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CHAPTER ONE
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Anastasia knew this was not the wisest course of action, but when a person had become as desperate as she was common sense tended to be left out of the equation. With nothing else to do and nowhere else to turn, she was reduced to committing this act of treason. 

Usually she was accompanied by a dozen knights and half as many handmaidens whenever she left the security of her father’s land, but today she had only Loren. He had been her personal guard since she was a small child and one of the few people she knew she could trust not to speak of this to anyone else. 

Her hands tightened on the reins as they drew near the meeting place. On a hill overlooking a pond stood a lone willow tree and beside it, a stone bench. People sometimes came to swim at the pond on a lovely summer day, as this one would grow to be. But this early of the morning, with the rising sun painting the clouds orange, no one was about. No one except a lone man seated on the bench with his legs crossed. 

A thrill of fear raced through Anastasia the moment she saw him. Even with Loren at her side, even with Betrice’s assurances this man could be trusted, she was still afraid. She had never done anything like this before. 

Anastasia drew her black stallion to a stop, then waited for Loren to come and help her from the saddle. She held up a hand, signaling for him to stand back while she approached the man. “Jesse Tolin?” she asked, managing to hold her voice steady despite the tremble in her hands. 

“That’s my name,” he replied with a rakish smile. 

“On your feet, varlet,” Loren snarled, one hand dropping to the hilt of his sword, “and give her Ladyship the proper bow she deserves. If you can manage it.” 

Still smiling, Jesse rose to his feet and held his arm out to one side as he gave her a sweeping bow. “I pray you pardon my impudence, your Ladyship. This humble peasant forgets himself in his awe of being in the presence of a hallowed noble.” 

Loren bristled at Jesse’s tone. Anastasia merely pursed her lips. “I hope your abilities are better refined than your manners.” 

Jesse’s green eyes sparkled with amusement as he retook his seat. “Refinement has little to do with my abilities, but they get the job done.” 

“The job of a mercenary, you mean.” Anastasia took no pains to hide the disdain from her voice. If he would show her contempt, then he would get more of the same in return. 

He shrugged, plucking a piece of lint from his trousers. “You sought me out, not the other way around. So I assume you’re in need of a mercenary’s service. So tell me, your Ladyship,” he looked up and met her gaze, “how can I service you today?” 

Heat crawled up the back of Anastasia’s neck. When she had set her mind to do this thing, she’d expected to find herself meeting with an older man, like Loren. Instead, Jesse was hardly older than she was, maybe her brother’s age. And those eyes. Green eyes like she’d never seen before. A man ought not to possess such beautiful eyes. 

Jesse’s smile widened, alerting Anastasia she’d been staring silently for far too long. She broke eye contact. “I need a spy,” she said. “I’ve heard rumors of members of the aristocracy 

funding a budding rebellion against the throne. I want names.” 

“I wouldn’t mind watching a few noble heads roll,” Jesse sat back, “but spying is a tricky business. If you want to prevent a rebellion, it’ll cost you.” 

“You misunderstand me. I...” She hesitated. Now the moment was upon her, she found the actual words difficult to speak. A rebellion would lead to a great loss of life and encouraging it would make her partly responsible for every death. All for the sake of protecting one man. She knew she had no choice but to do what she was doing, but she couldn’t fool herself into believing it was right. 

“I don’t want to stop the rebellion,” she said softly, one hand clutching the edge of her cloak. “I want to aid it. But first I must know to whom it is safe to speak of such things. One word from my lips to the wrong ears would mean my life.” 

Jesse stared at her in unfeigned surprise. “There have been few times in my life when I was well and truly shocked, but I’ll have to count this among them. I never could have imagined myself talking treason against the king with the man’s own niece. What did he ever do to you?” 

“Oh, will you shut up?” she snapped, a rush of emotion making it impossible for her to maintain her poise. “I have nothing against my uncle. Despite what the lower class might think, he is a good and decent man. He’s also an ill man. Deathly ill. Not a truth which bears spreading around, but a truth all the same. The doctors have done all they can to no avail. If he lasts out three months it will be a miracle. Only the grace of the God Above has held him this side of the Otherworld for so long. And when he dies, his son will no doubt take the crown. If you think the reign of King Robert has been harsh, just wait. Richard is a thousand times worse than his father could ever be.” 

“Why should you care?” Jesse asked. “I can hardly imagine your life changing much when your cousin is king. So why do you want to see him brought down? And don’t feed me any lines about your concern for the lower class, as you so eloquently name us. This is personal. These things always are.” 

The warm flush in Anastasia’s neck crept up into her cheeks. “If you want this job then you will do as you are told without asking questions. My reasons are none of your concern.” 

He stared at her a moment longer, then shrugged. “As it please you, your Ladyship. What kind of pay are we talking about?” 

“Five hundred king’s marks.” 

Jesse whistled. “For that kind of paper you could hire someone to outright assassinate your cousin. It would be much simpler than what you have in mind.” 

Anastasia turned away from him and motioned to Loren. She dare not meet his penetrating gaze again and have him see she would like nothing better, only she was lacking the courage to go so far. 

Loren took a brown wrapped parcel from her saddlebag and carried it over to her, all the while glaring at Jesse. Anastasia took the parcel and thrust it toward Jesse without looking at him. “Will you take the job or not?” 

He accepted the parcel. “I’d be a fool to turn it down.” He fingered the parcel. “I won’t insult you by counting it, I’ll take you at your word it's all there.” 

“How gracious of you. I’ll be in touch.” She strode away from him, uncomfortably aware of his gaze following her. She was trembling so she never could have gotten back in the saddle without Loren’s aid. The deed was done and there could be no changing her mind. Good or bad, she was committed to this course of action now. 

The ride back to her father’s land was thick with silent tension. Anastasia knew how Loren felt about what she was doing, though he had in no way voiced his opinion. He would never presume to cross the line between them in such a manner. And yet she had known him for so long she couldn’t help but read his disapproval in the lines of his face and the set of his shoulders. 

He was right, of course. This was a foolish thing to do, she knew it as well as he did. She hadn’t been exaggerating when she spoke to Jesse of her death. The penalty for treason was hanging, no matter whose daughter she was. No matter her reasons behind such an action. And this could be called nothing but treason. 

The manor house of Duke Ulric DeHaviland sat squarely in the center of twelve hundred acres of verdant valley land. Somewhere in the neighborhood of ten thousand bound vassals lived on and worked this land. To say Ulric was well loved by those under his rule might have been a bit of a stretch, but he was generally well thought of. His taxes were fair and his people looked after better than most. No one in the Duchy of Columine ever need fear starvation and any who were ill or injured were cared for by the same doctors who looked after the Duke’s own family. Any vassal who had a complaint was free to bring it straight to the Duke’s ear with the expectation of a fair judgment on the matter. 

Ulric’s treatment of those under his rule didn’t make him many friends among the other nobles, but if this bothered him at all then Anastasia saw no sign of it. She was proud of her father’s strength in standing for what he believed was right no matter what criticism was aimed at him for it. 

A coach bearing the royal crest was waiting in front of the manor upon their arrival. The sight sent Anastasia’s heart leaping into her throat. 

“Shall I attend you inside, your Ladyship?” Loren’s breach of protocol by addressing her directly rather than awaiting her orders showed her he was as concerned by the presence of the coach as she was. He might not approve of what she was up to, but his first concern was still for her safety, as always. 

Anastasia almost said yes, then thought better of it. If Richard was inside then the sight of Loren at her back would only antagonize him. “Your presence won’t be required, I’m sure. I’m perfectly safe in my father’s home. This...this is only a coincidence.” Her words sounded flat and empty to her own ears and she was sure they sounded the same to Loren. But, being the good servant he was, he made no comment. He simply helped her down from her saddle and then led the horses away to the stable. 

Anastasia wiped her sweaty palms on the legs of her riding pants and affected an air of calm as she strode over to the coach. The driver quickly dismounted, his bow formally low and his gaze fixed on the ground. As was proper. Jesse’s insolent grin flashed through her mind. She quickly pushed it aside. 

“Who comes to visit us so early of the morning?” she asked. 

“Chancellor Rhine, your Ladyship.” 

Anastasia sighed mentally with relief. Though the Chancellor was a visitor only marginally more appealing than her cousin, he was at least not someone she had anything to fear from. She entered the manor and a maidservant hastened to take her cloak and riding gloves. 

“Where are my father and the Chancellor?” 

“In the garden, your Ladyship.” The young woman kept her gaze lowered respectfully to the tiled floor. 

“And my brother?” 

“His Lordship has not yet returned from his visit to Lord Baric’s estate.” 

So, his plan to formally announce his intentions toward Lady Madeline must have been met favorably. She was glad. It was high time he was married and settled down with a family instead of out getting into mischief with Simon. 

Duke Ulric and Chancellor Rhine stood conversing on the porch outside the doors leading into the garden. The Chancellor was smiling; the Duke was not. Both men turned toward the door as Anastasia walked through it. 

“Your Ladyship.” The Chancellor bowed. “Such a pleasure to see you again.” His gaze slid over her body from her wind tossed hair to her scuffed riding boots. He smirked. “And looking lovely as always.” 

Anastasia smiled tightly back at him. “A pleasure to see you as well, Chancellor. We always enjoy surprise visits from uninvited guests.” 

“Indeed.” The lines at the corners of his eyes tightened. “Much as I treasure your company, your father and I were having a conversation I’m certain would not interest you in the least. Court politics and all that. You would be terribly bored.” 

“How kind of you to be concerned, but I actually find court politics rather intriguing,” She didn’t really, but she certainly wasn’t going to stand for being ordered to leave her own garden by the likes of him. Head advisor to the king though he might be, he had no authority over her. 

“Anastasia, please,” her father’s tone was unusually tight, “it would be best if you go now.” 

She stared at him, shocked to be dismissed in such a way. But he wouldn’t meet her eyes. Instead, he turned to look out across the garden which her mother had once tended with her own hands. Anastasia shifted her gaze back to the Chancellor and something in his smug expression filled her stomach with cold dread. 

“Yes, Father. Good day, Chancellor.” 

He bowed again. “Good day, your Ladyship.” 

Anastasia retreated to the armory. For a retreat was exactly what it felt like. Her hands were clammy with sweat and her heart was racing. Anything which put such glee into the eyes of a man like Chancellor Rhine could not possibly bode well for any of them. 

Simon was seated on a bench polishing swords. This was one of those rare occasions when he was not at Charles’ side as Lady Madeline did not care much for his company. “Good morning, Ana.” 

“Is it?” Anastasia wrung her hands, hardly aware of the action. “Did you know Chancellor Rhine is here? That at this very moment he’s in the garden talking with Father?” 

“Really? What does old wattle neck want from the Duke?” 

Anastasia was far too concerned to even smile at his usage of the nickname he and Charles had long ago assigned to the Chancellor. “I don’t know. But nothing good, of that much I’m certain. Father actually dismissed me from their presence, as though I were a child. He’s never done that before, not even when I was a child.” She sank down on the bench beside him. “Father wouldn’t even look at me. Something’s wrong.” 

Simon frowned. “Do you suppose the Chancellor is here about King Robert?” 

“Oh.” She pressed her fingers to her lips. “I hadn’t even considered that. If Uncle Robert has...has died,” the idea made her stomach twist, “then Richard could even now be preparing to take the throne.” 

“That would be bad.” 

“Bad?” Anastasia rose and paced toward the door. “Bad does not even begin to cover it. If Richard becomes king then Charles can forget about marrying Lady Madeline, he’ll be lucky to even keep his head.” 

“Do you really believe Richard will try something against Charles?” Simon sat the sword he was polishing aside. “Wouldn’t that cause all manner of trouble with the other nobles?” 

Anastasia let out a short, harsh laugh. “As if any of the other nobles care whether Charles lives or dies. And even if they did, would they risk the ire of their king to voice such a concern?” Her hope had been to discover the nobles behind the rebellion in order to garner enough of their good will to seek sanctuary for her brother before Richard was king. But it might be she had wavered in indecision for too long. 

Simon rose to his feet and grasped her hands to stop her pacing. “Calm down. We don’t yet know that King Robert has died. If he has, then Richard still has to be approved by the High Temple before he can be crowned. It will take time.” 

“What good will time do us?” She met his eyes. “Simon, I...I couldn’t bear it if something happened to Charles.” 

He squeezed her hands, his smile tight at the corners. “You know I would never let anything happen to either one of you. If it comes down to it and we have no other choice, Charles and I could always escape to The Dells. It wouldn’t be easy, but we would manage.” 

Anastasia’s heart constricted at the idea of losing the two people she loved most, but at least they would be alive. She took a breath and nodded. “All right. I’m all right. I do wish Charles was here, though. I’d feel better if I could see him right now.” 

“Do you want me to go and get him?” 

She shook her head. “No. Let him have this time with Lady Madeline in case...” She couldn’t make herself finish the sentence. The understanding in Simon’s eyes told her he knew what she meant to say anyway. “I’ll talk to my father after the Chancellor leaves. Perhaps there’s nothing to worry about.” 

“Do you want me to come with you?” 

“I think Father would talk more easily if it were only me.” She managed to dig up a small smile for him. He was such a dear man. “As soon I find out what’s going on, you’ll be the first to know.” 

After leaving Simon in the armory, Anastasia went in search of a servant to see if the royal coach had departed yet. Instead, she found her father crossing the front foyer about to go up the staircase, a deep line buried between his eyes. 

“Father.” She hurried toward him. “What’s happened? Why was the Chancellor here? Is it...is it about Uncle Robert?” 

Ulric paused with his hand on the banister, still refusing to meet her gaze. “No. Robert lives still.” 

Anastasia closed her eyes briefly to collect herself before speaking again. “Then what was the purpose of the Chancellor’s visit?” 

Charles strode through the front door, his expression pinched. It cleared some when he saw Anastasia and Ulric by the stairs. “I saw the royal coach leaving,” he said, handing his riding gloves off to a servant. “Was our cousin paying a visit?” His tone was light, but his eyes were hard. 

“It was Chancellor Rhine,” Anastasia said. “But Father hasn’t yet told me why he was here.” They both turned expectant gazes on their father. 

He sighed and so much weary pain lay behind the sound Anastasia almost didn’t want to hear what he had to say. “Come up to my study, both of you. This is something better discussed in private.” 

The siblings exchanged a worried look as they followed Ulric up the stairs. His study lay at the end of the hall. It was a cozy room, warm and comfortable, a place Anastasia usually felt safe. Today, the walls seemed much too close and the air too thin. She didn’t know what could possibly be worse than news of her Uncle’s death, but she was afraid she was about to find out. 

Ulric slumped into the chair behind his claw footed desk. The window behind him allowed morning sunlight to fill the room, but it did nothing to dispel the pall of gloom which had fallen over them all. The last time Anastasia had seen her father in such a state was in the weeks following her mother’s death. She’d never thought to see him this way again. 

“I can think of no easy way to say this.” Ulric spread his hands out on top of the desk and looked at them rather than at his children. “Richard has asked for Anastasia’s hand in marriage.” 

“What?” Anastasia dropped into the nearest chair. Her father could not have shocked her more had he sprouted wings and flown around the room. 

“Of course you told the Chancellor no.” Charles studied their father’s face. “Right?” 

Ulric’s lips pressed into a thin line. 

“Father,” Anastasia leaned toward him, “please tell me you aren’t actually considering agreeing to such a thing.” 

His gaze met hers briefly before he looked away again. “Once Richard is king - and he will be king no matter what pointless protocols must be followed first- he will hold the fate of us all in his hands. And you both know too well what is he capable of doing once he attains such power. If I refuse his request then I place the lives of every man, woman, and child under my care at risk.” 

“And what about Anastasia’s life?” Charles stepped up beside the desk. “Would you really see her married to such a monster?” 

“I would sooner die,” she said, clutching the arms of her chair. 

“I’m sorry. I...” Ulric shook his head. His face was etched with lines of agony. “The Chancellor didn’t come right out and say it, but he intimated what would happen if we refuse. Richard will lay his wrath on my people. People who look to me for protection. Innocent people who do not deserve to suffer.” 

Anastasia sank back in her chair. “You’re saying we have no choice.” 

“I’m afraid so.” 

“Never.” Charles slammed his fist on the desk, making the ink blotter jump. “I will have Richard’s head on a pike before I allow him to lay one finger on my sister.” 

“Charles, please,” Ulric folded his hands together, “try to see reason.” 

“You ask me to see reason?” Charles’ face was twisted so he was hardly recognizable as the brother Anastasia knew and loved. “What reason is there to this madness? I tell you, I will never allow it.” He jabbed his finger toward his father. “I will not see my sister sacrificed to him. Never to him.” He spun on his heel and stormed from the room. 

Ulric ran his hands through his thinning hair and cast a pleading look at Anastasia. “You must speak to your brother. Make him understand. Please. Yours has ever been the more level head.” 

“And what will I say to him, Father?” Tears pricked her eyes. “Should I tell him I won’t mind being married to Richard? That I’ll be perfectly safe with him in the castle? He wouldn’t believe such lies any more than you do.” 

“I’m sorry.” Grief coated Ulric’s voice. “I love you. You know this. But a single life, even that of my own daughter, cannot be placed before the well being of thousands of others.” He turned his hands over palm up on the desk. “My hands are bound in this matter. I dare not refuse what amounts to a command from my future king.” 

“I know.” A single tear slid down Anastasia’s cheek as she stood. “And I understand why you must do this. But I want you to understand something as well.” She turned toward the door, unable to look at him any longer. “I will never forgive you for this.” She walked out the door. 
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: ]




Because it was situated in the one spot where the borders of Hyacinth, The Dells, and The Wild Lands met, the city of Marigold was forever teeming with travelers. Especially on the main street, which was lined with all manner of shops. With horses and wagons crowding the narrow street, a man would be taking his life in his hands by attempting to cross on foot. Most pedestrians preferred to use the walkways connecting the buildings high above, despite the constant pall of coal fog which lingered there. 

Jesse never used the walkways. Better to breathe in the dirt and the scent of horse manure in the street, in his opinion. His mare snorted and tossed her mane as they made their slow progress through the crowd. 

Of all the places he’d traveled in Hyacinth, he liked Marigold best. Partly because a man could never fail to find whatever kind of good time he was looking for in the dingy, crowded city, and partly because of the mixture of people. Marigold was a melting plot, a place where a man could move freely without people staring at him. 

Jesse didn’t have too much trouble in that department, because he looked mostly like his father. But he did have some features of his Dell born mother, particularly his green eyes, which marked him as different whenever he traveled deeper into Hyacinth. The further you traveled from the border city, the less likely you were to see any deviation from dark hair and eyes. He’d heard it was different on the coast, but he’d never gotten far enough north to see for himself. 

The crowd thinned out when Jesse turned his mare down a street which was less frequented this early in the morning. Here were Marigold’s brothels and taverns which catered to mainstream tastes. For something more exotic, and in some cases also illegal, one had to travel into the darker parts of the city. 

Three men in ragged clothes stood at the mouth of an alley and watched Jesse pass with hooded eyes. On the balcony of a nearby brothel, a curly headed whore in a revealing dress leaned against the railing. 

“Hey, Jesse, how about a little morning delight?” She shook her ample bosom at him suggestively. 

Jesse laughed. “No thanks, Honey Bell. I’m a man on business today.” Also, a man with five hundred king’s marks in his saddlebag. Even a sweet tempered whore like Honey might be tempted to slit a man’s throat for so much paper. 

She pouted prettily. “You know what they say about all work and no play.” 

“No need to worry about that,” he called back. “I get plenty of play.” Her laughter followed him down the street. 

The Mercenary’s Guild was housed in an unassuming two story building of gray slats and shuttered windows. A shield bearing a pair of crossed swords hung over the door to announce the services provided within. Being a mercenary was a perfectly legal, if somewhat looked down upon, profession. Nothing wrong with hiring yourself out as a bodyguard, a bounty hunter, or even hired muscle for a little personal war. 

That the swords were crossed left over right, stating this particular Guild wasn’t above work of a less legal nature, went unnoticed by the town guard. And they were well paid to ignore what was right before their eyes. 

Behind the house, a small stable stood at one end of a fenced yard. Only two of the dozen 

stalls were currently occupied. One by a flea bitten mare on her last legs and the other by a gray gelding who was well past prime himself. Jesse’s mare was in better shape, but due more to youth than breeding. 

After settling the mare into her stall and giving her a quick rubdown, Jesse took the brown wrapped parcel and entered the house through the back door. Deke sat at the kitchen bar, trying once again to teach Brandon the ins and outs of playing Liar’s Dice. Judging by the disgruntled expression on his weathered face he wasn’t getting any further than he ever had. Jesse didn’t know why the man even bothered. 

“Damn it, you stupid, knot-headed pup.” Deke slammed his cup down on the bar. “Have you got anything between them ears, or is your head nothing but an empty gourd?” 

Brandon replied with a good natured grin. He looked up and his eyes lit when he saw Jesse standing in the doorway. “Hey, Jesse.” He unwound his legs from the barstool and stood. “Do you need me to go out and take care of Lily for you?” 

Jesse gazed flatly back at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“Sure you do. You know I mean your mare.” 

“I don’t know any such thing.” Jesse tucked the parcel under his arm and reached for the bottle of ale sitting on the counter. “My mare is a horse. An animal. It doesn’t have a name, and even if it did, it would certainly not be Lily.” 

Deke swiveled around and slapped his ever present riding crop on the counter between the bottle and Jesse’s reaching hand. “No drinking until you tell me what went on in your meeting with the Lady.” 

Jesse would have knocked most men flat for pulling a stunt like that, but one did not punch the head of the Mercenary’s Guild if one wanted to remain in good health. Besides, Deke might be old but he still carried much of the muscle and skill which had helped him into the position he now held. And even though Jesse was mostly sure he could take the man in a fight, it wasn’t worth the risk. 

“The mare is fine.” Jesse stepped up to the bar and dropped the parcel onto its scarred surface. “I took care of her already.” 

“Oh. Okay.” Brandon dropped back onto his barstool. “So, was the Lady a great beauty like everybody says?” 

Jesse shrugged. “I suppose I wouldn’t want to gouge my eyes out to keep from looking at her.” Truth was, much as he hated to admit even to himself, he’d been a little dazzled by Lady Anastasia DeHaviland. It wasn’t every day a man like him got so close to a woman like her. And in riding leathers no less. 

“What was the job?” Deke asked, a hint of impatience creeping into his voice. 

“What you thought,” Jesse said. “It was about the rebellion.” 

“Shitfire,” Brandon said with a grin. He dug a hand into the front pocket of his vest and pulled out a flat, metal coin, which he then pressed into Deke’s waiting palm. 

“Never bet against a man who knows what he’s talking about.” Deke dropped the coin into the leather pouch attached to his belt. “I’d like to hope you told her no thanks, but this,” he tapped the parcel, “makes me think you didn’t. Putting down a rebellion is no easy thing. We’re mercenaries, not peacemakers.” 

“I was all set to say no,” Jesse said. “But it turns out you were only half right.” 

Deke frowned, deepening the creases around his eyes. “How do you mean?” 

“She does want me to sniff out whoever is backing the rebellion,” Jesse slowly unfolded the 

parcel, enjoying the expressions on the other men’s faces as they stared at the paper, “but she doesn’t want me to stop it.” 

“How...How much is it?” Deke asked hoarsely. 

“Five hundred king’s marks.” Jesse spoke the words slow, relishing the way they felt in his mouth. It would have been nice if he could have kept every bit of it. More than nice. But he could settle for his cut, which was still bound to be more money than he’d ever had. 

Brandon whistled. “Who does she want you to kill?” He reached out to touch the paper. Deke brought his riding crop down across the back of the younger man’s hand. The sound was a sharp crack in the still air. 

Brandon snatched his hand back with a yelp. For a split second, the fool’s grin vanished and something dark flashed through his eyes. But the look was there and gone so fast, it might never have been there at all. Then he was grinning again as he pressed his bleeding hand to his lips. 
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