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Bodmin Moor, Cornwall

17 October 1751

Rain came sideways, flung by a wind that screamed across the moor like a thousand vengeful ghosts. Inside the hired post-chaise, Lady Seraphina de Montfort braced one gloved hand against the swaying roof and checked the priming on her two pocket pistols for the third time since Launceston.

The coach lurched again, wheels skidding in the mire. From the box the postilion swore in ripe Cornish, voice cracking with fear rather than drink for once.

Something was wrong.

Seraphina pulled back the leather curtain.

Darkness, rain, and the occasional flash of lightning that turned the world to silver and black.

No lights, no inn, no friendly farm.

Just the endless heath and the jagged silhouette of boulders older than the Druids.

Then the crack of a pistol shot, shockingly close.

The horses screamed.

The coach slammed to a halt so violently Seraphina’s forehead struck the frame.

Before she could recover, the door was wrenched open and a gust of rain swept in, followed by the black muzzle of a long horse pistol and the taller shadow of the man who held it.

“Stand and deliver!” The voice was low, amused, and pure Mayfair beneath the muffling scarf.

“Your money or your life. And pray be quick about it; the weather is damnable.”

Lightning flared.

For an instant she saw him clearly: tall, broad-shouldered, a black tricorn pulled low, and a highwayman’s half-mask of dark silk across the upper face.

Rainwater streamed from the brim of his hat and from the silver lace on a coat too fine for any common road rat.

A gentleman gone to the devil, and lately.

Seraphina did not scream.

She had buried one husband and survived two attempts on her liberty; a soaked bandit would not upset her nerves.

She lifted her chin.

“I fear you have chosen the wrong coach tonight, sir.”

“Have I?” Moon-white teeth flashed in a grin.

“We shall see.”

He reached in with his free hand—no doubt intending to pluck the jewel case from the seat beside her.

Seraphina let him come within a foot, then brought up the pretty French pistol she had kept hidden beneath her cloak.

She was fired.

The report inside the coach was deafening.

The ball took his hat clean off his head and sent it spinning into the mud.

The highwayman recoiled a single step, more startled than hurt. Rain hissed on the hot barrel of her gun.

“Jesus Christ,” he said, softly, reverently.

“You shot my hat.”

“And the next one goes through your heart if you do not stand aside,” she answered. Her hand was steady, though her heart thundered like the horses.

He laughed—actually laughed, a low, rolling sound that made something dangerous uncurl low in her belly.

“Madam, I find myself enchanted.”

From the darkness behind him came the nervous snort of horses and the creak of leather—three, perhaps four, accomplices.

But the man in the doorway raised one hand, and they held position.

He leaned in again, careless of the smoking muzzle inches from his chest.

Rainwater dripped from a lock of black hair that had escaped his queue and clung to the edge of the silk mask.

“Reload if you please,” he said conversationally.

“It will take you ten seconds in this wet. At eleven I will have you out of that coach and across my saddle. Then we may continue this delightful acquaintance at our leisure.”

Seraphina’s lips curved.

She had spent five years married to a brute who thought force was the answer to every problem; she had learnt a few answers of her own.

She reversed the pistol, gripped it by the barrel, and swung it like a club.

The heavy butt caught him square across the temple.

He staggered, swore with startling creativity, and sat down hard in the mud.

For one astonished heartbeat the moor was silent except for the rain.

Then his men surged forward, pistols raised.

Seraphina snatched her second gun from the seat, levelled it through the open door, and prayed the priming had stayed dry.

“Touch him and you die,” she said to the shadows.

The highwayman—still on his backside in the mire—lifted a hand again.

His men froze.

“Peace, Jem,” he called, voice thick but amused.

“The lady has made her point.”

He touched his temple; his gloved fingers came away dark with blood.

“Several points, in fact.”

He climbed to his feet with the fluid grace of a man who spent half his life in the saddle. Rain plastered his white shirt to a chest that had clearly seen both army service and hard living.

Blood traced a thin line down one cheekbone and vanished beneath the mask.

He bowed—actually bowed, sweeping an imaginary hat.

“Captain Gabriel Hawke”, he introduced himself, “late of His Majesty’s 11th Dragoons, currently at your service on the high toby.

You have my heartfelt admiration, madam, and my hat, which I fear is ruined.”

“Lady Seraphina de Montfort,” she returned coolly, though her pulse still hammered.

“Widow. And currently uninterested in your admiration or your service.”

“Widow,” he repeated, tasting the word. “That explains the excellent aim. My condolences on the husband—and my congratulations on your freedom.”

A gust of wind whipped her hood back; damp curls clung to her throat. His gaze tracked the motion like a starving man watching bread.

Lightning again.

In its glare she saw the raw cut at his temple, the rain-soaked elegance of his coat, and the powerful line of thigh in tall boots spattered with mud.

Something hot and reckless stirred in her blood despite every grain of sense.

He saw it.

Of course he did.

“Drive on!” the postilion shrieked from the box, whipping the horses into a frenzy.

The coach lurched forward.

Seraphina grabbed the strap to keep her seat.

For one instant she and the highwayman were eye to eye, six inches apart, rain drumming between them.

Then the wheels caught, the coach surged, and she was flung back against the squabs as the vehicle thundered into the dark.

She looked back once.

He stood alone in the road now, bareheaded, blood and rainwater streaming down his face, staring after her as though she were the only fixed point in a spinning world.

The last thing she saw before the night swallowed him was the slow, dangerous smile that curved his mouth.
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A Devil’s Bargain

18 October 1751 – Trenwythan House, near Helston

Seraphina woke to the sound of gulls and the smell of salt.

For one disoriented heartbeat she thought herself still aboard the packet from Ostend, fleeing the Continent after old Lord de Montfort’s funeral.

Then memory returned in a rush: the storm, the moor, the masked devil who had bled in the rain and smiled while doing it.

She sat up in the vast, musty bed, pushed aside heavy damask curtains, and stared out at a grey sea pounding the rocks below Trenwythan House.

The estate was hers now (on paper at least) until her brother-in-law Vere contrived to take it from her.

The house itself looked like it had been losing a fight with the weather for the past century: peeling stucco, windows blinded by ivy, and chimneys leaning at rakish angles.

It was ugly, damp, and perfect.

Mercy Penrose, her maid, entered without knocking, carrying hot water and a scowl.

“You’ll want to see this, my lady.” She dropped a folded news sheet onto the counterpane.

“Delivered by the postboy not an hour ago. Someone’s tongue wags faster than a parson’s on Sunday.”

The single sheet, still smelling of wet ink, bore the crude woodcut of a masked highwayman astride a rearing horse.

Beneath it, in bold type:

£200 REWARD

For the capture, dead or alive, of the notorious highwayman styling himself

CAPTAIN BLACKHAWK

Who did, on the night of the 17th inst., cruelly assault and rob divers travellers upon Bodmin Moor and did further receive a wound from a lady’s pistol yet escape with impunity?

Seraphina traced the words with a gloved finger.

Two hundred pounds.

A fortune.

Enough to hang any man ten times over.

Mercy snorted.

“They left out the part where the lady nearly blew his brains out, and he thanked her for the privilege.”

“Indeed,” Seraphina murmured.

She could still smell the gunpowder and still feel the jolt of the butt against her temple. She had expected to feel triumph.

Instead she felt... unsettled.

As though she had struck a statue and discovered it breathed.

A sharp rap at the door.

The housekeeper, Mrs Trewin, entered, bobbed a curtsey, and announced with the air of a woman delivering the plague:

“Major Sir Vere de Montfort is below, my lady. With six dragoons. Says he’s come to protect the house from desperadoes.”

Seraphina’s stomach turned to ice.

Vere.

Of course he would arrive the moment she set foot in Cornwall.

Her late husband’s younger half-brother had circled her like a carrion crow from the day the old lord’s heart gave out in a Geneva brothel.

Vere wanted Trenwythan, wanted the tin mines, and wanted the smuggling profits the estate quietly took.

Most of all he wanted her declared incompetent so he might marry her, bed her, and bury her before the year was out.

She rose, allowed Mercy to lace her into a severe gown of black
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