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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Weymouth Harbour, December 1789

The salt wind bit through Mae’s wool cloak as she picked her way across the cobbles of Weymouth Quay, her boots slipping on slick seaweed and discarded fish scales. It was well past midnight, the harbour lit only by the guttering lanterns strung from ship masts and the warm glow spilling from the open doors of the Jolly Sailor tavern. Inside, voices rose and fell like the tide – laughter mixing with curses, the clatter of tankards on wood, and the scratch of a fiddle playing a tune too fast for this hour of the night.

She should not have come. She should have stayed at Chalbury Manor, tucked warm in her bed while her new husband drank himself into a stupor with men who cared nothing for honour or family. But Edmund’s letter had arrived at dusk, scrawled in his messy hand: Meet me at the Sailor. Matters of estate to discuss. Do not be late.

Matters of estate. The words had made her stomach clench. Three months into their marriage, and already the Culliford name was being dragged through mud she’d thought she’d left behind when she’d walked down the aisle in her simple grey gown.

Pushing through the tavern door, Mae was hit by a wave of heat and smoke and unwashed bodies. The air reeked of beer, sweat, and roasted meat. Men in naval coats and merchants’ waistcoats crowded around tables, dice clattering against wooden boards. In the corner, a woman with painted cheeks sang a bawdy song, her voice cracking on the high notes. Mae scanned the room, her gaze settling on Edmund at the back table, flanked by two men she did not recognise.

One was broad-shouldered, with knuckles scarred like he’d spent more time fighting than working. The other was thinner, sharper – his dark eyes moving constantly, taking in every face, every coin that changed hands. He wore the dark blue coat of a customs clerk, and something about the set of his jaw made Mae’s skin prickle.

Edmund caught sight of her and waved her over, his face flushed with drink. “There she is! My good lady wife. Come, meet our friends – Mr Haines, and Mr Wills.”

The thin man – Wills – inclined his head, but his eyes never left hers. “Lady Culliford. A pleasure. Your husband speaks highly of your family’s holdings in Dorset.”

“He speaks of little else when drink is in him,” Mae said, sliding onto the bench beside Edmund. He wrapped an arm around her waist, his hand cold and damp against her dress. “You said there were matters of estate to discuss.”

“Aye. Matters of profit, more like.” Edmund leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Mr Haines here has a line on goods that fetch fine prices in London. Silks, brandy – things the customs men turn a blind eye to if they’re paid well enough.” He nodded at Wills, who smiled thinly. “Mr Wills can ensure the right eyes stay closed.”

“Smuggling.” The word fell from Mae’s lips before she could stop it. “Edmund, you promised – you said you’d clear the family debts through honest trade.”

“Honest trade doesn’t fill pockets half as fast.” He squeezed her waist too tight. “We’ll use the manor’s cove – no one goes near it this time of year. A few runs, and we’ll be richer than my father ever was.”

“And if we’re caught?” Mae’s voice was barely a whisper. “They’ll hang smugglers, Edmund. Seize every inch of land we own.”

“Coward.” The word was spat out, loud enough to make heads turn. Edmund let go of her, pushing back from the table. “Your father was the same – too proud to take what was offered. Look where it got him – six feet under, with the bailiffs at the door.”

Mae stood, her hands trembling. “My father worked every day of his life to keep Chalbury in our family. I won’t let you throw it away for a few barrels of brandy.”

“Then go home, Mae.” Edmund turned his back on her, reaching for his tankard. “Go back to your herbs and your books. But don’t come crying to me when the creditors come knocking.”

She didn’t wait to hear more. Stumbling out into the cold night air, Mae leaned against the quay wall and let the salt wind sting her tears dry. The harbour stretched out before her, dark water lapping against the hulls of sleeping ships. Somewhere out there, beyond the breakwater, lay Chesil Beach – a long, dark spine of shingle that had guarded her family’s land for generations. To use it for smuggling... it felt like betraying the earth itself.

A movement caught her eye. At the far end of the quay, a young man was loading crates onto a small boat, his movements quick and sure despite the darkness. He wore a naval seaman’s jacket, but there was something about the way he worked – careful, deliberate – that didn’t fit with the rough sailors she’d seen in the tavern. As he lifted the last crate, his gaze met hers across the water. Even in the dim light, she could see the weight in his eyes – a sadness that mirrored her own.

He gave a small nod, then pushed the boat away from the quay and began to row, disappearing into the fog that was rolling in from the sea.

Cardiganshire, Wales – Two days later

Tom Lewis folded the letter with shaking hands, pressing it flat against his thigh. The ink was smudged where rain had fallen on the paper, but the words were clear enough.

“Your sister’s cottage was burned. She and the children are safe for now – staying with cousins near Aberaeron – but the men who did it are still looking for them. They say she spoke out against the new landlords. Don’t come home. It isn’t safe.”

Outside the naval barracks, the wind howled across the hills. Tom had joined the navy at fifteen to escape poverty, worked his way up to able seaman, and told himself every day that the money he sent home would keep his family safe. Now he sat on his bunk, surrounded by the smell of tar and rope, and knew he’d failed them all.

“Lewis!”

He looked up to find his captain standing in the doorway, his face grim. “We’re sailing for Portsmouth at dawn. You’re with us – we need men who know the southern coast.”

“Sir.” Tom stood, tucking the letter into his jacket. Portsmouth was a long way from Wales, but the southern coast... he’d heard stories of Dorset, of hidden coves and men who made their living moving things – and people – across the water. If his family needed to run, maybe that was where he could help them.

“Something on your mind?” the captain asked.

“Just thinking about the coast, sir.” Tom picked up his kit bag, his eyes fixed on the map pinned to the wall – a sprawling chart of England’s southern shores, with Weymouth and Bridport marked in small black ink. “Heard it’s full of secrets.”

The captain laughed, but there was no humour in it. “Every coast has its secrets, Lewis. The trick is knowing which ones to keep and which ones to share.”

Weymouth Customs Office – One week later

John Wills smoothed his new clerk’s coat and stared at his reflection in the grimy window. Three years ago, he’d been a fisherman’s son, mending nets on the same quay where Lady Culliford had stood that night in the rain. Now he sat at a desk with ink and paper, with the power to decide who prospered and who starved.

Edmund Culliford had been easy enough to sway – greedy men always were. But his wife... She’d looked at him like she could see right through his coat and into the hungry boy he’d once been. She thought she was better than him. Thought her land and her name made her worth more.

He picked up the ledger and added a line to the page – Culliford, E. – Suspected of smuggling activity. Estate valued at £2,000. Enough to pay off his own debts, enough to buy a house of his own. Enough to show people like her that a fisherman’s son could climb higher than any lord.

Outside, a ship’s bell tolled three times. Wills stood and pulled on his hat, heading for the door. The coast was full of secrets, and he intended to collect every one of them.
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The Herb Gatherer

Chalbury Manor, Dorset – March 1792

The rain had turned the lane to mud, but Mae didn’t mind. She’d walked these paths a hundred times, barefoot as a girl, learning which hedgerows held wild garlic and where the primroses grew earliest after winter. Now she picked her way carefully in her sturdy leather boots, a wicker basket hanging from her arm, her eyes scanning the bank for the small purple flowers she’d come for.

Self-heal. Good for fevers, for cuts that wouldn’t close, for the tightness in the chest that plagued the children in Bridport’s crowded lanes. She’d already filled half her basket with yarrow and comfrey; with self-heal to add to her stores, she’d have enough to see her through to summer.

Chalbury Manor stood behind her, a square stone house with sloping slate roofs and ivy creeping up its walls. It had been in her family for five generations – built by a man who’d made his living from the sea, then turned to farming when his hands could no longer hold a rope. Now the fields lay fallow in places, the barn roof leaked, and the only sounds from the yard were the lowing of one old cow and the chatter of her sister Elen hanging laundry on the line.

“Mae!”

Elen’s voice carried across the grass, thin with worry. Mae turned to see her running down the lane, her dark hair coming loose from its braid. At sixteen, she was tall and sharp-featured, with their mother’s Welsh eyes – the same grey-green as the sea at low tide.

“What is it?” Mae set down her basket, brushing dirt from her skirts. “Is Gwilym all right?”

“He’s fine – mending his kite in the stable.” Elen caught her breath, pressing a hand to her chest. “The bailiffs were here. Again.”

Mae felt that familiar knot tighten in her stomach. Three years since Edmund had died in that tavern brawl – a broken bottle to the throat, over a game of dice he’d been losing – and still his debts clung to them like burrs to wool.

“What did they want?”

“The same as always. Mr Wills sent them – said if we don’t pay what we owe by midsummer, he’ll have the manor seized and sold at auction.” Elen’s voice cracked. “He said we’d be lucky if we got work in the rope shops. Or—” She trailed off, looking away.

“Or what?”

“Or if a family takes us in as servants.”

Mae pulled her sister close, resting her chin on top of Elen’s head. “That won’t happen. I won’t let it.”

“But how, Mae? We’ve sold everything we can spare – Father’s books, Mother’s silver, even the brass candlesticks from the dining room. The herbs barely pay for bread and milk.”

“I’ll find a way.” Mae pulled back, forcing a smile. “I’m going down to the beach – there’s a patch of self-heal that grows by the rocks, and I heard tell some merchants in Weymouth are paying well for dried sea lavender. I’ll be back by sunset.”

“The beach is dangerous this time of year.” Elen’s hands twisted in her apron. “The tides come in fast, and there’s talk of smugglers again. Mr Wills has his men patrolling every night.”

“I’ll stay clear of the patrols.” Mae picked up her basket and slung her cloak over her shoulders. “And I know the tides as well as any man. I’ll be safe.”

She set off before Elen could argue, cutting across the fields towards the coast. The land sloped down sharply here, the grass giving way to gorse and bracken that grew thick on the cliffs. Below, Chesil Beach stretched out like a long grey snake, shingle crunching under the weight of the waves. Even from here, she could smell the salt and seaweed and could hear the endless roar of water hitting stone.

She’d come to this spot as a child, sitting on the cliff edge with her grandmother while the old woman pointed out the different birds – gulls and oystercatchers, curlews with their long curved beaks. “The beach knows all our secrets,” her grandmother had said, her voice thick with Welsh. “It holds them safe under the shingle, but it never forgets.”

Mae reached the path that wound down to the shore, her boots slipping on loose stones. At the bottom, she made her way along the beach, keeping her eyes peeled for the clumps of sea lavender that grew in the damp hollows between the shingle ridges. She’d filled her pockets with the purple blooms when she spotted it – a small patch of self-heal, growing right where her grandmother had said it would, tucked between two large rocks that jutted out into the water.

She knelt down to pull the plants, her fingers digging into the soft earth. The sound of voices made her freeze.

Not the rough shouts of customs men – these were quieter and urgent. She crept forward, pressing herself against the rock, and peered around the corner.

A small boat was pulled up on the shingle, its hull dark with seawater. Three men were unloading crates, their movements quick and efficient. One was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair tied back in a queue and a scar cutting through his left eyebrow. He wore a coarse wool shirt and breeches, but there was something about the way he moved – balanced, sure – that spoke of years spent on the water.

As he lifted a crate from the boat, Mae saw what was inside. Not brandy or silk – but a woman holding a small child, her face pale with fear, speaking in quick, soft French.

“Hurry,” the man with the scar said, his voice low but clear. “The tide’s turning in twenty minutes, and I saw patrol tracks on the sand further east.”

Another man nodded, helping the woman and child up the beach towards the cliff path. Mae felt her heart hammering against her ribs. Smugglers – but not the kind Edmund had spoken of. These men were moving people, not goods.

She should leave. Should run back to the manor and send word to the customs office. Mr Wills had promised to reduce their debts if she helped him catch smugglers. One word from her, and the money they owed might be gone for good.

But the woman was holding the child close, whispering to it in French. Mae thought of Elen and Gwilym, of what would happen to them if they lost their home. She knew what it felt like to be afraid, to have nowhere to turn.

“Who’s there?”

The man with the scar had turned towards her, his hand going to the knife at his belt. Mae stepped out from behind the rock, her basket clutched in front of her like a shield.

“I’m not here to cause trouble.” Her voice came out steadier than she felt. “I’m just gathering herbs.”

The man studied her, his eyes dark and wary. “This isn’t a safe place for herb gathering.”

“It’s my land.” She lifted her chin. “Chalbury Manor – it runs from the lane up there right down to this beach. That patch of self-heal has grown here since my grandmother was a girl.”

His gaze flickered to the basket in her hands, then back to her face. “Lady Culliford, isn’t it? I knew your husband.”

“Edmund wasn’t my husband for long.” Mae’s jaw tightened. “And he never set foot on this part of the beach if he could help it. Said it was too wild.”

“Wild places keep secrets better than tame ones.” The man moved closer, and she could see the strength in his arms, the calluses on his hands from rope and wood. “My name’s Tom Lewis. Those people were moving – they’ve got nowhere else to go. Same as your family would if Mr Wills gets his way.”

Mae felt the blood drain from her face. “How do you know about that?”

“Everyone in Bridport knows about the Cullifords’ debts.” Tom’s voice was gentle, but there was steel in it too. “Mr Wills makes sure of that. He likes people to know who holds their future in his hands.”

“You know him?”

“I know he’s not just collecting debts. He’s taking land from families who can’t pay, selling it off to his friends, and keeping the profit for himself.” Tom gestured towards the cliff path, where the other man was helping the French family up the slope. “I could use a place to hide people like them – somewhere safe, where Wills won’t look. Your manor has plenty of empty rooms.”

“And if I say no?”

“Then I’ll find another way.” He paused, his eyes meeting hers. “But Wills will keep coming for your land. And when he takes it, he’ll tear up every plant you’ve grown, fill in this cove, and build himself a house right here. He’ll erase every trace of your family.”

Mae looked from his face to the beach to the path where the French family had disappeared. The tide was starting to come in, water creeping up the shingle, covering the tracks the boat had left behind. Her grandmother’s words echoed in her head – the beach knows all our secrets.

“The West Wing is empty,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “There’s a door that leads out to the woods – no one uses it anymore. But if you’re caught there, I’ll say I knew nothing about it.”

Tom gave a small nod, a hint of a smile touching his lips. “I’d expect nothing less. And Lady Culliford – I don’t ask for help for free. Every family we move brings in coin. Enough to pay your workers, to buy what you need. Enough to keep Wills from your door.”

Mae looked down at her basket, at the herbs and flowers she’d gathered. They’d never been enough to save her family. But maybe – just maybe – the secrets of her beach could be.

The coin Tom pressed into her palm was heavy and warm – gold, by the feel of it. Mae tucked it into the pocket of her skirt, her fingers closing around it as if it were a lifeline.

“That’s for this week only,” he said, helping her up from the shingle. “More will come once we’re sure your place is safe.”

“And how will you get word to me?” She brushed sand from her knees, her eyes on the empty beach where the boat had been. The tide was already lapping at the spot, washing away every trace of their arrival.

“Leave a white stone by the self-heal patch if you’re able to help. Black if Wills is watching too close.” Tom glanced up at the cliffs, then back at her. “And Lady Culliford – if anyone asks why you’re down here so often, tell them you’re collecting fossils. There’s good money in ammonites and belemnites just now – visitors from London pay well for them.”

“I don’t know the first thing about fossils.”

“I’ll teach you.” He bent down and picked up a smooth, spiral-shaped stone from the sand, handing it to her. “Ammonite. They say they’re dragons’ teeth, turned to stone by the sea.”

Mae turned it over in her hand, feeling the ridges carved into its surface by millions of years of water and time. It was beautiful – solid and real in a way nothing else in her life felt just then.

“I’ll be back in three days,” Tom said, already moving towards the cliff path. “At dawn. Have the west wing ready – there’ll be four more people needing shelter.”

He was gone before she could ask more, his figure disappearing into the bracken that covered the slope. Mae stood alone on the beach for a moment, listening to the waves and holding the ammonite tight in her hand. Then she turned and made her way back up the path, her basket heavy with herbs and her mind heavier still.

Chalbury Manor was quiet when she returned. Elen was in the kitchen, mending a tear in Gwilym’s jacket, while their young housekeeper, Mrs Pettigrew, stirred a pot of thin vegetable stew over the fire. Gwilym was nowhere to be seen.

“He took his kite down to the meadow,” Elen said, without looking up. “Said the wind was just right for flying.”

Mae set her basket on the table and pulled out the sea lavender, spreading it on a cloth to dry. “I sold the herbs in Weymouth – got a good price for them.” She reached into her pocket and laid the gold coin on the table. It caught the firelight, making Elen look up with wide eyes.

“Mae – where did you get this?”

“A merchant wanted some rare plants – paid well for them.” Mae kept her voice steady, busying herself with tying bunches of yarrow with string. “He said he’ll buy more if I can find them.”

“What kind of plants?” Mrs Pettigrew asked, turning from the fire. She was a stout woman from Bridport, with grey hair tied in a tight bun and eyes that missed nothing. “I’ve lived here forty years, and I know every herb that grows on this land.”

“Sea lavender mostly.” Mae avoided her gaze. “And some things that grow further along the beach.”

Mrs Pettigrew studied her for a long moment, then turned back to the stew. “The beach has always given more than it takes, if you know how to ask.” She ladled stew into wooden bowls. “But it can take back just as quick, miss.”

Mae didn’t answer. She knew the old woman was right – secrets on the coast never stayed hidden for long.

After supper, she took the lantern and made her way to the west wing. The floorboards creaked under her feet, and cobwebs hung from the ceiling like grey curtains. Dust lay thick on every surface – the wing had been closed up since her father died, the doors locked to keep out damp and thieves.

She pushed open the door to the largest room, her lantern light cutting through the darkness. It had once been a nursery, with small wooden chairs stacked against the wall and faded wallpaper showing pictures of ships and seabirds. Mae ran her hand over the window frame, feeling the wood for rot. It was solid enough. She opened the shutters and looked out – the garden stretched away into darkness, and beyond it, the woods led down to the hidden path Tom had mentioned.

A sound made her freeze – footsteps on the gravel outside.

“Who’s there?” she called out, her heart racing.

“It’s just me.” Gwilym pushed open the door, his kite tucked under his arm. He was twelve, thin and earnest, with hair the colour of wheat and their father’s steady brown eyes. “I saw the light. What are you doing in here?”

“Cleaning.” Mae set down the lantern, smiling at him. “Thinking of opening up the wing again – maybe turn it into a schoolroom for you and Elen.”

“You said we couldn’t afford to heat it.”

“I’ve found a way to make more money.” She knelt down so she was eye level with him. “Gwilym, I need you to promise me something. If you see people coming and going from this wing, or from the path through the woods – you won’t ask questions. And you won’t tell anyone about it. Not even Elen.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“It could be if the wrong people find out.” She touched his cheek. “But it’s important work, Gwilym. It’s helping people who have nowhere else to go.”

He thought for a moment, then nodded. “I promise. Like when we hide stray cats from Mrs Pettigrew?”

“A bit like that.” Mae pulled him close. “Thank you, my boy.”

The next morning, Mae woke before dawn. She dressed quickly, pulling on her thickest stockings and warmest cloak, and slipped out of the house. The grass was heavy with dew, and mist hung low over the fields, turning the trees into ghostly shapes.

She made her way down to the beach, the shingle crunching under her boots. The tide was low, leaving wide stretches of wet sand and exposed rocks. As she approached the spot where she’d met Tom, she saw them – tracks in the sand, clear and fresh. Not just footprints, but the marks of wheels and the heavy drag of something large being pulled across the beach.

And beside the self-heal patch, a small black stone.

Mae’s stomach dropped. Tom had said black meant danger. She knelt down, running her fingers over the tracks. They were wider than a man’s boot – customs patrol boots, with their distinctive iron toes. Someone had been here since she’d left yesterday. Someone had been watching.

She stood up, looking around the empty beach. The mist was starting to lift, and in the distance, she could see a figure walking along the shingle – tall and thin, moving with the purposeful stride she’d recognise anywhere.

John Wills.

He’d seen her. He was heading straight for her.

Mae’s mind raced. She bent down quickly, scooping up handfuls of sea lavender and stuffing them into her basket, then picked up a few small stones – fossils, she hoped – and held them out as if examining them closely.

“Lady Culliford.” Will’s voice was sharp as flint. “Out collecting herbs this early? Or is there something else you’re looking for?”

Mae straightened up slowly, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Just gathering what I need, Mr Wills. Sea lavender for my remedies – and these stones. I hear visitors will pay good money for them.” She held out the ammonite Tom had given her, letting the early light catch its spiral surface.

Will’s eyes flickered to the stone, then back to her face. He was dressed in his dark blue customs coat, buttons polished bright as coins, and his boots were spotless despite the damp sand. “Fossils. That’s what you’re calling it now.” He stepped closer, and she could smell the pipe tobacco on his breath. “I’ve had reports of activity on this beach. Boats landing after dark, tracks in the sand.”

“The tide brings in all sorts of things.” Mae kept her voice calm, setting the stone in her basket. “You know how it is along the coast – driftwood, seaweed, sometimes even bits of wrecked ships.”

“Bits of wrecked ships don’t leave tracks like these.” He pointed to the sand where the patrol boots had left their mark. “My men were here yesterday. They found signs of crates being moved – and something else.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small bunch of dried yarrow, tied with thin string. “Recognise this?”

Mae felt her throat go dry. It was from her garden – she’d tied every bunch herself, using the same string Mrs Pettigrew used for mending. “Yarrow grows wild all along the coast. You could find it anywhere.”

“Could you?” Wills smiled, but there was no warmth in it. “This was tied with linen string – not hemp, like the farmers use. The same kind of string your housekeeper buys from the shop in Bridport.” He dropped the yarrow onto the sand and ground it under his boot. “I know about your debts, Lady Culliford. I know you’re desperate. But if you’re thinking of helping smugglers –”

“I’m not helping anyone.” Mae’s voice was steady now, anger pushing away her fear. “I’m trying to keep my family’s home. Something you’d know nothing about – growing up with nothing, then taking what you can from people who’ve worked for it their whole lives.”

Will’s face hardened. “I worked for everything I have. Your family was given this land – handed to you on a silver plate while men like me scraped for every crust.” He stepped closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I’ll give you until midsummer to pay what you owe. But if I find out you’re hiding anything – anyone – on this land, I’ll seize Chalbury immediately. And you and your siblings will be out on the street before the sun sets.”

He turned and walked away, his figure growing smaller as he made his way along the beach towards Weymouth. Mae stood still until he was out of sight, then sank down onto a rock, her hands shaking. He knew. Or at least he suspected. And if he was watching the beach, Tom and his people would be walking straight into danger.

She picked up the black stone he’d left by the self-heal patch – no, she had left it, to warn Tom away. But he’d said he’d be here at dawn. She had to make sure he didn’t come.

Mae stood up and ran, her boots slipping on the wet shingle as she made her way along the beach to the hidden cove where Tom had pulled his boat ashore. She’d seen him tie a rope to a rock there, a signal for other boats to know it was safe. She pulled it free and tied it in a different knot – the one he’d described for danger. Then she gathered up all the tracks she could find, brushing them away with a branch until the sand was smooth again.

As she worked, the sun rose higher, burning off the mist and painting the sky pink and gold over the sea. By the time she was done, there was no sign anyone had ever been there at all.

She was making her way back up the cliff path when she saw him – Tom, hidden behind a gorse bush, watching the beach. He held up a hand to signal he’d seen her, then slipped away into the woods.

Mae reached the top of the cliff and followed the path through the trees until she found him leaning against an old oak, his arms crossed over his chest.

“You got my signal,” she said, stopping a few feet away from him.

“I saw the knot on the rope first.” His face was grim. “Then I saw Wills. He’s watching this beach now.”

“He found some of my yarrow. Suspects something.” Mae wrapped her arms around herself against the wind. “He said if he catches us, he’ll take the manor.”

“Then we’ll have to be smarter.” Tom pushed off from the tree and stepped closer. “There’s another cove – further west, past Bridport. It’s more exposed, but Wills doesn’t patrol there as often. We can use it for a while, until things calm down.”

“And my family’s debts?”

“I’ll still get you the money.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out another coin – silver this time – pressing it into her hand. “It won’t be as much as I’d hoped, but it’ll keep the bailiffs away for a little longer.”

“I can’t take this if it means you’re taking more risks.”

“Every risk I take is to keep people safe.” Tom looked out through the trees towards the beach. “Your siblings, those French families, my own kin in Wales – we’re all just trying to find a place to belong.” He turned back to her, his eyes meeting hers. “I’ll find a way to keep Wills off your back, Mae. "I promise."

The use of her first name made her breath catch. No one had called her that since Edmund died – everyone else called her Lady Culliford, or Miss, or just the woman from Chalbury Manor. But Tom said it like he’d known her his whole life.

“Be careful,” she said quietly.

“You too.” He gave her a small nod, then disappeared into the woods, moving so quietly she could barely hear his footsteps on the leaves.

Mae stood there for a moment, holding the silver coin in her hand and looking out at the beach below. The tide was coming in again, covering the sand where Wills had stood, washing away every trace of him. Just like it would wash away everything else, if she let it.

But she wasn’t going to let it. She’d keep her family safe. She’d help Tom and the people he was protecting. And if John Wills thought he could take her home, he was going to find out just how wild the coast could be.
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