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Poppy St George's sharp tongue has done nothing for her except find trouble. When her dearest friend and childhood companion marries, she is suddenly alone and adrift in a society that prefers ladies to be meek and mild. Poppy seizes a chance to escape her melancholy by summering on the Cornish coast, never dreaming she will come face-to-face with a particular gentleman from her past, a man she secretly loved before he broke her heart.

Carlos de la Guerra is a man who has always chosen duty over desire. He always knew Poppy was special, but he lost his chance to court her when he had to defend his family’s interests abroad. Now he has returned to England, and Carlos is determined to correct his mistake, if only Poppy will let him.

Just as the two are brought together again, they are drawn into an intriguing and dangerous mystery that threatens them both. Caught between smugglers and social climbers, Carlos and Poppy discover that the course of true love never runs smooth…
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The waters of the lake sparkled in the sun, sending glimmering shards of diamond over a wash of deep blue. On the shore, five girls gathered around a rowboat.

“Are you sure Mrs. Bloomfield said it was all right for us to take the boat out alone?” asked one girl, the dark-haired Camellia. The headmistress of their school was a kind but firm woman, who didn’t want any of her charges to get into trouble.

“We’re not alone,” retorted Poppy, who had instigated the whole plan. “We’re together and we know what we’re doing! My goodness, we’re all nearly fourteen!”

And so the little party set out in the boat. Poppy took the stern, mostly so she could pose dramatically. Rose volunteered to row on the left side, while Heather took the right. In the bow, Camellia and Daisy sat on the narrowest bench, Daisy trailing one hand in the placid water.

Rose was blind (due to a fever that had taken her sight a few years prior), but that didn’t stop her from rowing, and she put all of her effort into it, her shoulders, arms, and back working hard. Heather mirrored her in perfect concert, and together they propelled the little boat into the middle of the lake.

“I wish I knew a sea shanty,” Rose said. She loved to sing.

“I don’t think we’re allowed to know those,” Heather grumbled (she did not care for the many restrictions placed on young ladies).

“Aye, they’re too salty!” Poppy retorted, laughing.

“Oh, no, the puns again,” Camellia said, rolling her eyes. “I may have to jump overboard and swim to safety.”

“How’s our rowing, captain?” Rose asked Poppy.

“You’re doing marvelously!” Poppy called back. “We’ve got plenty of time before we’re anywhere near the opposite shore. But wait, do put up the oars for a moment. We’re almost exactly in the middle!”

She looked back over her shoulder, but couldn’t see any hint of the grand structure known as Wildwood Hall. The old, rambly building housed the Bloomfield Academy for Young Ladies of Quality, where all of them were students. Today’s excursion was a special treat, for, in a week, they’d all go home for the summer. Poppy would miss her friends (besides Rose—the two girls lived together and Poppy helped Rose navigate the world).

Ah, navigate the world! Poppy smiled at the unintended joke, thinking that her brain had definitely turned to all things nautical. It must be the influence of the story Mrs. Bloomfield had read to them yesterday, for it was full of ships and pirates and a brave princess who sailed the seas until she found her lost love at last.

Inspired, Poppy shifted in the boat, which wobbled slightly (but was otherwise stable, for five girls and their picnic lunch made excellent ballast). She pulled a crown out of her bag and put it on her head. As far as crowns went, it wasn’t very valuable—being made of an old pasteboard hatbox, then encrusted with stray and mismatched glass beads—but the girls used it in nearly all their make-believe games.

“Listen to me! I am the rebel Princess Judith, and I am searching for my beloved Prince Zev. Do you all remember?”

“Of course we do,” Heather replied cheekily. “Mrs. Bloomfield read it aloud from the book of Jewish folktales she just got. I adore how the lovers were separated for so long and then finally got reunited at the end.”

“That’s how fairytales work,” Camellia noted. “It all ends happily ever after, with no loose ends. Life is not so tidy, or so certain.”

Poppy waved that off. “Well, Judith’s tale had plenty of twists and turns. Here, look at these sticks—they’re your swords for when we come upon pirates and thieves in the forests of the island ahead. And now, Rose and Heather, take your oars. Row hard—we’ll pretend it’s the great storm that Judith sailed through on her way across the ocean.”

“Honestly,” Daisy said. “The whole story would have been very short if the characters just talked to each other! After all, Judith and Zev were actually already betrothed and would have been married anyway…except their fathers didn’t keep their promises very well.”

“It’s more exciting the way it happened.” Poppy brandished her stick in the air. “Remember when Judith’s ship got seized by pirates, and she tricked them into following her plan? She was the cleverest of all.”

“She got them drunk,” Heather said bluntly. “If I learned one thing from that tale, it’s not to drink anything an unknown woman offers you.”

Poppy ignored that. “Onward, my faithful crew! We’ll sail to that dark-forested land beyond, and if there are thieves within, we shall beguile them and steal their treasure.”

“Ahoy!” Daisy called enthusiastically, taking up the cause.

When they landed, the girls played for hours, staging scenes from the story they’d heard, and taking turns being the rebel princess who became a pirate and even a king (she had the foresight to pretend to be man for safety) before finding her true love and revealing her own feminine identity, to the amazement of all.

Poppy jumped and shouted and screeched and wept with the others. When she played, she played with all her heart. And a little part of her knew that these long, lazy summer days could not last forever. Someday, they’d grow up, and move apart, and take on the roles of grown women. They’d all have to find husbands and marry, or work in one of the few acceptable positions for ladies.

What lay in Poppy’s future? She couldn’t imagine, but she doubted it would be as exhilarating as the tale of Princess Judith, who fell in love, and endured hardship, and encountered pirates, and was sought after by kings, and made her own way thanks to her own wisdom, despite everything life threw in her path.

When the afternoon was done, and their bellies began to hunger for supper, Poppy led her merry crew back to their trusty ship. This time, Camellia manned an oar, and Daisy took the other.

Poppy adjusted the paper-and-foil crown on her head and pointed in the direction of Wildwood Hall, across the lake.

She called out in a voice that carried far over the water, “Come, let us go home!”


Chapter 1
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Several years later

Dearest Poppy,

Your mother wrote to me lately, and from her account, I gleaned that you are feeling a bit at odds in London. Not that she complained! She would never, and indeed has nothing but praise for your good spirit and your unfailing help with the family firm. She tells me that you have gained such knowledge about fabrics and the intricacies of the actual import business. Of course, I am not surprised in the least, as you were always a clever child.

You no doubt feel a strong sense of duty to the family, but if you should wish a change of scenery, know that you are very welcome to visit Pencliff Towers in Cornwall. We would be delighted to have you at any time, but the summer here is particularly lovely—which is not a thing I can say for summers in London!

With affection,

“Aunt” Candice Towers

Poppy St George folded the letter back up and replaced it in her reticule. She was no longer a child, but she was still clever. And she could easily read between the lines. It was no secret that Poppy had been feeling at odds lately. Hence this plot between her mother and a long-time friend to pull Poppy out of the city, and out of the doldrums she’d slipped into months ago.

A mewing sound broke her concentration. “Yes, Misty, I shall feed you presently.”

When Poppy agreed to come to Cornwall, she’d made a point that she would not go alone. Her cat would be coming along. Miss Mist, named for the soft grey of her coat, was not fond of the traveling basket she’d been placed in for the journey (scratching the interior constantly during her waking hours). But Poppy couldn’t stand to leave her behind, and anyway, if travel was healthy for young ladies, surely it was healthy for young cats as well.

“Perhaps you can decimate the Cornish rodent population this summer,” Poppy suggested, earning another meow. Miss Mist was a hunter at heart.

The carriage rolled to a halt on the road, which currently ran along the very edge of the headland. The coachman suggested that Poppy step out for a few minutes while he attended to a personal matter. Poppy appreciated the coachman’s tact and dutifully disembarked, walking to the cliffside to look out at the sea.

It was a striking sight. Standing on the windswept, rocky cliffs of Cornwall felt like standing at the edge of the world. The fog-grey waters of the sea stretched out to the horizon, and clouds scudded across the sky. A few fat drops of rain pelted her face. She could not imagine a setting further from the busy, built-up world of London. But it also felt terribly lonely here, and Poppy felt a little trill of fear. Was this what the rest of her life was destined to feel like?

“Miss!” called the coachman. “We’ll be going now.”

Poppy turned her back on the ocean and returned to the coach. She had been assaulted by the vehicle's seats for days now. Her backside was bruised, her dignity was abused, and she was still not to her destination.

“Come along, miss, before the rain soaks you clean through.” The coachman, not much more than a boy, helped her climb into the cab. The one good point was that she now—finally—had the coach to herself. The other passengers had disembarked one by one: at Exeter, at Lostwithel, at other smaller towns whose names had already left her. When the final passenger beside her had gone, Poppy seized the chance to stretch her limbs. But even so, she was ready to be done with the journey.

“How much longer, Mr. Kellow?” she asked the driver.

“Only two hours or so, miss, if the road remains good.”

This was a good road? she thought. Poppy thanked him, knowing he wasn’t responsible for the conditions. Only two more hours of grueling pain. How wonderful.

As the coach continued on its way, Poppy wondered for the hundredth time if she’d made the correct decision in accepting this invitation.

Poppy had known Mr. Towers and his wife since she was a little girl, since they were close to her mother and her birth father (long deceased). Once Mr. Towers retired from his work as a barrister, he moved far away from London. Poppy first thought the idea of Cornwall romantic. Now that she saw the rough hills, the grey waters, and the sparse population, she feared the reality would simply be dreary.

Since her cousin and dearest friend had married last year, Poppy was no longer required as her companion, a position she’d gladly held for years. And indeed, she understood that in some way Rosalind, who Poppy always regarded as the more innocent one, had now grown beyond her.

“To think I turned proposals down!” she told herself. True, she hadn’t wanted to marry any of her few suitors, and particularly not while Rose needed her as a companion. But still…no doubt she’d been presumptuous in assuming her future contained more proposals, especially considering her reduced social status after her mother remarried to a tradesman. Poppy was happy for her mother—her stepfather was a good man who aimed to provide everything his family needed. And Poppy herself had little patience for the complex hierarchy that sorted everyone into little boxes according to their birth names and bloodlines. However, it was an irrefutable fact that English society cared deeply about such things, and Poppy’s standing was now lower and less desirable than it had been when she was younger.

Rain now spattered over the glass window. In the faint reflection, she saw the damp air had made the few curls by her temples fall, so her blonde hair looked much darker and straighter than usual. So much for looking presentable! Poppy traced wet circles on the inside of the glass, unconsciously writing the letter C. Once she saw the image, she made it into a circle, and then wiped the whole thing out with an impatient gesture. The so-called gentleman belonging to that initial did not deserve a place in her thoughts. A pair of dark eyes momentarily haunted her memory—beautiful eyes that had seemed so sincere, but then proved to be quite the opposite.

Fortunately, being composed of fire more than water, Poppy wasn’t a morose person by nature. The clouds and rain blew off within an hour, and the return of the sun and the hints of blue sky restored her usual spirit. Thus she was eagerly watching for the appearance of Pencliff Towers.

The coach turned and passed through a gate onto an even narrower track. When the house finally came into view however, Poppy barely noticed it, despite its scale and grandeur. The horizon beyond was so arresting that mere architecture could not compete. The house perched on a bluff situated above a small, curving bay. Though on the channel side, the waters here seemed as deep and wild as the great ocean to the west must be. Cliffs appeared to enclose the waters below—though a thin line of sandy beach could be glimpsed at the edges of the bay. Poppy hoped there was some way down to the water.

The rock of the cliffs was a dark, streaked grey, with a few trees and shrubs clinging tenaciously to the surface here and there. The top of the bluff was given over to rough, long grasses. In foul weather, the view might be foreboding, but in sunlight it was stunning. Poppy was smiling by the time the coach stopped and the door opened.

“It’s beautiful!” she exclaimed. “I never expected it would be so pretty…the land, I mean, though the house is impressive.”

“Aye, Pencliff Towers is the grandest estate around,” said Kellow. “The only one around, to be honest.”

“Is it so isolated?” she asked in dismay.

“Oh, no, miss. The town of Treversey is not more than three miles beyond—my last stop, in fact. St. Mark’s Head over there hides it from view,” he said, gesturing to a hill to the south. “But the town has everything you’d need, and you’ll no doubt see it for yourself soon enough.”

“You’re from there,” Poppy guessed.

The coachman smiled, and she realized anew that he was really quite young, perhaps not older than seventeen, making him three years or so younger than she was. “That I am, miss. My mother runs the tearoom on Greene Street.” He ducked his head then. “Excuse me, I’ll get your bags.”

Soon the bags and the trunk were piled up by the front door, which was just opening up. Before Poppy could offer a gratuity to Kellow, one of the footmen preempted her by doing just that, “with thanks from Mr. Towers for seeing his guest safely here.”

Poppy looked at the house more carefully now. Pencliff Towers faced east and had no towers. Strange! She was surprised by both its age and its size. For some reason, she’d thought it would be more rustic.

Kellow tipped his hat to her as she was hustled inside by a maid. She looked with a bit of awe at the grand foyer of the home. In keeping with the outside, it was much fancier than she’d originally anticipated.

“We weren’t sure when to expect you, Miss St George,” the maid said. “I’ve just sent word to Mrs. Towers, who will be—”

She didn’t even get the words out before Mrs. Towers blew in. She was about sixty years old, with a stout frame. Her hair was completely white, and indeed, had been since Poppy could remember. However, her hair did not predict her attitude, and she moved through life like a ship at full sail. It was not wise to attempt to slow her down.

“My goodness!” she cried. “Little Miss St George is here at last! Though you’re not little any longer, are you?” With those observations, any lingering coolness of the house was pushed away.

“Mama sends her greetings,” Poppy said dutifully. “It was most kind of you to allow me to stay with you for the summer. And Miss Mist here as well.”

Poppy indicated the basket holding the cat, and Mrs. Towers immediately bent over to coo at the creature, who mewed in her most pitiful and adorable way.

“Oh, you darling!” Mrs. Towers said. “We must find a bit of fish from the kitchens for you after such a journey!”

Poppy smiled. Evidently time hadn’t changed Mrs. Towers’s doting, motherly attitude.

“It really is wonderful you came,” Mrs. Towers said, once she straightened up. “We need more young people about. This place is beauty for the soul…but it can get too quiet. And I thought, Poppy St George was always a clever child. She’ll liven up a dull house.”

“I’m not the only guest, am I?” she asked.

“Oh, no. We always like to have a number of friends and family to stay. Right now we have Miss Metcalfe and her sister, young Miss Elisa…I knew their mother from school, rest her soul! And there’s Mr. and Mrs. Hobbson, and the Ainsworths. Miss Ainsworth is so charming…”

She rattled off more names as they continued through the house to the seaward side (Miss Mist remained in the carrier, to be looked after by a housemaid who would take her upstairs).

Poppy had a vague impression of lushly furnished rooms and vases of flowers in nearly all corners, but keeping up with Mrs. Towers was a task in itself, so she could not linger.

On the way, a young woman in a rather plain gown stepped out of a room.

“Miss Elowen!” the hostess proclaimed. “I was just talking about you!”

“Oh, indeed?” the other asked nervously.

“Yes. Elowen Metcalfe, meet Poppy St George. I insist you two become great friends.”

Elowen smiled shyly at Poppy, saying “How can we not, after such a decree?” She possessed very pretty eyes of china blue, striking in contrast to her dark hair. Her eyes held a little twinkle that heartened Poppy considerably.

“I think it shall not be too onerous,” Poppy agreed.

Mrs. Towers looked around. “Is your sister about?”

“No,” Elowen responded. “Elisa is lying down. The visits to the doctor always fatigue her.”

“Poor dear. Well, Poppy can meet her at dinner. There is not any sweeter child than Elisa Metcalfe, dear. You’ll see. Now come along, I want you to meet the other guests! I’m sure I’ve forgotten some names! There’s the Hobbsons, who I think you met once in London when you were young. And the Ainsworths are rather newer acquaintances. Oh, talk about a coincidence. Mr. Ainsworth actually wanted to buy this property, when it came up for sale several years ago. Fortunately, Mr. Towers’s man of business acted quicker, and we were able to secure the sale before he could. Good thing too, because apparently he was prepared to offer even more for it! Poor man, he lost out. But in all honesty, it was for the best. He’s a bit of a parvenu, really,”

 Mrs. Towers confided, in a lower tone. “Desperate to make a name for himself and gain the admiration of those he’d like to call peers. Naturally, owning a great house and joining the landed gentry would help. But he’d have regretted it, I’m sure. For all it costs to keep up Pencliff, I might as well have painted all the walls in silver and gold!”

Mrs. Towers herded Poppy onward through the house. Then they stepped out onto a wide, white gravel terrace overlooking the ocean. About six feet below the terrace, a green lawn extended thirty yards to a low stone wall, and beyond that the cliff face fell away to the shore far below. Several people were sitting there, taking advantage of the view. Mrs. Towers hailed them cheerfully.

Poppy’s breath suddenly caught in her throat when she saw a certain gentleman with the other guests. He was handsome in an athletic sort of way, and while she should not by rights have recognized him, something in the slope of his shoulders, the way he held his head, took away all doubts.

He was the last to turn and see who had arrived. When he did, he shot up out of his chair. It was proper for a gentleman to stand when meeting a lady, but such speed was unusual. His expression was at first astonished, but by the time Poppy reached him, it had grown into a smile.

“If I am not mistaken, it is Miss St George,” he said.

“You are not mistaken, Mr. de la Guerra,” she returned, in a far cooler tone. “I do wish I’d known you were here. I would not have come.”


Chapter 2
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Adrian —

She’s here.

—Carlos

Holy hell. What was she doing here?

Carlos de la Guerra had first met Poppy St George in the course of a rather delicate situation the previous year. His close friend—the wealthy, rakish Adrian Marsh, better known as Viscount Norbury—had done the impossible and fallen in love. And not with just anyone. Rosalind Blake: a blind woman who was as respectable and innocent as Adrian was dissolute.

Naturally, Carlos did what he could to help his friend win the girl…which led him into the path of Poppy, who served as Rosalind’s companion and protector, with an emphasis on protector. He discovered that she was defiant and fierce, even to the point of offense. She once threatened Carlos with bodily harm.

Carlos was entranced by her.

To say she was unusual was an understatement. He liked her more the next time he saw her, and still more the third—and last—time. Unfortunately, he was forced to leave London almost immediately afterward to return to his home in Santo Domingo, and he was kept away far longer than expected. The complications of his own family’s business, his desire to help his island win independence, and the various commitments he owed to friends and associates meant that he was either at sea or embroiled in work constantly for the last year. The few times he managed to get to London or correspond with Adrian, he learned nothing more about Poppy.

He knew he’d missed his chance.

So yes, Carlos nearly jumped out of his chair when he saw Poppy step into the sunlight. True, he hadn’t seen her in more than a year, and at that distance, she could have been any young lady. Nevertheless, her face was etched into his brain, and her voice sounded sweetly familiar…right up until he saw her iron hard gaze, and fully realized how she felt about him.

She had every right to be annoyed. He hadn’t been as forthcoming with her about his intentions as he could have been. He doubted that Miss St George would still be interested in listening to his excuses.

But she was here, wasn’t she? Perhaps fate was offering him another chance.

“Miss St George,” he said, keeping his true feelings inside. “You’re looking well.”

“I am thriving,” she returned, eyes narrow. “Not that you would have had the opportunity to notice during your prolonged absence from London.”

A young woman seated nearby had twisted around, watching this exchange with avid curiosity. She was dressed in an ensemble that looked distinctly military in style, with a host of buttons and gold braid down the front of her green velvet jacket.

“So you two already know each other?” she guessed, tipping her head.

“We are only slightly acquainted, through mutual friends,” Poppy corrected, keeping her voice even.

“Oh, how wonderful!” Mrs. Towers chimed in, hastily smoothing over the awkward moment. “You have saved me one introduction.”

That didn’t stop Mrs. Towers from introducing Poppy to the rest of the people sitting nearby. First, there were the Ainsworths, who were both tall and narrow. Then the Hobbsons, who were as round as the Ainsworths were lean.

The young lady in green was the last to be introduced. “And finally, Miss St George, this is Miss Blanche Ainsworth. So many young folk about! This will be a lovely summer, won’t it?”

“I foresee much diversion on the horizon,” said Blanche. Her soft voice somehow had the opposite force of the words themselves. Carlos was taken aback by it, and he wasn’t even the recipient. Blanche’s tone seemed threatening.

Poppy looked at her as well, a frown crossing her face. Carlos realized the threat was actually aimed at Poppy, though he didn’t know why. The ladies had just met, for Christ’s sake.

“Diversion! That is the very word, Miss Ainsworth,” Mrs. Towers agreed, though in a much warmer tone. “And speaking of diversions, Poppy, I am so glad you can be added to my little showcase tonight. I was rather hoping for someone to play pianoforte.”

“Oh, no. You are doubtless thinking of my cousin, who is most accomplished.”

Mrs. Towers nodded. “I believe you’re right—it was little Rose I remembered playing so well. Is it true that she is married now?”

“Indeed,” Poppy smiled as she spoke, and Carlos got a little pain in his chest when he saw the emotion there. “She married Viscount Norbury last fall. And since then, she’s hosted several events featuring the finest musicians in London.”

“My, she’s become a regular patroness of the arts, hasn’t she? She made a smart match. And so unexpected, if I may say.”

“It surprised many in society,” Poppy said in a mild tone.

Carlos had to choke back a laugh. She was understating the case. The announcement of Rosalind and Adrian’s marriage was first taken as a joke by members of society who had known the viscount’s reputation as a rake.

“They are very happy,” Carlos added.

“How would you know?” Poppy asked in a low voice. Before he could reply, she deliberately turned to Mrs. Towers, and said in a much kinder tone, “If you’ll excuse me now, the journey was tiring. I really ought to get settled.”

Mrs. Towers said, “Our housekeeper, Mrs. Biddle, will show you to your room. We can’t have you wandering the halls, or we may never see you again! Pencliff Towers is quite a tangle, as you’ll soon discover.”

“I’m sure,” Poppy muttered, shooting a dark glance at Carlos as she left.

“I don’t recall you mentioning that Miss St George would be a guest,” he said to Mrs. Towers, in as calm a tone as he could manage just then.

“Did I not? Well, she is staying until the end of the summer. Poor dear, I’d been informed she was quite lonely after her cousin’s marriage. The two were closer than sisters! But surely you must know that, Mr. de la Guerra?”

“Only a little. I met Miss St George while Norbury courted her cousin. The two ladies were always together…almost always, that is.”

“There was something of a scandal about it, wasn’t there?” asked Blanche, looking delighted at the idea of someone else’s scandal.

“Some people will try to stir up rumors about the most inconsequential things,” he said. “I assure you there was nothing untoward in their courtship.”

“But there was talk of a duel.” Mrs. Towers supplied that intelligence.

“Duels are discouraged nowadays,” Carlos noted, without actually denying one took place. In fact, Carlos had served as Adrian’s second for the duel itself. Adrian was one of the most skilled fighters he knew, whether with a blade or a gun. But he’d be damned if he glorified the situation.

“Well, well,” Blanche said. “I simply must know all the details of that story. Won’t you tell me, Mr. de la Guerra?”

“I’m afraid the story must wait,” he said. “Please excuse me.”

He walked away from the terrace and across the green lawn to the low wall at the edge of the yard, out of the view of the other guests. Beyond that, the land extended for several feet and then crumbled away, leaving only sheer cliff above the strand far below.

He contemplated jumping in. Not that he was prone to melancholy—but he would like to swim away from the increasing complications surrounding Pencliff Towers. The unexpected arrival of Poppy St George would make things even more difficult than they already were.

Carlos had come to Pencliff Towers at the invitation of the owners, but he had other reasons for being in Cornwall…not all of them exactly above board.

He often ferried goods across the Atlantic under the auspices of his family’s shipping business, and his ship was not far away (under the aegis of his always-dependable first mate Valentin). But his real purpose was more personal—he was looking for a killer.

In early spring, he’d learned his closest childhood friend had died. Mateo Vega was a brilliant man, a skilled fighter, and one of the most passionate revolutionaries he’d ever known. Mateo was the sort of person the phrase “full of life” had been coined to describe. Thus, it seemed impossible that he could ever die. And to be drowned in the ocean, when he’d practically lived in the water, swimming and sailing every day of his life—how could fate be so cruel?

The moment he heard the news, he went to Ximena, Mateo’s sister, who still lived on the estate next to Carlos’s family home in Santo Domingo. He found a house in mourning.

The housekeeper, wearing a black band on the arm of her usual uniform, informed Carlos that Ximena was hardly eating, and she feared for her life.

“She depended on her brother for everything. There’s a cousin who inherits the estate, but he’s in America somewhere and who knows when he’ll take charge of anything? I fear she’ll waste away in her grief.”

“I’ll talk to her,” Carlos had promised.

“Please. If anyone can get through to her, it’s you.”

He was led to a dark room upstairs, where he found Ximena dressed in black, hiding in the shadows. She looked like death, with dark circles under her eyes and a baleful stare. He spoke her name three times before she blinked and seemed to recognize him.

“Carlos,” she sighed. “You’ve heard?”

“That’s why I’m here. How can I help?”

“He’s dead. He’s beyond all help.”

“I meant how can I help you,” he said gently. This Ximena was terrifying to behold. She’d always been a vivacious, laughing girl. The figure in front him was practically a ghost.

“He was murdered,” she whispered, her gaze still unfocused.

“What? I heard he drowned.”

“The body was pulled out of the sea, but he didn’t die in any accident while sailing. He was killed because he knew something he shouldn’t.”

He sat across from her and took her hand in his. “Tell me everything.”

And she did—slowly—because she broke down in tears every few minutes. Evidently, Mateo met a British man claiming to support the cause for Dominican independence. Mateo knew that the Dominican forces badly needed supplies to fight the various colonial powers contesting the island. So he sailed to Britain, bringing back a shipment of rifles (supposedly purloined from French army units fighting in Portugal and elsewhere). On the next trip, it was saltpeter from North America, a key ingredient in gunpowder. According to Ximena, Mateo was ecstatic, feeling that his work would give the Dominican patriots the edge they needed against better-equipped, trained, professional soldiers.

“But he was nervous,” Ximena said. “He knew that any naval vessel that caught him would imprison or execute him and his crew—that’s always a risk. And he didn’t trust the supplier in Britain. Said the man was dangerous.”

“All smugglers are dangerous,” Carlos said. “Mateo knew that, so what made this one worse?”

“I’m not sure, but I think he feared this man would double-cross him. He was no patriot of any kind, just a leader of some gang.”

“And you think he sold out Mateo?”

She nodded. “I know it. He killed my brother out of greed. And Mateo’s death means that our people won’t get the supplies they require to fight off the cursed soldiers who think this island is a toy to fight over.” Her eyes blazed as she spoke. It was the first sign of her returning spirit.

“Let me see what I can find out,” Carlos offered. “It won’t bring Mateo back, but it may help his soul rest. And it may help if you know his killer faced justice.”

“Would you?” she asked, hope in her red-rimmed eyes. “I can’t tell you what it would mean to me. I see Mateo in my dreams every night. He’s begging me to do something, but I don’t know what I can do!”

“You can stay here, get well, and keep the estate running. Ximena, a lot of people’s lives depend on you. Meanwhile, I’ll sail to Britain and investigate this. Mateo was a brother to me. If he was betrayed and murdered, I’m not going to let his killer go.”

“That’s all I need to hear,” Ximena breathed. “You can avenge Mateo’s death.”

“Then I need to know details. Where did Mateo sail to pick up the goods?”

“Cornwall. He mentioned a town…Trever-something. But Mateo said the smugglers used a base well outside the town proper. A network of caves.”

From what Carlos knew, the peninsula of Cornwall was practically all caves. They could be found at nearly any point along the shore, whether on the channel side or the ocean.

“I don’t have many contacts in Cornwall,” he said. “I mostly use London as my base when I ship goods, legal or not. But I know some people. And if this man is so dangerous, other people will know about him too. Did Mateo ever name him?”

Ximena shook her head. “The man used a code name: Dragon. But Mateo did describe him in a letter to me. He’s a big man, with curly back hair and eyes like a demon. Don’t ask me what that means—you know Mateo’s way of speaking.”

“I do. And the gang? How many of them were there?”

“It must be large. Mateo said it was a very efficient operation—and they practically took over some tavern on the waterfront, use it like a private club. He said they moved smoothly, with lots of help. A signaler on the shore, men ready to move goods at a moment’s notice…and he said that local Customs officials always looked the other way when the dragon flew through the night.”

“Paid them off,” Carlos said. “I’m due to ship some goods to London in a week. I’ll arrange to spend some time in Cornwall after that.”

“If that man killed Mateo, he’ll kill others as well. Oh, Carlos, God watch over you.”

Well, something was watching, he reflected now, but probably not God. Would God arrange for Poppy St George to appear at the very same location where he was hunting down a gang of smugglers? Unlikely. He’d have to be careful to keep her from getting any more involved than she already was.


Chapter 3

[image: ]

Rose —

He’s here.

—Poppy

The note was short and, to anyone other than the two women, it would be meaningless. But as soon as the words were read to her, Rose would instantly know who Poppy meant. (Not that Poppy had discussed Carlos with her after their initial encounters. Indeed, it was more likely that any mention of his name was met with Poppy’s stony silence.) But Rose was her dearest, closest friend, and she had sensed how Poppy felt those first few times she met Carlos and the hope she’d briefly harbored. Was it possible that she’d met a quick-witted, good-hearted person who actually liked her attitude and didn’t mind that she was merely a daughter of trade-class folks? Carlos seemed to fit that bill, and he very much hinted that he’d call on her, which would be the next step in a more formal courtship.

But apparently, he was more interested in other types of ships, because he sailed away on one and she never heard from him again. Until now.

And all she could do was run away! When Poppy made her escape earlier, she didn’t look back to see if Carlos was watching her. Either he was, which would be disconcerting…or he wasn’t, which would quite destroy her already fragile ego.

The housekeeper walked Poppy to her room, which was located at the far end of the main wing on the upper floor. A peaceful space, it
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