is the Poet’s last will.”

      “‘I, Paul Harrison Sayles, better known as the Poet, bequeath my worldly goods, including my treasure, to my only living relative, Isaac Sayles. Should he pass from this life before the treasure surfaces, the gold is to serve good, not evil. Seth Ryann may divide the funds as he sees fit. Should Virgil Nyx or Lefty McKay state my claim belongs to them, I have a list of ten witnesses on a second piece of paper who will swear that’s not the God-honest truth. – The Poet’”

      A buzz rose among the gathering crowd as Seth passed the papers to Finley.

      “Mr. Mann.” Finley raised his chin to address the out-of-towner. “I’ve been told you obtained Isaac’s key in an underhanded and unethical manner.”

      Mann gripped his jacket lapels. “That’s simply incorrect.”

      The wind tottered Finley’s hat, and he slapped his free hand on the top of his headwear before replying. “The boots on my feet are mine unless you can prove they are not. The same principle applies to the key. What proof do you have that it isn’t?”

      Nobody spoke. Finally, Mr. Mann scoffed and began to stalk away, the crowd widening for his passage. Then he turned around and shouted, “This isn’t the end, and expect to hear from my attorney posthaste,” before continuing down the puddle-ridden road.

      Finley nodded. “That’ll be fine.”

      Daisy retrieved the book of poetry and returned to Seth’s side. His blue eyes caught hers, releasing a colony of butterflies to flap inside her chest. Even now, after everything they’d experienced together, just looking into his eyes still reduced her into a giddy, swoony young woman in love.

      “Top of the day to you,” she whispered.

      “And to you.” Seth offered his elbow. “Care to stroll?”

      “I’d like nothing more.” She clasped his arm, savoring his nearness. “Thanks for offering to shoot Mr. Mann twice on my behalf.”

      “I understand you appreciate a man who defends you.”

      “That’s true, though I burned my husband-requirement list this morning.” She brushed the book’s damp cover against her skirt. “I need to tell you something else important, though somewhere more private.”

      Theo, Hatchett, Finley, and the Butterwicks still stood in the street, talking and glancing at her and Seth. Not that she blamed them, for they had a strong interest in the ongoing saga of their marriage. But they’d have to wait for an update.

      This moment belonged to her and Seth.

      “Let’s move away from prying eyes and ears.” Seth led her across the street toward the clumps of daisies gracing the front of the bakery. He paused to pick a bunch, keeping one stem for himself, and handing her a fragrant bouquet. His gift was as sweet as a peppermint stick, but why had he kept one flower?

      Odd, but who was she to find fault?

      They reached his surveying office, and he opened the front door. Inside, he motioned toward a leather upholstered wing chair before the large window, and she sat. Drafting materials spilled across a round oak table, and two wooden chairs in the corner were the only other furnishings. An oddly shaped surveying apparatus, roughly five feet tall, leaned against the back wall, and someone had nailed a penciled map beside the equipment.

      A musty scent loitered as if fresh air hadn’t filtered through the room in ages—probably not during the entire time they’d been gone. The entrance of the long hallway leading to Seth’s living quarters drew her attention. Memories flooded back, starting with the moment they met, then wed after nothing more than a “How do you do?”

      Like a nitwit, she’d fought their marriage until yesterday, making one mistake after another. Now, she’d try her best to remain Mrs. Seth Ryann forever.

      Daisy placed her bouquet on the floor next to her chair.

      He hitched his hip on the table’s edge, the flower still in his hand. In silence, he alternated his words with each petal plucked. “She loves me. She loves me not.”

      The dainty blossoms floated to the wooden floor.

      The romance of the moment, Seth determining if she returned his affection by playing a whimsical game, fulfilled her dreamy, romantic wishes. It took all her strength not to interrupt by shouting the answer he sought.

      Even if the petal-picking outcome ended less than perfectly, they’d survive. The result had no bearing on their happiness Still, she wouldn’t mind if the flower game finished in her favor.

      Before removing the last bloom, Seth paused, drawing out his final determination. He whispered, “She loves me.”

      Daisy blinked a half-dozen times, so stirred by his wooing. Then she fumbled, opening the book in her lap to the “Forty-Third” poem.

      
        
        
        “How do I love thee? Let me count the ways

        I love thee to the depth and breadth and height

        My soul can reach.”

      

      

      

      In two steps he stood before her and framed her cheeks with his big hands, halting the rest of her recitation. He searched her face. “Do you truly love me?”

      As she stood, the book clunked to the floor. “I love you with my whole heart.”

      His eyes fluttered shut, and he leaned forward to press his forehead against hers. “Are you sure?”

      “After talking with Mrs. Butterwick, I realized my list was a means to protect myself. I apologize for making you feel unworthy. You’re not. You’re more wonderful than any measly husband list.”

      Seth gathered her hands. “I’m ready to change more than a mite, and I’ll try to stop controlling everyone and everything. I aim to pray more, maybe talk to God about my fears.”

      She squeezed his fingers. “I’d be glad to listen, as well.”

      Seth bent and touched his lips to hers, a lightness that was sweeter than anything she’d ever known. Countless more kisses throughout their lifetime were far too few for Daisy’s taste.

      He shifted back and smiled. “On the day we met, I started to fall in love with your spunk and determination. And little by little I fell in love with the rest of you.”

      Her heart skipped two beats, possibly more. “On the day we met, I did admire your lovely curls and sparkly eyes. But I never expected you’d be more than my temporary husband. However, I know my home is with you, and I’ll gladly move to Ireland.”

      Emotions flitted over his face until he regained control. “Thank you, but I’d like to stay in Nanaimo for now. We’ll get your sewing business up and running.”

      The magnitude of his gesture settled inside her, and she swayed. That he’d sacrifice his dreams for her was unexpected and something she’d never forget. “What about Theo? Is it safe for him to travel alone?”

      “He insists I stay with you, and he’s asking Mr. Winslow to accompany him to Dublin.”

      A happy little thrill skipped around inside Daisy. “If we weren’t already married, I’d propose.”

      “If we weren’t already married, I’d race you to the altar today. Now. This instant.”

      He kissed her again, this time his mouth hard and passionate, his lips branding hers. Yes, she belonged to Seth. And he belonged to her. They’d face many more difficult days, hopefully not quite as dangerous as the ones they’d already endured. But together, they’d continue to grow and persevere and come out stronger.

      When the kiss ended, another started. This time, his lips promised a forever kind of love. His thumb wandered over her jawline, melting her so that even her toes tingled with warmth. Love had stirred up all her emotions, and she didn’t want to cry, but happy tears disobeyed her wishes.

      Voices at the window drew their attention, and she turned to find their friends gathered and clapping. With her back against Seth’s chest and his arms circling her waist, she joined in the applause. As she raised her chin to catch his eye, he lowered his head, and they bumped into each other.

      “Uh-oh.” She smiled. “Nobody’s perfect.”

      “I suppose not. But mercy, you’re close.”
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      The paint took its merry time to dry in the September air.

      With the wet paintbrush still in her hand, Daisy backed up a pace to admire the new sign for her seamstress shop. It sat propped against the front steps of the vacated, two-story home they’d recently purchased tiptop on a hill in Nanaimo.

      Twin pillars bordered the doorway, and a small cupula claimed space on the roof. The structure resembled a box with four windows, two up and two down. Out-of-control flowers, shrubs, and trees grew wild on the property, reminding Daisy of their treasure hunt.

      The prior owners had left the home in disrepair. But Seth, Kaine, and Finley had proven themselves handy with all the necessary tools. Slowly, the structure transformed on the inside and out over the summer.

      A lot like Seth and her.

      Sure, they argued now and again. But Daisy never forgot Mrs. Butterwick’s sage advice—strive to be selfless, and kissing afterward helped a person forget what riled them in the first place.

      The house offered ample space for the sewing business downstairs and living quarters. They’d even set aside a room upstairs for Mum. After the treasure hunt, the first item Daisy had purchased was Mum’s ticket for her ship passage to Vancouver Island.

      Lord willing, they’d lay eyes on each other by Christmas.

      The happy thought kept Daisy awake at night. She had so much to tell Mum—so many stories, so many blessings, so many ideas for the future.

      That same day Daisy had purchased the ticket, Seth had treated her to the fanciest restaurant in Victoria. They’d even ordered two slices of iced chocolate cake that melted in their mouths. Afterward, he marched her straight to a store that sold rings and told her to select her favorite of the two available. They’d even called on Juliet for a brief visit, since Daisy longed to reunite and introduce Seth to her dear friend.

      Daisy reached for her red yarn necklace and sighed. All the original items remained except for the makeshift ring, which Seth needed to repair his broken thingamajig.

      The clang and bang of hammers filled the air which had turned crisp. Community members, including Seth, toiled to rebuild the church and homes that had burned in last spring’s fire. The money from the sale of the gold had blessed the community tenfold.

      Plus, Hatchett bought his top-of-the-line gun.

      She and Seth had kept only a little for themselves, just enough to purchase the home that now stood before her. After all, he had a well-paying job as a surveyor, receiving a hefty salary increase after he told his supervisor his plans to remain in Nanaimo.

      Daisy angled her head, perusing her artwork, then added more yellow paint to her sign and deposited the brush in the grass. Though imperfect, she liked what she’d created, a charming advertisement for her new business. Satisfied, she applauded.

      “Daisy, why are you clapping?”

      She turned toward Isaac, who was a stone’s throw from her and lounging in the shade of a giant oak with his friend Jonas from Salt Spring Island. “I’m happy with the sign I made.”

      Garbed in a brilliant blue shirt and grass-green trousers, Isaac raised his glass. “I’m happy with this lemonade. It’s mighty delicious.”

      Her heart squeezed. Isaac had already thanked her a dozen times for helping to find the treasure. He truly was one of the kindest and most gentlehearted men she’d ever met. “You’re welcome. Would either of you care for more?”

      Jonas, more slender and younger than Isaac, shook his head. His dark clothing nearly matched his hair and skin. “We’re fine and much obliged, Mrs. Ryann.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Isaac had recovered from his coma shortly after she and Seth returned from the treasure hunt. Two prominent facial scars were a constant reminder of his cruel beating.

      Since Theo had left for Dublin last week, Isaac was now their most frequent houseguest. He even liked Daisy’s pies, burnt crust and all. Anyway, he claimed he did.

      Jonas was a sea-faring man who knew Caleb and Willow. He brought Daisy a bushel of apples from their farm and warm greetings. One day soon, she and Seth planned to visit the couple.

      Seth climbed the hill toward their home, carrying something covered in burlap, a mystery item. What she identified was how his shirt and trousers clung to his form. And how his curls danced in the wind. Likewise, her stomach did a little jig of its own.

      Unless senility set in one day, she’d never tire of staring at her husband. She waved to him. “What are you bringing home?”

      “A surprise.”

      These days, she adored surprises, unlike on the treasure hunt. Finley had contacted several men who vouched for the legitimacy of the boundary markers of the Poet’s claim. And Mathias Mann’s assertion that the gold belonged to him failed in the courts, the news delighting the residents of Nanaimo.

      Seth, standing before her, lowered the bundle to the grass. “What do you think it is?”

      “Hmm . . . another treasure chest?”

      “No, ma’am. Take a peek.”

      Jonas and Isaac, with a pronounced limp, drew closer.

      Daisy tugged off the covering and gasped. The sun beamed on a shiny black Wheeler & Wilson sewing machine. “Goodness gracious.”

      “I ordered it from Kaine, and it arrived today. I thought you should have it before your business opens on Monday. Do you like it?”

      “Like it? I love it. It’s the peachiest thing I’ve ever seen.” She threw herself into his arms, and he spun her in a circle, her skirts and hair flying in the breeze. When he stopped twirling, she slid down the front of Seth’s firm body, warmth sparking inside her. On her tiptoes, she raised her chin for a kiss of gratitude.

      Passion swam in his eyes as he leaned forward.

      Shivers shimmied over Daisy’s skin, not uncommon whenever her husband touched her hair, lips, and skin. Well, anywhere. What started as a quick little kiss blossomed until Isaac or Jonas coughed.

      Even though her lips longed to linger, she stepped out of her husband’s embrace. They were outside and had an audience, for goodness’ sake. Daisy brushed down her dress. “I think it’s best if we a . . . if I umm . . . postpone my appreciation.”

      Smiling, no doubt at her embarrassment, Seth cocked his brow. “I may be wrong, but I don’t believe there’s a law in Nanaimo against kissing in polite society. Right, fellas?”

      Isaac scratched his head. “I don’t think so.”

      Jonas grinned broadly, his eyes filling with mirth. “Though I’m not from these parts, me neither.” He pointed at Daisy’s signboard. “Why’d you paint a flower and a bumble bee on there?”

      “That’s a good question. The bumble bee stands for my mum, her name is Beatrice, and people call her Bea. The flower represents me. The words in the middle state ‘Bea and Daisy’s Sewing Shop.’”

      Isaac applauded, and she sure liked that about him. “That’s nice. Right, Seth?”

      “Aye.” He draped his arm over her shoulders, and his thumb slowly rode her collarbone.

      A delightful buzz hummed inside Daisy as she wrapped her arm around her husband’s waist. Sometimes, er, almost all the time, she preferred to have him within arm’s length.

      Jonas tugged Isaac’s arm. “We should be on our way, Isaac. I ought to return home, and you’ll want dinner soon.”

      Isaac rubbed his belly. “Isabel promised me chicken soup and apple pie tonight. She’s such a good neighbor to me in Nanaimo. And cook. Just like Daisy.”

      She snorted.

      After a round of farewells, their two friends strolled down the hill toward the water, the fiery red sun westward bound. The hammering grew fainter by the minute. Soon, everyone would return home for the evening. It hadn’t taken long for Daisy to fall in love with Nanaimo.

      She sighed and rested her head on Seth’s shoulder. Never had she felt such peace and contentment. “This is nice, isn’t it?”

      “Aye.” He kissed her head. “Why don’t I carry in the sewing machine and your paint supplies? We’ll let your sign dry overnight, and I’ll hang it in the morning.”

      “After the Literary Institute meeting.”

      “Naturally.”

      One by one, her dreams had started to come true. She blinked back a tear. “First, I have a question for you?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I don’t recall you ever telling me your father’s first name. What was it?”

      “Why do you ask?”

      She squirmed out of his clutch to better gaze at her husband. “Why can’t you give me a simple answer? Humor me.”

      “Shane.”

      “Lovely, and your mother is Anne, correct?”

      His eyebrow spiked. “What are you up to, Daisy? Do you plan to paint a second sign in honor of my parents? If so, where in the world would you hang such a thing?”

      She raised her palms to the sky. “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps over the baby’s cradle.”

      In a heartbeat, Seth grabbed her elbow. “You’re not having a wee one.”

      “Are you disagreeing with me?”

      “Are you with child?”

      She grinned. “I believe I am. Since your parents aren’t with us on the island, we’ll name our son Shane. If it’s a girl, we’ll christen her Anne unless you dislike my notion.”

      This time when Seth kissed her, she didn’t care who noticed. Her heart nearly burst with gratitude.

      The autumn leaves rustled, almost as if God whispered, “You’re welcome, Daisy.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading His Treasured Bride. Don’t miss Finally His Bride by Jody Hedlund, the first Bride Ships: New Voyages novel.
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        A new world. A new hope. An unexpected love. What life awaits these brides?

      

      

      With the cotton mills closed and hunger rampant in Manchester, England, Willow Rhodes’s family encourages her to join the bride ship bound for the Pacific Northwest, where she is assured of employment. Willow agrees to go with the hope that eventually she can save enough money for her family to join her.

      Rebellious knuckle-boxing champion Caleb Edwards loves Willow more than life itself. But Willow has been adamant that she sees him as a friend and nothing more. Unable to watch her sail away, Caleb uses his prize money to pay for passage to Vancouver Island to be with Willow.

      After arriving, Willow finds work as a maid and Caleb is a farmhand on the same property. As Caleb struggles to keep his feelings for Willow from growing, he’ll do anything for her, even take the blame for a theft to keep her safe. As the crime catches up to them, they’re forced to make choices that could finally rip them apart forever.

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a sneak peek . . .

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Finally His Bride

          

          BRIDE SHIPS: NEW VOYAGES | BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Manchester, England

        September 1862

      

      

      “You have to go, Willow.” Dad’s voice was low and pleading. “We wouldn’t ask this of you if there was any other way.”

      Willow Rhodes tried to draw a breath into her rapidly constricting airways. She sat with her head bent and elbows on her knees, but instead of the position helping her, she only seemed to gasp more.

      Her mum rubbed her back. “It really is the best plan, poppet.”

      “The only plan,” Dad mumbled, drumming his thumbs on the table across from her.

      Willow sucked in air, needing to push down the rising panic. As the oldest of five daughters, she knew she had to be the one to save her family from their desperate situation, but this . . .? Go on a bride ship halfway around the world? She couldn’t.

      “I’ll do it.” Briar spoke up from the edge of the bed where she, Fern, and Clover were perched, watching the unfolding drama in their one-room flat, their pretty heart-shaped faces, dainty chins, and high cheekbones characteristic of all the Rhodes women. Briar shared brown eyes and darker auburn hair with Fern, taking after their dad. But Willow and Clover had the same blue eyes and reddish-blond hair as their mum . . . and so did Sage.

      Smart, capable, and pretty Sage. Mum and Dad would never consider sending their most responsible daughter away. Besides, Sage would be married soon enough to David who worked in the catgut factory and hadn’t been affected by the lack of cotton that had closed the mills.

      Briar stood, her wooden clogs slapping against the thin floorboards, her faded skirt having been washed so many times it was as gray as the Manchester sky. “If Willow doesn’t want to go, then I’ll happily take her place.”

      “You’re too young, luv.” Dad ran his fingers through what was left of his thin hair. His shoulders were boney, and his clothes hung on his frame too loosely. Long gone was the robust, sun-tanned, muscular man who’d once spent his every waking moment farming.

      “I’m almost seventeen.” Briar stood as tall as she could, but even holding her head high, she was still shorter than Fern and Clover. “I heard Miss Rye isn’t particular about the age.”

      “I’m particular.” Dad pushed back from the table, but before he could stand, he burst into a cough—a deep, hacking cough that had grown worse over the summer and didn’t appear to be getting any better with the coming of the cooler autumn days.

      No one would say the words white lung disease. But everyone knew that’s what afflicted him after the past fifteen years of working in the cotton mill as a mule spinner, making sure the threads didn’t get caught or tangled as they wound around the many spools. He’d inhaled the humid air full of cotton dust for so many years, his lungs were irreparably damaged.

      Willow’s own breathing problems were probably related to the mill too. She hadn’t worked there as long as her dad, but laboring ten-hour days for the past four years had taken a toll. It was one more reason her parents wanted her to leave Manchester, so that when the mills finally reopened, she wouldn’t be tempted to return and ruin her lungs even further.

      With the start of war in America, no one knew when cotton imports from the southern states would resume. Most speculated that the war wouldn’t last long, maybe would be over in a few months by the end of 1862 or early next year. Until then, without cotton, hundreds of thousands of mill workers in Manchester and Lancashire—Cottonopolis—were unemployed.

      Willow’s stomach grumbled, and she fisted her hand against it, trying to ease the ache. But the ache hadn’t gone away over the past couple of months since they’d had no income and no way to purchase food. They’d had to rely upon the charity groups who’d heard about the widespread unemployment and had come to Manchester to assist. But as well-meaning as the charities were—and she was grateful for them—the lines were long and the portions were never enough to truly satisfy.

      “Think about it, poppet.” Mum rubbed her back again and stared unseeingly out the lone high window of their ground floor home that showed only the narrow street that ran in front of their rowhouse. “You’ll get out of the city, get the fresh air you need, and have plenty of food.”

      Her mum was probably envisioning the borough where she’d grown up, the wide-open fields of rural Lancashire that they’d called home before being forced off the land through the enclosure laws.

      Mum’s face, like Dad’s, had grown pale and thin over the years of living in the dirty, overcrowded city where the coal smoke blasting from hundreds of factories cast a haze over the sky so that the sun was a rare sight.

      Mum had tried to bring the sunshine into their home by painting their walls and furniture yellow. The chairs, the table, the sideboard, the chest of drawers, and even the trunk at the end of the bed were all yellow. She’d painted every glass jar and bottle she could find yellow and had filled them with wildflowers she’d picked and dried whenever they ventured out of the city on holiday.

      Willow’s gaze touched on each bright spot in the home. The yellow had faded regardless of her mum’s efforts to wash and repaint and keep the color bright. Even pale, the yellow amidst the drabness of everything else had always reminded Willow of how hard her parents had worked to love her and her sisters and give them a good life in spite of the hardships.

      Was it her turn to do something good for them . . . no matter how difficult it would be? And it would be difficult. Willow didn’t understand why, but new instructions always took time for her to understand. She usually needed someone to explain the process a couple of times before learning how to do something. It had been the same with reading at the Ragged School. She’d always mixed up the letters and had to read the passage a couple of times before she understood it.

      Dad finished coughing and cleared his throat. “Miss Rye says that as a domestic in the colony, you’ll have a free place to stay. In no time, you’ll have enough to cover the passage for your sisters. Yeah?”

      “And you and Mum.”

      With drawn brows, Dad shared a glance with Mum.

      “Send both Willow and me,” Briar insisted. “We’ll be able to save for everyone.”

      Dad shook his head, his eyes growing sad. “Miss Rye filled up the last of the spots.”

      “Then let me go since Willow isn’t sure⁠—”

      “No, Briar.” Willow stood. “If anyone is going, it’ll be me.”

      Her dad’s pallid face was turning splotchy red, likely in an effort to keep from hacking again. “I’d be the one to go ahead if I could.”

      Even in the dimness of the evening, Willow had no trouble viewing her dear family. They meant everything to her. And if her going would help them, how could she reject the plan? “Where is the ship heading?”

      “Vancouver Island.” Her dad spoke with forced enthusiasm. “I’m told it’s a twin sister to merry old England, that everyone who goes feels right at home.”

      “Right at home? Where?” The door opened to reveal Caleb. With the brim of his flat cap pulled low over his short dark hair, his face was shadowed, giving his scruffy facial hair a darker than usual tint. He carried his wool coat slung over his broad shoulders, revealing his suspenders and shirt stretched taut over his muscular frame.

      “Caleb.” Dad’s face lost some of the haggardness that seemed ever present. “Come in and help me convince Willow that she needs to leave.”

      Caleb halted a moment, as if Dad’s words had surprised him. Then he finished closing the door and at the same time removed his hat. His murky dark brown eyes searched the room until landing upon her. With one sweeping look, he took her in.

      She didn’t need to pretend with Caleb that she was okay. Even if she did, he’d see right through her acting. He always had. As her best friend for the past decade, he knew everything about her. Sometimes she felt that he knew her even better than she knew herself.

      One of his brows rose in a silent question, one that asked if she was okay.

      The tightness in her lungs eased just a little, and she nodded. Now that he was here, everything would be alright. Caleb would make it alright. That’s just the way he was.

      “When Dad was out looking for employment today, he met Miss Rye.” Willow lowered herself back to her chair, her legs suddenly weak. She wasn’t sure if it was from hunger or worry or both.

      Caleb didn’t speak. Instead, his intense gaze continued to scrutinize her, and he waited as patiently as always for her to finish speaking.

      Her dad nodded at her to continue, to go ahead and be the one to tell Caleb the news.

      She drew in another breath, this one deeper into her lungs. “Apparently Miss Rye is organizing a transport for a select group of mill workers to sail to one of the colonies where they’ll be employed in domestic service.”

      Caleb’s jaw flexed, bringing out the scar on his chin. A vein in his temple pulsed, highlighting the scar above his left eye. And his mouth flattened, revealing the tiny thin scar above his lip.

      Because of his scars and his brawny build, Caleb held an intimidating air. He was tough and sullen and gruff to most people. But with her and to his other friends, he was loyal and kind almost to a fault.

      What did he think of the news? “Dad and Mum want me to go so that I can save up money for everyone else to emigrate.”

      Caleb remained silent, stoic. Only his jaw ticced again. Was he opposed? Would he help her find a way to stay?

      She couldn’t tell what his was thinking. She’d tried many times. But he kept his emotions locked away and rarely revealed them.

      Dad stifled a cough then gave Caleb a pleading look. “Caleb and me, we talked about trying to find a way for Willow to emigrate just last week. Yeah?”

      “You did?” Willow directed her question at Caleb.

      He didn’t respond, but that was answer enough.

      “Why?” She couldn’t keep the hurt from her tone.

      Before Caleb could answer, her dad spoke again. “Now I’ve found a way for her to go on Miss Rye’s bride ship, the Robert Lowe, to Vancouver Island.”

      Caleb’s brow rose again. “Bride ship?”

      “Yes,” Dad replied. “Miss Rye sent another group of women on the Tynemouth several months ago, women from the London area. Now she’s organized a second group from among the unemployed mill workers of Manchester.”

      “Why not just provide transport for the women?” Caleb’s question contained a sharp edge. “Why call them bride ships?”

      All eyes turned to Dad. Of course, most people knew about the bride ships that had been sent out to other English colonies over the years, but why was Miss Rye sending them now? And why to Vancouver Island? Willow was as curious to know the answer as Caleb.

      Dad gave a shrug as though the answer didn’t really matter. “There are many more men in the colony than women. So the men there have asked for marriageable women to be sent.”

      Caleb’s forehead creased with a growing frown.

      “Miss Rye assured me the women aren’t required to get married, only that they’ll have plenty of opportunities to make good matches.”

      Caleb’s scowl remained firmly in place.

      Dad held Caleb’s gaze. “There aren’t many good men left here in Manchester for my Willow. You said so yourself, yeah?”

      Dad was right. She hadn’t met a man in Manchester that caught her fancy. Besides, the conditions in the city had been bleak even before all the layoffs. Housing was limited, the violence and vices on the streets were increasing, and disease often ran rampant. It wasn’t the ideal place for raising babies and young children.

      Obviously, Sage and David were planning to get married and live in Manchester. So it wasn’t impossible to find happiness in the slums. It just hadn’t happened for her.

      Caleb was shaking his head. “Willow can’t go marry a stranger.”

      “I don’t intend to marry a stranger.” In fact, if she hoped to save enough for her entire family to be able to emigrate, then she’d have to work for quite a while. “But maybe there I’ll have better luck in finding someone.”

      “Luck?” Caleb scoffed. “Luck has nothing to do with love.”

      “And who made you the expert in love?” She could feel her strength returning as it always did whenever she was with Caleb.

      “I know a bit more than you, that’s for certain.”

      “What? You think because you’ve been with half the girls in Manchester, that suddenly you know everything about relationships?”

      Caleb clamped his mouth into a stubborn line, one that said he refused to argue with her again about his being a rake. He’d already told her that he’d given up his womanizing ways, but she still heard rumors from time to time that made her wonder.

      Mum squeezed Willow’s shoulder. “If you’d just marry Caleb⁠—”

      “Mum, please.” Willow’s exasperation rose swiftly as it did every time anyone suggested that she and Caleb get married. “We’ve been over this a hundred times.”

      Her dad was looking between her and Caleb, his brows raised, as though giving them one last chance to admit that they’d secretly been pining after each other and wanted to get married.

      Caleb gave a curt shake of his head.

      But before he could protest, she said the familiar words. “We’re friends. And that’s all we’ll ever be.”

      “Friends can get married,” her mum retorted. “In fact, friendship makes a wonderful basis for a marriage.”

      “That might work for some people. But Caleb and I agree that our friendship is too important for us to risk ruining it.”

      There was also the tiny fact that Caleb had made it clear long ago that he didn’t have any intention of ever getting married, and she wanted to respect his wishes, especially because she knew how deeply he’d been affected by the way he’d seen his dad treat his mum. He’d only ever talked about his dad beating his mum once, but it had been enough to know Caleb had no desire to ever have a wife of his own. Or children.

      Her mum brushed back a loose strand of Willow’s hair. “You don’t have to ruin your friendship⁠—”

      “Caleb’s like my brother. And I’m like a sister to him. It just wouldn’t work, would be weird and awkward.”

      Silence settled around the flat that was growing darker by the minute. And since they had no money for fuel, they wouldn’t waste the precious little amount of coal and kerosene they had left. They were saving it for the colder and bleaker days to come.

      Caleb scraped his hands through his hair, his biceps bulging. He expelled a short huff then directed his brooding gaze to Dad. “When does this bride ship leave?”

      “The group is taking the train to London tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow?” Willow spoke the question at the same time as Caleb and with just as much surprise.

      Her dad nodded. “Tomorrow morning. Early.”

      “That’s so soon.” Willow’s airways began to constrict again.

      “Miss Rye has the three dozen women she needs.”

      Three dozen women? Would she know any of them? “I can’t possibly be ready to go by tomorrow.”

      “Why not?” Mum continued smooth Willow’s hair.

      She could list a hundred reasons, couldn’t she? “For one, I need time to say goodbye to everyone.” She took in her three youngest sisters, Briar having sat back down on the bed next to Fern and Clover. Their beautiful faces and eyes reflected their dismay at the unfolding plan.

      “No sense dragging out the goodbyes,” Dad said through a cough.

      She wanted to rattle off more excuses or at least discuss other solutions to their dilemma. But her lungs decided to stop cooperating at that moment, and she couldn’t draw in a breath, could only manage a wheeze.

      Caleb stalked across the room and was at her side and helping her to her feet before anyone else realized that she was having a breathing episode. His grip on her upper arm was firm and decisive, giving her no choice but to let him guide her to the door. As he led her out and up the short flight of steps, she wheezed in and out, consumed with the need for air.

      She didn’t want to admit it to anyone, but the worst part about leaving would be losing Caleb. After so many years of having him in her life and being best friends, how could she possibly live anywhere without him?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Patti

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jody Hedlund called and asked if I wanted to write a book for her bride-ship series, I had to pull my car into a parking lot to ensure I’d heard her correctly. Then, I contacted my literary agent at the time, who claimed the opportunity to work with Jody was priceless. I couldn’t have agreed more. And I still feel that way.

      The story idea I initially pitched to Sunrise Publishing was Love Comes Softly meets Indiana Jones. How fun to write about a treasure hunt, but I barely knew where to start. The most logical place was to read Jody’s four books in her original series. Then, I expanded my research to learning about historic treasure maps, the gold rush, the mountains of Vancouver Island, and life in 1863.

      Much to my surprise, my husband suggested we investigate first-hand, and we hopped on a Vancouver Island-bound plane. In Nanaimo, home to Daisy and Seth, we strode the streets they might have walked and gazed in awe at the towering mountains my hero and heroine also explored. The Nanaimo Historical Museum shaped and inspired my story, especially the native artifacts and fort relics. I captured a picture of my book’s setting when we strolled the historical downtown. The mighty Bastion impressed us both. Although city officials relocated it twice, it remains in the same general area as in 1863.

      Next, we cruised to Victoria, where the women on the bride ships first lived. A lengthy walking tour took us to Beacon Hill Park, the waterfront, and the earliest streets in the city. Our terrific guide offered pertinent tidbits about the capital city, and a few of his facts found their way into my story.

      His Treasured Bride was a treat to write and, at times, a challenge. I couldn’t have done it without the support of the following people:

      Jody, I could and should write an entire page instead of a paragraph to thank you properly. Bottom line—you are incredibly talented. You’ve taught me writing techniques, answered my many questions, helped me brainstorm whenever I got stuck, and stretched my skills in a dozen different ways. Now, I’m equipped to fly a little higher. What a privilege to call you my mentor and my friend.

      Susie, what a gift Sunrise is to new writers. When I left the brainstorming session at your house, I was overwhelmed by your welcome, warmth, and wisdom. If not for watching Mr. Malcolm’s List, I’d never have Daisy’s delightful husband-requirement list. Thank you, thank you!

      Lindsay, I appreciate you, your leadership, and your editing skills. I still remember many of your helpful comments and suggestions from the retreat. Also, you raised great points during the first round of edits, such as why Seth fell in love far too early. Thank you, Lindsay.

      Barbara, I appreciate your wonderful line edits. Hopefully, I’ve finally learned the difference between farther and further! Your sweet comments certainly made me smile.

      Rel and Sarah, thanks for your excellent support from start to finish.

      Steve, Kelli, Brian, Blake, Shannon, Charlie, Sawyer, Boone, and Archer–thanks for being the best family ever!

      Susan and Kaye, I love how you prayed with me to find the right mentor.
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      Thank you again for reading His Treasured Bride. We hope you enjoyed the story. If you did, would you be willing to do us a favor and leave a review? It doesn’t have to be long—just a few words to help other readers know what they’re getting. (But no spoilers! We don’t want to wreck the fun!) Thank you again for reading!

      We’d love to hear from you—not only about this story, but about any characters or stories you’d like to read in the future. Contact us at www.sunrisepublishing.com/contact.

      We also have a monthly update that contains sneak peeks, reviews, upcoming releases, and fun stuff for our reader friends. Sign up at www.sunrisepublishing.com or scan our QR code.
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      Jody Hedlund is the best-selling author of over fifty sweet historical romances and is the winner of numerous awards. She lives in central Michigan with her husband and is the mother of five wonderful children and five spoiled cats. When she’s not penning another of her page-turning stories, she loves to spend her time reading, especially when it also involves consuming coffee and chocolate.
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      Patti Stockdale is a historical romance author and freelance writer who lives in Wisconsin and creates tangled-up characters full of heart and hope. Patti married her high school sweetheart and has two kids and four grandsons. She loves traveling somewhere new, planting flowers, drinking tea, reading fiction, and dancing with her family when she’s not plotting stories.

      

      Visit her at www.pattistockdale.com.
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