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Chapter One

Finn Callaghan’s gut clenched and heaved from the pounding and swirling in his head. He gingerly opened his eyes and realized the swaying wasn’t in his head. The stench, creaks, and groans brought back a past he remembered in vivid detail. 

How did I get in the hold of a ship? 

Childhood memories of traveling with his family from Ireland to find a better life in America came rushing back. They had only enough funds to travel in the steerage. Nearly a hundred bodies crammed in the hull of the boat—all looking for a better life. His family survived the weeks of travel by rationing the food they’d brought with them and washed down with rain water caught in barrels on the deck. The buckets of water had been lowered down to them as if they were diseased. 

That happened twenty years ago but all the images, scents, and sounds bombarded him and he shivered. The past ten years working for the railroad he’d shoved those hardships to the back of his mind.  

Finn stared at the darkness. How the hell did he get from a saloon to the hold of a ship? He rubbed a hand over his aching head. He didn’t even drink anything to give him a headache.

A moan slithered through the darkness surrounding him. 

He wasn’t alone.  

Holding his breath he listened intently. There it was again, not as strong. 

“Hello? Who else is here?” 

A breathy gasp lingered in the air.

He’d been around long enough to know a female sound when he heard it. 

“I won’t hurt you.  If you’re able, speak up so I can find you and we can try to get out of here.” Once the sound of his voice died out, he strained to hear a voice or movement to judge if this woman was injured.

“Who are you?” asked a definitely feminine voice.

He smiled. His assumption had been right. He had a feeling she was one with more backbone than most men from the gumption in her tone. 

“Finn Callaghan. And you?”

“Why are you down here?”

He shook his head at her question and business-like tone. Pain slashed from his forehead to his neck.  Finn pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead and tried to collect his thoughts. She’d asked why he was down here. Hell if I know. 

“Last I remember I was at the Red Dog Saloon looking for workers for the Oregon Steam and Navigation Company.” He remembered the man behind the bar handing him a cup of coffee, he drank the hot drink, and everything else was blank. 

“Oh!” 

Rustling sounds to his left registered where she was. 

“You work for Mr. Ainsworth?”

Now he heard the breeding in her words. What was a woman of her class doing in the hold of a ship? 

“Aye, what do you know of Mr. Ainsworth?” 

“My father has used his transportation services and helped him with funding.” The rustling and the sound of her voice grew closer. 

“How did you get down here?” Finn stared in the direction of her approach, but he couldn’t see any better than if a sack were over his head. 

She huffed. “I followed my younger brother to the docks. My father is out of town, and I promised I’d keep an eye on Georgie.” 

He caught a floral scent as her voice stopped within arm’s reach. What he wouldn’t give for a lantern. The vessel lurched and her body plopped into his lap. Small hands pushed at his thighs as she righted herself. Even being groggy and hurt, he sprang to life when her hand grazed his crotch. He was, after all, a man, and when a female was this close and touching him where few touched, he couldn’t tamp the reaction. 

“I-I’m sorry.” 

The hint of embarrassment and perhaps the knowledge of what she’d touched put a smile on Finn’s lips. 

“Just don’t smack my head, it’s aching enough without more jostling.”

“Oh! Are you hurt? Is that how they put you down here?” 

The hands that had shoved off his thighs glided up his arm, his neck, and gently ran through his hair feeling his skull.

“Oh my! You have a rather large, wet bump on the back of your head.”

Her fingers skimmed across the ache taking with them a bit of the pain.

As much as he enjoyed her attention, they had to find a way out. 

“How did you end up here, and how long do you think we’ve been sailing?”

Her hands left his hair and she sighed. 

“Like I previously said, I followed Georgie to the docks. He has been gambling a lot. I wanted to find the people and tell them to not allow him in their games.”

Finn snorted. “If they were winning against your brother there is no way they’d quit allowing him in their games.”

A very feminine huff puffed warm air across his cheek.

“I discovered that knowledge when I confronted the men. Then my brother had the gall to tell them to take me to pay his debt.” 

Her tone confused Finn. She didn’t sound frightened or appalled, she sounded angry.  “Why would he tell them to take you?”

Another huff of air teased his shaggy hair.

“Because I’m older and have shown interest in the family business. Father threatens Georgie all the time that if he doesn’t straighten up, I’ll inherit everything. If I die or disappear, Georgie would get everything.”

The matter-of-fact statement of her brother wishing her dead stunned Finn. “You’re taking this pretty well. I don’t think I’d be as level-headed if my brother wanted me dead.”

“I’ve grown up knowing he resented me, and as we became adults, hated me.” She sighed. “He’s my only sibling, and I would change places with him if I could, but it didn’t happen that way. All he has to do is quit womanizing and gambling and Father would hand the company over to Georgie, but he doesn’t want to give up the women and cards. So, I believe he doesn’t want the company, only the money. And once Father learns of this stunt, he will make sure Georgie never gets another penny from the business.” 

Finn stared in the dark trying to see this woman. She must be an uncomely spinster to have such a detached outlook on her family and her life.

“How will your father learn of this stunt if you’re sold or whatever these people had in mind?”

Her silence was the first sign she realized how dire her situation. 

She cleared her voice, but he heard the tightness of fear as she said, “My driver will go home when I don’t return to the carriage and send a telegraph to my father that I entered the dock area and didn’t return. I’m sure he’ll get the police involved and I will be rescued.”

“Lady—what’s your name?”

“Prudence Hawthorne.”

“Miss Hawthorne…” Her father loaned Ainsworth money. “Are you Archibald Hawthorne’s daughter?” If she was the daughter of one of the richest bankers in the area, he knew how much her brother had to gain by getting rid of her. 

“You know my father?”

“I haven’t met him, but I know who he is. Anyone who does business in Portland knows who Archibald Hawthorne is.” With this new information, Finn’s head started pounding anew. He had the wealthiest man in the state’s daughter sitting beside him. If he returned her to him, he’d, no doubt, be rewarded. This information doubled his determination to get both of them out of here. He enjoyed working for the OSNC but he would rather be his own boss. There was a good chance getting Miss Hawthorne back to her father would put him closer to his dream. 

“How long have we been moving?” They had to get off this ship before they were too far out to sea.

“I would guess a couple hours. But it hasn’t been smooth. I think we’re traveling along the coast.”

He found himself straining to see her in the darkness. He’d never met a woman who proved so knowledgeable of water navigation. “How do you figure that?”

“We’ve traveled by ship to San Francisco and the Orient several times and you can tell when the ship moves out of the river and into the open ocean. This is the movement of a coastal voyage.”

“I hope you’re right. It will make getting you back to your father easier.” Finn pushed his back against the brace behind him and shoved to his feet. 


Chapter Two

Prudence raised her chin, looking up even though she couldn’t see the man she was incarcerated with. But she heard his deep voice drift upward, suggesting he had stood. The swaying of the vessel would make walking around hard without something to hold onto.  She reached up, clasped his tree-like legs, and slowly pulled herself to her feet. She’d lost all dignity when the two men had shoved her to the floor and rolled her up in a carpet. She hadn’t let Mr. Callaghan know how much it hurt to have the last thing she saw be the gloating and greed in her brother’s eyes. 

She had always felt the animosity from her brother, but until today, she had not realized how deep it was etched into his being. 

“Watch where you put your hands. That’s the second time since meeting you that you’ve touched where only a prostitute or a wife should touch.” 

Heat scorched up her neck and blazed her cheeks. She couldn’t even squeak out an apology, for mortification had frozen her movement.

“Let me help.” Large hands wrapped around her upper arms, drawing her to her feet. She could feel his breath flutter across the top of her head.

“You’re a little thing. Whatever gave you the idea you could go to the docks alone?” 

His comment fortified her with the anger she needed to get out of this predicament. “You believe because I’m a small woman I cannot handle myself. You think I need a big strong man to help me. I’ve been in the worst parts of the city helping those less fortunate and have come across many unsavory people, but I have always kept my wits and returned home unscathed. I do not need a man to keep me safe.”

Mr. Callaghan made a noise she could have sworn was a groan. 

“Miss Hawthorne, I’m not sayin’ you can’t handle yourself. I’m only offering to partner with you to get us both out of this mess. After we get away from this boat you can do whatever you please.” His hand moved up her arm to her neck and felt along the neckline. 

“What are you doing?” She pushed his hand away before he touched her inappropriately.

“Checkin’ to see if you’re a white ribbon lady.”

“You mean a suffragette?”

“That sounds like the word.”

“I do not adhere to all their principles, but I do believe a woman can hold the same job as a man when it does not involve physical strength.” 

 “Then let me do what a man does best. Use my strength to get us out of here.” He grasped her hand and started moving. She realized he had his other hand on the wall of the ship.  “Did you overhear anything that might work in our favor?”

“I believe this ship is picking up more cargo before it heads out to sea.” The firm grip and warmth of his hand started a tingle up her arm. She’d held hands with men before but something about his man and his manner warmed her chest and settled a smile on her lips.
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