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Chapter 1
Alexander Peter William, Earl of Rushford Toun, runaway from his home at the age of seventeen, privateer for nine years on a ship operating under a Letter of Marque issued by the High Court of the Admiralty of England, stood still for a few reflective moments and looked back at the Mary Anne, the Bermuda Schooner he and his shipmates had employed with remarkable and lucrative results to harass the French and Spanish traders between Europe and the West Indies for more continuous years than any other privateer he’d ever heard of. 
After over year at sea without a major sprucing up, the Mary Anne was in need of someone prepared to restore her to her former glory. But despite her unsightly condition, parting from her was hard. She had been home for him and his crew and made them rich men—who, unless they wasted away their wealth in pointless pursuits, could live in comfort and even luxury from the proceeds of their high-seas predations for the rest of their lives.
As could he. Even more so, because as the Mary Anne’s Master for the last three years, his share of the booty was considerable. Which meant that he had no need to crawl back to his family’s Bridgham estate or into the society he had escaped from. He would of course have to live as a commoner, but it would be as a rich one; with wealth amassed through his own deeds, instead of being inherited through an accident of birth. Let Edmund, his younger brother, have title, land, and tradition. Alexander, who thought of himself only as ‘Alex’, had been informed that he had been declared dead, and that suited him just fine. He was happy to be free of the constraints of title and inheritance alike.
He heaved a deep breath and savored his homecoming and his freedom. Yes, he was glad to be home, even though he had run away because he just could not have stayed. He was glad for the feel of the chill clammy air; the reek of Plymouth harbor, whence he had left England so long ago. He had been to more exotic places than most people alive would ever see; but none of them truly were home, no matter how seductive they might have been. He had missed the chill, the ever-present mists, the crisp morning frosts of Nottinghamshire, the dark green foliages of English woods. Cold winters with snow covering the ground. The colors of spring with its new life, and of autumn when the leaves put on a final glorious display before the trees went to hibernate.
“Cap’n? Ye comin’?”
His rumination disrupted, Alex turned and waved to Giles, his now-former First Mate; and the only one of his crew who knew who he really was.
“Just saying farewell to the old girl,” he said as he joined the group of his dozen shipmates. 
He had sold the Mary Anne for a tidy sum, which he had divided equally among them. She might not be looking her best, but she and her crew had a reputation that more than tripled what one might have reasonably been expected to get for her. Sailors and ship owners were a superstitious lot, believing that luck, good or bad, adhered as much to the ship as its crew. Anybody sailing away in the Mary Anne probably considered himself just a bit more likely to survive the vicissitudes of the unpredictable ocean than those on vessels with a less illustrious history. 
Whatever was to come next? Who knew? Who could know? The freedom of England was his. Some of his shipmates would ultimately return to the sea, because that’s the way it was with sailors. Some might even return to the very dangerous occupation of privateering. But they all had declared that first of all they wanted to spend some of their hard-earned accumulated wealth. Except for Giles, who had originally recruited Alex for service into the Mary Anne, when it was still commanded by its former Master. Giles was eleven years older than Alex and unlikely to return to sea.
“Methinks, I’ve used up all me luck,” he had told Alex not so long ago. “Why tempt fate more’n I have to? Fate’s far too easy tempted. I love livin’, and with me share I can start me a business right here. Or maybe I’ll fancy tryin’ me luck in London.
“I know, Cap’n, ye’re not wanting to be an Earl anymore, and even less a Marquess should the time come for ye to become one. But if ye change yer mind, I’d be pleased and honored to work in yer service.”
Giles had figured out that the green-behind-the-ears young man he had picked up in a dingy pub in Plymouth was more than he pretended to be after just a few days on board and confronted Alex with his suspicions. But he also had decided to guard Alex’s secret and give him a chance to prove his mettle, before maybe reporting it to the Master, who might or might not have been pleased with suddenly being responsible for an Earl’s life. For who knew what might happen? And who knew whom he’d have to answer to?
“And I,” Alex had replied, “would be honored to accept you in my service. But as things are, we’ll just be former shipmates, and I’d like to think of you as a friend and forget that I once was your Master. So, if you would please call me ‘Alex’, as you did when first we met, that would be very much to my liking. Or ‘Alexander’, if you must, but it sounds a tad too formal to me.”
And he had meant it. Beside David, Sebastian and Aaron, Giles was the only man Alex would call ‘friend’ without reservation. Still, out of his crew mates, only Giles knew about Alex’s true provenance.
Giles had thought about Alex’s response for a few moments, his leathery wind-beaten face with its pale blue eyes studying him intently. Then he had nodded.
“Thank you Cap— Alex. World needs more men like ye. Wouldn’t be such an unkind and unjust place.”
Alex hadn’t known how to respond to that. Nobody had ever said something like this to him before. He didn’t think he deserved the praise; nor did he think he could ever live up to it.
 
~~~
 
Alex still thought that he had not lived up to it, but he had done the best he knew how to do. As he saw Giles glance at the Mary Anne—somewhat sadly Alex thought—he sympathized with his friend’s ennui. It had felt wrong selling her and leaving her to an unknown owner and fate. But they all had voted on it, and the result had been unanimous. Time to start new lives, no matter where they might lead. But in order to do that, something had to be given up, and in this case that was the Mary Anne, their home for so many years.
“Let’s go ‘n’ talk a bit ‘fore we part ways,” Giles said, his voice oddly hoarse. “Things I’d like to say. As a friend. Couldn’a say them as long as ye was me Cap’n.”
He waved to the others.
“Catch ye at the Rotten Plank. Cap’n and me, we’ll go off. I’ll make sure he gets a decent horse for the way home. Man insists on gettin’ a sore arse, but there’s no helpin’ it if it’s what he wants. Might as well make sure he’s sittin’ comfortable.”
There were grins from the others, followed by comradely backslapping and well-wishing, before Giles and Alex headed off on their own.
“Advice I’ll get no doubt,” Alex said to Giles as they tried to find themselves a drinking-and-talking place.
“Nahh. Just bein’ curious and tryin’ t’understand my former Cap’n and now-friend a bit better before we parts ways.”
Alex laughed. “I know what you’re going to ask me. It’s been a major topic of ship-board gossip between you lot, hasn’t it?”
“If ye know what it is and it is what ye know, then, yes, it’s been talked about many a time,” Giles agreed.
A shield over a rickety swinging door on their right and the raucous noise coming from behind it made Alex stop.
“I’m hungry. This place is noisy enough to have a conversation without anybody listening in or giving a three-legged rat’s fart about what we’re saying.”
Alex made a move to push the door open when it almost flew into his face, propelled by a half-dressed man’s body. He landed in the muddy center of the laneway and lay still.
Alex waited for a few heartbeats, but when nothing else came through that door he carefully nudged it inward. Still nothing happened. Whoever had ejected the patron had merged back into the crowd.
The two found themselves a table in the back of the pub, where two sailors had passed out with their heads next to their tankards. Giles and Alex dragged the men off the table and leaned them against a nearby wall, then sat down and waved at a grimy wench, who probably supplemented her meager earnings with other activities. Her prodigious mammaries threatened to spill out of a bodice that had seen better days and probably hadn’t been washed for weeks. If ever. It was, Alex thought, a sad sight, but one that neither he nor anybody else could do anything about. People lived like this and probably always would. He had long ago learned not to think about such things. It made him feel helpless, and he didn’t like that at all, mainly because he knew that as far as such things were concerned he was indeed powerless to change anything.
The wench took their coins and order, and used the opportunity to display her attributes suggestively; but then, realizing that they weren’t in the ‘likely clientele’ category, flounced off.
Alex looked after her.
“Not yer kind of woman?” Giles said.
Alex grinned twistedly and leaned closer to Giles, so he didn’t have to shout quite as loudly.
“The answer you want is this. My tutor and mentor, a man called ‘Sebastian’, who had lost a foot while under my father’s command in battle, once told me this.
“‘Trust me in this, My Lord,” he said. ‘Risking one’s life, limb or health for something that doesn’t have a good purpose is the worst betrayal a man can inflict on himself. Making yourself sick by entering a woman who has lain with many other men and probably carries their diseases within her; that seems like a stupid risk to take. And then, how could you look yourself in the face if you lie with a woman you do love, knowing that you’ll make her sick in turn?’
“And he’s right! I mean, look at Dudley, Owen and Simon and their infernal itches. They’re still getting them, after years! They’ll probably stay frenchified until their last moments. Which may be far sooner than they think, because if they have Cupid’s Disease they’ll go mad long before they die. Like Franco, who threw himself overboard because he wanted to woo the mermaid he claimed to have seen in the water.
“So, yes, I’ve been in whorehouses. How could I not? I was but a boy and had my urges, and what else is there to do in the ports of call, when everybody else goes off and does it? And you fellows would have given me no end of grief if I hadn’t done what you did. But I’ve always tried to find clean ones, but it was all handiwork from first to last moment with all of them.”
Giles grinned. 
“Always knew that ruthless disguise hides a romantic soul. I suppose ye’ll be lookin’ for that love ye’re talkin’ about?”
Alex grimaced. 
“Small chance that I’ll ever find it. I don’t want a woman from the ton or the upper classes, because they’re just vapid-heads, thinking only of dresses and balls and gossip and their standing I don’t think I’ll find her anywhere else either, because that’s just the way things are. A commoner woman will look at my wealth and marry me for that. Parents will swarm over me like ants to get rid of unwanted daughters and hope for a share of the riches.
“Love is a hard thing to find, and maybe ever harder to keep. If it exists at all. Not for the likes of me anyway.”
“Methinks ye’re mistaken, my friend,” Giles said. “For I have a notion that yer future fortunes might yet surprise ye.”
Alex laughed and clapped Giles on the shoulder.
“Thank you for your kind words. I shall take them to heart—for a while at least and until they’re proven wrong—but hope that they are prophecy and not just wishful musings to soothe my soul.”
The wench with the dangerous mammaries appeared with two tankards and deposited them on their table. Alex pulled out another coin and gave it to her. She eyed it speculatively.
“Add another one or two like those and maybe we can go out the back door for a few moments.”
Alex shook his head. 
“Not today, Miss. But thanks for the offer.”
She winked at him and went off again.
Giles raised his tankard. Alex wiped his with the sleeve of his coat before clinking it to Giles’s and then taking a draught.
“Let’s agree to meet again,” he said. “Maybe in London? If that’s where you’re heading to establish your trade or whatever it is you’re planning. I’ll leave you the name of a good friend of mine, who will get messages to me without fail. Mind you, he, too, thinks I’m dead and gone. I daresay he’ll be more than just a little surprised, and will try to convince me to declare myself. Still, he’ll keep my secret if I ask him to.”
Alex stroked his short full-face beard. “And I think I’ll keep this. It’ll hide my antecedents well enough. Earls don’t go around bearded. They’re far too vain, and only a few of them sport a fancy little goatee or mustachio. All depends on what the real high-up fops do for fashion on any given day.”
Giles laughed. “Ye’d make a terrible nobleman, me friend. Just as well ye left all that behind.”
“So am I.”
“If I comes to London, which I jest might, and ye feel like tellin’ me about yer further adventures, ye can prob’ly find me at the Broken Bowsprit. Some of the other lads, too.”
“Sounds good to me,” Alex said. “Here’s to friendship.”
They cracked their tankards together; not quite hard enough to break them, but it had to be close.
 
~~~
 
Three days later, Alex, riding a sturdy dappled mare and looking, or so he thought, for all the world just like an ordinary horseback traveler, passed through the town of Guildford in the early morning and under a beautiful blue sky with just a few scattered whiffs of cloud. He gave the animal free rein to give it a chance to rid itself some of its nervous energy and vitality. As she picked up speed, he marveled at his luck at finding her, with her spirit and the lively intelligence in her eyes and demeanor.
He’d known from the very beginning that this was the horse he wanted, and it appeared that she also had taken a shine to him immediately. So keen had he been to have her that he paid the trader considerably more and haggled far less than he would have under other circumstances, like during his many landfalls in exotic locales.
The mare, happy to be allowed to run, surged ahead and soon they were through the tilled fields and had entered a stretch of woodland of beech, birch and ash. The road was rougher here, and Alex slowed down the mare, both, not to tire her out, as well as to avoid her injuring herself on the small rocks strewn across the road, probably left behind by water rushing over it during heavy rains and with nobody bothering to clean it up and make it safe again. To travel across it in a carriage had to be not only uncomfortable but also dangerous. And slow.
The air was still, and nothing but the crunch of the mare’s hooves on the road disturbed the pace of his progress.
Until the sharp crack from somewhere off to his left, not too far ahead…
Alex’s first thought was of a hunter discharging his rifle at a wild beast. But almost immediately after that he changed his mind. The sound had been too thin to be that of a large weapon. It sounded more like a pistol. Alex had been in enough battles to know the difference by instinct.
And had there been a near-simultaneous scream as well. Of a woman’s voice maybe?
A pistol shot out here almost certainly indicated that someone was in trouble; probably injured or even dead.
Should he ignore the matter and continue on? After all, whatever had happened or was happening was none of his concern. A wise man would ride past and keep his nose out of other people’s business. If he interfered, he might encounter a lethal and overpowering enemy and his down death.
And for what? To change nothing. If experience had taught Alex anything, it was that evil could not be rooted out. The best one could do, was to protect those in one’s care or for whose welfare one had assumed some kind of responsibility. 
But even as he had these thoughts, Alex knew that he would not just pass by and pretend he hadn’t heard the shot. He might not be a nobleman anymore, but he was one by birth; and no matter what he thought or felt about his father, this here was different. 
The scream… 
It had sounded like a woman’s, which decided the matter for him.
Biting back a curse, Alex extracted his loaded pistol from the sheath attached to the side of the saddle and cocked the firing mechanism.
“Sorry, girl,” he said to mare, “but I have to do this.”
She seemed to understand, because she briefly flicked her head sideways, and up and down as if nodding. Alex took it as a sign, kicked her flank and raced toward the place whence he’d heard the sounds.
 

Chapter 2
Lady Helena Mary Charlotte, aged one-and-twenty, the only daughter of Earl Albert and Countess Eleanor of Nottingbridge, sighed and leaned back as the one-horse carriage pulled away from her grand-aunt’s Guildford residence, heading back to London. Her visit to Lady Charlotte had been trying, too long, but apparently beneficial for the old woman. Time would tell, but the signs were encouraging.
It would have been easier if aunt Margaret had accompanied her. But she had come down with an ague, and since there was a high chance that grand-aunt Charlotte would not live to see out the year, it had been decided by Helena’s parents that an extended visit by her grand-niece was appropriate and long overdue. If nothing else, this would save Helena’s parents the inconvenience involved in having to spend time with Helena’s father’s aunt themselves. They had better things to do with their time than to waste it on an inconsequential and often tedious old, dying woman.
As it turned out, grand-aunt Charlotte made an unexpected and remarkable recovery from her decline, which she directly attributed to Helena’s presence at her side. When, after an eight-week stay in Guildford, Helena was finally summoned back to London to be available for the preparations associated with her imminent wedding to Jeffrey, Earl of Ashford Tors, Charlotte had hinted that Helena’s departure might induce a relapse of her illness. Helena doubted it. As apparently did her parents; which made it one of the rare occasions that Helena’s and her parents’ assessment of life and its affairs were in agreement. Grand-aunt Charlotte had resumed a revitalized social life, and it appeared that she was going to be among the living for quite some time yet. 
Sitting opposite in her carriage was Constance, Helena’s abigail, a spinster three years older than herself, with a somewhat pinched face, hair tied up into a tight bun and wearing ordinary servant’s travel garb; as opposed to Helena, who was obliged to have herself wrapped up in garments befitting her station, which meant that she was constrained by a corset requiring her abigail’s assistance for installation and removal, a two-layered petticoat with a square neckline décolleté, and a short narrow-backed bodice attached to a separate skirt. Enough layers to do justice to an onion! 
Constance appeared unusually ill at ease. Helena had considered enquiring about the causes for her distress, but in the end decided that she didn’t want to know. Constance was prone to bouts of complaining if provided with a cause to do so, and Helena was in no mood for one of those. 
Still, things had been a little odd with her abigail as of recent. There had been apparently unpredictable sudden episodes of unaccountable nervous distraction and forgetfulness when it came to details of her duties. Anybody but Helena would probably have dismissed such an unreliable abigail from their service, but as yet Helena had not considered this worthy of contemplation. However, if aunt Margaret were to become aware of Constance’s repeated lapses in attention to her duty, she might just end up cleaning out slop buckets or work in the wash house of the London residence, instead of occupying her position as a Lady’s maid.
Helena turned her attention away from her abigail and looked out the carriage window next to her. It was, she thought gloomily, going to be a long, tedious journey, even in a comparatively luxurious carriage such as hers. Mortifyingly, ineffably dull as well. Because of the bumpy, uneven movement of the carriage, even reading would be impractical, unless she wanted to make herself nauseous. Tedium awaited her; was already here.
Looking out, she dreamt of how things might be but weren’t. Like if she could travel most, if not all, of the distance to London on horseback. Very unfeminine; and if she had her way and rode in the manner of a man—which, for reasons relating to acceptable female attire, would even be more scandalous; though, as she knew from brief experience, most enjoyable—that would be the ultimate adventure. Not that she would reach London sooner, but at least she would not have to suffer through the dullness of a carriage ride. The skies promised a rain-free journey, and if it were not for the tedious strictures imposed by society’s precepts, she might actually have been able to enjoy herself.
Inevitably, her thoughts turned toward other strictures imposed to her. These would become even more stifling and vexing as her marriage to Jeffrey drew closer, and they would become insufferable once she had become his dutiful wife.
No more books. No more study of her beloved history or the arcana of astronomy. At best she might be able to continue her French elocution lessons. But horse riding, astride like a man? Never more.
But then again, why not? She was a resourceful woman! By what divine decree had anybody, including her parents, the right to constrict her life into the confines dictated by society? Why should she accept—just because she had rejected three previous suitors, all of whom she had profoundly disliked, and especially the last one!—her parents coercing her into this marriage; with her father announcing that if she did not comply with his wishes, she would be forced into a life as a governess in a noble’s—or, heaven forbid, a rich commoner’s—household, where she would be treated with less respect and have a lesser status than butlers and abigails, and would almost certainly be indecently propositioned and compromised by some lecherous aging nobleman or his pathetic offspring.
She did had a choice of course. Everybody did! She could have said “no” and given up the life she had known for one full of uncertainty and possible degradation. If she actually had hated Jeffrey—rather than merely finding him uninteresting and exceedingly arrogant—she might actually have done just that, hoping that her father might change his mind. But as things stood, Jeffrey appeared to be the least objectionable of the choices she was confronted with. So there would be a wedding; she would suffer through it, and smile and pretend that she actually looked forward to it and its aftermath.
Helena watched as houses gave way to tilled fields, with the road winding its way toward the royal forests and beyond that continued on to London, where all-too-soon the doors of matrimony would close behind her for good.
For a few brief moments, fantasies and daydreams of what might be but was not displaced her gloom and allowed her to pretend that life was about more than marrying a man she did not and would never love with all her heart, bearing him a clutch of children—through loveless acts she was unlikely to enjoy, though he probably would—and growing old like her mother and eventually her grand-aunt. As everyone did.
Could it be different?
Not for her. There were battles that she simply could not win. 
But what if, like in some of the novels she had managed to procure and read clandestinely, their coach was waylaid by some dashing rogue, who instantly stole her heart and she his? Who spirited her away into a life of, preferably not excessively dangerous, adventure and love. Someone who shared her curiosity about the world and her desire to live without the strictures imposed by her society. If in such a union there were going to be children, then that, too, would be something she’d welcome.
Helena glanced at her abigail, who averted her gaze to the floor of the carriage, leaving Helena with the distinct impression that Constance had been watching her mistress all this time. 
Why was she clutching her traveling bag on the seat beside her as if it contained some treasure? She had been doing that ever since she had sat herself down. Come to think about it, the bag had appeared heavier than usual as the abigail had heaved it onto the seat. Since Mathias had not offered to relieve her of the bag and store it together with Helena’s traveling trunk and Constance’s smaller valise on the back of the carriage, it now sat on the seat, with Constance hugging it like a best friend.
Internally, Helena shrugged. What did it matter what Constance thought? Or Mathias, her father’s coachman, who apparently also was an expert swordsman, sent to fetch her in order to provide additional security for her. Not that anybody expected any problems on this stretch of road, which had been long cleared of brigands, the last of which had met grim ends, dangling from ropes by their necks; which appeared to have stopped this type of predation along here. In days of yore, a coach carrying someone like herself would have had an escort of at least two mounted armed-to-the-teeth stalwarts. But now Mathias’s sword and pistol apparently were considered sufficient protection. 
If only it weren’t so.
But she knew that these were just fanciful daydreams. If brigands there were, they would not be noble, dashing and conquerors of her heart. There was nobody like that. Except maybe one, who might have been one day, but who by now was almost certainly dead. A childish infatuation, abruptly and cruelly ended when he disappeared from her and everybody else’s life.
Helena tucked herself into the corner beside her window to find a place for some sleep, despite the infernal rattle of the carriage wheels on the road. She shut out the sight of Constance and allowed herself to sink into her favorite daydream, where her life was her own, and she rode through luscious green fields, forests and across beautiful meadows, with someone at her side who was not a jailer, but a friend and a lover.
 
~~~
 
She must have dozed off, however briefly, but when the carriage hit the rough road through the forest, it rudely jerked her awake. Her head banged against the frame of the window, eliciting some very unfeminine, and even more so unladylike, expletives.
Helena glanced at her abigail, who also was being thrown about in her seat, and whose right hand now for some reason was inside her partially-open traveling bag. The woman’s expression was a curious mix of fear and determination. Her mouth worked, as if she wanted to say something, but nothing came out.
“What is it?” Helena asked her, but Constance just stared at her from round eyes as they continued to be shaken and thrown about. Helena held on for dear life to the frame of the window beside her. She contemplated telling Mathias to slow down even more than he already had, but realized that he wouldn’t hear her over the racket.
Suddenly, the carriage veered to the left and down over an even rougher patch of ground.
“Mathias?” Helena called.
No answer. 
She tried again. “Mathias!”
The carriage lurched to a halt.
“What—” Helena started, but then froze as she stared at the evil-looking pistol held in her abigail’s hand and pointing at her.
“Constance?”
“Keep her quiet!” Mathias’s rough voice sounded from outside. “They’ll be here soon. We’ll get rid of the useless woman then.”
Who was going to be here?
Why was Constance pointing a pistol at her?
A pistol which, Helena noted, had not been cocked. A small detail that she, as a woman was almost certainly not expected to know about, but she did. It was one of the many snippets of apparently useless information—considered to be of interest to certain types of men only—she had acquired; as she did with so many other facts that lodged in her head when overhearing conversations, or maybe through her books, be they about real history or whimsical romances. 
If anybody had known that Helena was aware of the difference between a cocked pistol and one that wasn’t, they would almost certainly have been surprised and possibly scandalized. But then again, she had somewhat of a reputation for her eccentricities, so maybe people would just have shaken their heads and chosen to ignore this additional snippet of evidence for her oddness, or use it to titter among themselves and nod wisely, and agree that marriage would do her and the world at large a lot of good.
An un-cocked pistol could not fire, and it would take Constance some time to cock it. The thought bounced around in Helena’s head and refused to leave. She had also noticed that Constance held the pistol in a grip that betrayed her as a novice in wielding a weapon such as this. The most dangerous thing she had probably ever held was a knife from the cook’s collection.
Now or never.
Helena, marveling at her own recklessness, leaned forward, grabbed the pistol barrel with both hands, jerked it toward her and at the same time twisted it aside, so it did not point at her anymore.
Constance, surprised at her mistress’s action, failed to respond immediately, but still held on for grim death. In the ensuing struggle the cocking mechanism caught in the sleeve of Constance’s overcoat and was accidentally pulled back into the firing position. Helena, acutely aware of the danger she suddenly faced, took one hand off the barrel, forced the woman back into her seat and pushed the barrel of the gun toward the window, even as the index finger of her now-free hand left hand found the trigger.
“Help!” screamed Constance. 
“Mutton-headed woman!” 
Mathias’s face appeared at the window. He saw the gun pointing at him and ducked out of sight, just as Helena pulled the trigger.
A deafening roar filled the carriage. The pistol jerked up. The ball tore splinters from the window frame, bounced off and then disappeared. Constance screamed shrilly and released her grip on the weapon.
Through the smoke in the carriage, Helena saw Mathias’s face appear at the window again, one hand gripping the bottom of the window frame. Helena brought the pistol down on his fingers with all her strength.
There was a howl of pain. Mathias’s hand and face disappeared. 
Constance, having gathered her wits, tackled Helena with a shriek, hands extended like claws, transformed from an abigail and trusted maid into a virago from the depths of hell. No more confusion about her purpose in the distorted rictus of her face. Just rage and a hatred that hit Helena like a physical blow. She just barely managed to grab Constance’s wrists and pry her hands apart before the woman’s nails could rake across her face.
The carriage rocked as the door opened and Mathias heaved himself inside with one hand, while the other hung at his side. Still, he was strong enough to use the good hand to grab Helena throat and push her back. Despite his injured hand he was able to use his other arm and force her around and onto her stomach, digging one of his knees into her back and making her gasp for air with the pain.
“Hold still,” he hissed, “or I’ll hurt you, and never mind that they want you in good condition. I’ll let Constance rip your face to shreds if it need be.”
His breath played over her, foul and with a whiff of something like a rotting animal corpse animal with maggots feeding on it. She tried not to breathe in. Not that she could, with the knee digging into her back.
Was there a sound of distant hooves?
“That’ll be them,” he gloated. “Your ladyship isn’t going to like what’s coming to you, but we do. ‘tis a nice bounty we’re getting for your noble hide.”
The knee in her back pushed harder, making her cry out in pain.
Mathias laughed hoarsely. 
“Broke my fingers,” he said. “Maybe I should break one of yours as well. Or two. Or maybe all of them. Just so you know how it feels.”
The sounds of a horse approaching were definite and closer.
Despite the pain, Helena’s mind was racing.
A bounty? 
For her?
For what?
And who?
“Quick, woman!” hissed Mathias. “Grab a hand so I can show her what pain is like.”
There was a sound of someone dismounting, followed by hurried footfall crunching on stones. 
Who?
What fiendish plot had been hatched against her?
And why?
The carriage rocked, disrupting Mathias’s plans for breaking some delicate fingers. Helena couldn’t see who the new arrival was, but Mathias’s voice evidenced displeased surprise.
“Who’re you?”
“Get off her! Now!”
The voice carried the confidence of someone used to issuing commands and having them obeyed.
Mathias pushed himself off Helena. His uninjured hand reached for his belt and drew his pistol. A deafening shot rang out. 
She twisted her head to see the gaping bloody hole in Mathias’s chest. He slumped against the open door behind him, hung there for a moment in precarious balance, then fell out of view; with the only visible signs of him the undersides of his boots, as his feet were still leaning on the edge of the door step.
Constance uttered another one of her high-pitched screams.
“Silence!” ordered the man who had just killed Mathias. 
Killed him!
Helena was still trying to catch her breath. Her back hurt where Mathias’s knee had dug into her. She attempted to get a better view of the man, but only could move with difficulty; just enough to see Constance clapping her hand over her mouth, as she stared at the open door and Mathias’s boots.
“Get out!” the man’s voice snapped imperiously.
Helena realized that the order had been directed at Constance, who obeyed with alacrity, and gingerly and with whimpering reluctance felt her way around Mathias’s corpse.
Why was she not more shocked?
A man was dead! 
Even if he had been evil, he was still dead.
Helena forced the thought from her mind and, still battling to draw breath, levered herself up into a sitting position and so got a better look of the man in the door. 
Was he her savior or someone intent on collecting her from Mathias and Constance and take her to places unknown? Killing Mathias could have been be a convenient method to avoid paying him. But Constance still lived, and it did not appear that the man was about to murder her in cold blood. 
So—a rescuer?
How could she know?
And yet she did, because though he looked rough, tanned as he was and with a short dark beard hiding most of his face, and even though he obviously was a commoner—the color of his tricorne hat suggesting a navy man, and the emblem on it an officer—he had a kindly expression, evidencing concern. For her welfare she thought.
His voice, as he held out his hand to her, was gentle; quite at variance with the sharp command tones he had used on Mathias and Constance.
“Please, My Lady. Fear not. All will be well.”
They looked at each other for a moment as his hand hovered close to her, waiting for her to take it. Which she eventually did, feeling an odd little and entirely pleasant shiver go through her at the touch.
A strong arm supported her as she rose, grimacing with the pain, which however was easing quicker than she had anticipated. It appeared that Mathias had done her no serious damage.
“Are you hurt? Do you require assistance?” 
Definitely not someone who was a danger to her.
Helena shook her head, feeling unaccountably shy all of a sudden. He ignored her denial. His hand was rough, but warm and firm, and oddly gentle as he helped her out of the carriage.
“Don’t move!” he snapped at Constance, who was trying to sidle away.
Constance froze, obviously terrified. As she should be!
“Explain yourself!” he commanded. “What possessed you to so treat your mistress?”
Constance’s mouth worked, but she appeared unable to form words and even less coherent sentences.
“I have a notion of their motives,” Helena said to her rescuer, who was smaller than she had initially thought, though he still stood taller than her by a few inches. But he was trimly built and she guessed that his traveling garb hid a body that matched his demeanor and the intelligence shining from his eyes.
How come she had noticed his eyes? They were hidden in the shade of the tricorne hat, yet somehow they almost shone of their own accord.
Or maybe that’s just as they appeared to her?
Blue, she decided. Nobly blue. Also noble was his bearing, and when he had spoken to her, his tone, words and diction evidenced a man of learning and erudition. More than just an ordinary naval officer.
“What do you think they are, My Lady?”
“Mathias hinted that I was to be taken away by someone—and I just hope that it is not you, though I feel it is not!—in exchange for a bounty.”
He whipped around to face Constance. “Is this true?”
Constance, completely and utterly intimidated, nodded as she continued to look at the ground.
“These people are to meet you here?”
She nodded again.
“When?”
Constance said nothing. The man took a step closer to her, and she shrank back.
“When?” he grated.
“Soon,” she whispered, still avoiding looking at him.
“How many?”
Constance shrugged and shook her head.
“More than one?”
A nod.
The man faced Helena again and let his gaze travel over her, from top to bottom. She noted with some surprise that, while this kind of regard should maybe have offended her or made her feel uncomfortable, it instead sent a strangely pleasant frisson from her throat right down to her belly and lower.
“My Lady,” he said. “We need to leave here before they come. Especially if there are more than one.”
“I would greatly appreciate it, if you would be so kind as to escort me back to my grand-aunt’s residence in Guildford,” Helena suggested.
“We cannot use the road, My Lady. They are likely to come along there, and we do not know from which direction.”
He looked down the rough track they were on, where it led further into the woods.
“My Lady,” he said with obvious reluctance, “I fear that our only possible choice will very much inconvenience you. However, I cannot think of what else to do for your safety.”
“Inconvenience?” she echoed. “Could any inconvenience truly be worse than what my fate would have been if you had not happened along?”
“It might rival it,” he said, and something in his voice and demeanor told her that he would have preferred anything else but to inflict said inconvenience on her.
“Please do not concern yourself on my account,” she said determinedly.
Was that just the barest hint of surprise displayed on his face?
What had he thought she would say? 
What had he thought of her? 
That she was a vacuous young woman from the ton, who had nothing but her ‘convenience’ in mind?
A flash of anger surged through her. 
How did he dare? 
Who did he think he was? 
But then, as quickly as it had started the flame of her ire dimmed again.
Why shouldn’t he think what he thought? 
What if she were in his position; facing a properly dressed young woman of obvious social standing, and nothing to indicate that she was different from others of her kind, whom he might have come across during his years?
“Do not concern yourself about my convenience,” she declared. “I may be an Earl’s daughter, but that doesn’t mean I can’t do what needs to be done, no matter how vexing. So tell me. And maybe we should do it quickly, for who knows how much time we have?”
Now he openly grinned at her, took off his hat and bowed to her by inclining his head and sweeping the tricorne before her in a graceful gesture that would have done a nobleman justice.
“Never again shall I dare to think anything of the kind. At your service, My Lady; at least for the time it will take to get you to safety.”
Helena returned the smile and curtsied.
“Thank you, dear Sir, whoever you may be.”
“Your pardon, My Lady. My manners—where are they? Too much time spent at sea methinks.”
He inclined his head again. “Alexander Bowman. Recently returned to dry land from His Majesty’s service as a privateer.”
A privateer? 
A man of the sea, and from what she’d seen, a noble one, no matter his lowly standing, evidenced by him providing a name without a title. 
A man deserving of her respect. 
For everything.
“I am Helena, daughter to the Earl of Nottingbridge, and pleased to make your acquaintance indeed.”
His eyes widened briefly, but he almost immediately hid what may have been surprise. Or had she just imagined it?
“Thank you, My Lady,” he said, “for honoring me with your name. I promise, I will do what I can to keep you safe and return you to your society unscathed.”
He replaced the hat on his head.
“Captain Bowman, I presume?” she guessed.
“Just so, My Lady. And now, though you may be an Earl’s daughter, I must ask you to do something that you may be loath to comply with, as it violates every known precept of propriety.”
Helena chuckled. “Trust me, Captain Bowman, it will be a pleasure.”
He gave her a crooked smile. “Somehow I doubt it. For we must disguise you. They will be looking for a Lady, not an abigail. Also, we have only one horse to ride away on. With a man’s saddle.”
“Oh!”
“Indeed, My Lady.”
“You want me to exchange garments with Constance?”
“She is about your size. Maybe a little bigger in—“
He grimaced and she noticed a trace of a flush.
“Close enough to your size for you to wear her garments,” he recovered. “And she yours.”
Captain Bowman glanced at the carriage and the trunk and valise tied to its back.
“Or maybe there is another of her outfits in the valise yonder?”
He turned to Constance, who had lifted her gaze off the ground as she had followed their conversation.
“Well?” he snapped.
“Yes, Captain Bowman,” Constance murmured, her eyes now full of calculation.
“Or maybe not,” he said. “On second thought, I believe it would be better if you exchanged garments with your mistress. So hurry up and get it done!”
To Helena he sent a questioning look.
“Let us do this now,” she said to her former abigail.
Then it struck
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