
[image: Image]


PRAISE FOR THE PRINCES OF OXENBURG SERIES

THE PRINCE AND I

“Another fairy-tale romance that demonstrates Hawkins’s talent for sharp repartee, clever plotting, memorable characterization, and sizzling sexual tension.”

—RT Book Reviews (4 1/2 stars)

“Completely captivating, wonderfully written, and ripe with romance with a legend so captivating you’ll believe every word.”

—Romance Junkies

“Beautifully written and filled to the brim with that famous Karen Hawkins charm, The Prince and I is a darn right exhilarating and adventurous read!”

—Love Life and Books

“The Prince and I is a Robin Hood–themed romance that will keep you entertained and entranced. Karen Hawkins will charm you with this story!”

—Addicted to Romance (5 stars)

THE PRINCE WHO LOVED ME

A Publishers Weekly Book to Watch for 2014!

“Hawkins puts her unique stamp on Cinderella in a tale that shines with humor, sparkling dialogue, and plenty of sexual tension.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“This is the funniest and most satisfying Hawkins book yet! A clever retelling of Cinderella!”

—Romance and More

PRAISE FOR THE DUCHESS DIARIES SERIES

HOW TO ENTICE AN ENCHANTRESS

“This fairy tale gone awry is just different enough, just quirky enough, and just wonderful enough to have readers sighing with pleasure.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars)

“Doesn’t disappoint on any level. There’s heat, humor, misunderstandings, and, finally, love.”

—Tampa Bay Books Examiner (5 stars)

HOW TO PURSUE A PRINCESS

“Sparking, witty repartee and heart-tugging emotions. With a wonderful romantic story, this book is pure, unadulterated Hawkins.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“Incredibly witty and sweet with the kind of fairy-tale charm that cannot help but remind us of our own childhood dreams of handsome princes and happily ever after.”

—Novels Alive.TV

HOW TO CAPTURE A COUNTESS

“A delightful, sprightly romp is what Hawkins does best, and when she sets her witty tale in Scotland and adds a charming castle and an engaging cast of characters, readers have the beginning of an appealing new series.”

—RT Book Reviews (4 stars)

“A beautifully written romance filled with passion, zest, and humor.”

—Addicted to Romance

PRINCESS IN DISGUISE

“Karen Hawkins delivers warmth, humor, romance, and a touch of heartache. . . . A great story to curl up with on a cold winter’s eve.”

—Joyfully Reviewed

“Karen Hawkins has . . . appealing characters, an eye for detail, a talent for bringing historical events from the past to life, and wickedly entertaining plots.”

—Romance Junkies

PRAISE FOR THE HURST AMULET SERIES

“Delightfully humorous, poignant, and satisfying. . . . Memorable characters, witty and humorous dialogue, and sizzling sensuality.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“An entertaining romantic battle of wits.”

—Chicago Tribune

“A lively romp.”

—Booklist

“Charming and witty.”

—Publishers Weekly



Thank you for downloading this Pocket Books eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Pocket Books and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Image]



To Hot Cop, who instinctively recognizes when I need hugs, a laugh, or a cup of coffee.

You know what I’m like without those, and love me anyway.

Thank you.



Acknowledgments

Many thanks to my soon-to-be-retired editor, Micki Nuding, who found me in her slush pile one fateful day in 1998. I still remember where I was at the exact moment she called to say she’d read my submission and loved it. (FYI: I was standing in a pile of dirty laundry—it wasn’t pretty.)

It’s been a long, fun, rewarding ride and I’m so, so grateful for all the time, effort, and care you put into my books over the years. Micki, I’m going to miss you!



[image: Image] Prologue [image: Image]


To: His Royal Highness

Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh

Your Highness,

As you may recall, two weeks ago you escorted the Grand Duchess Natasha Nikolaevna to Castle Leod for her visit with my grandmother, the Dowager Countess Cromartie. I’m sorry we did not have the opportunity to meet, but that is not surprising, as I was informed you stayed less than ten minutes.

Soon after you left, your grandmother discovered her black leather travel case was not with her trunks. Her Grace assures me it is quite important and that she must have it with all possible haste and thus requests that you send it at your earliest convenience.

Yours sincerely,

Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

September 12, 1824
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To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

Castle Leod

Lady Ailsa:

Pray inform my grandmother that the “case” to which she refers is actually a very large and heavy trunk and would take well over a fortnight to ship, by which time her visit will be over. She can do without it.

HRH Nikolai of Oxenburg

September 21, 1824
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To: His Royal Highness

Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh

Your Highness,

Once again I am writing on behalf of your grandmother the Grand Duchess Nikolaevna. Her Grace requests (again) that you send her black leather case which contains her favorite lotions as soon as possible (again), for she has great need of them (still). As she has decided to stay another month and perhaps longer, there is now plenty of time to have the case (or trunk, if you insist) delivered.

Yours sincerely,

Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

October 2, 1824
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To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

Castle Leod

Lady Ailsa:

I was not aware Her Grace was staying another month and (hopefully) longer. I cannot tell you how happy I am to learn this. Expect that blasted trunk in the next week or so.

HRH Nikolai

October 11, 1824
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To: His Royal Highness

Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh

Your Highness,

I regret to inform you that Her Grace’s black dressing case containing her lotions still has not arrived and your grandmother strongly requests that you send it immediately. She wishes me to remind you that it has been one week and two days since your letter was posted. (On an aside, I did point out that your use of “next week or so” was obviously a generalization and that the case would most likely show up before this letter arrives on your desk, but she will have none of it.) As I’m sure you are aware (as evidenced by your rapid departure on leaving your grandmother on our doorstep), Her Grace tends to be moody when she is upset.

Send the case or trunk or whatever it is as soon as is humanly possible.

Yours sincerely,

Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

October 21, 1824
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To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

Castle Leod

Lady Ailsa:

When my men fetched the trunk from Her Grace’s bedchamber last week, my men discovered something dripping out of one corner. Upon opening the trunk, we were met with a smell I cannot describe, even though it still lingers throughout the house like a deadly mist.

The trunk is not a “dressing case” filled with lotions as my grandmother has claimed, but is filled instead with her potions. One letter can make a great difference, can it not? Sadly, some of the bottles holding her potions were broken when the trunk was last moved, and I can only imagine her “eye of newt,” or whatever it is, has caused that deadly odor. I now hold out only a vague hope none of us is overcome by it, or—as is more likely—turned into some sort of goat or toad.

Before I send the trunk, it must be cleaned, aired, and left to dry. When this is done, I will send it by private courier.

Meanwhile, inform my grandmother that her “case” will be there forthwith. (Note: As she cannot measure “forthwith,” I trust this will end this unnecessary correspondence.)

HRH N

November 14, 1824
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Castle Leod

The Small Study

November 17, 1824

“What do you mean, she’s ‘gone missing’?” Lady Ailsa Mackenzie put down the letter she’d been reading and eyed her grandmother with disbelief.

Lady Edana MacGregor Mackenzie, the Dowager Countess Cromartie, fluttered her lace handkerchief. “I mean what I said: the duchess is nowhere to be found.” Dressed in black, a color Lady Edana had assumed on the death of her husband, the late earl, more than ten years earlier, she made an impressive figure. Tall and willowy, with carefully crafted dyed-gold hair that echoed the true color that had faded years ago, Edana fought valiantly to keep age from robbing her of the famed MacGregor beauty. “Ailsa, I am deeply concerned. Poor Natasha does not know the dangers of our highland countryside.”

“Perhaps Her Grace is oot in the carriage, or going for a ride, or . . . whatever it is she wished to do.”

“Dear, it’s ‘out,’ not ‘oot.’ ” Edana sighed heavily. “I do wish your father had sent you to a proper boarding school.”

“I needed to be here with Mama after she grew ill. I would nae have missed those moments for anything.”

“And now she’s gone, your papa is never here. It’s as if I lost both of them at one and the same time.” Edana gave a fretful sigh. “Your papa is neglecting us all. He should have seen to it that you went to a proper boarding school and had at least one season. You might have married by now, the way your sisters have.”

Ailsa refrained from pointing out that while her sisters had inherited Edana’s famed MacGregor beauty, Ailsa had taken after the bold Mackenzies. Where her sisters had golden hair, blue eyes, willowy figures, and perfect noses, Ailsa’s hair was a darker, less noticeable ash blond, her eyes gray, her form stalwart, while her nose could only be called “prominent.”

It was an unfortunate blend of traits.

Not that it mattered; Ailsa was twenty-two now and had no desire to be displayed on the marriage mart among a group of mindless seventeen-year-olds who would drive her mad with their empty chatter and breathless gossip. She was happy to have been left at Castle Leod, where she could hunt, ride, fish, and—when the mood suited her—throw a cloak upon the ground under a tree and read to her heart’s content. There were a thousand amusing things to do here in the highlands, and she loved them all.

She was content with her life, especially now that Papa had left the castle and estate in her care. It was a big responsibility, and she was still learning how to answer the challenges presented, one of which was keeping up with her grandmother’s elderly, and at times quarrelsome, houseguest. “Why precisely do you think Her Grace is ‘missing’?”

“We were to meet for breakfast almost an hour ago, and at her request, too, for she wished to visit that shop in the village I told her about, but she didn’t appear.” Edana sniffed. “I had to eat by myself as no one else was up.”

“So the two of you are speaking again.”

“La, child, of course we are speaking!” Edana frowned, though she instantly ceased, for fear of deepening the lines between her eyes. “I admit we’ve had a few arguments—”

“A few?”

“No more than is to be expected.” Edana waved her handkerchief, wafting a floral perfume through the air. “Poor Natasha; she’s changed dreadfully. She used to be quite lovely. Now . . . well, you’ve seen her. She’s aged forty years in the time we were apart.”

As it had been almost forty years to the day since the dowager countess and the grand duchess had last seen one another, Ailsa didn’t find this difficult to believe. “Are you certain Her Grace is nae just still abed?”

“I spoke with Her Grace’s maid, and she said Natasha left her bed chamber at daybreak. I asked the housekeeper to see if perhaps the poor thing was lost somewhere in the castle, as it can be confusing, but Mrs. Attnee says Her Grace is nowhere to be found.”

“Perhaps she went for a ride.”

“MacGill says all our coaches and horses are accounted for. Ailsa, I’m certain Natasha is missing. We must send a search party.”

“But the carriages and horses are all here, and you cannae be thinking she left on foot. It’s been snowing since late last night.”

“Of course she’s not walking! She’s a duchess, for the love of heaven. But if she’s been foolish, then we must stop her from—” Lady Edana clamped her lips closed.

Ailsa narrowed her gaze on her grandmother. “Stop her from what?” When Edana didn’t answer, Ailsa added, “I see. You’re hiding something.”

“Nonsense,” Edana said sharply, the faintest hint of a flush showing through her face paint. “I’m just worried.”

“Of course. Well, if there’s nae more to tell, then there’s nae more to do.” Ailsa pulled forward the stack of waiting correspondence. “The Grand Duchess Nikolaevna is neither a button that has been misplaced nor a puppy that has wandered off. Wherever she is, she got there under her own power and is where she wants to be.”

“Ailsa, please! Natasha must be found. You can’t go losing a grand duchess! Think of the scandal! Her grandson left her in our care. He will be beside himself with worry!”

“That, I doubt.” From her own correspondence with the prince, and the columns and columns she’d read about him in the papers, as well as the little her father had said of the man on meeting him at some function or another, she was well aware that the duchess’s eldest grandson was a profligate, a womanizer, and little else.

She pulled a fresh piece of paper from the center drawer and placed it before her. “Wherever the duchess is, she will return when she’s of a mind to.” Ailsa dipped her pen into the inkwell. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have at least ten letters to—”

“Fine! I’ll tell you what’s happened, but do not blame me if something ill has occurred to poor Natasha while you’ve been lollygagging about with estate nonsense!”

“ ‘Estate nonsense’ is what puts a roof over our heads.” Ailsa replaced her pen in the holder. “Tell me everything.”

Lady Edana’s shoulders slumped. “Do you remember the first night Her Grace was here, and how she flirted so shamelessly with Lord Lyon, who did not look at all comfortable with her attention?”

“I vaguely remember that, aye.”

“It’s ‘yes,’ dear, and not ‘aye.’ Natasha was shameless. And my dear Daffyd—I mean, Lord Hamilton—noticed her affections were not returned. It was quite pathetic, and the whole situation put poor Natasha in quite an ill temper.”

“I noticed that. We all noticed that.”

“Exactly. And things just got worse after Lord Lyon left. Knowing how Her Grace taxes me, Hamilton said that he wished he could brighten her mood, just to be of service to me, of course. Which got me to thinking that perhaps what Natasha needed was a distraction.”

“A distraction? What do you mean— Och, you dinnae!”

“I did and it was brilliant!” Lady Edana beamed. “I asked Hamilton to ply her with attention. It worked, too, for she was in a much better mood after that, although”—Edana’s smile disappeared—“had I known then what I know now, I would never have been so charitable.”

“And what do you know now— Ah! Has Lord Hamilton come to care for Her Grace?”

“Don’t make me laugh!” Lady Edana said sharply. “He’s been playing a part, that is all. And at my request. It’s Natasha who’s made the mistake of caring, not Hamilton.”

“Really?” Ailsa considered this. “It seems much more than that to me. He sat near her at dinner last night, dinnae he?” Ailsa squinted at the ceiling, trying to remember all the places she’d seen Lord Hamilton with Her Grace. “And at the picnic and at the musicale and at—”

“Yes, yes.” Edana drew herself up, a firm smile now plastered on her lips, although it didn’t reach her eyes. “Naturally Hamilton went beyond my request, but only because he knew how much I was suffering from Her Grace’s moods. He’s been in love with me for so many years—I truly feel sorry for him.”

“I know all aboot Lord Hamilton. He eats dinner here so many nights of the week that he has his own bedchamber.”

“Then you don’t need me to tell you how concerned I was when it dawned on me that Natasha was beginning to believe Hamilton’s kindness as something more. Naturally, I warned her not to mistake Daffyd’s attention as anything other than politeness. You’d think she would have thanked me for taking the time, but no!” Edana’s jaw firmed. “She laughed and said I was jealous. Me! Jealous of an old woman like her!”

“I see. Did you mention your concerns to Lord Hamilton?”

“Of course. I warned him he was in dire danger of being put upon by Her Grace and that her feelings were unnaturally strong. He was much struck by my observations, and asked me several times why I thought such a thing. It’s laughable, I know—Daffyd and Natasha!”

Ailsa wisely didn’t say a word.

Her grandmother gave a hearty laugh that sounded oddly hollow. “Why would any man pay attention to her? She cannot be bothered with keeping out of the sun to prevent freckles, or with wearing something that fits. Like you, she refuses to maintain her appearan—” Edana closed her lips over the rest of her sentence. “You know my feelings on the subject.”

“Och aye, I know them well. Too well, many might say. When did you tell Lord Hamilton your suspicions aboot Her Grace?”

“ ‘About,’ not—” Edana caught Ailsa’s expression and hurried to add, “Yesterday after lunch. He said he would speak with her immediately. Poor Natasha must have been devastated: two men in a row rejecting her. I fear she just up and left us, unable to bear the thought of facing such embarrassment.”

“But none of our coaches are missing.” Ailsa tapped her fingers on the desk. “When you asked MacGill if any of the coaches and carriages were missing, did you inquire after Lord Hamilton’s coach and horses, or just our own?”

Edana stiffened. “You cannot be suggesting that Daffyd and Natasha have— No. I will not believe it.”

“We must find oot.” Ailsa turned to the long, fringed bell pull and tugged it firmly.

“You are wasting your time.” Lady Edana sniffed.

An awkward silence filled the room until a soft knock heralded the entry of the housekeeper, Mrs. Attnee. A plump, motherly woman, she wore a beaming smile that dimmed on seeing the Dowager Countess. “Guid morning, my lady.” The housekeeper dipped a quick curtsy, her expression softening as she turned to Ailsa. “Lady Ailsa, you rang?”

“I understand you assisted in the search for Her Grace.”

Concern creased Mrs. Attnee’s forehead. “Aye. She is nae to be found. We searched the house top to bottom, too.”

“And Lord Hamilton? Do you perchance know where he is?”

“Lord Hamilton left verrah early this morning.”

“What?” Lady Edana blinked. “Are you certain?”

“I saw him myself, I did. I’d just sent the upstairs maids aboot their dooties when he came sneakin’ doon the stairs.”

“Sneaking?” Ailsa asked.

“I would nae call it other, fer he was bent o’er and walkin’ like this—” She hunched her shoulders and mimicked someone tiptoeing.

“Nonsense,” Edana announced, her neck a mottled red. “Hamilton would never move in such a-a-a subversive fashion!”

Ailsa ignored her. “Did Lord Hamilton say anything?”

“Just ‘guid morning.’ He’d just sent one of the footmen to have his coach brought round, though. I dinnae think aught of it as he sometimes leaves early for Caskill Manor if he’s plannin’ on going huntin’ and such. ’Twas obvious he dinnae wish fer company, so I left him in the foyer. When I came back later, he was gone.”

Ignoring the strange hissing sound now coming from Edana, Ailsa smiled comfortingly at the housekeeper. “So you would nae know if he left with someone.”

“Nae, I—” The housekeeper gasped. “Lord, do ye think he’s run off with Her Grace?”

Edana made a strangled noise while Ailsa said, “I think ’tis possible Her Grace decided to visit Caskill Manor at Lord Hamilton’s invitation.”

“Ah!” The housekeeper pursed her lips. “I thought there might be some courtin’ goin’ on, what with all the whisperin’ and such, although I never imagined they’d elope—”

“That is quite enough!” Edana snapped, her eyes blazing. “Mrs. Attnee, I will thank you for not spreading vile rumors!”

“There, there,” Ailsa said soothingly. “The truth does nae always come in a neat box. Sometimes ’tis a messy package, best opened when fortified by drink.”

Mrs. Attnee nodded wisely. “I’ll pour some sherry.” She made her way to the small stand near the window, poured sherry into a small crystal glass, and brought it to Lady Edana.

Lady Edana took the glass gratefully. “That harpy! I cannot believe Daffyd would—”

An abrupt knock on the door heralded the entry of MacGill. Tall and gaunt, the butler looked abnormally pale, his eyes wide. “My lady, a message has come from Caskill Manor.”

“No!” Edana threw up a hand. “Do not say Lord Hamilton has eloped with Her Grace!”

Mr. MacGill looked shocked. “Nae, my lady. Nae that. The steward at Caskill sent word. Mr. Grant says Lord Hamilton sent a note last night that he and a guest were to be expected early this mornin’ and his lordship requested a sumptuous breakfast fit fer a queen—”

Lady Edana choked, and then held out her glass for more sherry, which Mrs. Attnee instantly brought.

MacGill cast a cautious look at the countess before he continued. “His lordship and his guest never arrived.”

“What?” Ailsa asked, and for the first time, a true flicker of worry pinched her.

“Grant sent a footman here to ask after Lord Hamilton. On the way, the lad found his lordship’s carriage left on the road, blocked by a felled tree. The groom, both footmen, and three outriders were wounded, whilst one outrider was naewhere to be seen.”

Ailsa’s hands trembled, so she gripped them together. How could this be? Our guests, abducted?

“There’s more,” MacGill said in a grim tone. “The side of the coach was peppered wi’ bullets.”

Mrs. Attnee gasped while Lady Edana went pale. Ailsa found herself on her feet. “The duchess and Lord Hamilton were nae—” She couldn’t say the words.

“Nae, my lady. There was blood on the carriage seat; only a few droplets, nae more.” MacGill’s brows lowered. “But Lord Hamilton’s men found a wee rip of tartan pinned under a wheel. The Mackenzie tartan.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Lady Edana exclaimed. “We would never harm Lord Hamilton!”

“Mr. Grant knows tha’,” MacGill said. “But nae matter wha’ Grant thinks, he has nae choice but to send word of the abduction to Lord Hamilton’s brother.”

Ailsa had to bite her lip to keep from saying aloud how unjust that was. The Earl of Arran and her father had never gotten along, fighting for decades over various property lines and estate boundaries. If Arran thought them responsible, he would call for retribution. Aware of the servants’ anxious gazes now pinned on her, Ailsa tucked her fears away. “MacGill, was a note left? A ransom request?”

“Nae, my lady.”

Lady Edana put down her glass. “Cromartie must come home at once and deal with this.”

The two servants looked at Ailsa, their gazes questioning. Are they hoping I’ll send for Papa? She dropped her hands back to her sides, fighting a very real desire to do just that.

It would be easy to send for Papa and let him deal with this crisis, but in doing so she would be admitting she was unable to manage the situation herself. Ailsa wasn’t willing to do that. She had been left in charge of Castle Leod and all that entailed, and that included the well-being of her guests. “This is my mystery to solve,” she said briskly. “And solve it, I will. We must find Lord Hamilton and Her Grace.” Which was a long shot, but her only option. Whomever had organized this little charade would hide their prisoners well.

Lady Edana frowned. “Are you sure? Your Papa—”

“—is busy. I can handle this.” Ailsa said the words as confidently as she could, hoping against hope that her grandmother would agree.

To her surprise, Edana sighed, and then shrugged. “Fine. I just don’t understand one thing. Hamilton’s value is obvious, but why would someone take Her Grace? She’s not particularly wealthy that I know of.”

“Perhaps she was where she wasn’t expected—in Lord Hamilton’s coach.” Ailsa spread her hands on the desk and leaned forward. “MacGill, have a horse readied; I want to see this carriage and the ‘proof’ left behind. Inform the gamekeeper he will be accompanying me. Mr. Greer is an expert tracker and I will have need of his skill.”

“Verrah guid, my lady.” Looking much heartened, MacGill bowed and left.

Lady Edana sank back in her chair. “Lud help us all; the world is upside down!”

Ailsa managed a firm smile. “All will be well. I promise.”

Her grandmother seemed comforted by Ailsa’s words, but to herself, Ailsa had to wonder if someone was trying to start a clan war. Was it possible that Arran, tired of being put off from grabbing more of the Mackenzie land by his brother’s friendship with Lady Edana, had orchestrated this little escapade? It seemed the only answer, and yet the maneuver was so blatantly obvious that it made her wonder if something more complex was afoot. But what?

When she found the prisoners, she would have her answers. Her gaze landed on a small stack of notes resting on the corner of her desk and she grimaced. She supposed she needed to inform the prince of the current situation. Her Grace was his grandmother, after all.

Ailsa hated to do it—just exchanging a few notes about Her Grace’s missing trunk had been far too much contact with the man as it was, but there was nothing for it. Like him or not, Ailsa had a responsibility to keep him apprised of the situation. Had he been a man of substance, she might have worried he would take it upon himself to arrogantly barge in, interfering with her efforts to contain the situation and find the prisoners. Fortunately, she doubted he’d do more than demand an accounting. And that, she hoped to be able to provide, and soon.

Sighing, Ailsa sat back down, pulled a piece of foolscap her way, and began writing the necessary note.



[image: Image] Chapter 2 [image: Image]


Holyroodhouse

Edinburgh

November 22, 1824

Count Fyodor Apraksin handed the letter to the master of the honor guards, Vasily Rurik, a large bearded man who had the look and fearless courage of a grizzly. “You take it to him.”

Rurik promptly handed the letter back. “Nyet. I’d rather face a thousand Cossacks than deliver that damned missive to His Highness.”

“Someone must deliver it.” Unlike the rest of His Highness’s entourage, Apraksin was not a soldier, but a courtier. And under normal circumstances, delivering a letter would indeed be his responsibility. But not this one.

He held it at arm’s length, as though it were a snake about to strike. “What can that Scottish harpy want now? We sent Her Grace that blasted trunk.”

“Every time the prince gets a letter from Lady Ailsa, he snarls for hours. Sometimes days.”

“He has been in an especially surly mood of late.”

“So I’ve noticed,” Rurik said in a dry tone. “Something is on his mind.”

Apraksin sent the head guard a curious look. “I forget you know him better than any of us.” The royal family’s honor guards were made up almost completely of the younger sons of the nobility, and Rurik’s family was especially close to the prince’s.

“I used to be,” Rurik said shortly. “But now, like you, I don’t even know why we’re here. Has His Highness told you anything?”

“Nyet.” Apraksin glanced at the half-open door and, determining no one was listening outside, said in a low voice, “It’s a mission of some sort, but that’s all I know.”

Rurik shrugged. “I suppose he’ll tell us soon enough. The only reason he would stay here at this time of the year is for a mission, not when we could be in Italy, where it is warm and the women . . .” He kissed his fingers to the air.

“Don’t remind me,” Apraksin said sourly. There was a widow in Milan for whom he’d have given his right leg to spend just two hours in her company. “He won’t admit anything’s afoot.”

“He is not a talker, this prince of ours. Not to us.”

This was true. When it came to developing what seemed like close friendships with various foreign dignitaries and powerful nobles, or seducing information from the wives of those same men, there was no more affable, personable, talkative man than their prince. But when he was no longer onstage, he became himself—direct, no-nonsense, and sometimes chillingly civil, especially if a particular situation did not please him.

Apraksin looked at the letter in his hand and grimaced. “Perhaps we can get Menshivkov to deliver this. That braggart is always saying he is the prince’s chief aide-de-camp, a title he made up in his own mind.”

Rurik, who’d been looking rather dour, brightened. “Da! If Menshivkov wishes to be a true aide, then he can give His Highness the letter after di—”

“What letter?”

The deep voice sent both Apraksin and Rurik spinning on their booted heels to face the door that was now standing wide open, a tall, uniformed figure framed within it.

“Your Highness.” Apraksin clicked his heels and bowed sharply, Rurik following suit.

“We did not hear you,” Rurik added unnecessarily.

A single black brow rose at this. It was a simple movement, the raising of that black eyebrow, and yet that, combined with the icy stare of its owner, made Rurik and Apraksin gulp silently.

Without sparing them another glance, Prince Nikolai Romanovin closed the study door behind him. At six foot four, he was taller than most men. An imposing figure with broad shoulders, thick black hair, and green eyes so dark they appeared almost black, he was not a man easily overlooked. In front of society, he took the character of a man of town, charming and easily amused, flirting with women one after the other, and never speaking of anything political or of consequence. Indeed, most of Europe believed him a wastrel of a sort, a reputation he had carefully cultivated.

In public, he’d been called “a womanizer,” “frivolous,” and “an utter rakehell.” In private, he was well educated, knowledgeable, forceful, unyielding, a brilliant tactician, and a tenacious negotiator. This dichotomy had stood him in good stead during negotiations of all kinds. Only Oxenburg possessed a prince such as Nikolai Romanovin.

Apraksin inclined his head. “Your Highness, a letter arrived from Castle Leod.”

The prince’s mouth thinned. “Bloody hell, I thought that damned trunk would be there by now.”

Rurik offered, “We sent it in our own coach, escorted by the head groom.”

Apraksin added, “Perhaps Her Grace has discovered another missing case?”

The prince held out his hand.

Biting back a sigh, Apraksin handed him the letter.

Nik opened it. Composed in now-familiar neat handwriting, this note had been written in far more haste than the previous ones.

To: HRH Nikolai Romanovin

Your Highness,

I am writing to you so that you may learn of this news from me, and not from the idle gossip of strangers. Your grandmother has gone missing. She left yesterday with Lord Hamilton to visit his seat at Caskill Manor, but neither arrived. We are currently searching for Her Grace, but I believe she may have been (and I dread using this word, for I know it will cause you distress) abducted.

I will explain more when I have news. In the meantime, my men and I are actively searching for her. I promise that if Her Grace and Lord Hamilton are not found soon, I will call in the local constabulary. Rest assured no stone will be left unturned in our search. We will find your grandmother and she will be returned to you hale and hearty.

Yours sincerely,

Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

November 17, 1824

P.S. The trunk arrived this morning.

Nik crumpled the letter in his hand. “Ehta prost nivazmosha!”

Apraksin and Rurik stiffened to attention.

Nik ignored them, the paper crinkling noisily in his tight fist. Though his grandmother gave him grief whenever she could with her ceaseless demands and often ribald comments—truly the woman’s sense of humor was as unchecked as a youth’s—he loved her dearly. More, perhaps, than anyone else.

He rarely admitted that to anyone, for he’d witnessed others being exploited for their familial and romantic ties by unscrupulous foes trying to change the tide of various negotiations. He himself had once almost fallen victim to that ruse.

Once.

So the question was this: had someone abducted his grandmother in order to change his position on the current negotiations? Or was she a victim of another plot, one unassociated with him and his efforts here?

He uncrumpled the letter and read it again. It was obvious Lady Ailsa had already decided that Tata Natasha’s disappearance—and that of this Lord Hamilton—was an abduction. If someone were trying to reach me, why would they take this Hamilton? That makes no sense.

A small flare of hope warmed Nik. He re-crumpled the letter, aware of the gazes resting on him. It was a relief to be with his men and not have to pretend to be an empty-headed, idle fool. It was taxing, keeping up such a façade, though the benefits were beyond counting. It was amazing how many times men of great importance revealed pertinent information in front of someone they thought a lackadaisical, inattentive creature.

And in Nik’s life, nothing was as valuable as information.

“My grandmother has gone missing,” he announced shortly. “Lady Ailsa believes Her Grace to have been abducted.”

Apraksin’s mouth dropped open.

“Someone took Her Grace? On purpose?” Rurik said in obvious disbelief.

“I daresay they regret it now, but da.” Nik’s jaw ached from where he ground his teeth. Tata Natasha will not accept such an ignominious fate as being abducted, which could leave her open to abuse. She had better be well or I will— His hand tightened over the paper. “She must be rescued. But at the same time, I cannot leave or those here will realize something has happened. I cannot have a scandal. Oxenburg cannot have a scandal. Not now.”

Apraksin’s dark eyes gleamed. The slender courtier was at his best when a scheme was at hand. “You are on a mission, then.”

“Da, and it is tenuous at best, but bloody important. A disruption could ruin everything.” He tapped the letter. “Lady Ailsa has said she will call in the constabulary if my grandmother is not found soon. We cannot allow her to do so.”

“Of course,” Apraksin said. “I will go to Castle Leod and—”

“Nyet. Tata Natasha is my responsibility. I will go.”

Rurik nodded. “It is honorable you feel so. Whoever goes to Castle Leod must find her and bring her home quickly and quietly.”

“But . . . the mission?” Apraksin said. “Can you leave?”

“I must,” Nik said grimly. “But I don’t know how to arrange it. If it’s revealed my grandmother’s been abducted, those involved in the current negotiations might fear our secrecy has been compromised and refuse to continue. We must keep this incident quiet.”

“You think Her Grace’s abduction is linked to these meetings?” Apraksin asked.

“I don’t know, for we have been very careful. Plus, another person of importance was taken with Her Grace—a Lord Hamilton, who has no association with what we do here. Knowing my grandmother’s propensity for meddling in what does not concern her, it is possible she is cooking in a soup of her own making. Something totally unrelated to anything here.”

“That would be unsurprising,” Rurik admitted. “When do we leave?”

“The sooner we leave, the quicker we can return. No one can know I’m gone, which means I cannot take the guard.”

“What?” Apraksin gaped. “You cannot travel without your guard!” He looked at Rurik. “It would not be safe.”

“Nyet,” Rurik said shortly. “Your Highness, if it is discovered you are traveling without protection, you will become a target. The only way—” He broke off, frowning.

After a long moment, Nik snapped, “If you have an idea, then say it. I do not have all day.”

Rurik’s face reddened while Apraksin sent Nik a surprised glance.

Nik ignored them both. At one time, when he’d been a youth, he and Rurik had been close, but those days were long gone. Nik couldn’t allow anyone close now—his life was not his own. “Speak, Rurik. What are your thoughts?”

Rurik’s mouth had been white, but now he shrugged. “It might be possible to make people believe you are still here.”

“How?”

“An illness, perhaps. One that would keep you in your bed.”

Nik looked at Apraksin. “Is this possible?”

Though he looked far from pleased, the courtier’s face folded in thought. “It can be done, I think.” He absently played with the lace on his wrist before finally saying, “Later tonight, we will announce you’ve fallen ill, perhaps from the food at last night’s ball. Many were complaining about it.”

Nik considered this and then nodded. “Very good. But I will need three, maybe four weeks. Will this ruse work that long?”

“I think so, da. After a week, we will announce you are better, but then you will suffer a relapse, worse this time.”

“Good. Meanwhile, you two will announce you’re traveling to Castle Leod to see my grandmother. I will follow, but dressed as a groom. I’ll make certain no one sees me leave.”

Apraksin raised an eyebrow. “And once we’ve rescued Her Grace?”

“We will take her to Inverness and put her on the fastest ship to Oxenburg. It is fortunate I have these few weeks open in the negotiations; one of the key participants has been held up by early-winter storms. It will be three weeks, and likely longer, before he arrives. Nothing can be done until then anyway.”

“Who is this person?” Rurik asked.

Nik hesitated. He’d worked so hard to get the fool to the bargaining table—years, in fact. But Nik supposed he had no choice; everyone would know soon enough. “The tsar of Russia.”

Apraksin swore under his breath while Rurik gave a silent whistle.

“As I said, ’tis serious,” Nik confirmed.

“I’m surprised he dares leave Russia,” Apraksin said in a grim tone. “There is such unrest.”

“That is the reason we are having these negotiations. He has ignored all advice and has repressed his people to the point of— Well. I need not tell you. But now he wishes our help and that of other countries in quelling this revolution he’s started. If Russia falls to the scourge of anarchy, Europe could follow. While Oxenburg is in no danger because of the concessions we’ve made to ensure our subjects are well taken care of, some of our neighbors aren’t in such a harmonious position.”

“And with the treaties we signed after the war, if one country falls to unrest, then the rest of us must be involved.” Apraksin took a steadying breath. “I can see why you’re determined to see these negotiations through. We will find your three weeks. I will have one of the men announce you’ve fallen ill later this evening, right as dinner is served.”

Rurik added, “I’ll set a guard outside your bedchamber to keep out the inquisitive.”

“Good.”

Apraksin pursed his lips. “Menshivkov can stay in bed, covered by blankets, when the servants bring food, in case someone is watching. His hair is about the same color as yours, and while he’s not the same height, he is close enough that we can mask it. I will have Doubrovnik ride to Castle Leod with word once the tsar has arrived for the negotiations.”

“That will work,” Nik agreed.

Apraksin continued. “Rurik and I will go now and tell everyone who will listen that we are bored and have secured permission to visit Her Grace. We will say we are delivering personal letters. A number of those were delivered just yesterday, so that detail can be confirmed.”

Nik nodded his approval. “Once it is dark, I’ll find a horse and meet you on the other side of the bridge.”

Rurik’s heavy brows lowered. “I am uneasy that you are taking such a risk.”

“I have no choice. Besides, you will be on hand to keep watch.”

Rurik didn’t look pleased, but he nodded. “Your Highness will need a groom’s clothing. I’ll procure some from the servants. I’ll tell them it’s for one of the guards who wishes to sneak out undetected to court a housemaid.”

“Spasiba. Bring the clothes to me here.” Nik waved them toward the door. “Now go. You know what must be done.”

The two men bowed and then left, the door closing behind them. Finally alone, Nik turned to the fire and threw the crumpled letter on top of the smoldering log.

He watched silently as the red-hot flames flickered to life, greedily reaching for the paper, blackening the edges before crackling hungrily and consuming the note in a heated blaze. He had to find Tata Natasha and stop the indomitable Lady Ailsa from alerting the authorities. There was too much at stake to involve anyone else, especially a sharp-witted highlander who managed to convey disapproval with every stroke of her pen.

The final bit of the letter curled into ashes, and he turned away, far more worried about his grandmother than he wished to admit.
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Castle Leod

The Small Study

November 25, 1824

Ailsa paced rapidly, her chin tucked against her chest, her hands clasped behind her. Good lord, what a coil.

Lady Edana sat by the fire pretending to embroider a rose upon a piece of cream muslin. She sighed. “Why has someone done this?”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Ailsa replied just as she had the previous nineteen times her grandmother had asked the question. Ailsa continued to pace, her slippers silent on the thick rug, her mind whirling with thoughts. On the day of the abduction, she and Greer had ridden to the overturned coach and, after much searching, had located the tracks of the scoundrels and their captives where they’d disappeared into the woods. There, behind a thick cove of brush, Greer had found signs of waiting horses.

Greer had followed the tracks a short distance, but it quickly became obvious that the abductors were not heading toward the main road, but were going ever deeper into the woods, so he’d returned to where Ailsa waited.

After some discussion and a long look at the map Greer had brought, they’d decided that the abductors, burdened by the uncertain weather and two elderly prisoners, would be forced to join a road at some point north. Traveling into the mountains beyond the Rhidorroch Forest was a hardship even a healthy man would hesitate to face. That left one question: Which road would they join?

There were only two choices; the narrow and winding northwest road traveled through steep craigs before eventually leading down across the bogs of Meall An Fhuarain and on to the coast, where a handful of small villages sat. Ailsa’s heart sank at the thought, for that road would take the ill-doers deeper into Mackenzie lands, which would make her clan look all the guiltier.

But if the scoundrels instead took the northeast road, which curved over the Strath Brora to Borrobol Forest, they’d end up on the easternmost holdings of the Summerlands. That option was her one and only hope, for the Summerlands were close allies of the Earl of Arran. If she could prove that the Summerlands had orchestrated the abduction, the Mackenzie name would be cleared.

Thus, she’d directed Greer and two of his men to follow the trail as far as they could and send word as soon as they knew which road the abductors had taken. The heavy snows of the last few days had lowered Ailsa’s hopes considerably, but to her relief, a note had arrived this morning, hand delivered by Ian Stewart, one of Greer’s men.

Ailsa paused by her desk and picked up the much-creased missive.

“I don’t know why you keep reading it over and over; the words will not change.” Lady Edana’s peevish tone raked over Ailsa’s nerves like an out-of-tune piano. “It’s the worst possible information, for they are deep in Mackenzie lands.”

Ailsa returned the letter to the desk. “Aye, but at least we know where they are headed. Greer traced them all the way to the Corrieshalloch Gorge.” She paused, sending a side glance at her grandmother as she added in what she hoped was a casual tone, “Greer awaits me there.”

Edana looked up, her eyebrows arched high. “What?”

“I and some men will go directly over the mountains and join Greer. It’ll be more rugged, as it is a much steeper trail, but ’twill be much quicker than Greer’s journey, for he was following the abductors, who had to take the longer route because of—”

“No, no, no. You cannot do this.”

“I’m nae going alone. I’m taking Stewart and MacKean. We’re leaving at first light.”

“Ailsa, you could get hurt. I won’t have it.” When Ailsa didn’t answer, Edana threw her embroidery upon the seat beside her. “This is your father’s fault. He should have never put you in charge of Castle Leod, and so I told him when he first mentioned it. You are too young, and it isn’t proper for a woman to carry such responsibility on her own.”

Ailsa’s jaw tightened. “Have I done so puir a job managing the estate, that you question Papa’s decision?”

Edana caught the look on Ailsa’s face and winced. “No, of course not. You know you’ve done well. In fact, things have never been run better, but— Ailsa, please. I cannot bear to think of you being in danger.”

Ailsa’s heart softened. “I will take care. I promise. But Her Grace and Lord Hamilton were my guests and I cannae leave them in the clutches of these fools.”

“Technically, they were my guests.”

“Then you know how I feel.”

Edana sighed, a tremor crossing her face. “I do. I worry about them, too.”

Ailsa went to hug her grandmother, Edana’s perfume enveloping them both. “I will find them,” Ailsa whispered against her grandmother’s thin, powdered cheek. “I promise.”

Edana hung on to Ailsa for a long moment; then she straightened, dug out her handkerchief, and dabbed at her eyes. “I suppose I shall have to let you, for I can’t think of any other answer to this wretched situation.”

Ailsa patted Edana’s shoulder and then returned to the desk, more anxious than ever to be on her way. At least she would be doing something; the waiting was onerous.

Edana put her handkerchief away. “Do you know the way over the mountains?”

“Aye. ’Tis rugged, steep country. Gregor and I hunted the edge of it just a year ago, and it was nigh impossible to traverse in places. It’s infuriating that these louts have taken Her Grace and Lord Hamilton to the farthest reaches of our own property.”

Edana picked up her embroidery and placed it back in her lap. “We look all the guiltier now.”

“Aye. If Arran comes and all I can tell him is that our men tracked the abductors and prisoners deeper into our own lands and we did naught aboot it, it will nae be guid for us.”

“Arran.” Edana poked her needle into the muslin with more force than necessary. “I’ve quite lost my patience with that man. It’s just like him to do something reprehensible so he can storm in and steal some of our lands.”

Ailsa drummed her fingers on the smooth surface of the desk as she considered this. “But why such an elaborate ruse? If he’s merely looking for a fight, there are more ready ways; he could use an auld claim to stir up forgotten hurts, forge documents that make it seem our claim is false, or other things of that nature. ’Tis done all the time.”

“He’s not content taking our lands—he also wishes to humiliate us. Arran is capable of any evil. He dresses like a commoner, which I find unforgivable for someone of his station.”

Ailsa absently rubbed her temples, wishing they didn’t ache from nights of too little sleep and the jumbled thoughts of a thousand what-ifs. This challenge was bigger than any she’d yet faced. People’s lives were at stake. People she knew and was responsible for.

I will deal with this, she told herself stoutly. I may not have Papa’s breadth of experience, but I have Mama’s calm, logical reasoning and it has stood me in good stead time and again.

“This venture is most unsafe,” Lady Edana continued, as if unaware of Ailsa’s silence. “There are brigands in the mountains; Lord Elgin himself was robbed while traveling through that area not two months ago. His horses and silver were taken and he was almost shot. It’s a wonder he made it out alive.”

Ailsa sent her grandmother a wry look. “You’re nae helping.”

Lady Edana rested the embroidery frame on her lap, her eyes unusually dark with worry. “We should call your father back—”

“Nae. I will nae throw oop my hands and cry ‘quit’ at the first sign of trouble when—”

A soft knock came upon the door and MacGill entered, looking flustered. “My lady, we’ve a guest.”

Ailsa’s heart sank. “Arran.”

“Nae, my lady. ’Tis nae the earl, but ’tis—”

“—your cousin,” came a familiar voice from behind MacGill.

“Gregor!” Ailsa ran to hug her cousin.

Of Ailsa’s height plus an inch, and dressed like the man of fashion he strove to be, Gregor Mackenzie accepted her hug with a chuckle and a fond pat on her cheek. “Oh ho, such a happy greeting.”

She released him, laughing a little, glad to see a friendly face. “You surprised me, that’s all. The weather is nae conducive to casual visits.”

“Ah, but I grew up here. A little snow will not stop me.” He tugged one of the curls that rested beside her cheek and then went to greet Lady Edana, who embraced him just as warmly.

Ailsa smiled as she watched him. On the death of his parents, at the age of twelve, Gregor had come to live at Castle Leod. Since he was close to Ailsa in age and loved the outdoors just as passionately as she, the two of them had become as close as any brother and sister, spending hours hunting and riding and talking. As Ailsa’s sisters were all more than ten years older, having someone near her own age had been a godsend.

Later, when Gregor reached his majority, he’d left Castle Leod to set up his own town house in Edinburgh, where, to her father’s chagrin, the youth had set about living the restless life of a man-about-town. Ailsa’s father had fumed over what he perceived as his nephew’s profligate lifestyle, and had grown colder to the young man as time passed. But Ailsa had never let her cousin’s excesses color her love for him. When he’d left Castle Leod, she’d missed him desperately, and she was always glad when he visited, especially during hunting season, when the two would ride the moors and glens for hours upon hours.

His gaze, the same gray as her own, narrowed as he regarded her. “Ah, my littlest cousin, I see you’re still running the huge estate from that too-large desk. What is my uncle thinking, letting you dry into dust behind such a mahogany monstrosity?”

“I fit that desk perfectly, large or nae.” She smiled as she looked him up and down. “My, how fashionable you have become, Cousin Gregor.”

“He looks quite well, doesn’t he?” Lady Edana said with obvious approval.

Though short of stature, Gregor was dressed to advantage, not in the exaggerated manner of a dandy, but in a quietly perfect way. From his starched and complex cravat, to his coat of deep blue that fit his frame without a single crease, to his fashionably knit breeches, he was a sight to behold. Had that arbiter of fashion, the infamous Beau Brummell, still held court in London, he would have approved Gregor’s tasteful attire without hesitation. It was a pity Papa never understood the difference between a dandy and a man of fashion.

“Why, thank you, my dearest Ailsa.” Gregor gave her a flourishing bow that she imagined would not have been out of place at court. “Coming from you, who rarely notice such mundane things as fashion, that is high praise indeed.”

“What of me?” Lady Edana said in a wounded tone. “Does my opinion matter so little?”

Gregor flashed a droll look at Ailsa before he said with dramatic earnestness, “Ah, most beautiful of all grandmothers, your opinion matters the most. But first, I must know—what dark magic is this? You are younger every time I see you.”

Lady Edana couldn’t have looked more pleased. “I’ve been using a new lotion,” she confided, as if conferring a great secret.

“Whatever it is, you look all of twenty-two years of age, and I— Oh! I almost forgot.” He reached into his pocket and turned back to Ailsa. “I found this under a rock by the front door. It’s addressed to you, so I assumed you’d want it. It must be a bill of lading, left by some careless tradesman. I wonder that MacGill did not already see it.”

Ailsa stared at the envelope resting in Gregor’s hand. Dirty and creased, her name was scrawled over the crinkled paper. She took the note, a tremor passing through her fingers. The ransom request. It can be nothing else.

Aware of Gregor’s curious gaze, she forced a smile. “Of course. It must be for the coal. You know how much we use at this castle.”

“I shudder to think of it.” He turned to address an idle remark to Lady Edana, and Ailsa was left with the note.

She opened it quickly.

Bring two hundred guineas to the Iron Kettle in Kylestrome. The prisoners will be released to you forthwith.
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