
  
  
Will uncovering the truth set them free
or destroy what they hold most dear?


Wisconsin, 1930—With her health in shambles and her archaeological career on the line, Cora Davis retreats to Crow’s Nest and the home of her great aunt to heal. She doesn’t think much of the missing memories from between the earthquake that caused her dizzy spells and her trip home. Until she begins remembering the danger that sent her fleeing her last dig and the person responsible.
After a decade as a ranch hand, Silas Ward returned to Crow’s Nest to provide for the women in his life. That same protective instinct propels him to Cora’s aid. But when finances dwindle, the lies and greed of others threaten to ruin his family. Unless Silas can walk the thin line of compromise. A choice that might cost him Cora’s affection.
As winter’s chill threatens, will Crow’s Nest prove a refuge, or will both Cora and Silas have no choice but to sacrifice their chance at happiness to save those they love?

Welcome to Crow’s Nest,
where danger and romance meet at the water’s edge.


Refuge for the Archaeologist is the second book in the Harbored in Crow’s Nest series.
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Chapter One


Tuesday, September 16, 1930
Crow’s Nest, Wisconsin

Silas Ward hefted the newly built end table from the bed of his pickup. The solid piece of furniture had turned out well. Hopefully, Rose Wittlebush, the town’s honorary grandmother, would like it, . 
Thick heat pressed on his shoulders, causing sweat to trickle down his back. Though he was dressed in a simple cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled up, his suspenders created wet strips down his torso. Even the lake breeze was absent today.
Setting the end table down on the porch, he propped open the screen door with his hip and rapped on the wooden frame. The outgoing octogenarian lived in a farmhouse overlooking Lake Michigan. White railings, which could use a fresh coat of paint, surrounded the deep, wrap-around front porch. He mentally added it to his list of things to do before another Wisconsin winter chipped them even more.
Imagining the older lady’s surprise, he pulled off the Stetson he wore despite the rolling farmland surrounding his hometown, not the rugged ranch land out west. Rose Wittlebush deserved every ounce of gallantry his father taught him, especially after losing both her seamstress shop and her assistant earlier this year. Widowed now for a decade, she had no family left, and he couldn’t help but look out for her, same as his own mom. It’s what neighbors did here in Crow’s Nest.
He knocked again, and scuffling sounds came from behind the closed door, as if people were scrambling. Not the image that came to mind when he considered the white-haired lady who lived alone. Concern nipped at him like a cattle dog. He rapped harder.
More scrambling sounds, then a thump and a cry.
“Mrs. Wittlebush!” He jiggled the doorknob. Locked. She never locked it. “It’s Silas Ward. Can you answer the door?”
He put his ear to the smooth plane of wood. He could barely hear through it and didn’t like the hushed, hurried voices coming from inside. Rose had company. Not the good kind, considering she hadn’t yet come to the door or assured him she was fine.
“Rose Wittlebush!” Another thirty seconds and he’d find an alternate entry point.
The door disappeared from in front of his face.
“Thank heavens.” Mrs. Wittlebush grabbed his wrist with strong fingers and dragged him inside. A vinegary smell wrapped around him. Was she pickling vegetables today? “We need your help.”
“I really don’t.” This frustrated statement came from a woman sitting on her haunches in the middle of Mrs. Whittlebush’s front room. She had black curly hair—not tight corkscrews, but close—and the mass hung around her down-turned face like lamb’s wool. From what he could tell from her hunched position, she was tall and slender. The deep olive brown of her arms stark against her white blouse, yet blending with her serviceable forest-green skirt.
He tossed his Stetson on the coat rack and bumped the front door closed with the heel of his boot. “What can I do?”
“Lift Cora to the couch.” Mrs. Whittlebush gave his shoulder a firm shove.
The other woman—Cora—sighed as she grabbed a mass of curls away from her face, turning toward him. Her eyes were as blue as a mountain lake. He instinctively moved a step in front of Mrs. Whittlebush. Until he knew who this Cora was, he wouldn’t let the older woman out of his sight. The danger she’d faced early this summer was enough for a lifetime. He wouldn’t let Mrs. Whittlebush get caught up in any more.
“I just need a minute, and I’ll be fine.” Cora gave a smile, but her eyes seemed unfocused. It was a look he’d occasionally encountered from the ranch hands he used to work with—especially after they’d been thrown from a horse—but never in a lady.
Not that he’d ever seen this Cora around Crow’s Nest before—and in such a small town, identifying strangers was easy—but Mrs. Whittlebush was known for her hospitality regardless of a person’s background. What was it about the older women in this town taking in strays? He didn’t know, but the last stranger to make herself at home in Crow’s Nest nearly got herself killed, along with Silas’s friend, David Martins. Speaking of Martins, Silas made a second mental note to mention Cora’s arrival to David’s uncle, Detective O’Connor.
“Water. That will help.” Mrs. Whittlebush patted Silas’s arm, then dashed for the kitchen as fast as her Mary Janes could carry her. 
Time for answers.
As soon as Mrs. Whittlebush’s steps faded, Silas crouched in front of Cora, one arm on his knee. “She can’t hear you, so tell me the truth. Who are you really and what’s going on?”
Her eyes narrowed at his command, then she cocked her head. “You said your name was Silas? You help her a lot, don’t you?”
Not what he expected her to say, nor had he expected the gentle tone with which she spoke, as if Rose Wittlebush was this stranger’s closest friend and simply saying her name required careful handling.
Cora squeezed his worked-roughened hand with fingers just as callused, and it touched something deep inside. “Thank you.”
Two words that held a world of meaning he’d need a week to decipher. It set him off-kilter.
She offered a tired smile and clamped a hand on his shoulder, sending a protective streak shooting through him, then pushed to her feet. “Best not worry her more if I can help it.” But she swayed as she stood upright.
Silas caught her elbow and led her straight to the couch. “Maybe I should take you to a doctor.”
She waved him away as she sank to the sturdy cushions. “You’re as bad as Tante.” Another faded smile. “I’ll be fine. And here she comes with water. Just what I need.”
Tante? He squeezed his hand into a fist. Tante meant aunt and Mrs. Whittlebush had no family. What was this Cora woman up to? He refused to let the widow get taken advantage of—not on his watch. She’d lost too much already, and Silas owed her for taking care of his own family while he was out West.
“You need more than water, child.” Mrs. Whittlebush handed the glass to Cora, then wiped her hands on the blue apron that covered her yellow house dress. As a seamstress, vibrant color always surrounded her. “Now put your feet up, and I’ll tuck this blanket around you.”
Silas leaned against the bookcase set against the north wall as Cora’s cheeks grew a shade darker. Mrs. Whittlebush could be a fussbudget, but not a soul in Crow’s Nest minded because she was always the one who turned up when a person needed help the most. But who helped her—besides David Martins and himself? Martins’s grandmother and Silas’s mother were Mrs. Whittlebush’s closest friends. Could they know this Cora?
“Silas, dear.” The older woman turned a cheery smile on him. “What brought you to my home today?”
The end table! “I brought you that furniture piece you commissioned last week.”
“It’s ready?” She followed him to the front door.
“Of course.” It was the least he could do after the June tornado destroyed her business. He lifted the end table and carried it inside, only to catch Cora watching him before she glanced away. He had the strangest urge to show her just how strong he could be. Ridiculous. He had nothing to prove.
Mrs. Whittlebush squealed as if she were a little girl and he had brought her penny candy. “Silas, it’s just what I imagined.” She ran her hand over the piece. “Dark wood. Smooth lines. Oh Silas, you do wonderful work.”
His turn to feel heat rising in his face. He shot a look at Cora. She was watching Mrs. Whittlebush with an expression of pure pleasure. Mrs. Whittlebush. Not him. Embarrassment turned the heat rising on his neck into a furnace. Thankfully, Mrs. Whittlebush waved him into motion.
“Carry it to the studio, would you?” She led the way through double doors to what used to be an unused formal room of sorts. Over the past few months, he’d helped her recreate a seamstress showroom with cushioned chairs for guests, a grand mirror, and a clean fireplace for winter. He set the table between the chairs, where he knew she intended it to go.
“Looks about finished.” He looped his thumbs in his suspenders before remembering how damp his shirt had become. He quickly removed them, subtly wiping his hands down his pant legs. “We’re going to be hard pressed to get customers to leave.”
Instead of replying, she looked toward the stranger they’d left in the other room.
“Who is she, Mrs. Whittlebush?” He lowered his voice so it wouldn’t carry.
“Cora Davis, a skilled archaeologist.” Pride rang through her words.
“And?” Silas pressed. “Who is she to you?”
Her fingers wrapped themselves in her apron, and she bit her bottom lip as if fighting the urge to say more.
Silas wrapped an arm around Mrs. Whittlebush’s well-cushioned shoulders, her gray hair barely reaching him mid-chest. “You can tell me.”
“I have never wanted to tell someone the truth more than I do right now.” She looked up at him, tears shimmering in her brown eyes. “But it is not my secret to tell.”
His mind whirled with possibilities. Cora couldn’t be a long-lost daughter. She appeared too young. Niece perhaps, since she called Mrs. Whittlebush Tante? But he hadn’t heard the older lady speak of any siblings or extended family. No one came to help when she broke her ankle the summer before he went out West. Nor did anyone call while he took his turn beside her sickbed when she was laid up with influenza last winter, not long after his return to Crow’s Nest. What game was Cora Davis playing?
Then again, why assume the worst? While the woman David’s grandmother took in had brought danger with her, Martins had fallen in love with her—against Silas’s advice. In the end, David and Adaleigh’s situation turned out okay, but no way could lightning strike twice. Right? A deep frown pulled the muscles in his cheeks.
This Cora Davis better not be a con artist or a hobo planning to swindle a sweet old lady. He wouldn’t stand for that, no matter how she tugged at his sympathies. He crossed his arms, letting his muscles bulge as he met Mrs. Whittlebush’s gaze. “Do you feel safe with her?”
Mrs. Whittlebush laughed. “You fret too much.”
“She’s a stranger to me, Mrs. Whittlebush. I care about what happens to you.”
“I know you do, Silas.” She wove her arm around his waist as if he were a little boy and she wanted to be sure he listened to her words. “She’s not a stranger to me.”
Not a strange—
“Everything okay?” Cora gripped the doorframe as if holding herself upright. A fierce light in her eyes had him relaxing his posture so she didn’t assume him to be the threat. Protector, yes, but not a danger unless she meant to harm Mrs. Whittlebush. She quirked her eyebrow and Silas took her measure. 
She was as lithe as he’d guessed, like a strong, sinewy tree. Her skin was somehow pale as well as tanned and weathered. This woman spent long days in the sun. How unusual. He shook his head, pinning down his curiosity. Now wasn’t the time for that.
“Please tell him, my dear,” Mrs. Whittlebush pleaded with Cora. Clutching Silas’s elbow, she pulled him closer to the woman.
“Tante.” Her Ts came out sharp, almost as if she lapsed into German, though she looked about as opposite a German woman as any he’d ever met. 
Again, inquisitiveness rose against his better judgment, and it irritated him.
“Do it for me.” Mrs. Whittlebush left Silas’s side to cross the room and press her hands to Cora’s cheeks. “I need someone else to know. And I trust him.”
Silas’s heart warmed at the older woman’s words. Cora pursed her lips. Silas stood straighter in light of her appraisal of him. He had nothing to hide. In fact, better she know Mrs. Whittlebush had someone like him in her corner.
Cora moved to perch on the arm of one of the chairs. Closer to him and so informal it unsettled him. “Tante speaks of you often in her letters.”
Didn’t that just cause his brows to rise even more? “I don’t recall her getting any from you.”
Cora smirked, but Silas found he liked that look on her. Heaven help him.
“I do not share my correspondence with you.” Mrs. Whittlebush swatted his arm.
“I get your mail more often than not,” he grumbled. “None of the envelopes have her name on them.”
“You’ve seen letters from a Davis Jones out of New York?” Cora paused, as if waiting for him to acknowledge that he’d seen such a return address. He had. Many times. “Since my male-dominated job takes me—a spinster—to volatile parts of the world, I set up a way to communicate that made my connection to Tante harder to track down.”
“Okay.” Silas spoke slowly, revealing the falseness of his acquiescence. Everything about this stranger screamed danger, and he didn’t understand it at all. He was a simple man and he wanted straightforward answers. “But that doesn’t tell me anything. Who are you? And more specifically, who are you to Mrs. Whittlebush?” He repeated the question he’d asked of the older woman.
Mrs. Whittlebush gave Cora a nod of encouragement.
“You’re sure?” Cora asked her and Silas bristled. What had she to fear from him? Cora was the stranger.
“I’m very sure, dear.” Mrs. Whittlebush waved a hand as if she could coax the answers from her visitor.
Cora released a breath and met Silas’s gaze. “Tante is my great aunt.”
Great aunt? Silas tried not to show too much confusion. Cora looked nothing like Mrs. Whittlebush. Where the older woman had a cheery, round face, Cora’s was narrow and long. Mrs. Whittlebush had pleasant brown eyes. Cora had those sharp blue ones. And Mrs. Whittlebush’s aged skin was much lighter than Cora’s, a difference Silas supposed could be attributed to sun exposure or lack thereof. But what needled him most was him not knowing Rose Whittlebush had a living relative.
“Why is that such a secret?” Silas couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. “A great aunt isn’t someone to hide away so you can go on with your life.” Especially not a caring older woman like Mrs. Whittlebush.
Cora threw up her chin. “I didn’t need potential looters using my aunt as leverage to get me to help them. Best keep my private life a secret.”
Looters! “You willingly go into dangerous places that have looters?” Silas couldn’t get his mind wrapped around the implications. First, she was a woman and females deserved protection. Second, she was unmarried, gallivanting off to who-knows-where. And third, she left her aunt behind so she could go … do what, exactly?
Cora crossed her arms. “In my work with the Corinvetter Foundation, I go wherever they allow a female archaeologist. If a dangerous place is where the digs are, the artifacts, the history, then I’m there, too.”
“You willingly leave your great aunt with no relatives to take care of her, to go find things?“ It boggled his mind!
“They aren’t just things.“ The muscle along Cora’s jaw clenched. “They are part of our world’s history. Stories of people who lived centuries or millennia ago. Stories of real people. People who have voices that need to be heard. Finding what they left behind helps me tell their story. Gives them back their voice.”
“But your great aunt!”
“Silas.” Mrs. Whittlebush put her warm hand on his bare forearm, reminding him of her presence, and he sucked in a breath of air. “Why do you think I live in a small town? Am I a lonely old lady with no one to care for me? Not in Crow’s Nest. Look at you, standing here trying to protect me.”
“That’s what family is supposed to do,” Silas growled. 
“So now that I have a family member present, you won’t help me with my heavy furniture?” Mrs. Whittlebush narrowed her eyes in the same way Cora had earlier. “You’re a better man than that, Silas Ward.”
“That’s not my point.” Silas fought his exasperation. Why couldn’t he get these two stubborn women to see what was so clear to him?
“And what is your point, Mr. Ward?” Cora glared, anger radiating off of her. “That I’m supposed to follow your rules and if I don’t, you think me unfit? You have never met me before, and yet you put expectations on me just because you hear I’m someone’s only living relative, and a female at that. Why do you think I have told no one about my connection to Tante? Why do you think I didn’t want to—”
Cora stumbled off the arm of the couch, her hand going to her head, then her mouth.
“Sit, Cora.” Mrs. Whittlebush was instantly by her side.
Cora shook her head, staggered as her eyes nearly rolled back. Silas bounded forward and caught Cora before she tumbled to the floor. Is this what happened when he knocked earlier? 
Mrs. Whittlebush raced toward her kitchen as he carried Cora to the sofa in the living room. His heightened emotion mixed with concern for this stranger, creating a cauldron in his gut. How could he like the feel of her in his arms, want to take care of her, when only a moment ago he considered her someone from whom he needed to protect Mrs. Whittlebush?
“I’m fine, you know.” Cora laid her head against the cushions as he settled her on the sofa, her voice weak. She appeared a shell of the fiery woman she’d been a moment ago as she sparred with him. “But can you ask Tante for a slice of toast?”
Silas pressed his lips together to keep from calling out her lie and nodded before heading to the kitchen, where he found Mrs. Whittlebush pacing before the wood stove. He delivered Cora’s request as nausea swirled in his own stomach. He sank to a chair and buried his head in his hands. “She’s sick, isn’t she?”
“Yes,” the older lady whispered.
“And I bashed her for her life choices. I’m an idiot, Mrs. Whittlebush.”
She sliced a loaf of bread. “She arrived late last night and has been nauseous and unstable on her feet since. I’m worried. Very worried.”
“She’s seen a doctor?” He rested his forearms on his knees and looked at the older woman.
Mrs. Whittlebush dusted her hands on her apron. “She says she has.”
“But?”
Mrs. Whittlebush buttered both slices of bread, then slid them into the oven. “You see her determination to keep up with her work? She’s battled all sorts of illnesses without ever coming home. Whatever this is, it is enough to bring her back to me. That means she’s worried, too.”
Silas absorbed her meaning. “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?”
“Long enough.” The kettle whistled, and she poured the steaming water into a cup. “I’m getting old, Silas. I don’t think Cora wants to see that either. Staying away means remembering life as it was, not how it is.”
Silas frowned. “What do you think I can do?”
“What you’re doing right now, my boy.”
Silas rose to wrap his arm around her shoulders and absorb her heartache. He didn’t understand the separation—or the connection—between the older woman and her great niece, but he cared about Mrs. Whittlebush. She was like the grandmother he didn’t have. 
He closed his eyes as the feel of Cora in his arms came back to him. He had no room in his life for such things. His brother had loved married life. David Martins was moonstruck. Silas was too busy taking care of everyone to feel anything but annoyance with a woman who didn’t take care of her own great aunt.
But Cora was sick, and Mrs. Whittlebush was worried.
Dragging Cora to a doctor wasn’t the answer, as much as he wished it were since she obviously needed medical attention. However, he’d ruined any chance at speaking reason by condemning her. Maybe being nice would restore him to her good graces? Not that he wanted to be her friend. He’d do this for Mrs. Whittlebush.
Then again, what if he went a step further and offered Cora an olive branch? Just being nice might be too passive, especially after making such a gigantic fool of himself. Holding his tongue wasn’t a strong suit of his, but for Mrs. Whittlebush, he’d try. Could he offer Cora a way to satisfy her treasure hunting by giving her things she could research?
He rubbed the scruff on his chin. No matter, he needed to apologize. Perhaps she would receive it better if he showed her he’d listened first.
“Maybe there’s more I can do.” Silas spoke carefully, the thought still forming in his mind. “Do you think Cora would like to see my family’s curiosity shop?”
“Curiosity shop?” Cora reappeared in the doorway. She looked a few shades paler than before, if that was possible, but more focused. As though the few minutes of rest had allowed her to feel better. It eased his guilt. Some.
Silas reached his hands out as he crossed the room toward her. This was his first step toward an apology, and he needed to face it like the man his father raised him to be. “My family owns Crow’s Nest Curiosities on the far south end of the wharf. I help run it.” When he wasn’t using his carpentry skills to build or fix things. They were having to depend on his skills more these past several months as money grew tighter and the store’s profit shrank.
“What type of items do you sell?” She leaned against the door frame, expression blank. He had a mountain to climb in order to recover from his hasty words.
“All sorts of things that my mom finds—silver spoons and porcelain dishes, even old chests—as well as new and restored furniture.” He motioned toward the seamstress room. “Like the side table.”
“Silas does all the restoration himself.” Mrs. Whittlebush set the plate of toast on the table.
He shrugged, self-conscious at the pride in the older woman’s voice. He didn’t deserve her defense of him. Not after how he’d treated her niece.
“And you want me to visit the shop … why?” Cory studied him, as if she could discern his motives from his face. His heart pounded. Maybe she could.
“Silas is trying to be nice.” Mrs. Whittlebush sounded too much like a referee. He needed to own up to his mistake.
He pulled on his ear. “I’m sorry for—”
“Stop.” Cora held up a hand and marched forward until she was toe-to-toe with him. The top of her head barely reached his chin. The feminine scent of flowers contrasted with the confident woman it surrounded. “Do not apologize just because I got sick. Do not be nice because I’m not quite myself. If feeling sorry for me is the only reason you want to be nice, then I can do without it.”
“Cora!” Mrs. Whittlebush scolded.
“She’s right.” Silas met Cora’s gaze, the intensity of her eyes towing him in, loosening his tongue to once again speak the honest truth. “I’m not offering out of pity. The opposite, actually. Perhaps you’ll find something that will make you feel at home. I judged you without reason, Cora, without first knowing you. I’m sorry and I hope you’ll see this offer as the apology I mean it to be.”
Cora’s eyes widened.
He pressed a hand to his heart. “Will you forgive me?”
“I will, cowboy.” Color returned to her cheeks. “I accept your apology and your offer. Tomorrow morning, Tante and I will come see what you have in that shop of yours.” Her gaze darted away from his. “As long as you’re the one to give us a tour.”
She could bet her boots he would be there, but he squared his shoulders against the feeling and stuck out his hand to shake on it, as if they’d reached a bargain. It unnerved him to admit that her reaction to his idea had him looking forward to seeing her again. And that maybe he should be running the other way instead.
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Chapter Two


Wednesday, September 17

“How are you feeling?” Tante set a plate of pancakes in front of Cora as she had for breakfast at every one of Cora’s visits as a little girl. 
The kitchen smelled of flour and syrup. It was smaller than Tante’s old house, but she still used the same blue-and-white Blue Willow plates set on the yellow tablecloth. The kerosene lap at the center reflected the morning sun in the shined glass chimney.
“Better.” Cora gave her great aunt a brave smile. 
She found she usually felt better in the morning, the one time of day when the world rarely spun. She couldn’t remember when the dizziness started—the time between boarding a ship for Crow’s Nest and the earthquake she survived while in Campania, Italy, two months ago was unnervingly blank—but she did remember when the dizziness caused her to lose her balance at the edge of a cliff, effectively sending her home, potentially for good.
“You sure you’re ready to go calling?” Tante sat across from her. “Silas will understand if you want to wait another day.”
She shoved away the fuzzy memories from that fateful day. Remembering caused the fluttering in her chest, not thoughts of Silas, right? “Silas, huh? You might have mentioned the man is a cowboy.” A rather fit cowboy based on how easily he carried her yesterday. She fended off the heat that rose at recalling the muscles she’d felt as he held her. “Not something I expected to find in Wisconsin.”
“Did I not mention that?” Tante took a bite of pancake, all feigned innocence.
Cora narrowed her eyes. Tante knew Cora had no place for a man in her life, especially a cowboy. She had the same weakness as her mother. Cowboys always threatened to turn her head, and that meant one thing—Tante had a reason for keeping that particular detail to herself. Cora needed to know what it was before she re-entered the presence of Silas Ward.
“Silas used to be a cowboy.” Tante cut her pancake with a knife and fork. “He worked on a ranch out West until a year or so ago, when his brother died. Still wears the hat.”
“Tante.” Her aunt was skirting the truth.
“What?” Tante set down her silverware. “He’s not technically a cowboy anymore, and I find it helpful to have a big, handsome man helping me around the house.”
“Handsome!” She knew it. Tante was playing matchmaker. Not that Cora could deny the truth that Silas was incredibly handsome, with his scruffy, square jaw and solid shoulders …
“Don’t you think so?” Tante flashed those oh-so-innocent eyes. “Strong muscles, surely. And a kind and honest heart. Haven’t I told you all of that in my letters?”
Most of that, yes, but Cora had taken little notice other than feeling reassured that Tante was being well-cared for by the people of Crow’s Nest. She certainly hadn’t bothered picturing the cowboy who seemed to be the most helpful person in town.
Yesterday, she could barely tear her eyes away from the strength he exuded with his shirt sleeves rolled up. Then he’d actually carried her! Be still her heart. But when he challenged her as if he saw her as his equal and then humbly apologized, her heart wanted to run away with her. Her great uncle had been the only man she’d ever heard say the words I’m sorry and sincerely mean it. That she’d come across another man who did so … a handsome cowboy at that?
Of course she had to go and flirt with Silas. Ugh. Usually she had a better grip on her feminine side. It had no place in her field. Not if she were to be taken seriously by her colleagues. She’d worked too hard to let herself slip now. A pain poked into her head. If only,  just a moment,  she could relax her guard. She fought for every inch of respect she earned, and weakness was a mark against her. 
Some days, she considered giving up her dream, but there were just too many stories to unearth. Stories of once-living people with relatives who loved them. Stories begging to be freed from dirt and stone. No, she could not give in, give up. If only she could will the dizziness to end so she could prove herself healthy once again.
“Want to tell me what you’re thinking?” Tante reached across the table to capture Cora’s hand in both of hers. Worn hands wrapped in aged ones that had loved so well.
Tears pressed Cora’s eyes. Silas’s admonition roared in her ears. Had she been so focused on the dead that she forgot her only relative? “I’ve done right by you, haven’t I, Tante? You’re not lonely?”
“Don’t you give it a second thought.” Tante’s smile seemed sad, but understanding. “I know you’ve needed to chase adventure. It’s who you are. Like your mama. Your feet need to roam.”
Not just roam. There was more to it, much more. She grasped Tante’s hands in return and attempted to explain. “It’s not about adventure, Tante, it’s the stories. Stories formed from everyday items in a person’s life. Like the pot a woman used to feed her family a thousand years ago. Or the spear of a man defending his home. The toys children used to play with. It’s life trapped by layers of time. Life I get to be a part of bringing to the surface.” Those feminine tears burned, but she refused to release them. She had to fight. If she didn’t figure out what made her sick, she might never be able to go back.
“How much time off do you have?” Tante asked.
Cora’s cheeks warmed with the truth. She stalled as she sifted through her words, not wanting to share the stark reality. Most of the time, her job of assessing cultural discoveries could be considered mundane—sweeping sand from jugs rarely sounded exciting—except she saw the story behind the jug along with the questions. Who had held the jug? Who crafted the clay? What had filled it? No, Cora would never consider that ordinary. However, because she was one of the very few female archaeologists in the world, and spent most of her time in the tumultuous regions around the Mediterranean Sea, it was far too dangerous for her to not be at her absolute best. Her tumble proved that.
“Cora?”
Her heart hammered as she remembered waking up at the bottom of the twenty-foot cliff, bruised, but somehow still alive thanks to the water she’d landed in, having missed the rocks nearby. God had been with her that day. And then she’d been unceremoniously placed on a ship back home like a discarded artifact. “They sent me home until a doctor deems me fit for work again,” she told her aunt. The words tasted bitter, and failure tightened a noose around her neck.
Tante sucked in a breath. “What happened?”
If only she could remember. That’s what scared her. She didn’t know what she did to set off the dizziness that caused her fall. Her co-workers claimed they didn’t see what happened. All her work, her history, her perfect track record meant nothing. All gone because she was a female with a dizzy spell. Now she simply had to wait, her life on hold, until a doctor allowed her to return—and even then, she might not be accepted back. It was like being trapped in the very rock in which she worked. It made her irritable and ornery, which was only exacerbated by her pain.
Of course she wouldn’t tell Tante that. No reason to cause her to worry. Cora’s presence alone did that. 
Cora’s silence must have gone on too long because Tante rose and picked up the dishes, including the one holding the pancake Cora had barely touched. “Well, the Wards keep quite the collection of trinkets,” Tante said. “Elaine travels all around the area to curate the shop with all sorts of items from the last century. But since Silas returned home, the furniture they sell is getting a name for itself. Best we go now before he begins a new project.”
And before Cora’s body betrayed her again.
Tante drove them in her black Ford automobile and notably took streets other than the main one. Cora had visited Crow’s Nest twice before. Once when she helped Tante purchase the home overlooking Lake Michigan and second when Tante moved in. One road leading in and out of town nestled the quaint fishing village in an arch of land bordered by the lake on one side and Crow’s Nest Creek on the other. A boardwalk of shops lined the shoreline where many fishing boats docked. A block or so inland was Main Street, where Tante’s seamstress shop used to be.
“Do you enjoy living in Crow’s Nest?” Cora asked as they drove past a jailhouse.
“It’s quite lovely.” Tante kept her eyes on the road. “We look out for one another here. When the tornado destroyed my shop, Silas and David Martins salvaged everything they could. Even that young whippersnapper Buck Wilson helped by buying the property from me.”
Cora glanced at Tante, worry snaking its way up her back. Tante had briefly told Cora about the destructive tornado that forced her to move her shop to her home. Cora sensed a larger story, but Tante had refused to tell it. What else wasn’t her great aunt telling her?
“If you stay long, you’ll hear all about Mr. Wilson. He’s in charge of the Crow’s Nest Conglomerate, which originally brought the fishermen together in a sort of organized union. But when Mr. Wilson took over, he welcomed all business owners into his Conglomerate. I’m grateful to be a member. Honestly, I’m not sure where I would be without those three men.” 
Had Cora not been listening closely, she might have missed that last muttered phrase. She tapped her thumb on her leg, her respiration increasing at the thought of these men helping her aunt. Silas had a point about how she should be the one to be here to help Tante, but she had a job to do elsewhere, which meant she should be grateful there were people who could help Tante. Still. Learning a strange man bought Tante’s property set Cora’s teeth on edge. If she’d been here, she could have helped look over the contract, made sure Tante wasn’t being taken advantage of. But Silas was here, and he’d been ready to physically defend Tante against Cora yesterday. Maybe she needed to ask him about this Buck Wilson person.
“I think Adaleigh will be returning soon,” Tante was saying. “You would get along with her.”
“Who?” Cora scrambled to keep up with Tante’s conversation.
“Adaleigh Sirland. She’s from Chicago and fell in love with David earlier this summer. I’m planning to have tea with Marie—David’s grandmother—this afternoon. You must join me. Tomorrow I need to can more vegetables from the garden, but all work and no play wears a body down. We will also have to stop at Sweetie’s ice cream parlor and the Wharfside Cafe while you’re here. Of course you’ll come to church with me …”
Cora’s head spun at Tante’s excitement. She never doubted it would thrill her aunt for her to visit, but the idea of all these social expectations made Cora feel physically ill. She came to recover, to lick her wounds until she’d regained enough strength to return to her work. She wanted to spend time with Tante, too, but not where all these strangers would ask her question after question. No, Cora needed solitude.
They pulled into an empty grass lot before Cora could formulate a way to express herself without offending her aunt. A white farmhouse stood beside a red barn. The large doors were open, and above them hung a painted sign that read Crow’s Nest Curiosities. Tante parked and Cora hustled out, needing to keep a hand on the car as her equilibrium adjusted to the quick movement, but she didn’t want Tante slipping on the dewy grass. No matter what Silas Ward thought of her, her motivation was pure. She really did desire to look out for her aunt.
“Take my arm?” Cora offered her elbow.
Tante gave her a look, then snatched a wooden cane from the back seat. “I reckon this stick is a mite sturdier than you at the moment.”
Cora hid her embarrassment by adjusting the scarf around her neck. She’d been gifted it during a dig in Egypt a few years ago, and the memory of the Egyptian woman’s kindness when she bestowed it gave Cora confidence when entering a new situation. She rubbed the cool fabric. 
What she wouldn’t give to have her hands covered in sand as she carefully extracted a household item from a long-forgotten ruin. Desert sun warming her skin. Excitement energizing her. And then the magical moment when the artifact broke free of the ground that encased it. For the first time in hundreds, maybe thousands of years, a human being was once again holding it in their hands.
Thinking about the last person to touch a discovery—a pitcher, a shield, a wooden horse—was enough to bring emotion to her eyes even now, half a world away. She pressed her eyes closed and breathed deeply, forcing herself to be fully in this moment, on this plot of ground. She’d learned early on how easily she could be transported elsewhere and forget herself. Had that caused her fall?
Another inhale and her senses kicked in. The fishy smell of water, the gurgle of waves, the clang of boats, the woody scent of grass.
“Cora?” Tante’s worried voice broke through.
Cora slowly blinked open her eyes. “Sorry, Tante. Sometimes I need to take a moment to remember where I am at. Is Lake Michigan very close?”
Tante frowned and nodded. She pointed her cane toward the barn shop. “The wharf ends a stone’s throw from the barn, and the lake is just beyond. Perhaps Silas can show you. Come now.”
Cora ignored Tante’s comment about Silas and followed her into the barn, immediately missing the warmth of the summer sun. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior.
“Rose!” A stout woman with graying brown hair whipped around the display counter to their right, hands extended toward Tante. “Such a delight to see you. How did the table turn
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