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      This book is dedicated to all those who sail the oceans.

      

      "may you have fair winds and following seas".
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      London Docks

      Just before dawn, late 1817

      

      Poppy Basden slipped her hat from her head and leaned over the side of the ship. The wind whipped her fair hair in all directions, but instead of being annoyed, she simply smiled. The intensity of the breeze this far up the River Thames was much tamer than the gales out at sea, and she was prepared to risk getting a few tangles. Nothing was going to ruin this day.

      Bliss. I can almost imagine that the air tastes sweet.

      From her previous journeys to the English capital, she held no illusions about London. It was a dirty city with grey skies. The atmosphere around the docks was heavy with the almost heady stench of oils, animal skins, and rum.

      But it was dry land, solid. And it held the promise of something which Poppy had long craved—the chance of a real home.

      For much of her five and twenty years, coming into port had been her favorite delight. Leaving port, her second. The lure of the salty sea had long held her heart.

      But the footsteps of time had slowly changed her perspective—altered her view on life and what she wanted for herself. The woman Poppy had grown into had different needs to those of a windswept, adventurous child. The one thing which did, however, remain constant was the deep-seated longing to belong somewhere—and to someone.

      Poppy was determined to build a life here in England. To create a future that was truly hers. The moment she set foot ashore this morning, her sailing days would officially be over.

      With a keen captain’s eye, she tracked the ship’s progress into the docks. It glided gracefully through the water, weaving its way past the other boats which sat moored either side of the east and western quays. As the Empress Catherine slowed, Poppy raised her arm.

      “Ready to let go the anchor!” she cried.

      The ship slid silently into its allotted space at the dockside, giving the nearest vessel a respectable wide berth. Poppy dropped her arm and called. “Let go!”

      “Aye, aye, captain!” came the reply from the deckhands.

      Poppy glanced at her hands as she rested them on the ship’s side railing. Her fingers shook as the chain cable rattled through the hawsehole. The moment the anchor hit the bottom; the chain pulled taut. A low groan reverberated through the ship’s deck, and everything came to an abrupt halt.

      She lifted her hand, her fingers seeking the silver medallion which hung from a chain around her neck. Poppy whispered, “Thank you, Saint Brendan. I shall take it from here.”

      After eight tiring months at sea and five ports of call, she had finally made it to her destination. London. Her new home.

      “How do you feel?”

      She turned as Jonathan, the ship’s chief mate, came to stand alongside her. The note of weariness in his voice was unmistakable—whether it was from the long sea voyage or the fact that he, too, was about to give up the life of a sailor, she couldn’t quite discern.

      He must give it time. As will I. Only then will the lure of the sea release its hold.

      “I must be honest—my heart is a mixture of sadness and excitement. It will take some getting used to, living permanently on land, but I am so looking forward to having a home. A place that is mine. I mean, ours,” she replied.

      “I wouldn’t go so far as to call living in a shipping warehouse a home.” Jonathan snorted.

      Her gaze focused on the face of the man her father had chosen as her future husband, searching yet again for any sign of welcome regard. Anything that might spark some affection for him.

      Nothing. I feel absolutely nothing for this man.

      Why her father had settled on Jonathan was a mystery Poppy was yet to solve. The more time she spent with him, the greater her concern grew.

      Relocating the headquarters of the Basden Line Shipping Company to England was a carrot her father had dangled in front of her for several years. But his last-minute declaration—that in order for the move to go ahead, Poppy must agree to marry one of her senior crewmembers—had come as a complete surprise to Poppy.

      And while Jonathan hadn’t exactly appeared all that enamored with the plan either, he had still agreed to it and sailed with her from Ceylon. Poppy didn’t dare to imagine how much money her father must have paid to be rid of her. She had always been made to feel unwelcome in his life. Having his daughter married off and living on the other side of the world would no doubt be most convenient for George Basden.

      Get through the next few days. Things will sort themselves out. Everyone is just tired.

      She was nothing if not an optimist—a positive trait which at times had cost her dearly. But Poppy still clung to the hope that she and Jonathan would find a way to be partners and possibly more.

      The gods of happiness surely had to smile on her at least once in her life, because the prospect of being wed to a man who cared little for Poppy, or her dreams was beyond even her wide boundaries of acceptance.

      Turning away, she settled her gaze on the North Quay warehouses, a long, elegant row of sandstone buildings that were a part of the impressively constructed London Docks. Each warehouse was four stories high—plenty of storage space for the precious cargo of cinnamon bales which currently sat below the Empress Catherine’s deck.

      Once the various contracts for the sale of the cinnamon had been filled, Poppy would have the money to properly set up the family company in England.

      After I am able to grow the business and show him, I am a success, Papa will have to say he is proud of me. Surely, he will, especially when he sees that I did as he asked and married Jonathan.

      She glanced at Jonathan, but he was still sneering at the dock. Poppy had long ago realized that changing the subject was the wisest thing to do when Jonathan was in one of his dour moods.

      She pointed to the long row of warehouses which ran along the back of the recently constructed London Docks. “Just think how easy operating out of the more modern dock will be for us, Jonathan. No more lengthy delays while we wait to offload our cargo.”

      A sigh of disgust came from the man standing beside her. “Urgh! Don’t remind me. I almost went mad the last time we were in London. What was it, a month we had to wait for an available berth further down the river?” replied Jonathan.

      “Something like that.” Poppy had done her best to forget that last trip. As captain, she had endured not only a long delay, but a ship full of grumpy sailors.

      Time was money for everyone. In the years since it had opened, the expansive London Docks on the River Thames at Wapping had become a godsend to shipping merchants and crews alike. The fact that the Basden Line Shipping Company owned a piece of the docks made things even sweeter. The berth at which the Empress Catherine now sat was also theirs.

      Poppy pointed to the building which loomed in front of them. “That’s our warehouse—the one on the corner. Number fourteen.”

      Our new home. I can’t wait to move in.

      And while Jonathan might yet again be in one of his dark moods, nothing was going to dampen her enthusiasm. She had a million things to do over the next few days. Her list of jobs was long and detailed. The thought of successfully working her way through them all had Poppy clasping her hands together in delight.

      They both stepped deftly out of the way as the crew lifted and set the gangplank into place. A grim-faced Jonathan offered Poppy his hand. “Are you ready to go ashore, Captain Basden?” has asked.

      Grateful that he was making any sort of attempt at ceremony, she took his hand and stepped up onto the walkway. A lifetime spent at sea meant Poppy had no problem moving on or off a ship unaided, but they both knew this was a special day. Such an occasion was worthy of all due pomp and ceremony.

      It’s a pity we don’t have someone to pipe us ashore.

      As soon as she reached the far end of the gangplank, Poppy jumped down. Her boots made a pleasing slap as they connected with the stone embankment which ran alongside the wharf. Her heart leapt at the sound. Long years of planning were finally coming to fruition.

      Today is the day!

      Jonathan, who had trailed behind in a more sedate manner, stood slowly shaking his head while Poppy performed an impromptu dance of joy. When her feet finally came to a halt, he nodded at the warehouse.

      “What’s first?” he asked.

      She rummaged in her coat pocket and produced a large folded up piece of paper. Grinning, Poppy grandly unfurled it. “Top of the list. We need a key,” she announced.

      She pointed in the direction of a building situated at the western end of the quay, some fifty yards or so away. During her last visit to London, Poppy had paid a special visit to the docks and drawn up a plan of their layout. She had a captain’s mind for organization. Knowing where everything was located would make the task of settling in that much easier.

      Her first piece of business was to visit the superintendent’s office and present her papers, after which she would receive the key to the front door of warehouse number fourteen. As soon as they had access, Jonathan would take charge of managing the crew. The cargo of cinnamon bales was to be carefully offloaded from the Empress Catherine and brought upstairs into the warehouse for secure storage.

      Only after that task was successfully completed would she dismiss her chief mate and the rest of the crew. The faster they got the job done, the sooner they could find their way to the nearest dockside tavern and drink themselves into oblivion.

      It’s been a long sea voyage; the lads deserve a good drink and to have some fun.

      Reaching into her coat pocket once more, Poppy pulled out a small leather pouch and handed it to Jonathan. “There should be enough coin in there to get all the crew fed and watered many times over. Of course, it goes without saying that the offer of drinking money should be held back until after the cargo has been offloaded.”

      A knowing grin crept to Jonathan’s lips. “Aye, aye, captain. You go and fetch the key, and I shall make sure that the lads have the boat emptied in quick time.”

      As he headed back onboard the Empress Catherine, the first real doubt of the morning settled uncomfortably in Poppy’s mind. Would there ever come a day when Jonathan stopped calling her captain and actually used her first name?

      Give him time. Once you are both fully onshore, he will have no reason to continue addressing you that way.

      She had been the one determined to draw a line under that life, but it would take time for her to get used to no longer being Captain Basden. After today, she would simply be Miss Poppy Basden. The concept was a strange one, and it left her emotions in an odd jumble.

      Even stranger was the idea that at some point she would become Mrs. Jonathan Measy. She would still be notionally in charge of the shipping business, but as her husband, Jonathan would be able to wield some power over her—something he couldn’t currently do.

      Will we be a partnership in life and business, or will I have to fight for every inch of ground? I don’t want a marriage where I am lost as me.

      Poppy pushed that thought firmly back to the dark recesses of her mind, to the place where it usually lurked.

      Checking one last time to make sure that the company papers were in her possession, Poppy straightened her spine and with head held high, went in search of the superintendent’s office.

      Today was a day for taking a great leap forward.
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      Francis Saunders had woken in a foul temper, and not even a full plate of breakfast could remedy the situation. He was seeking solace in his third cup of tea when his father, Charles, arrived in the family breakfast room.

      “Bonjour, Francis. Comment vas-tu par ce beau jour?” said Charles, in his typical cheerful manner.

      “Bonjour, Papa,” grumbled Francis.

      He wasn’t in the right frame of mind to tell his French-born father that there was nothing beautiful about the morning. He couldn’t even manage a polite smile. Fortunately, the look on Charles’s face was enough to inform Francis that his grim mood was apparent.

      “What has you in a fit this morning?” asked Charles.

      Money. Contracts. Missing cargo. All of the above.

      Francis set his cup of tea on the saucer and sighed. He had never thought that taking over the family shipping business would be this hard. That his worries about all manner of things would consume his every waking moment. And an uncomfortable portion of his sleep.

      There had to be a secret to it all. His father was even-tempered. Francis had never heard Charles raise his voice with the staff, and it was rare for him to work late at the office.

      There has to be a trick. Something he has kept from me until now. What can it be?

      He leaned forward over the table and met his father’s keen eye. “How do you do it? I mean, manage the business as well as everything else?” asked Francis.

      In the years that Francis had worked alongside his father, he had never questioned any of this, but now, as responsibility began to fall on his youthful shoulders, he found himself at times almost paralyzed with self-doubt.

      Charles leisurely poured himself a small cup of coffee. In typical French style, he eschewed the use of milk or sugar. Francis shuddered at the sight. How anyone could drink such a strong brew first thing in the morning was beyond him.

      His own plate, which had been filled to the edges with a full English breakfast, sat in stark contrast to Charles’s which had a small, sweet bun sitting all alone in the middle.

      Charles took a sip of his coffee and sighed. “The first coffee of the morning is always the best. And the most necessary.”

      Francis raised an eyebrow at the remark. The coffee in his father’s hand would be the first of many. A long procession of cups of coffee would follow in Charles’s wake throughout the long day ahead.

      “As I have told you before, Francis, this next year is going to be a tough one for you. But if you want to successfully manage the Saunders Shipping Company, you are going to have to find a happy medium between business and your private life. I can’t begin to tell you the countless hours I worked when I first started the company. Of the many meals and family occasions I missed. And if your mother hadn’t finally read me the riot act, I expect I would have continued in that same vein ‘till the day I died.”

      As a young boy Francis had always thought it unfair that his father put business ahead of family, but lately, he had begun to understand the reasons why. Work was never-ending.

      Of course, he and his siblings had all been present that night when Lady Adelaide had brought her protest down to the old docks. Francis still remembered being rugged up in the family carriage watching as his mother berated her husband in the middle of the street. She had threatened to burn the Saunders Shipping warehouse to the ground if Charles didn’t immediately pack up and come home.

      To her credit, Adelaide had actually managed to find a copy of the Riot Act and quoted Charles the section where it commanded him to peaceably depart to his habitations. Her husband had sensibly taken heed. It was the last time Charles had ever worked late at the shipping office.

      In the intervening years, the Saunders Shipping Company had grown steadily. Charles must have found a solution to the problem of never-ending work, but as things currently stood, Francis couldn’t see it. At the moment, he was not only stuck in the trees, but he was also trying to find a way to climb to the top of them so he could map his way in the world.

      There was, however, one spark of hope in his life. A highly lucrative tender for handling spices from Ceylon and India had recently been announced. A contract which was only open to those who had warehouses at the London Docks.

      If Francis could win the contract, many of his problems would be solved. He had worked hard on the proposal. It was well costed and sensibly priced.  He would be able to make a solid profit on every shipment from the far east. Nothing would stand in his way of becoming one of the biggest shipping merchants in London.

      Then I won’t just be ‘young Francis Saunders.’

      “I’ve done the numbers, Papa. If I can win that new spice tender, then I think I can make things work. You will be able to retire confident that I have things under control. That contract would give me enough money to be able to expand into the warehouse next door as well as employ more clerks. I could then step away from the books of account and focus on growing the business. I have grand plans.”

      Charles raised his small cup of coffee to his lips and took a sip. As he set the cup back down, he fixed his gaze firmly on Francis. “Speaking of plans, your mother asked if you are still intending to travel up to Scotland with us? I promised I would seek an answer from you this morning. Adelaide has her own plans to finalize.”

      Deft and sly change of subject, Papa.

      Francis reached for his cup, taking the time to drink his cold tea slowly. He had been hoping to avoid having this conversation until closer to Christmas. But no time was ever going to be a good one. He would simply have to bite the bullet and deal with it.

      “I’m thinking perhaps I might stay in London for the festive season. I can have Christmas Eve supper with Will and Hattie,” replied Francis.

      With the rest of his siblings having all taken spouses this year, Francis was the only Saunders offspring left unwed. And while the thought of spending Christmas at Strathmore Castle with the rest of the extended Radley family held much appeal, being around his mother and her not-so-subtle hints about the need for him to find a wife made it less so.

      In the months following his sister Caroline’s marriage to Earl Newhall, and her subsequent departure for Derbyshire, Francis had become Adelaide’s pet project.

      “Your mother will be disappointed,” said Charles.

      I know, but I can’t spend four weeks in Scotland with her while she is on this matchmaking crusade. I shall go mad. Besides I have far too much work to do.

      He shot his father a pleading look and was nearly overwhelmed with gratitude when Charles slowly nodded in response. Thank God someone else in this house understands my predicament.

      “I shall speak to your mother and let her know that you have pressing obligations at the shipping office, which will give you a few days in which to prepare to give her the bad news. When you do speak her, you had better make it clear that you are saddened not to be able to undertake the journey to Scotland this year.”

      Thank you, Papa. Thank you. Thank you.

      Charles paused, and Francis instantly ceased his silent gratitude.

      “But in return for me helping you to delay your announcement, you have to do something.”

      Francis gritted his teeth, fearing what might come next. His father had been the one to build the family company up from nothing. Charles Saunders’s skills at being able to secure contracts and form strong alliances with business associates was the stuff of legends. He was a first-rate negotiator, one whom Francis hoped he would one day be able to emulate. Charles drove a hard bargain with everyone—including his children.

      “What is it that you demand of me?” replied Francis.

      He stifled a grin when Charles, mimicking his own action of a moment or two ago, picked up his coffee cup and took a slow, considered sip. Like father, like son—he was taking his time. Making his opponent wait.

      Francis’s heart sank. Charles always won the cup game.

      If I could just be half the businessman that you are—no. I want to be better. I have to be better. No one will take me seriously unless I am a success.

      “Not demanding—just asking. In return for helping to smooth things over with your mother, I would like you to attend some parties and balls in the early part of the new year. Son, you need to have more in your life than just the company. The shipping business might eventually fill your coffers with gold, but it will not keep you warm at night. And it most certainly will never bring you the sort of joy that finding love will,” said Charles.

      Francis was cornered, with little room to maneuver. If he wanted his father to help him navigate this next phase of his life, he was going to have to agree to some concessions. But he was determined that they would be on his terms.

      I can attend the odd ball or two. Papa hasn’t stipulated that I have to remain long at any of them.

      He knew plenty of other bachelors in London high society who were masters of the art of making an appearance at a social function and then quietly disappearing out a side door. It wouldn’t take too much effort for him to join their ranks. Love wasn’t something Francis considered important right now.

      “Alright, you win. I shall do as you ask. I promise. Commencing in January, I shall attend at least one ball a week,” replied Francis.

      “And a dinner party or a supper. Come now, Francis, you need to try. If not, then how else do you expect to ever find yourself a wife?”

      Oh, not you as well, Papa. I am not on the hunt for a wife. Marriage isn’t in my plans.

      Not for the foreseeable future at least. He was only two and twenty; he had time. A wife and family would no doubt eventually happen, but not until after he had made his mark amongst London’s business elite.

      The sound of servants moving about in the hall signaled the impending arrival of Lady Adelaide Saunders. Francis quickly downed the last of his tea and got to his feet. He had won, while also making some concessions this morning. It was enough. But if his mother got wind of him cancelling the annual trip to Scotland for Christmas, he wouldn’t ever get out of the house.

      “We have an accord. Please give Mama my apologies; I have to leave for the office. I shall see you a little later this morning.”

      Francis was out of the breakfast room and headed for the stairs at breakneck speed, his father’s hearty laugh in his wake. After swiftly collecting his hat and coat from a waiting footman, he was out the door to the rear mews in less than a minute. He hastened toward the waiting carriage at a fast trot. He would do anything to avoid his mother.

      Adelaide would no doubt be disappointed to have missed her youngest son this morning, but Francis knew full well that if she did get hold of him, she would make him sit and chat while she ate her breakfast. And no matter how clever a negotiator his father was, even Charles wouldn’t have been able to save him.

      As soon as he was on board the carriage and the door was closed, Francis rapped hard on the roof. “Coutts Bank, The Strand, and please make haste. I have a busy day ahead.”

      He had a meeting with his banker. Time was money. And he didn’t have either to spare.
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      The superintendent’s office at London Docks was a hive of activity. As soon as she arrived, Poppy was directed to the end of a long queue of people all waiting to speak to a clerk. The docks might well have been a modern construction, but the bureaucratic wheels of customs and excise still turned slowly.

      Poppy’s private dreams of marching straight up to the front desk, presenting her papers, and being graciously handed the key to warehouse number fourteen evaporated in a puff of disappointment.

      By the time she finally made it to the head of the line one frustrating hour later, Poppy was hot and tired. Her heavy coat and woolen scarf had both been removed and were draped over her left arm.

      “Next,” announced the clerk.

      Poppy stepped forward to the wooden counter. She met the clerk’s gaze with all the authority that years of being a sea captain had instilled in her. “I am Poppy Basden, captain of the Empress Catherine, and legal representative of the Basden Line Shipping Company. I have come for the keys for warehouse number fourteen, building two, North Quay. These are my papers.”

      She handed the company identification papers over, waiting impatiently while the clerk slowly examined them. This was not how she had planned her day.

      I have things to do apart from standing in a queue.

      Peering over the rim of his spectacles, the clerk looked her up and down, then quietly snorted. “Do you have the title of ownership papers with you, miss?”

      Poppy had dealt with enough port officials during her life to have everything well organized in advance. Delays in getting ships processed through customs and excise could well mean the difference between making a profit on a shipment and losing money.

      She cleared her throat. “I am Captain Basden. And I am of the clear understanding that our company solicitor delivered the title papers to this office some months ago. All fees should have been paid. My ship has just arrived, so I am keen to get this matter settled and my cargo offloaded. Would you please go and check with the head clerk? I am, however, quite willing to deal with the superintendent himself if required.”

      The clerk’s gaze shifted from her face, and Poppy endured his slow eyeing of her body. His eyes tracked down over her jacket and past her just-below-the-knee skirt. A frown followed. When he got to her trousers, the frown deepened.

      Yes, I am wearing trousers. One can hardly stand at the wheel of a ship in a roaring gale whilst clad in a full-length gown.

      It wasn’t the first time, that a man had taken the time to conduct a slow study of the female captain standing in front of him. It was rare for a woman to be in charge of a ship, especially in this part of the world. Men seemed to find it odd that a young woman could actually have the brains to command a crew. And also dare to wear men’s trousers.

      She bit on her bottom lip as the man’s gaze drifted back up, then settled on the swell of her breasts. There were times when being well endowed was a blessing, but not when she was trying to get a male of the species to take her seriously.

      Stop staring at my titties.

      Poppy cleared her throat more loudly this time. “When you are quite ready, sir.”

      The clerk startled at her words and muttered an apology before hurriedly scurrying off.

      While she waited, Poppy let her own gaze roam over the numerous notices which were pinned to the back wall of the office. Ships for sale. Cargos requiring transportation to various places. Missing crewmen.

      She snorted at that last one. Sailors had a happy knack of disappearing when they decided they didn’t want to leave port. More often than not, a pretty little lady was the cause.

      Another notice caught her attention. She leaned forward, silently mouthing the words as she read the details.

      

      
        
        Public Tender number 145.  London Docks. Superintendent’s Office.

        The procurement, shipping, and safe storage of spices from India and Ceylon is required.

        Reliable and experienced vendors only.

        Contract duration is three years commencing February 1st, 1818.

        Tenders, in writing, to be submitted by end of day December 12th, 1817

      

      

      

      This was exactly the sort of contract Poppy was looking to secure. The Empress Catherine had arrived in port with a sizeable cargo of cinnamon bales from Ceylon on board. They were going to be stored in the warehouse before being delivered to the local merchants with whom her father had already secured contracts.

      If she could find another ready-made customer, it would make things that much easier for her to get the company established in England.

      That contract could set me up quite nicely. I have to win it. I know I can.

      The clerk soon returned with a small pile of papers in his hand. He spread them out on the counter. Some nodding and humming followed before he finally let out an approving sigh. “Well, everything seems to be in order, Miss Basden.”

      Poppy ignored his lack of manners. The man clearly had no intention of acknowledging the fact that she was a sea captain. And while that might be true for only a few hours more, it still meant something to her. That something was respect.

      She wriggled her fingers as the clerk dropped a ring of keys onto the desk. They landed with a clang. All worries about her status disappeared in an instant.

      This is real. Those keys are mine.

      “This is the front door key. That one is the rear door key; it opens up onto Pennington Street, but the London Docks requires that all business be conducted wharf-side,” said the man, pointing to various keys. He shuffled up the papers then pushed them, along with the keys, across the counter toward Poppy. “You will find the relevant title documents and letters approving you to use the facilities at the dock. There is also a formal letter from the superintendent explaining your responsibilities for use of the warehouse, including but not ending with the exclusion of storing any tobacco and explosives.”

      Poppy nodded. It was nothing she hadn’t dealt with before. She pointed to the spice tender notice pinned to the wall. “Would you have a copy I could take with me, please?”

      The clerk glanced over his shoulder, then turned back to face her. “I don’t think we have any left. But since the tender is due at the end of today, I don’t see why you can’t have that one.”

      “Today? Oh, no,” said Poppy.

      Dates and deadlines often lost their meaning at sea. A ship arrived when it arrived. She had thought it was earlier in the month, but the weather off the coast of Portugal had seen the Empress Catherine delayed.

      It would take most of the morning to shift the cargo and get things in the warehouse properly set up. Her day was already spoken for several times over. And completing a tender document required time and a good deal of attention. She had just lost a valuable opportunity to get established in England.

      If only we had arrived yesterday. Damn. There must be a way I can put in a bid.

      “When it says end of day, I assume that means office hours?” asked Poppy.

      The man shook his head. “This is the London Docks. We never close.”

      Hope sparked anew. “So, I have until the end of today—I mean, midnight—to get a submission in?”

      “Yes.” The expression on the clerk’s face was one of thinly veiled scorn. Poppy could just imagine what he was thinking. Foolish female attempting to take on a man’s job. She should be at home with children gathered around her skirts, not sailing the seven seas, and playing at captain.

      Eager to get on with the day and her ever-growing list of tasks, Poppy pointed to the tender sign. “Could I please, have it?”

      “Oh, alright,” he huffed.

      While the clerk trudged over to the wall and tugged the notice down, Poppy wrapped her scarf around her neck and put on her coat. The superintendent’s office might be warm, but the breeze outside was chilly. The last thing she needed was to catch a cold.

      Accepting the rolled-up tender paper, Poppy tucked it under her arm. She quickly gathered the rest of her things before dropping the keys into her coat pocket.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Once outside, Poppy stopped and unfurled the notice. Three years. That was a princely contract. If she could win the tender, her future in England would be secure.

      And with the money which such a business arrangement would bring she could finally have what she had always wanted.

      A home to call her own.

      Her gaze took in the busy western part of the docks. There were carts and people milling about the wharf. Tall sailing ships lay at anchor in every berth. The shifting cables and chains in the rigging around the mast of each boat provided a never-ending symphony of clatter and jangle.

      It was music to Poppy’s ears.

      If she was going to give up her days of sailing on the ocean, living in the London Docks wasn’t a bad place to start her new life. Every morning, she would be able to step out of the warehouse and take in the sight of newly arrived ships. And with them they would bring the scent of the sea.

      Who said she couldn’t have her cake and eat it too?
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      Poppy spent the better part of the morning inside the ground floor of the warehouse, sweeping cobwebs from the ceiling with a long-handled broom and brushing away the inch or so of thick black filth which she was certain covered every surface.

      The windows were coated in a pale grey sticky ooze which filtered out the daylight and kept the space in a state of semi darkness. The sooner she had scrubbed and wiped the glass clean, the better.

      Warehouse number fourteen had apparently been vacant for nearly two years, but Poppy had assumed someone would keep it clean in the meantime. That had been somewhat of a foolish assumption on her part. From the look of things, the previous owner had locked the front door and simply walked away, not caring about the condition of the place.

      “I swear all I can taste is dust,” she muttered.

      The front door opened and Jonathan marched in. “Everything is off the ship, and the last of the crates will be brought up shortly,” he announced.

      Inside the warehouse, the heady aroma of cinnamon now replaced the stench of neglect. The cargo had been carried upstairs to the third floor and was safely stored. This left the second- and ground-floor main rooms empty. There was ample space in which Poppy and Jonathan could work. And, for the foreseeable future, live.

      Jonathan wiped the sweat away from his brow. “Oh, and we cleared all those barrels and things away from around the front door and our side of the wharf pavilion. It looks like the neighbors had taken over the extra space for their unwanted stuff.”

      Poppy had first noticed the odds and ends dumped outside her warehouse when she returned from the superintendent’s office. She hated clutter. Messy decks were dangerous. A good captain always kept a weather eye on the safety of the crew.

      “Thank you; we need to keep our part of the wharf clear. I suppose our neighbor has encroached on our property because the warehouse has been empty for such a long time. But I expect that whoever they are, they will soon realize we have taken possession, and will no doubt make suitable accommodations,” she replied. Poppy couldn’t blame the neighbors for having used the extra space while it was available. If she had been in their position, she would likely have done the same.

      The front of the warehouse was earmarked for some potted plants and perhaps even a small garden bench. Poppy planned to sit outside each morning and enjoy the sunshine while sipping at her coffee and observing the latest arrivals into port. Little touches and special moments would go a long way to making the warehouse feel more like a home.

      I wonder if curtains would be going too far. Floral curtains, with a matching tea set. That would be nice.

      She stirred from her thoughts of decorating. There was still plenty of other work left on her current to-do list—work she would love a hand in getting finished.

      “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” she asked.

      Jonathan had the money to shout the crew drinks, but Poppy was quietly hoping that he could see there was still plenty of work to be done.

      His gaze roamed lazily over the dust piles that Poppy had swept up and for just the briefest of moments, she thought he might offer to stay and help. If he did, then she would be able to get to work on the all-important spice tender submission.

      “I’ll be off to the Prospect of Whitby, and an ale or three,” he replied, patting his jacket pocket. The clink of coins echoed in the empty space.

      Of course, you are off to the nearest tavern. Why would I expect any different?

      Her future husband wasn’t one for doing anything more than the minimum which was asked of him. For a moment, Poppy simply stared at Jonathan. If they did marry, she was going to be left to do the lion’s share of the work both with the business and any family they might have.

      For the second time that morning, she questioned her father’s choice of Jonathan as her intended spouse. Poppy was blind to whatever George Basden might have seen in him.

      Perhaps that is the truth. There is nothing. Jonathan was simply a means to an end.

      It was a sobering thought.

      There was no point in arguing with him. “Could I ask you to try and not be all sheets to the wind when you get back? There is still a lot of work to do. I was hoping to be able to get this place cleaned up and ready for us to move in,” she replied.

      She hated the pleading in her voice. On land, she wasn’t Captain Basden, she was merely Poppy, and her authority could be easily challenged.

      Jonathan gave a pained sigh. “You can’t let me have a day with the lads? We are in London and the cargo is all upstairs. Just leave the rest of it until tomorrow. The dirt and mess will still be here.”

      And there was his answer. As far as Jonathan was concerned, he was already halfway to the waterside tavern and ready for a long afternoon of heavy imbibing. If things went as they usually did when the crew was in port, Poppy would be fortunate to see him again before sometime late tomorrow. And even then, he wouldn’t be in any condition to help her.

      Reliability was not Jonathan’s strong suit. The pattern in their relationship was already well set. She could just picture a future where constant disappointment would eventually breed bitterness and resentment between them.

      The little voice in the back of her mind whispered the warning it had long been offering—a warning she could no longer ignore.

      You need to do something, and that doesn’t include marrying this man.

      But worrying over what she was going to do about Jonathan would have to wait. Poppy had an important business proposal to prepare and cost. Winning the contract was her topmost priority.

      “Have a good afternoon with the lads. Give them my thanks for all the hard work,” she said.

      She followed him out of the warehouse. While Jonathan headed toward the entrance to the docks, Poppy made a beeline for the gangplank and the captain’s cabin of the Empress Catherine.

      I need that contract.

      If she could secure her financial future, then she might well be able to address the issue of Jonathan Measy—and how she was going to get him out of her life.
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      As the carriage drew up outside warehouse number twelve, building number two, North Quay of the London Docks, Francis leaned forward in his seat and pressed his face to the window.

      “What the devil is that?”

      The usually empty berth out the front of the warehouse which adjoined his own was occupied. A strange ship was moored at the wharf. And it was of such an unusual construction that it immediately captured his interest.

      Francis was still staring at the vessel long after he had climbed out of the carriage. Rather than his usual polite ‘thank you’, he gave a halfhearted farewell wave to the Saunders’s family driver.

      Walking closer, he was greeted with the sight of an ornate crowned lion which sat proudly at the ship’s bow. Under the masthead was a red and white plaque with the year 1703 emblazoned on it. He hadn’t ever seen a ship that old which was still in service.

      Francis narrowed his eyes. He knew enough about boats to know that something wasn’t quite right. The ship was old, and yet, it clearly had some modern features. It was a three-masted topsail schooner, which correctly matched its age, but the sails were of a later design. It appeared that someone had taken a one-hundred-year-old ship and given it a major refit. A costly exercise in anyone’s language.

      Why would you do that? Why not simply have a new ship built?

      Intrigued, he wandered past the row of low-roofed pavilions which were located between the warehouse buildings and the waterfront. When he got to the fourth of these, he stopped. Just as the berth was no longer empty, neither was the pavilion. In the spot where he normally sat and enjoyed a quiet midafternoon coffee, numerous crates and barrels had been stacked.

      “Where is all this coming from?” he asked, throwing up his hands.

      He didn’t like surprises. Spontaneity made him uncomfortable. Francis liked the surety that came with well-ordered plans, especially the ones which he personally created and commanded. Other people making unexpected changes set his nerves on edge.

      “Coming through,” came the cry from a group of sailors who were lugging a large wooden chest. They were bearing down on him at a fast rate, and Francis barely had time to step out of the way as they passed him by.

      More dockworkers followed. A small procession made its way from the lion ship, through the pavilion, and across the service road right up to the warehouse next door to the one occupied by the Saunders Shipping Company.

      If the sight of the odd ship and its cargo hadn’t already knocked Francis for six, bearing witness to the front door being opened, and the chest being carried inside would have done the trick. His mouth snapped shut.

      Someone had moved into warehouse number fourteen.

      This couldn’t be happening. In his mind, he had already claimed it as his, along with the dockside berth, and the cargo-sorting pavilion. The space along the wharf embankment from number twelve to number fourteen and the short gap beyond was meant to be his. A small kingdom over which he intended to rule.

      That’s mine.

      His plans for managing the new spice contract rested on him being able to take over the lease of the long-empty premises next door. Without them, he would struggle to meet the terms of the tender.

      “Damn,” he muttered.

      Leaving home this morning, he had gone to an important appointment with his banker. A meeting during which it had been made plain to Francis that he would need to find a great deal more money if he planned to grow the Saunders Shipping Company. The bank had offered to lend him money but at an eye-wateringly high interest rate. He had politely refused the loan.

      He didn’t want to be in debt to the bank; nor did he wish to ask any of the extended Radley family for a private loan. When he took over from his father, Francis wanted it to be on his terms. Saunders Shipping would grow in the years to come, but he was determined that it could only be funded by the money he made. Francis Saunders was going to be known throughout London society as a self-made man.

      Securing the lucrative spice contract was crucial to his plans for expansion. As was the empty warehouse next door where he had intended to store the spices. The warehouse which had, until today, been vacate for almost two years. Francis’s day was fast turning into a disaster.

      He needed money. And now it looked like he had lost the warehouse.

      Who are these people? And how did they get a hold of the keys to the warehouse? I’ve been trying to get the owner to lease it to me for months.

      Watching the activity on the dockside, his mood slowly darkened. From the way the sailors from the lion ship, worked, it was obvious they knew what they were doing. This was a professional outfit. He would look foolish if he marched up to them and demanded that they stop unloading the cargo.

      Turning from the dockside, Francis headed toward the entrance to the Saunders Shipping Company. The heat of his temper soared as he caught sight of the barrels and piles of rope sitting either side of the door.

      Who had dumped all that rubbish in front of his offices?

      He stopped to check out the markings on the side of one of the barrels, ready to go and have firm words with its owner. The name had him swearing under his breath.

      Saunders Shipping Company. Warehouse 12, Building 2, North Quay, London Docks.

      It was one of his own barrels. A quick glance at the rest of them revealed the same result.

      Lifting his head, he took in the tidy, clear walkway out the front of number fourteen. It wasn’t normally in that sort of neat condition. Mostly because it was where he dumped his extra barrels and odd bits of rope.

      And then it hit him. Someone, he assumed the new tenant, had kindly moved his property back to his side of the wharf.

      For a moment Francis was tempted to simply leave his property where it was or instruct some of his shipping staff to move the barrels inside and out of the way, but his stubborn mindset whispered another solution.

      Start as you mean to go on. Don’t make them feel the least bit welcome.

      Whoever these people were, Francis had to get them out of the way and quick smart. His heart raced as nervous adrenalin pumped furiously through his body. Mouth dry and on the edge of losing his composure, he hastily considered his options. Conclusion? This called for drastic action.

      If he could make life difficult for the new tenants, then perhaps they might come to realize that London Docks wasn’t for them. There were plenty of other places where they could berth their lion-headed ship. They can take their peculiar little boat and find a new home for it.

      Without another thought, Francis bent and picked up a pile of ropes, and carried them back to outside the front of number fourteen. He threw them on the ground. The rest of the barrels and ropes quickly followed.

      When he was finished, Francis silently congratulated himself as he stood wiping the dust from his hands. If anyone had an issue with what he had done, they could come to his front door and take it up with him.

      But you had better come prepared for a fight.

      As far as he was concerned, it wasn’t anything personal; it was just business. And when it came to business, Francis Saunders approached everything like it was a war.

      There could only be one winner.
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      Poppy sat back in her favorite chair and rubbed her eyes. She was exhausted. The proposal had taken her all afternoon and most of the evening to prepare, but it was finally done.

      She had double-checked her calculations, making certain that they not only reflected a fair price, but one which allowed her to make a solid profit. Her father had taught her that commercial contracts which were based on mutual benefit always lasted the longest. Trust was something Poppy valued highly.

      “Now just to add in the final details of the Basden Line Shipping Company and put father’s stamp on the signature.”

      Her stomach gave an unwelcome growl of protest. She hadn’t eaten anything since scoffing down a stale bread roll just after the Empress Catherine had berthed earlier that day. The only sustenance she had managed over the subsequent hours were the countless cups of strong, black coffee which she had brewed on the ship’s galley stove.

      Poppy was tired, but she was also wide awake. The tremble in her fingers confirmed that she was more than a little edgy after all that caffeine.

      From the desk drawer of the tiny captain’s cabin, she retrieved a small ebony wooden box and opened it. Inside were several pieces of paper, including the official notices of her legal capacity to sign on behalf of her father, George Basden. There were also three stamps and accompanying wax seals.

      After selecting the one which had her father’s
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