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  Chapter 1


Jaynera huffed as she cleft another log in two. 
If there was one thing she wished she didn’t have to do, it was chopping wood. 
It wasn’t that it was hard work. There was no shortage of that on the farm. No less a farm in the Northern Frontier. And she was plenty used to it. And it wasn’t the particular nature of it either. It was actually pretty satisfying.
Chopping wood was Callum’s chore. He should be here doing it. What she wouldn’t give to be inside, watching out the kitchen window as he split this wood, sleeves rolled up to the elbows, showing his burly forearms, home safe.
But here she was, doing it herself.
She cursed as the axe got bound up on a knot. Grunting, she twisted the handle left and right, trying to free it. The axe-head remained stuck, half-buried in the log. With a scowl, she lifted it and knocked it hard against the chopping block.
Some ways off, Davie, her youngest, was growling and swinging a stick at imaginary foes, while Peter watched apathetically from where he lay on the grass nearby, head resting between his gray paws. Suddenly he pricked up his head and barked.
Jaynera eyed the three horsemen trotting up the trail through the orange and yellow trees, then set another log on the stump and split it with a single blow.
“Afternoon, Jaynera!” called the lead man, a young man in a crisp blue army tunic and a wide-brimmed hat with a golden cord.
Jaynera leaned on the butt of her axe as the men rode up. “Lieutenant Archibald. What brings you to Justice Settlement?”
Archibald tipped his hat at her. “Oh, you know. Just making the rounds about the Frontier communities. Checking in. Making sure everyone’s doing alright. Seeing if there’s anything anyone needs.”
“What we need is for the war to be over and for our men to come home.”
He smiled apologetically, and she felt guilty she hadn’t quite done enough to hide the resentment in her voice. He probably got it from every frontier woman. The look, the tone that said, why do you get to stay here while my husband-brother-father-son is off fighting for the kingdom. Some of them had probably even outright asked him at some point.
“Sorry, Archibald, I—”
“Has there been any word?” he asked quickly, “From Pedrone?”
She drew in a terse breath. He was trying to be sensitive. But the question always made her defensive.
“No,” she said, “No, there’s been no word. Not for some time.”
There was that sorry look again. “Well, you know what they say, no news is good news.”
Jaynera forced a smile. “That’s right,” But she wasn’t sure she believed it.
“Mum? Everything okay?” She turned to see Alec, her second oldest, coming out of the barn with a pitchfork.
“It’s fine. It’s just Lieutenant Archibald making his rounds. Keep on with that hay, okay?”
“Yes, Mum.”
“Well, I suppose you’ll be wanting a drink of water from the well,” said Jaynera. “Better help yourself, and fill up those skins.”
“We would be most grateful,” said Archibald as he and his men dismounted, and the two others tipped their hats and said “thank you, ma’am,” and, “much obliged.”
“I got a sword!” said Davie, showing Archibald his stick.
“Do you now?” said the lieutenant. “And who are you fighting with that?”
“I’m killing Denshmen! Like my daddy.”
“Davie,” hissed Jaynera.
Archibald chuckled. “Well, I’m sure you’ve got them quaking in their boots by now. Are you going to be a good boy and protect your mummy and sisters with that sword of yours?”
“Yeah!”
“Speaking of which,” he said, reaching for the ladle Jaynera kept chained to the well and dipping it in the bucket as one of the men drew it up from below, “have you been … having any trouble?”
Jaynera frowned, watching as Davie ran off with his sword. “What do you mean?”
“With the Malpans.”
“The Malpans?” She might have expected wolves, or bears maybe, cougars. Perhaps deserters turned bandit, even Vasheri tribesmen from the Lawless Lands. But Malpans? 
“No, I haven’t.” She looked at him suspiciously, “Why do you ask?”
“Well,” said Archibald, sitting down on the edge of the well as he began to fill up his waterskin from the bucket. “We saw one earlier on the road. A female. She seemed scared, like. Of us I mean. She was sort of cringing away and whimpering as we rode past. It almost reminded me of—of a dog who’s made a mess and … knows it’s about to get in trouble.”
“Yeah,” said one of the other men, slurping from the ladle. “That was weird.”
“And just what sort of mischief are you imagining she caused?”
“Well, I have no idea. It’s not like I can question her. But I was afraid she … might have hurt someone.”
Jaynera raised a brow. “When have you ever known a Malpan to hurt anyone?”
“Well, there was that incident—”
“Unprovoked.”
“I suppose …”
“You know what I think?” said Jaynera, putting her hand on her hip. “I think you’ve been watching out for something wrong for so long you’re starting to see it. We’ve lived in peace with the Malpans for generations. They’re not capable of malice. They’re not smart enough.”
Archibald sighed. “You’re probably right. Still, you’ll keep an eye out?”
Jaynera nodded, then looked up as the three men twisted around at the sound of someone coming. Clare, her oldest, and her second youngest, Bessanna were returning through the path through the woods, red and gold leaves crunching under their feet, each carrying a basket of wet laundry. Clare in particular had come into her womanly features and was quite pretty. Jaynera tensed as one of the men swept off his steel kettle hat. As if there wasn’t already enough to worry about—now she had to fend off the very men who were supposed to be protecting them. 
“Clare, Bessanna! You can set the wash down there. I’ll hang it up after. Go inside and get started on the potatoes.”
“Yes Mum!”
Jaynera glared at the man who had taken off his hat as he watched the girls head indoors. “She’s fourteen.”
“Hear that?” said his comrade as he punched him in the arm. “She’s only fourteen. Quit leering.”
“You quit leering,” he said, punching him back.
“Alright, I think we’re beginning to wear out our welcome,” said Lieutenant Archibald. “You men saddle up and wait for me by the trail.”
“Yes sir.”
The man who’d taken off his hat put it on again and winked at Jaynera. “Thanks for the drink.”
Lieutenant Archibald watched them mount their steeds, lingering until they trotted off a ways. Then he turned back to her, and her stomach tightened as she saw the somewhat nervous expression on his face. 
“What is it?” She asked, though she had a pretty good idea.
“Well, there was just … one more thing I wanted to ask you.” He pulled off his hat, and took a deep breath, looking down as he traced his fingers along the wide brim. “You know I’ve always … been quite fond of your sister Megyn.”
She clenched her fists. “I know.”
He smiled awkwardly. “I mean, traditionally a man would ask a girl’s father—But where you’re her only living family …”
“You thought you’d ask my blessing.”
He looked at her warily from under his brow. “For her hand—in marriage. Yes …” 
Jaynera drew in a long breath and looked away, frowning as she pushed down the surge of emotion welling up inside her. “That’s moving on a bit fast, don’t you think? I mean, considering we only learned of Garret’s death not two months ago.” She shook her head. “You know when she heard the news, she went into labour?”
Archibald swallowed. “I understand it is early, and that she is in mourning with a new babe from her late husband. It is only—I thought I might be of some comfort to her. I know I cannot replace Garret, nor do I wish to. But—my heart breaks at how terrible it must be for her. To be alone in that house, in the night, with that crying infant, in the midst of her sorrow …”
“In other words, you want to swoop in and take advantage of a grieving widow while she’s in a state where she’s likely grasp whatever warmth is offered to her without fully comprehending what she’s getting into. Is that it?”
He gave her a stunned look, almost like a kicked dog. “You know it isn’t,” he said quietly after a moment, “But … it’s clear to me I do not have your blessing.” He straightened up and put his hat back on. “Well, thank you for the drink. I’m sorry to have troubled you.”
She winced as he turned to his horse. She’d done it now.
She shouldn’t have said that. He was being nothing but respectful. He was a good man, Archibald. Kind. He might not be his father’s legitimate son, but he likely had some share in the Hugh family estate. Not to mention what he earned from his commission. And he had always been fond of Megyn. She’d be well cared for, well connected. He’d probably take her into town, buy her a place in Hughton Ridge.
That thought made her a little sad, but it would be a step up for Megyn. Quite a step up. 
And who was she to take that from her? She was wasn’t the one taking care of a new baby all by herself, feeling the heavy quiet of a man who’d never be coming home …
She felt a sudden urge to look in on Megyn. It had been several days since she’d stopped by. Perhaps she’d go by herself after supper. Perhaps she’d take some supper over to her.
She did have to admit, it would be a relief to know she wasn’t alone.
It would be moving on a little fast. 
But for who?
He was trotting away and was nearly halfway to his men. Jaynera gathered her skirts and hurried after him. “Archibald, wait.”
He drew his beast to halt and reined the animal around, still wearing an injured look.
“I’m sorry. It’s just—It’s been hard. Every day we’ve been holding on. Holding on to hope. And the thought of her letting go is—Well—Anyway, it isn’t fair, what I said just now. Keep in mind, she still has a lot to work through, what with Garret, and it’s all still pretty raw and I think it will be difficult for you both. But I think it’s true, Archibald, what you said. I think you would be a comfort to her. And, you do have my blessing.”
Archibald’s face softened. “Thank you, Jaynera. I know it isn’t easy, perhaps in a way I’ll never understand.”
“I hope you never will,” she said. “You’re a good man, Archibald. You take care now.”
She watched him and his men trot off down the trail, waving after them as they disappeared into the orange and yellow trees, then returned to her axe, set another log on the stump, and cleft it in two with a single blow.






  
  Chapter 2


The stew was bubbling on the wood stove, filling the kitchen with an enticing aroma that mingled pleasantly with the smell of tobacco smoke. 
Alec was sewing a patch on one of the horse blankets at the table, pipe hanging from the corner of his mouth. Jaynera couldn’t help thinking, as she sliced up the loaf of brown bread on the counter, that the boy was the very image of his father. What a comfort it was to have him. But it made her a little sad as well.
“Clare, you can check that meat now. It’s probably finished.”
Clare set down her knitting and got up from the rocking chair. Davie and Bessanna, who were playing with dolls in front of the fireplace, and she stepped around them as she went to the stove. Stirring the pot with a wooden spoon, she scooped up a dark chunk of beef, and blowing on it, she bit into it delicately, nodding as she chewed. “It’s ready.”
“Alright. Children, come sit down please.” Jaynera reached for the butter tray with a hurried motion. “Clare, can you please get their bowls for them—” But Clare was already reaching into the cupboards. “And Alec, can you please take that horse blanket away from the table?”
Jaynera peered out the dark window as Peter began barking outside. “Did you feed the dog?”
Alec took the pipe out of his mouth. “About twenty minutes ago.”
She sighed.
Clare set the children’s bowls
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