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      What to say about Red Robin and the Huntsman? Well, it was supposed to be out at the beginning of December 2017, but a lingering cough rendered that impossible. At least I did manage to get it out during the holidays, which is appropriate considering that this novella focuses on the Ypresian winter holiday of Frostfair and what happens when long-separated lovers are forced to work together in order to defeat a sneaky villain. As you do.

      I doubt this will be the last we see of the Bardahlson brothers, since Ewan and Hamish both need love interests and there’s a Bardahlson sister who is something of an iconoclast. We’ll see what I can do in 2018/9. Also, if you notice a similarity between Duncan Bardahlson and a certain tall, dark Scottish actor, you aren’t imagining things. What can I say—I’m a sucker for redemption arcs. And tall, dark Scottish actors, for that matter.

      Red Robin and the Huntsman could not have been completed without the awesome beta talents of Lisa Trainor-diNorcia and Theresa Eastridge, who read it on VERY short notice and were still able to identify goofs and other necessary corrections.

      Much of this book was written to music from Florence + the Machine, Rihanna, and Zoe Keating.
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          A Holiday Surprise

        

      

    

    
      Ferdal Bardahlson, lord commander of the Royal Army of Ypres, was wearily plowing his way through a report on the military’s projected consumption of beans when he heard a knock on his office door. “Enter.”

      A familiar figure in a captain’s uniform came in. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Aye, I do.” Bardahlson discarded the report with some relief and started rummaging through a pile of papers on his desk. “All quiet in the barracks?”

      “Yes, sir. I think everyone’s looking forward to Frostfair.” Commemorating the shortest day of the year and the return of the sun, the winter holiday was a little over a week away. Soldiers who had earned furlough for it were already making plans to head home and celebrate with their families. “We’ll have enough men on hand in case there’s trouble, of course, but all reports suggest that we’ll have a quiet holiday this year.”

      “Good, good. That being said, I hope you didn’t have any holiday plans yourself.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary, sir. Why?”

      The lord commander finally found the letter he’d received that morning, holding it up with a flourish. “We’ve received word of a problem with bandits in one of the northern provinces. Apparently they’ve been targeting tax collectors. I want you to get to the bottom of it.”

      The captain frowned. “Isn’t that a matter for the royal treasury’s men, sir?”

      “Normally, yes, but this situation is unusual. I suspect it may call for a man of your specific … talents.”

      That earned him a curious glance. He kept his expression mild. There was still a chance to avoid an explosion if he handled this correctly. “Here are the details on the matter.”

      He handed over the letter, taking the opportunity to study the captain while he read. Extremely tall and muscular, with a heavy-browed face and sharp brown eyes, the officer was an experienced cavalry veteran who had created an impressive reputation for himself both on and off the field. But he’d never been given an assignment quite like this one. Any moment now—

      The captain’s head snapped up. “Count Busse’s estate? In Wellen? You want me to go there?”

      Bardahlson leaned back in his chair, running a finger over his thick mustache. “That is where the attacks have taken place, so yes, that’s where I expect you to go.”

      “Forgive me, sir, but I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “I’m not surprised,” he said drily. “Captain, I’ve done my best to humor you in your avoidance of that particular province, but I cannot indulge you this time. You’re to go there and speak with Ser Arthur Lambert, the royal tax collector for the province. I’m sure you can keep your interactions with the countess to a minimum, if that’s what you wish.” He paused. “And since her husband has been dead for well over a year, you won’t need to speak with him at all.”

      When the tall man didn’t react, Bardahlson decided that he’d already known that particular piece of news. Why you didn’t go up there immediately is a mystery, boy. Well, needs must. “According to Lambert, the estate has been through a great deal of turmoil in the past twelvemonth, what with the count dying so unexpectedly last winter. I suspect someone’s trying to take advantage of that, which is why I’m sending you to look into it.” He added the coup de grace. “Oh, and you’re to take your brothers with you.”

      The captain looked aghast. “But—”

      “Don’t but me. Ewan’s been sniffing around too many noble skirts, and Hamish needs the experience. I want them both out of Mons for a bit, and this will do nicely. Take a squad with you as backup. If you’re lively, you should be able to make it home in time for Frostfair.” Bardahlson favored him with a smile. “You wouldn’t want to disappoint your mother, after all.”

      Broad shoulders sagged as Captain Duncan Bardahlson bowed his head. “Yes, Da.”
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      “Five hundred times thirty-two.”

      Duncan blew out a pained breath. “Sixteen thousand.”

      “Let's assume you're right,” his brother Ewan said. “Eight hundred and twenty-one divided by ninety-five.”

      “How many decimal points?”

      “It's the holidays so let's be generous. Five decimal points.”

      “Eight point six four two one zero,” Duncan recited. “Are you going to keep this up all the way to Wellen?”

      “Well, it's not like I have anything else to do,” Ewan said, hunching deeper into his woolen cloak as a chill, sleet-laden wind blew around them. “I really don't know why I had to come along on this ridiculous trip in the first place. Do you have any idea how many holiday parties I could be attending right now?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care,” Duncan said, keeping an eye on the road ahead for icy spots and loose rock. His horse Fremder was as much a cavalry veteran as he was, and had made it clear that he didn’t like the condition of the road leading to Wellen. The tiny province on Ypres’s northeastern border was normally an easy day and a half’s ride from the capital city of Mons, but at their slowed pace it would take another half day to reach it. “If you want to complain to someone, complain to Da. He was the one who didn’t want you sniffing around noble skirts.”

      “Oh. That.” Ewan huffed a cloud of vapor into the air. “Lady Michelle. All I did was kiss her.”

      “Aye, but where did you kiss her?”

      His brother grinned, an expression that had loosened the thighs of many a lass in the capital. “Somewhere she’ll always remember.”

      A snort came from Duncan’s other side. Their youngest brother Hamish leaned forward to give Ewan a disapproving look. “You’re a disgusting creature, you know that?”

      Ewan rolled his eyes. “So says the man who couldn’t get a woman if you dropped him in a brothel with a sack full of soleils.”

      “I have respect for women, I’ll have you know,” Hamish shot back. “Not to mention standards.”

      “Such as what? To remain virgin until you die?”

      Duncan tuned out his brothers’ familiar bickering. Brown eyes, dark hair, and prominent chins were the only things he shared with his siblings, along with the fact that all three brothers had followed their father into the army. Ewan was a lieutenant, a charming bon vivant who devoted his time away from the barracks to the lovely ladies of the capital. Hamish was an ensign, newly sworn in and dedicated to his king and country. Of the three of them, he was the one most determined to rise to the rank of Lord Commander someday, just like Da.

      Whereas Duncan was content being a captain. Once upon a time he might have wanted more, but with age and bloody experience came wisdom. He had a respectable reputation, men of his own, and a career that kept him busy. That was good enough for him. There might be gaps in his personal life, but he was hardly the only army officer without a wife and children. It made deployment much more convenient, as far as he was concerned.

      Which made this assignment all the more irritating. What was Da doing, anyway? He knew perfectly well why Duncan had avoided Wellen for the last twelve years. But the canny old bugger seemed to think that there was more than mere brigandry going on, with his comment about the odd mathematical talent that had earned his eldest son the nickname of the Huntsman.

      In addition to possessing a tall, muscled frame and impressive skill with a sword, Duncan also had a unique mind that could slice through complex mathematics and financial records like a hot blade through butter. It was a talent that had tripped up embezzlers and other economic criminals who had foolishly assumed that “big” automatically meant stupid. His talent had also dazzled the otherwise pragmatic officials of the royal treasury, who had done their utmost to lure him into retiring from the army and coming to work for them. His father had finally agreed to lend him to the treasury on an “as needed” basis, mainly to stop their constant pleas for his permanent transfer.

      Gods, I wish they’d sent one of their men to handle this. But there was no help for it. He would have to talk to Lambert, get to the bottom of the theft, and get back to Mons as soon as possible. And with any luck, he wouldn’t have to speak to Lady Roberta Busse, Countess of Wellen, at all. Not that she wanted to speak with him, either. He was damned sure of that.

      “Four hundred and fifty-six thousand, six hundred and fifty-two times seven thousand, eight hundred and twenty-nine, sir,” drifted up from the squad of cavalrymen riding behind them.

      “Shut it, you!” thundered their sergeant. But Duncan's brain was already running the math. Three billion, five hundred and seventy-five million, one hundred and twenty-eight thousand, five hundred and eight.

      He hoped the problem at the Busse estate would be as easy to solve.
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      Wellen’s capital of Halle was a small but prosperous-looking town nestled in a valley overshadowed by the majestic Arpinnes range to the east. According to Duncan’s information the tax collector’s office was supposed to be located just off the town’s main square, which turned out to be correct.

      The tax collector himself, however, was another matter. “What do you mean, he’s not here?” Duncan said.

      The clerk behind the desk cringed under his glower. “S-ser Lambert is up at LaGrange, captain. The count—the late count, I mean—gave him rooms there, and that’s where he usually works. He gets his mail here, but that’s all.”

      Growling under his breath, Duncan stomped out of the office. His brothers were waiting outside with the cavalry squad and a few curious townsfolk. “Any luck?” Ewan asked.

      “Not as such.” Duncan ordered the soldiers to make camp outside the town before swinging into his saddle. “The clerk says Lambert is at LaGrange. Seems that our tax collector has been living in the count’s home for quite some time.”

      Hamish frowned. “Has he, now? I thought tax collectors were supposed to keep their distance from the local nobility.”

      “They are.”

      “So what do you want to do?”

      “We’re going to see him, aren’t we?”

      Reaching the count’s estate required following a road up the side of the foothills until they came to a clearing that overlooked the town. Duncan already knew that LaGrange had been built there by the fifth count and the Busses had lived in it for the past hundred years or so. Wellen was a small province so he wasn’t expecting a palatial manor, but what he saw as they rounded the final bend came as a surprise. The outer border wall that guarded the approach from the road was badly overgrown with vines, and the heavy grey stones showed evidence of crumbling mortar.

      Hamish dismounted and shouldered open the gate, frowning at the loud screech from its unoiled hinges. “Being a count must not pay all that well these days,” he said as his brothers rode through. Duncan grunted in reply, wondering what had happened to the supposedly impressive Busse family fortunes.

      The estate grounds proved to be equally untended and overgrown, suggesting that they hadn’t seen the services of a gardener for quite some time The manor house itself was in moderately better repair than its border wall, but that wasn’t saying much. From what Duncan could see, the house’s walls also needed tuck-pointing, the windows were streaked with dust and grime, and ivy was growing wild up the southern wall.

      Dismounting in front of the main entrance, he climbed the steps and knocked on the oak door. It took a full three minutes and two more knocks before a wizened old man in livery opened the door, peering blearily up at him. “What d’you want?”

      Duncan glanced past him. No torches, lamps, or candles burned in the entrance hall, leaving the far end lost in gloom. The general state of disrepair and the lack of jaarlichts, the holiday candles traditionally placed in every window, indicated that LaGrange was in an advanced state of austerity, if not actual penury. According to the letter Ser Lambert sent, he and his men had been held up by brigands during the autumn tax collection. Surely one quarter’s theft couldn’t have hit Roberta this hard.

      He shook the thought away Whatever was going on here, it wasn’t his problem. “I’m Captain Duncan Bardahlson from Mons,” he announced. “I’m here to see Ser Arthur Lambert.”

      “You are, are you?” The old man grimaced. “Well, come in, then. And wipe your boots.”

      Duncan did, gesturing for his brothers to stay with their horses. Inside the entrance hall, the general air of gloom intensified. “Wait here,” the old chamberlain grumbled before hobbling off through a nearby archway.

      Alone, Duncan took a closer look at his surroundings. LaGrange’s entrance hall would have been elegant if someone had removed the thick coating of dust that covered all the surfaces and cleaned the muddy flagstone floor. A few heavy iron candle stands had been placed here and there but remained unlit. Combined with the cloudy day and the dirty windows, it left the hall looking cold, dark, and haunted.

      The old man returned, followed not by a man as expected but by a beautiful redheaded woman in widow’s grey. She stopped when she saw Duncan, eyes widening in shock, then anger. “Captain Bardahlson. What are you doing here?”

      His heart thudded painfully at her appearance. Damn you, man, I said Lambert! Even in widow’s grey Lady Roberta Busse, née Duquesne, was still as stunning as she had been twelve years ago. More so, in fact; the mourning color suited her flaming hair and pale skin, enhancing the stormy blue of her eyes. Even the cold expression she now wore only served to make her look like a beautiful, remote goddess, unattainable by a mere human heart.

      He did his best to ignore the drumming in his chest and gave her a short bow. “My lady. Lord Commander Bardahlson received a letter regarding recent attacks on Ser Lambert's taxmen. I was sent to provide him with assistance in this matter.”

      To his surprise she paled. “This is a provincial matter. Ser Lambert did not have my permission to contact the royal treasury about this.”

      “Forgive me, my lady, but Lambert is an agent of the treasury,” Duncan pointed out. “If there is some threat to tax monies, he is required by the crown to inform them immediately and request any assistance deemed necessary.” He forced himself to look past her, hoping that the man himself would make an appearance. “We were told by his office in town that he spends most of his time here. If we could speak with him—”

      “Hello?” A tall, slim man dressed in sober blue bustled through the archway, smoothing back a lock of lank brown hair. “I’m Ser Arthur Lambert. I take it that you’ve been sent from the royal treasury?”

      “In a manner of speaking, ser,” Duncan said, introducing himself. “We’ve been dispatched by Lord Commander Bardahlson to assist you with the winter tax collection, and help with the recovery of the autumn tax monies if at all possible.”

      Lambert grimaced. “I think that money is long gone, captain. But I’m very glad to see you now. I want to make sure the same thing doesn’t happen again when we go out for the winter collection this week.”

      “I believe we can help you with that. I’ve brought a squad of cavalrymen with me, as well as a lieutenant and ensign to oversee them.”

      The tax collector’s expression lit up. “Wonderful! We’ll be more than happy to have you and your men as backup, I can tell you that.” He rubbed his hands together. “Now, about room and board. I take it your men are camping near Halle?” Before Duncan could agree and add that he and his brothers would be joining them, Lambert continued with, “Lady Busse, do you think you can stretch your hospitality to rooms for the officers?”

      Robin’s mouth began to drop open before she clamped it shut. Pink spots of anger glowed in her cheeks, but Lambert either didn’t notice that he’d trampled over her rights to offer the hospitality of the manor or didn’t care. “Forgive me, captain, but we’re not in a position to adequately welcome guests at the moment,” she said stiffly. “It might be better if the three of you camp with your men.”

      But Lambert was shaking his head. “Lady Busse, forgive me, but that’s no way to treat the men who have come here through foul weather to safeguard your province’s tax money,” he chided. “If it’s a matter of funds, the treasury will provide for their upkeep.”

      Robin drew herself up in silent offense at his gaffe. “If you wish, Ser Arthur,” she said coldly. “I’ll have Adele prepare rooms for them.” She turned and stalked away, the wizened old chamberlain in tow.

      Lambert gave Duncan an apologetic smile. “You have to excuse Lady Busse. It’s been quite difficult for her since her husband’s death.”

      “I can imagine,” Duncan said, resigned. “I’ll go fetch the other officers, and then I think we’d better talk about these thieves of yours.”
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