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			“. . . the roads are wretched, this carriage is sprung like a log, and I am freezing. Bozhy moj, have the people of this frigid country never heard of a foot warmer?” In the dim glow of the lantern that swung on a hook in the creaking coach, Grand Duchess Natasha Nikolaevna waited for a response. She’d catalogued no fewer than fourteen complaints, yet her companion didn’t look impressed. In fact, he seemed to be asleep.

			Deeply asleep.

			But she knew better. Her grandson might be a prince, but he was also a lifelong soldier who’d made a name for himself in many hard-won battles. A famed general and the leader of the Grand Army of Oxenburg, Prince Gregori Maksim Alexsandr Romanovin didn’t sleep deeply. Ever. 

			His brothers and parents called him “Grisha,” a nickname for Gregori, but Natasha had refused. From the day he was born, she’d called him “Max” as befitted a conqueror. The name had fit him, and to his parents’ irritation—and Natasha’s delight—he grew to prefer Max and eventually refused to answer to anything else.

			But warrior prince or not, there was no excuse for ignoring his grandmother. She thumped her cane on the carriage floor. 

			His lashes shifted and she knew he’d slipped a glance her way. Though it wasn’t much, it proved her point: she was being deliberately ignored.

			Her hand tightened on the gold cane top and she imagined his face if she rapped the cane across his knee. That would make him take heed. Sadly, it would also infuriate him, and she needed to be in his good graces. At least until she found a way out of her not-so-little predicament.

			She forced her tightly curled fingers to relax. There would be time to sort that out later. For now, she should focus on her grandson. To be honest, he worried her.

			Like his three brothers, he was tall and broad shouldered, his hair thick and black, his eyes a deep green. Unlike his brothers, he bore a scar on his forehead, caused by the graze of a bullet during some battle. Other scars marked his chin and jaw, and doubtless other parts of his body. The scars she could see did not concern her, though. 

			Lately she’d come to think that her grandson bore much deeper wounds. If what his companions reported was true, the death of Max’s childhood friend and one of his top aides, Dimitri Fedorovich, had strongly affected him.

			Not that Max would admit such a thing, no matter how many opportunities she gave him. He hadn’t become the best general and the most brilliant tactician in all of Europe by admitting weakness, and he wasn’t about to start now.

			Damn it. She scowled as she regarded his handsome profile. Even scarred, with an oft-broken nose, he still looked princely. As befits a prince of the blood of stately Oxe—

			The coach jerked to one side, tilting crazily as if lifting onto two wheels. Natasha grabbed the edge of her seat but was tossed forward. With the grace of a lion, Max caught her midair and set her back into her seat, just as the coach slammed back onto all four wheels and continued on at a much faster pace.

			Huffing, Natasha collected her shawl, tugging it back over her shoulders in the light of the wildly swinging lantern. “That was nearly a dangerous accident—no surprise, considering the way this coachman has driven, hitting every bump and hole in the road.”

			No longer pretending to be asleep, Max flicked back the curtain and looked outside, his brow lowered.

			Shouts mingled with the wild neighing of horses and the coach suddenly lurched to a dramatic halt, sliding to one side of the road. There was a thud and then a drop, as one wheel seemed to slip into a ditch. Once again Natasha flew forward, a rag doll tossed by the wild ride. She would have hit the edge of the opposite seat had Max not once again caught her. 

			He deposited her on the coach floor and blew out the lantern, casting them into darkness. 

			She scrambled to return to her seat, but he placed a hand on her shoulder. “Stay.”

			“I will not sit on the floor—”

			“Shh! I must listen.” Max peered through a small crack in the curtain, a sliver of light from the lantern outside making a white slash across his face. “The luggage coaches have stopped as well.” 

			Discordant voices rose in the dark; yelling, followed by anxious shouts.

			Natasha noticed the suddenly firm line of his mouth, the intentness of his expression. 

			A voice bellowed through the night, harsh and astonishingly loud, asking the coachmen to step down.

			Natasha gripped her cane tighter. “Highwaymen?” She’d heard there were none, but she’d told Max that they preyed constantly on this isolated road in order to convince him to escort her. “I told you there would be—”

			“Silence,” he hissed. Another bellow rang out, this time an oddly polite but firm request to the two outriders to dismount. At the sound of a scuffle, Max’s face grew harsher as he closed the leather curtain, leaving them in blackness. She heard a rustling movement, and then a blanket was tossed over her. “Stay here.”

			“Nyet!” She yanked the blanket from her head, smoothing her mussed hair. “I will not hide.”

			“You will do as I tell you.” The soft words brooked no argument, and she realized she was hearing the general, not her grandson. 

			“Whatever happens,” he said calmly, “do not let them know you are here. If they open the door, make yourself as small as possible and do not move. If we are lucky, they will not see you in the dark.”

			“You don’t need to tell me what to do; I am not a fool.”

			“What you are is a stubborn old woman far too used to getting your way.”

			“Pah!”

			He lifted one corner of the curtain to provide a faint ray of light as he adjusted his sword, and then quickly examined his pistol. Satisfied, he returned it to its hiding place in the back of his belt, and closed the curtain. In the dark, she heard the click of the door handle.

			She lunged for his arm, grabbing it with both hands. “You cannot go out there!”

			There was a chilled silence, and she could imagine the hardness of his expression. With a wince, she released him. “You cannot protect me outside. That is your job: to protect me and no one else. If someone opens the door you may shoot them, but you will not place yourself in danger—”

			“Stay down.” With that he threw open the door, the dim light outlining his broad figure. The last thing she saw before he was enveloped by darkness was his black fur-lined cape swinging from his broad shoulders, his boots agleam in the lantern light. 

			Shutting the door behind him, Max gave quick thanks for the low mist that allowed him to make his way unseen behind a trunk that had fallen off one of the other coaches. It laid on its side, broken open, several of Tata Natasha’s expensive fur-lined cloaks spilled across the mud. 

			Crouching behind the trunk, he surveyed the scene before him. Two men wearing kerchiefs over their lower faces had collected the coachmen into a small knot. Two more masked highwaymen guarded the other coaches’ doors to prevent the inhabitants from exiting. As Max peered over the trunk, a third masked highwayman was sent to watch Tata Natasha’s coach. Max had been fortunate to get out when he had. 

			Where are my men? He leaned to the side of the trunk, keeping low. Piotr Orlov, his large, gruff sergeant at arms, the youngest son of a minor noble from Oxenburg, and Max’s most trusted man, leaned against a tree at the side of the road, holding his arm against his chest, a smear of blood on his forehead. A few paces back, Ivan Golovin, a tough four-campaign veteran, was unconscious on the ground, his nose bloodied. The rest of his men were nowhere to be seen, probably sent ahead by Orlov to scout for just such an ambush. Which I suggested he do, dammit. The thieves were fortunate in choosing their time of attack. Or have they been watching us as we travel? 

			Max bit back a growl. The security of the entire trip had been marred by Tata Natasha’s demands that they stop at every inn they passed, a practice he’d allowed to continue for far too long. The delays had forced them to travel at night, which was much more dangerous, but he’d been swayed in his decision by her age and obvious exhaustion. Despite her hard words and harder glares, Tata Natasha was old and frail. And as unpleasant as soured wine. That old woman will be the death of me.

			A movement in the bushes drew Max’s gaze. Ah. More of you hide among the trees. He counted four shadowy figures flitting in the mist. It was impossible to tell if the men were armed, but it would be foolish to assume they weren’t.

			As if this number of ruffians weren’t enough, sitting astride a steed at the head of the whole was a lone man. The mist swirled about the legs of his steed while a lantern shone behind him, casting light on those before him and highlighting the barrel of a long rifle. A sharpshooter, and in the same position I’d have placed him, too.

			Which was it, a rifle or a blunderbuss? The uncertain light glinted on the barrel but hid the rest of the weapon. Rifles were harder to load than blunderbusses, and had to be cleaned between shots as the barrels were easily fouled by black powder residue. But they were extremely accurate; one shot could be deadly. Whoever planned this little encounter has done a damn fine job. 

			As Max watched, a slender figure appeared at the edge of the road. The newcomer held back, away from the action, yet all of the thieves instantly focused on the slight man. So, the leader has shown himself. 

			The man spoke quietly to the largest of the thieves watching over the coachmen, a veritable giant who turned toward where Max was hidden behind the fallen trunk. 

			The large man’s hand moved to the curved butt of what appeared to be a pistol stuck into his thick leather belt as he bellowed, “Pray come oot, Yer Highness. We know ye’re hidin’ there. We can see ye, we can.”

			So they know my title. Interesting. There was little profit in continuing to hide if the thieves knew where he was, and much profit to be had in facing them, so Max rose and stepped forward.

			“Hold!” the giant barked. “Dinna come any closer.” 

			Max eyed his opponent narrowly. The brute was larger than any man he’d ever seen, his face broad, a red beard showing beneath the kerchief on his lower face. The man possessed an impossibly thick neck and had arms the size of most men’s thighs. 

			“I will speak with your leader.” Icy puffs of breath punctuated every word. 

			The man’s eyes narrowed. “Ye’ve an odd accent.”

			“Do not pretend that surprises you. You know who I am, so you must also know I’m from Oxenburg.”

			“I know many things, bu’ I’ve ne’er heard of this Oxenburg.”

			“That’s quite all right. I only recently learned of Scotland, and I’m beginning to dislike it.”

			The man’s brows snapped together. “If ye dinna like it, then ye can go home where ye belong.”

			Another man snorted, this one a slim youth with flowing brown hair, his mocking blue eyes bold over the top of his mask. A jaunty but worn hat adorned his head, a scarlet cape swinging from his narrow shoulders. “A prince, eh? Lord Loudan is gettin’ fancy.”

			They also know whose guests we are. How did they get such complete information?

			As if aware of the slip, the large highwayman cut a warning glare at the second man, who shrugged, not the least remorseful. 

			Loud of mouth and brash of person are weaknesses, my young friend. The giant has the right of it. Max addressed the bolder highwayman. “You know I’m a guest of the earl’s.”

			“Tha’ is the reason we’re here.” The highwayman’s voice dripped with barely contained fury. “We only bother the low scum as come to visit his lordship, the Earl of Louse.”

			The giant hissed a warning, but the lad was roused and continued, “The earl has done naught bu’ thieve his whole life, and we’re here to see to it tha’ he stops.”

			“If what you say is true—which I doubt . . .” Max paused to let that sink in, watching the lad stiffen in outrage. “. . . then look at you. You are no better than he: a low-life thief.” 

			The youth’s blue eyes blazed, but before the fool could open his mouth and blurt out more information, the giant snapped, “Whist, now! Dinna say nobut wha’ needs to be known—which isna much.” The giant returned his attention to Max, his breath puffing white like that of a huge dragon getting ready to spit fire. “Throw yer pistol on the ground.”

			Max wished he could draw and engage; except for the lone highwayman positioned at the head, not a single man had his weapon drawn. While not having their guns ready was a good strategy to keep rowdy troops from unnecessarily firing and perhaps raising an alarm, it left them open to surprises.

			It was sorely tempting to answer this lack of foresight, but the realization that his grandmother was in the coach behind him and thus directly in the line of fire, kept Max from pursuing the risky course.

			Instead, he shrugged. “As you wish.” He withdrew his sword and dropped it at his feet, yet close enough to reach should the opportunity arise.

			“And yer pistol.” The giant’s eyes narrowed. “Dinna say there’s none, fer we know ye’ve one, and mayhap two.”

			Max resignedly removed his pistol and dropped it to the frozen ground beside his sword. 

			The giant nodded at the youth, who loped forward to pick up the weapons. Ignoring the sword, he fell upon the pistol, examining it in an expert way. “Silver engravin’. Italian?”

			“And a hair trigger,” Max said in a dry tone. “Don’t point it in a direction you don’t wish to shoot.”

			The young highwayman’s jaw tightened. “I know pistols, I do. I’ve no need fer yer advice.” He emptied the chamber, pocketed the bullets, and dropped the pistol back onto the road beside the sword. 

			Why didn’t he take the—

			“Dinna get any wild ideas, Prince,” the giant warned. 

			“The only idea I have is to find a warm fire and some ale, and there’s none to be had here.”

			The giant grunted agreement. “ ’Tis possible a small donation might see ye sooner on yer way to a wee dram and a warm fire.”

			“A donation?”

			“Aye. A thanks, ye could call it, fer safe passage.” The giant’s eyes gleamed with humor. “The woods are filled wi’ bandits.”

			“So I’ve heard,” Max returned drily. He’d never met such polite highwaymen, and in his wide travels he’d met quite a few. What is this? There must be a reason. Perhaps I should test them. He rocked back on his heels. “I’m in no mood to pay a donation. If you wish for handouts, go see your parish church.”

			The giant didn’t move, but his brows lowered.

			Max added, “In fact, I am tired of standing in the cold and believe I shall go.” He bent and retrieved his sword. 

			“Stop there!” The huge man moved toward Max, his beefy hand rising to the pistol stuck in his belt. “Drop yer sword!”

			“Nyet,” Max said softly. He slid the sword back into its scabbard, using the side of his foot to surreptitiously nudge away his pistol so it wouldn’t be underfoot if he had to use the blade. “If you want it, then come and get it.” He readied himself, but the leader, who still held himself from the group, murmured a word that made the giant’s brow blacken yet more, though his hand moved away from the pistol in his belt.

			Obviously every bit as disappointed as Max, the huge man growled, “I suppose ye can keep it. If ye’ll find yer way to makin’ a small donation to our cause, oot of sheer happiness of havin’ a safe way ahead of ye.”

			“How do I know it’s safe from here on out?”

			“Because we made it so, dinna we, men?”

			“Aye!” replied the men, several of them oddly gruff in tone.

			The giant nodded his shaggy head. “There ye go; a guarantee. If ye like, ye can toss yer gold where ye threw yer pistol.”

			If Tata Natasha weren’t here, the outcome of this would be vastly different. Even as he had the thought, Max caught a movement where Orlov stood. In Oxenburgian, Max said quietly to his sergeant, “We cannot. The duchess is with us.”

			Orlov, whose hand had been slowly moving toward his hidden pistol, grimaced and then gave a regretful nod. “Aye, General.”

			“Here now,” the giant called gruffly. “Dinna be talkin’ tha’ gibberish. If ye’ve somethin’ to say, then say it in proper language.”

			“I was telling my sergeant we should cooperate so that we might soon be enjoying a beverage near a warm fire.”

			“If he’d really like to help quicken yer departure, he can donate to the cause, too.” The giant looked at Orlov. “Would ye like to gi’ a bit to the effort, lad?”

			Orlov scowled, but with a regretful glance at the duchess’s coach, pulled some coins from his pocket and tossed them where Max’s pistol lay.

			Max cast a hard glance at the slender man still standing in the shadows. No doubt he was silently laughing at their helplessness. Ehta prosta nivazmozhna. I will enjoy bringing you to justice, my fine friend. But for now, there was no more to be done. “Here.” Max withdrew a few coins from his pocket and tossed them to the icy mud. 

			The giant’s smile slipped. “Surely tha’ isna all ye ha’.”

			“It’s all you’ll get.”

			The giant’s thick red brows knit over his nose, but he gestured to the caped highwayman, who hurried forward to collect the gold. 

			Max tried to get a look at the handle of the pistol sticking out from the youth’s waistband, but the knotted belt rope prevented a clear view. Still, the belt told its own story. A flamboyant cape but only a frayed rope for a belt. The cape is fine indeed, but the belt indicates the true state of affairs. 

			Max flicked a glance over each of the men within the faint light cast by the lanterns on the sides of the coaches. Though he could see none of their faces, their barely adequate coats, boots with holes in the toes, and the rest of their worn attire were plainly visible.

			He noted then the thinness of the caped lad’s hands, the deep lines around his eyes. They look as if they’re hungry.

			Max’s jaw tightened and he sent a look at Orlov to see if he’d noticed the same thing, receiving a faint nod in return.

			Max turned his attention back to the young man, who was now tucking the coins into a worn leather bag. As he did so, he bit each one. “Ian, they’re all real!” 

			The giant stiffened, while the leader shifted in the shadows. 

			“Sorry,” the lad mumbled as he pulled out a small bag and secreted the coins away and then hurried out of sight.

			Max eyed the giant with a grin. “Ian, is it?”

			Ian’s thick brows couldn’t have been knit tighter. “Ferget ye heard tha’. Now open the door to yer coach an’ ask the grand duchess if she wishes to donate to our cause, too. I daresay she has a brooch or two she’s tired of, and would like to see used fer worthier reasons.”

			“Nyet. There’s nothing of value in that coach other than a cranky old woman. Well . . . except a basket of food I’m willing to ‘donate,’ as you call it.”

			“Food?”

			“Da. Some spit-roasted chickens, fresh bread, jams, boiled eggs, cheeses. You may have it only if you will leave the grand duchess in peace and let us leave quickly.” 

			The giant’s eyes glistened and he placed a hand on his stomach as if already tasting the contents of the basket. His gaze flickered to their leader.

			A faint nod answered him. 

			“Fine!” Ian rocked back on his heels, looking well pleased. “We accept yer donation. A chicken or two would no’ be amiss.” 

			Max returned to the coach and opened the door, his body blocking the view of the interior. A slat of light fell across Tata Natasha’s furious face. 

			“What are you doing?” she hissed.

			He picked up the basket, whispering sternly, “I told you to stay hidden.”

			“Nyet!” Her gnarled hands grabbed the basket handle. “I won’t give good chickens to a group of dirty thieves!”

			Max lowered his voice. “They are hungry, Tata Natasha.”

			She stopped tugging on the basket, her gaze locked on his face. “How do you know?” 

			“I can see it in their eyes.”

			“Oh.” She released the basket, adding in a sullen tone, “I suppose they can have it, then. We can stop at the next inn—”

			“Nyet. We go straight to Rowallen Castle. We will be safer there than in these woods.”

			She scowled. “I will starve by the time we—”

			He threw the blanket back over her head, took the basket, and slammed the door behind him.

			Ian had moved closer, the light from the lone remaining lantern now slanting across his face, and Max could see the man’s blue eyes were now crinkled with good humor. “The grand duchess sounds like a woman of spirit.”

			“That’s one word for it. I call it stubbornness.” Max placed the basket on the ground and pushed it forward with his foot. 

			The giant jerked his head, and the scarlet-cloaked youth came to take the basket. He peered inside, his eyes wide. “Och, Ian, there’s a ham hock the size o’ yer heed! An’ bread, an’ pots of jam, an’— Bloody ’ell, there’s one, two, three . . . four chickens!” He tilted the basket so his comrades could see.

			The men stirred, some of them closer now and several steps away from their original posts, their gazes locked on the food. 

			The leader called out, his husky voice hushed but commanding.

			The men returned to their posts, reluctantly tearing their gazes from the basket.

			Hopefully a group of thieves so obviously happy to have procured a basket of food would now be in a hurry to send them on their way. But Max still had to tread carefully, for there were weapons all around him and— He frowned. Were they even loaded? Men who couldn’t afford food could not afford powder. If Tata Natasha weren’t here, I’d test that theory. 

			The scarlet-clad thief carried the heavy basket into the mist-thickened woods. One of the shadowy figures came out from behind a tree to take it from him, lantern light catching the thief’s hands—far too delicate and slender for a man’s. 

			A woman? Max’s frown deepened. Perhaps the shadowy figures are all women, trying to create the imager of a larger force—

			“The basket and the coins are a guid start,” the giant said, obviously emboldened by his success. “But I noticed ye’ve a pretty bauble upon yer hand. One last donation, Prince, and we’ll leave ye to a smooth, safe journey.”

			Max looked down at his gold ring, a gift from his mother when he’d turned sixteen. He curled his hand closed. “While you are more than welcome to the gold and the basket, the ring is personal property. You’ll get no more.”

			Ian’s brow lowered as he rested his hand on the butt of his pistol. “Ye’re a greedy one. I’ve a mind to—”

			The leader coughed softly, and Ian removed his hand from his pistol. 

			You have them under tight control, my friend. Max couldn’t help but grudgingly admit some respect for the brigand leader.

			But only a little. “Our business is done, and—” 

			The leather curtain on the coach lifted and Tata Natasha’s hand appeared, no longer be-ringed as she tossed some rings upon the ground, a few gold coins rolling with them.

			Damn it, you were told to stay hidden! Will you never listen? 

			Ian blinked in astonishment at the unexpected bounty, and his eyes crinkled with delight. “Och, Her Grace is generous, unlike her grandson.” He raised his voice, “Thank ye, Yer Grace!” He squinted at the reply, which wasn’t in English. “Wha’ did she say?”

			“It had to do with goats and your parentage.”

			The giant chuckled. “Full of vinegar, is she?”

			“You have no idea. But be that as it may, I am done with this, so I will leave you.” Max turned and walked toward the coach.

			“Hold!” the giant bellowed. “Wha’ of tha’ ring?”

			Max turned, resting his hand on one hip. It was a showy pose, but it put his hand in easy reach of his sword. “If you wish to attack me, you with your entire retinue of fools and thieves, all so brave behind your pistols and muskets, then do so now. I grow tired of this game.”

			Ian puffed out his cheeks, his face red. “I’ll show ye brave—”

			“Stand doon, Ian. I ha’ this.” The leader stepped forward, walking into the edge of the light that pooled from the lantern. Tallish and slender, he was dressed far more dapperly than the others in a green coat with silver buttons.

			Max hid his pleasure at this new development. Finally, you join in the fun. Perhaps this little encounter will be enjoyable after all.
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			Almost as one, the thieves moved back for their leader. Not that the man needed much room. Judging from the thief’s lanky movements and his narrow build, he was more child than man.

			It was a pity Max couldn’t see the youth’s face to confirm his age, for a kerchief covered most of it, leaving naught but bright eyes shining in the shadow of his hat brim. 

			And that hat! It was splendid, if old, in fashion a half century ago. As green as the youth’s coat, it was decorated with a bold white feather. It was just the sort of hat a youth might think made one look dashing. A rather vain youth. 

			“Wha’ seems to be the problem?” The lantern touched the leader’s velvet coat with a shimmering light as he swaggered forward, one hand resting on the elaborate hilt of his sword. 

			Ian grunted. “ ’Tis the prince, sir. He dinna wish to donate more to our cause.”

			“A pity, fer ’tis such a just one.”

			Max flicked a curious glance over the leader’s weapons, which were boldly on display. A bow and arrows hung in a quiver over one shoulder, while a thin sword hung from the wide leather belt that tightened the lad’s too-large coat around his waist. 

			The sword held Max’s attention. It was a rapier, one of exceptional quality, if the style and ornate work on the hilt were any indication. In the wilds of Scotland? Wherever you stole that, you’re out if you think to use it. Commoners do not know how to fence, my finely feathered friend. 

			The leader eyed him now, a boldness to his stance. “I’m pleased to make yer acquaintance, Yer Highness.”

			“You have the advantage of me; I don’t know your name.” Max raised his brows. “Unless you’re afraid to share it?” 

			“Tryin’ to tease me into revealin’ more than I wish, are ye?” 

			Max bowed. “Why not?”

			“Why no’, indeed.” Humor clear in his light-colored eyes, the leader said in a husky voice, “If ye must ha’ a name, then ye may call me ‘Robin.’ Robin of the Hood.” 

			Max wished he could see the expression in the lad’s eyes better under that damnable hat. They were astonishingly pale, though, making the lashes that framed them seem thick and dark.

			“I know the story of Robin Hood.” Max moved a bit, hoping to make the lad turn more toward the lantern. “We have a similar story in my own country, of a thief who steals from the rich and gives to the poor. Of course, in our story, he is caught and hanged, as is only proper for a thief.”

			Though the lad shrugged, Max had the impression that ‘Robin’ had lost his smile, though the kerchief covered the evidence. “Och, time will tell, will it no’, my fine foreign prince? Meanwhile, if ye wish to speak wi’ me, ye may call me Robin. Master Robin.”

			Once Max had subdued this pack of mangy thieves, he’d take great pleasure in schooling some manners into this youth. “So, boy . . .” Max waited for a protest to the term “boy,” but none came. Odd. I don’t know many young men who wouldn’t chafe at that. “As I told your giant, I’ve given all I’ll give.” 

			Ian grumbled, “There’s more our prince here can give. Fer one, he has a ring on his hand.”

			The thief tilted his head, regarding Max for a long moment. Whatever he saw, the thief shook his head. “Nay, Ian. I think His Highness ha’ already donated weel and guid. He may ha’ more, but there’s no reason fer greed.” He waved a hand at Max. “Off wi’ ye. And thank ye fer yer donation toward keepin’ yer travels safe in our fair forest.”

			The youth’s insolent tone boiled Max’s blood. “Your fair forest? You have it wrong: this forest belongs to the Earl of Loudan. I owe him for my safe passage, not you.”

			Something flashed in the pale eyes, something icy and quick. “You know the earl well, do you?” The lad’s voice crackled with fire.

			“I know Loudan quite well,” Max lied. An angry opponent makes mistakes. And this seems to make you quite angry. “In fact,” he added ruthlessly, “the earl is one of my closest friends. I admire and like him.” Max met the lad’s gaze. “I think Loudan the finest human being I’ve ever known.” 

			The youth’s eyes burned, his entire body rigid. “If that is true, then you dinna know many people.” 

			Such passion. I once had that. Passion that saw me through the hardest of times. He’d had that until the last war had dashed it from his soul. Though to be honest, it wasn’t the war itself that sat on his shoulders late at night and weighed down the brightness of the morning, but the aftermath of that war. 

			Over the years he’d had to deliver last words to too many tragic-eyed widows, had been forced to look into the hopeless gazes of too many freshly orphaned children grieving for fathers who would never return. It had never been easy, and the taste of those encounters had been bitter upon his soul. 

			But in the last war, Max had lost one of his own. Dimitri Fedorovich had been as close to Max as his own brothers, perhaps closer. Fedorovich had died from a sniper’s bullet during a heated battle with the French, and had been standing so close to Max that the bullet’s zing rang in his ears for days after. Max had felt the death keenly, but worse was to come—on his return home he’d had to tell Fedorovich’s young wife of her loss. Henrietta had screamed hysterically and could not be comforted, and then, sobbing wildly, had thrown herself from the window of her home. She’d survived but had been horribly injured.

			The entire incident had left Max with a burning hole where his soul had once been. Hot coals of fury at the loss still remained, and the slightest breath of air fanned them into life.

			And right now those flames had been stirred by an insolent youth with a flair for the dramatic. Max’s good humor was no more. 

			“I’ve had enough of this, and enough of you,” he snapped. “You are a fool, and a thief, and a paltry want-to-be outlaw.”

			Robin stiffened, his cocksureness turning into outrage. “How dare you!”

			“How dare I? How dare you, a thief who hides behind a kerchief? You are a coward and nothing more.” 

			“You have gone too far, Prince,” Robin snarled through clenched teeth. “But I am not surprised; all of Loudan’s so-called friends are as despicable as he.”

			Max showed his teeth in a smile he didn’t feel. “Oddly, your dislike of the earl has chased away much of your accent.” The lad’s accent had gone from rustic to refined; his speech was quite similar to what Max had heard at the Edinburgh court not three days ago. This thief had once been fed with a silver spoon. “You, sir, are a lie.”

			The lad grasped the hilt of the rapier.

			“Easy, there,” Ian rumbled. “Dinna lose tha’ temper of yers.”

			So young Robin can be intemperate. I can use that. Max reached into his pocket.

			Instantly, the air about him charged, every eye upon him. 

			“Halt!” Robin said. “Take your hand from your pocket.”

			Max lifted his hand free, turning it to reveal a small gold box in his palm. “My snuff box.”

			“So you wish to donate more bounty to our worthy cause.” Robin gestured to the mud. “Throw it at your feet.” 

			The giant grunted in agreement.

			“I am not ‘donating’ anything else.” Max flicked open the lid and helped himself to a small pinch of snuff. He didn’t normally partake of it, but since it irritated Tata Natasha, he’d made an exception this trip. 

			Robin’s eyes blazed with irritation, but Ian’s gaze remained locked upon the box.

			“It is fine, nyet?” Max held it so that the gold sparkled in the torchlight. “It was given to me by my cousin Alexandr.”

			Ian’s heavy brows lifted, wonder on his craggy face. “Is tha’ a real diamond in the center?” 

			“Da. It is a very large, very expensive diamond.” Max ran his thumb over it. “Worth more than this entire forest.”

			The giant moved closer.

			Max shifted so that his weight was on the heel of one foot. As soon as the fool came within reach, Max would—

			“Ian.” Robin’s voice was quiet, but held a distinct warning. “He’s baiting you, just as he was baiting me. Look at him.”

			The giant paused, looking from the glittering snuff box to Max. 

			Max froze, trying not to give anything away by so much as a twich of an eyelash.

			“Look at him,” Robin repeated.

			Ian’s gaze flickered over Max’s face and then, with a grimace, the giant moved back into position. 

			Dammit. The thirsty flames in Max’s soul flickered in disappointment. 

			He snapped the box closed. “I won’t give a band of lazy thieves anything but the end of my sword.” 

			Beneath the wide-brimmed hat, the pale eyes narrowed on Max. “You wish to fight, but not today, auld man.”

			Old man? Max’s simmering blood rose and bubbled—­perhaps because since Fedorovich’s death, he had begun to feel . . . yes, old. And perhaps because he was irked at being forced by his grandmother’s presence to stand passively in the icy cold, instead of summarily taking care of this situation in a satisfactory manner. And perhaps because he was furious life had been so bloody unfair lately. Whatever it was, he snapped, “I repeat: you are a coward. A lowborn, dirty coward.” 

			Robin’s eyes blazed, Ian muttered a warning, but it was too late. 

			The rapier flashed in the lantern light. With a whip-whip-whip, it danced through the cold air.

			Stunned, Max looked down. His coat was ruined, the letter “R” clearly carved into its heavy wool.

			Orlov cursed under his breath. 

			Max gritted his teeth. “Why you little . . .” He drew his sword. “Try that again and see what it will earn you, whelp!” 

			He expected Robin to realize his mistake. Instead the fool’s eyes blazed and, to everyone’s astonishment, Robin saluted with his blade. “En garde, mon général!” 

			The rapier danced once again, but this time Max was ready, his sword neatly catching the thin blade. 

			Had Robin taken the hit directly the blow would have broken his blade, but instead he deflected Max’s sword with a twist of his wrist. 

			The whelp knows how to fight. Still, Max had the advantage in experience, the weight of his sword, and the power of his arm. He rolled his weight to the ball of his foot and spun, twisting in an attempt to catch the youth’s blade and send it flying, but Robin was too fast, and the fight began in earnest. 

			The rapier danced in again and again with barely contained fury, keeping Max on the defensive. He found himself moving back, trying to find good footing on the frozen ground. 

			Amid the attack, he realized the lad wasn’t trying to deliver a deathblow—he aimed for exposed skin, not the heart or neck. Nay, the lad was after a quick blooding, administering a lesson to his elder.

			Impudent whelp! I’ll be damned if I let that happen. Blow after blow, Max’s sword deflected the rapier. It slid away before swishing back to meet him like a scorpion’s tail, ready to bite at first chance. 

			Max blocked each bite, watching his opponent for an opening. He would break that rapier if it were the last thing he did.

			Steel met steel over and over, and finally Max was able to move the lad back. Though every blow was dodged or deflected, ultimately Max’s strength began to turn the battle. 

			The lad was tiring; Max could feel it. The thief’s movements had lost some of their former grace. Though his attacks were just as ferocious, they were less frequent now. 

			Max increased his efforts, aware of Ian’s muttered outrage. But the giant knew better than to interfere in the fight; he might easily distract Robin at a crucial moment.

			But then it happened. After an especially adroit parry, Robin slipped on the icy ground and fell backward. 

			Ian cried out a warning as Max closed in, his blade true. But instead of piercing the thief’s chest, as was his right, he used his blade to flick the kerchief from the youth’s face. 

			The lad jerked back, catching the tip of his ear on Max’s blade. And as the kerchief drifted to the ground, Max saw his opponent’s face for the first time. His face was oval, his lips full, and his eyes silver gray, like coins in the bottom of a still pool. Large and thickly fringed with curled lashes, they were set under flyaway red eyebrows. Those eyes—if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a—

			“Yer ear is bleedin’!” the giant snapped. “I’ll kill tha’ mon fer—” He took a step toward Max.

			“Nay!” Robin scrambled to his feet, tying the kerchief back in place with hasty hands. “Leave him. ’Tis but a nick.”

			“A nick? I’ll nick tha’ lout—” 

			“Ian.”

			The quiet word made the giant pause.

			“Leave him. ’Twas fairly won.”

			Ian said between clenched teeth, “Ye could ha’ bloodied him when ye cut his coat, but ye dinna.” He cast a furious glare at Max. “There was no need to continue thus.”

			“There was.” Robin dusted his breeches and sighed. “I forced that fight, and you know it. ’Twas my own fault.”

			Behind Max, the coach door flew open and Tata Natasha stood on the top step, every eye locked upon her. The wind swirled her black cloak dramatically, the coach lantern cast long shadows over her face, and her hair was wild from where she’d been shoved under the blanket.

			Ian sputtered, “Bloody ’ell, wha’ is tha’?”

			“It’s a w-w-witch!” another brigand said.

			Max couldn’t disagree. “Damn it, Tata Natasha, you were told to stay inside.” 

			“Pah!” She drew her cloak closer. “I am tired of these games you play. It is time to go.”

			Max ignored her and addressed the thief. “Your giant has the right of it: while I drew first blood, you could easily have done so earlier when you left your initial.” He tapped his shredded overcoat.

			Unexpectedly, humor shone in Robin’s silver eyes. “I thought aboot it.”

			“I’m glad that’s all you did,” Max said honestly. “I did not give your toothpick blade the credit it deserved.”

			Robin crossed his arms over his chest, his feet planted wide. “You dinna ask that your donations be returned. ‘Tis your right, as you won.”

			Max shrugged. “You may keep what’s already been given. But there will be no more.”

			Robin bowed. “As you wish. And thank you; that is unexpectedly generous.”

			“It is foolish!” Tata Natasha snapped.

			“Tikha!” Max snapped over his shoulder.

			She muttered under her breath, only the words “foolish boy” and “lost chickens” audible.

			Robin chuckled. “We will go and let you tend to your grandmother.”

			“I’d rather you stabbed me with that toothpick of yours,” Max muttered.

			Robin choked back what was surely a laugh, the silver eyes lively. “Och, I’m sure you would. Family can be costly, both in money and pride.” He bowed once again, as graceful as any courtier. “ ’Til we meet again, oh scarred and frowny one.”

			Max returned the bow, a stirring of interest in his soul that he hadn’t felt in a long, long time. “Oh, we will meet again, young and cheeky one. I vow it.”

			Robin’s eyes twinkled. “So be it.” With that, he turned and walked into the woods, his slender form melting into the shadows. 

			The world was instantly drearier without an impudent highwayman waving a rapier like a scorpion tail. Oddly disappointed, Max reached into his pocket, pulled out his kerchief, and tossed it to the giant. “I only nicked Robin’s ear, but you may need to apply some pressure to stop the blood.”

			Looking surprised at the gesture, Ian pocketed the kerchief, though he kept a careful eye on Tata Natasha. “Thank ye, I’ll take care of Robin, but who will take care of tha’?” 

			Max turned to see his grandmother making odd gestures in the air. “What are you doing?”

			“I’m putting a curse on these chor.”

			“A curse?” squeaked the long-haired highwayman, peering around Ian’s wide form. 

			“What’s a chor?” Ian asked.

			“A thief,” Max answered. “My grandmother is Romany. She oft uses their language.”

			“Bloody ’ell, she’s a Gypsy!” Ian backed up, his eyes wide.

			“She is harmless.” More or less. He turned to the coach. “Tata, stop casting curses; there’s no need. I won the fight and we are unscathed.”

			“But I’m almost done!”

			“We are leaving. Allow me to assist you back into the coach.” He handed her inside, leaving the door open. He watched out of the corner of his eyes as Robin’s men melted one by one into the dark, misty forest. Two of the thieves carried off the lanterns, extinguishing them before they disappeared, until only the lantern hanging from Tata Natasha’s coach remained.

			The sharpshooter stayed at the head of the road, his rifle barrel glinting in the lamplight. Soon only his form and Ian’s broad one were left, outlined in the shadows of a large tree. 

			Whist! An arrow whizzed past Max’s head and struck the lone lantern, the sound of breaking glass startling in the night. 

			They were plunged into darkness while Tata Natasha released a string of Romany curses.

			“Shush, woman!” Max told her. “Orlov, we need a functioning lantern.”

			“Da, General.” It took a moment, but Orlov found a lantern near a baggage coach that had fallen in the mud at the onset of their encounter and lit it. He held it up, a golden orb of light spilling across the leafy woods. “They are gone.”

			“Pah! You are cowards, all!” Tata shook her fist in the air. “Come back, for I’m not done turning the lot of you into goats!”

			“Leave it, Tata.” Max turned to where Orlov was now helping an obviously dizzy Golovin to his feet, a trickle of blood running down his chin. “Was anyone else injured?” Max asked.

			Orlov slipped his good arm about Golovin to steady him. “One of the coachmen fell scrambling from the coach, but it does not seem serious, and two footmen have banged heads from falling from the backs of the coaches—but that is all.”

			“Fools, the coachmen,” Golovin said in a surly tone. “They didn’t even try to fight.”

			Max grimaced. “We were the fools, to send the rest of our troops ahead to scout for a danger that was here. That was my fault. Golovin, come to my carriage. Her Grace will see to your wounds.”

			Orlov helped Golovin to the coach steps. Golovin sat down on the top one, his hand to his head. With an encouraging pat on the shoulder, Orlov left to see to the coachmen and outriders.

			“Tilt your head back,” Tata ordered. She pulled a kerchief from her pocket and pressed it to Golovin’s bloody nose. “Hold this while I fetch my medicines.” 

			Golovin did as requested while Tata Natasha pulled a leather bag from under the seat and set to work, her face tight with irritation. “Pah! What fools, to think they could attack the royal entourage of Oxenburg. And you, Max, giving them your gold and our basket of food!” She used a cup to mix a powder from a small ivory vial with a drop of liquid from a dark brown bottle. 

			Golovin watched with growing fear in his eyes.

			Tata Natasha’s shrewd dark gaze locked on Max. “You said they were hungry.”

			He nodded.

			Her frown softened, and after a moment she said in a magnanimous voice, “Then I do not mind giving up a few chickens. This time.” She dipped a small cloth into the mixture and pressed it to Golovin’s nose. 

			He gagged at the smell.

			She waited only a moment and then removed the cloth. “There. The blood has stopped.” 

			Golovin touched his nose gingerly, looking surprised. “Good!” He stood. “I will help Orlov and—”

			“Nyet. You will come with me.” Tata Natasha pointed to the coach. “No riding; it could start the bleeding again.”

			Golovin cast a wild look at Max. “General, you will want me to—”

			“I’ll want you safe, inside the coach. And do not worry about your horse. I will ride it.”

			“But—”

			Max lifted his brows and Golovin gulped. “Aye, General.” With obvious reluctance, he climbed into the coach, casting an uneasy glance at Tata Natasha as he did. Tata followed, scolding loudly. 

			Max shut the door.

			Orlov approached, leading Golovin’s horse. “The coachmen are readying the vehicles now.”

			“Excellent. Did you find my pistol?”

			Orlov pulled it from his pocket. 

			“Thank you.” Max checked it and then tucked it away. “We will leave as soon as the coachmen are ready. We are vulnerable here.” Max mounted the horse and waited for Orlov to do the same. 

			As Max waited, the wind shifted and a hole opened in the thick mist. To Max’s surprise, the masked sharpshooter was in plain view on his horse, but this time the coach lantern illuminated his rifle barrel . . . only it was no rifle. Instead, he held a long pipe. 

			Seeing Max, the man lifted the pipe in a cheerful salute, then kicked his horse and disappeared into the mist. Max let fly a row of colorful curses.

			Orlov turned his horse. “I’ll get him.”

			“Nyet,” Max ordered. “We don’t know the woods, and will harm ourselves and our horses. We must let him go.”

			Orlov cursed long and loud. “I’ve never met more insolent thieves.”

			“Neither have I. I’m far from finished with this incident.” Max looked grimly down at the large “R” carved into his coat. “A Romanovin never forgets a debt.” 

			We will meet again, Robin. 

			And soon.
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			“Bloody hell, Ian! Do you have to bounce us so?” Lady Murian MacDonald Muir grabbed onto the side rail of the cart as a hard jolt threatened to unseat her.

			“Whisht, watch yer language, lass.” Ian Beagin wished he could slow down, but they not only had to reach the village and trade their wares, they also had to return home before dark, which would take at least two hours. Such was the price of living deep in the woods, hidden from every easily accessible road. “Yer mither would roll in her grave to hear ye use sich language.”

			“My mother would complain even louder if she were being trundled in a cart with square wheels.”

			Widow Reeves, clinging onto the seat beside Murian, added, “At this rate, I’ll no’ ha’ any teeth left by the time we arrive.” A tall, angular woman with iron-gray hair and a deeply lined face, Widow Reeves was once the cook at Rowallen Castle and had—like Ian—watched Murian’s late husband, Master Robert, grow from a babe into a man. “Who will bargain fer our wares if I canna speak?”

			Ian snorted. “Och, I’d like to see ye hold yer tongue, teeth or no. ’Tis no’ in yer nature.” While Widow Reeves huffed, Ian hied the farm horses to go a little faster. 

			Murian grumbled something under her breath. Ian was fairly certain it wasn’t anything a lady should say, so he added, “Bear wi’ me, lass. ’Tis only another ten or fifteen minutes—ye can see the smoke from the chimneys.”

			Lady Murian turned her head to look, the wind teasing her bonnet. It pressed on the wide brim and folded it over her bandaged ear. She grimaced and tugged the brim back into place.

			“Hurts, eh?”

			“Nary a bit.” She threw him a jaunty, only slightly strained grin. “I forgot it was there.”

			Which was a lie, and he knew it. She was young, this leader of theirs—barely twenty-one, with wild red hair, silver eyes, cream skin dusted with freckles, and entirely feminine from her curls to her toes—yet as plucky as anyone he’d ever met. 

			When Lord Robert, at the cocksure age of twenty, had agreed to wed sight unseen the ward of his cousin, the powerful Duke of Spencer, Ian and the other servants at Rowallen Castle had been concerned. They’d loved Lord Robert in spite of his impetuous nature. Fortunately, their concerns had proven unfounded: Lady Murian turned out to be a strong, lively, beautiful young woman, and to the happiness of all, she’d quickly fallen in love with Lord Robert, and he with her. 

			Sadly, their happiness had been short-lived. A scant year and a few months later, Lord Robert had been killed and Lady Murian left alone. Ian had found himself Lady Murian’s protector, when she’d let him, which wasn’t often. God love her, but she was a spirited lass. 

			Too spirited. Someone needs to tame this one, and soon.

			“I hope we sell all of our wares,” she said now, her pains already dismissed from her mind.

			Widow Reeves patted the large basket of lace, jams, and cheeses. “Aye, fer we’ve shoes to buy from the cobbler. Widow Brodie’s five boys are nigh wi’oot them now. The soles ha’ more holes than leather.”

			A shadow crossed Lady Murian’s face, and Ian knew she was concerned about the coming winter. They all were. The weather had not been kind to their village this season, bringing no rain during the summer months and reducing their plentiful fields to withering vines. When the rains had finally arrived, it was so late in the season that they had brought nothing but icy winds, leaking roofs, and muddy paths. They were already growing short on stores, and there were many long, cold months ahead.

			He fought the urge to sigh. Times were hard; that was all there was to it. Besides himself, young Will Scarlae, and Lady Murian, their small village was home to seven widows and their children, for a total of twenty-­one hungry mouths to feed. 

			Beside him, Lady Murian impatiently brushed a red curl from her cheek. She was forever having to do that, for her hair was thick and unruly, as untamed as the lass herself. 

			Ian glanced her way and remembered when she’d first arrived at Rowallen. In her silk gowns, jeweled pins sparkling in her hair, she’d been more beautiful than any princess. Lord Robert had been so proud. 

			Ian’s throat tightened. It seemed forever since that day. Now Lord Robert was cold in his grave, the castle lost to tragedy, and the gowns and pins sold to provide for those of them who’d stayed. Now, instead of silk or lawn, Lady Murian’s gown was made of coarse wool, her feet shod in heavy brown boots, her hands chapped and red. 

			She swayed as the cart hit a rut, and Ian realized her brows were knit. “Ye look a bit miffed, lass. Still angry at tha’ prince?”

			A smile flickered over her face. “You know me too well. Aye, I was thinking of the prince. I could have bested him, had I not slipped.” 

			“He was guid wi’ his sword, lass. Tha’ is all there is to it.” Ian scowled. “We dinna know what sort of man we were dealin’ wi’. Unluckily for us, he was no’ a usual sort of prince, but a warrior prince.”

			She shot him a surprised look. “There’s more than one kind of prince?” 

			“Aye. Sad fer us, we got the sort as likes a fight.”

			The cart lurched to one side and she grabbed the edge of her seat. “He was interesting, this prince.”

			“And handsome,” Widow Reeves chimed in. 

			Lady Murian sent the older woman an amused glance. “So he was. Though you shouldna have teased him by showing him you werena holding a rifle, but a pipe.”

			“Ha! ’Tis guid fer a mon to know when he’s been made a fool.” 

			“He was arrogant. But as irritated as I am at the prince, I’m much angrier at the earl. Loudan put us in this mess, so that we’re forced to the highway to try and clear the guards from my own castle.”

			Ian sighed. “I canna believe ’tis been a year and more. . . .” 

			“In two days ’twill be a year and a half,” she said softly, her gaze darkening.

			Ian wished he could give the lass a hug, but she was a prickly thing. So he settled for a gruff, “Master Robert was a guid mon, he was.”

			“Aye,” Widow Reeves agreed as the cart trundled on. “And he loved ye more than the earth loves the sun.”

			Lady Murian smiled, a genuine one this time, one that crinkled her eyes and revealed a charming dimple. “Spencer chose well for me; Robert and I were well suited.” 

			Widow Reeves tugged her cloak more tightly about her. “How is it the Duke of Spencer came to be yer guardian? I’ve always wondered tha’.”

			Ian waited to see if Murian would answer. She rarely spoke of her parents, but to his surprise, she did. “My parents died from a horrible ague when I was a child. My father was a soldier and had fought alongside the duke. When Father realized he wasna’ going to live, he wrote to the duke and asked him to watch over me. Spencer did more than that; he raised me as his own.”

			“Like his own son,” Ian said sourly. “He shouldna’ ha’ taught ye to fight wi’ a rapier. ’Tis unseemly.”

			“Nonsense. It’s been verrah handy.”

			Ian couldn’t argue with that, but he still didn’t like the way it put the lass in harm’s way. “The duke should ha’ seen to it tha’ you were taught wha’ most ladies know: paintin’ wi’ watercolors, readin’ poetry, and embroidery and such.”

			“Embroidery? Me?” She chuckled. “I’d die of boredom!” 

			“And he should ha’ taught ye proper language,” Ian said sternly. He’d been in service at Rowallen Castle since he’d been a lad, and he knew ladies from landed gentry did not curse, nor did they still have a brogue—even a soft one—when they went off to London for their season. But the Duke of Spencer had little interest in polite society, so he hadn’t bothered to provide his charge with such lady-like training. Murian had been raised as if she were the son of a warlike house, and while she could point out every country on a map, speak Greek, fight with a sword, and discuss war treatises and political stratagems with ease, she still had a trace of a highborn brogue, and could perform none of the duties a properly raised lady should. 

			The cart dipped into an especially deep rut, and Lady Murian scowled as she bumped upon the seat. “Blast Loudan. We’d all still be warm and toasty in Rowallen Castle if not for him.”

			“Demmed thievin’ horse’s arse,” Ian agreed. The earl was the bastard half-brother of the Duke of Spencer, although the two were opposites in every way. Where Spencer proved his bravery and mettle in the war, donating much of his wealth and time to protecting his country, Loudan hid in the Scottish countryside, spending his half-brother’s funds as if they were his own, and planning a grand return to society once the war was over. 

			Ian guided the cart around a corner in the road, the smoke from the village now plainly visible over the treetops. 

			“Odd to see such smoke this late in the afternoon,” Lady Murian said.

			Ian followed her gaze. “The smithy must have the anvil fires goin’.”

			She watched the smoke curl overhead into the bright, frosty afternoon, and then disappear into the cold sky. After a moment, she said, “Ian?”

			“Aye, lassie?”

			“I was thinking of Robert’s journal.”

			Widow Reeves shook her head while Ian bit back a groan. “No’ again.”

			Murian’s jaw firmed. “There’s proof against Lord Loudan in that journal. I’m sure of it.” 

			Ian had heard those same words a thousand times. “I know, lass. But we’ve looked for it and found naught.”
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