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  Chapter One

  
  




“Dienna, wake up! The matchmakers are coming!”

Dienna opened her eyes and glared at her laughing grandmother. “That was mean,” she said. “I was having a lovely dream.”

Her grandmother grinned. “Maybe you’re still dreaming.”

Dienna sat up on the lumpy straw bed in their dark, cramped cottage. “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “Every woman dreams of this.”

Dienna lived in the little village of Dunsmathe along the eastern edge of the kingdom of Averlinn. Dunsmathe was built on a hill, surrounded by the vast Perarcan Forest, and was established (Dienna assumed) by people who didn’t like other people. The village was so secluded that one would not know it was there until he had already entered it. There was no road leading to it, and the villagers had done their best to keep it that way. The next village was twenty miles to the north, and the forest stretched farther south than most anyone ever cared to go. There were a few such hidden villages in Averlinn—so remote that the queen’s Guard overlooked them. Although this hindered the prosperity of these villages, it allowed the villagers to govern themselves, which they preferred. However, word had reached the people of Dunsmathe sometime back that the formidable Guard commander had been seeking out hidden villages, and they intended to resist any agent of the queen who showed his face in theirs.

Dunsmathe was a young village, less than fifty years old, consisting of about thirty cottages. There was little land for farming; the village depended on the hunting skills of its men to survive. Most people in Dunsmathe were content, but Dienna was restless. She wished for more than what the village could give her, and many of her neighbors disapproved of the attitude she had begun to display in recent years. Her grandmother, Marra, adored her and had often been blamed for overindulging Dienna when she was a girl.

Marra was the only light in Dienna’s world. The two had been everything to each other for many years, ever since Dienna’s parents died. They lived together in a cottage at the top of the hill. Marra called it their castle, though it was only one room. Dienna often wished that they could leave the cottage and the village behind them. She dreamed of seeing a real castle—like Merevos, the one in which the Queen of Averlinn dwelt—and exploring the famous markets of Delavassa. But Marra was happy in Dunsmathe and too old to travel, so Dienna plodded through each uneventful day, wondering if she would die before anything exciting ever happened.

It was near the end of summer, and the people of Dunsmathe were in high spirits. One of the elders of the village had buried his fourth wife the previous month, and three widows had since been fighting over him. He had finally chosen one, and they were to be married that evening. The villagers didn’t care much about the marriage, but they were elated for any reason to spend a night drinking and dancing, so all were devoted to making preparations.

Dienna got out of bed with a grumble, fastened her belt around her knee-length tunic, pulled on her worn leather shoes, and pinned her long dark hair in a bun on top of her head. She and her grandmother would spend most of the day baking for the feast, which was unpleasant work on such a warm day. Dienna dreaded it, but Marra wasn’t bothered by the heat. In fact, nothing much ever bothered Marra. She was one of those people who could start each day with enthusiasm and find the bright side of any situation. Sometimes it made Dienna want to scream.

“I wonder what exciting things might happen this evening,” Marra said as they baked.

“Well,” Dienna replied, “I suppose the men will get drunk, the women will gossip, and the children will run wild and get in everyone’s way. Is that exciting enough for you?”

“One would think you’ve been to a Dunsmathe wedding before,” Marra said with a laugh. “You don’t know, though, Dienna. This time it could be different.”

Dienna looked unconvinced and said, “I wish I had your optimism.”

Dienna was young and strong, and the years of labor had not yet taken their toll on her. Still, at times, Marra could see weariness in her brown eyes. She knew that Dienna’s life had not been easy, but she’d always felt that her granddaughter was destined for something special.

“Your day will come,” she said. “Just be patient.”

Dienna sighed but said nothing.

“You could try smiling. It doesn’t hurt, I promise,” Marra kidded her.

Dienna gave her a half-smile, filled a basket with bread, and walked down the hill. At the bottom was a large area of open ground. The men had assembled the tent there and were now arranging tables. Dienna went to the back where a few women were working and unloaded her basket.

Before she could get away, she heard a voice calling her name. She groaned and turned around. Sitting outside the tent in their usual cluster were four old women. They were the village “matchmakers.” No one ever asked for their services, but that didn’t stop them from interfering. They felt it was their duty to see that all young women were married off at the earliest opportunity. Their tactics, however, were questionable at best. They typically worked as pack hunters, often preying on unsuspecting strangers who wandered into the village. The matchmakers believed that if enough drink was involved, they could convince a man to marry a tree stump. There was a village legend that they had successfully gotten a woman married this way, but Dienna didn’t believe it. No one would ever tell her who it was.

Unfortunately, Dienna was the only woman of age in the village who was not married or spoken for. Having no one else to bother, the matchmakers had made her their project for a time. But now even they, it seemed, had decided that she was a hopeless case. She was, after all, already twenty years old. Although Dienna was grateful that they had stopped searching for a husband for her, being branded an old maid wasn’t much better. Younger girls tended to avoid her for fear it was contagious.

“Dienna,” the oldest and most insufferable of the group said, “this is going to be quite an evening.”

“Yes, I’m sure it will be, Agnes,” Dienna replied, trying to be polite, although she saw no good reason to be.

“This could’ve been your wedding, you know. You didn’t even try for him.” She nodded toward a wisp of a man—the eighty-one-year-old groom—who was standing nearby and ogling Dienna.

“Maybe I’ll catch him next time,” Dienna said with a tight smile.

“Try to clean yourself up a little first,” said Agnes, referring to the smudges of flour on Dienna’s face and tunic. “You might almost be pretty if you work at it.”

The other three nodded in agreement, and Dienna turned and stomped away. “I’ll be sure to look my best for your wake,” she muttered as she trudged back up the hill. She was still grumbling as she entered the cottage, and Marra gave her a pitiful look.

“Chatting with them again?”

“They’re going to drive me to my grave,” Dienna spat. She went back to work, silently ranting, and then turned back to Marra and asked, “Do they really think I’m not concerned about my future just because I don’t chase after every old widower?”

Marra sighed. “Not everyone views life the same way. I would rather you were happy, but that’s just not a popular opinion around here.” Trying to lighten the mood, she grinned and said, “Although I hear they have a good supply of wine for tonight. Maybe they can conjure up someone a little younger for you.”

Dienna rolled her eyes and pretended she didn’t hear her, but after considering it, she asked, “How do those four always have wine? It’s not exactly easy to come by here. Where do they get it?”

Marra chuckled but only shrugged.




The pair continued baking throughout the afternoon, and Dienna periodically took more loaves to the tent. She insisted on taking the long way through the woods so she could slip to the back unnoticed and avoid another confrontation with her elderly adversaries. She knew that she could only take so much, and she still had the whole miserable night ahead.

As evening approached, Dienna took her grandmother’s arm, and the two of them started down the hill. The walk was not easy for Marra, though she wouldn’t admit it. She spoke of the lovely weather and the food they would soon enjoy, and Dienna pretended not to notice her labored breathing or that she moved more slowly than she used to.

The villagers were all gathering, and several of them sat around a bonfire with their instruments. Once they started playing, they wouldn’t stop until the fire died or the ale ran dry. Dienna went to the back of the tent with her grandmother to help the other women with the food. If she had her way, she would hide there all evening. The ceremony began, but Dienna didn’t go out to watch it. She had loved weddings when she was a little girl, but now she loathed them.

The service didn’t last long (she wasn’t sure the groom would, either), and soon the musicians began a lively tune. Dienna wandered among the tables during the feast, replenishing the ale and trying to be useful. The matchmakers’ eyes followed her everywhere she went.

After everyone had eaten, Marra went to chat with some of their neighbors while Dienna sat alone behind the tent, grateful to be away from the crowd. As the last hint of daylight disappeared from the forest, she listened to the music and imagined what it would be like to live anywhere else.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a rustling sound nearby. She supposed it was a dog; feral animals were a nuisance that often accompanied the smell of food.

“Get out!” Dienna yelled as she looked for something to throw at it. The only thing handy was a clay pot. She picked it up and hurled it in the direction of the sound. She heard the pot crack—and a cry that didn’t sound like a dog. Alarmed, Dienna grabbed a lantern and ran into the darkness. A man lay on the ground in front of her, pressing his hand to a gash in his forehead and looking bewildered. Dienna was horrified.

“I’m so sorry! Are you all right?”

“I think so,” the man said.

He sat up, but he was dizzy for a moment. Dienna raised her lantern to better see his wound. A stream of blood ran down past his eye and into his beard. She turned toward the tent and shouted, “Grandmother!”

Marra soon appeared with two of their neighbors, Alaira and Grace.

“What is it, child?”

“Please, I need help!”

The women hurried toward them. Marra saw the broken pot and didn’t have to ask what had happened.

“And she’d almost made it through the day without striking someone,” she joked.

Dienna didn’t find it funny. “I didn’t mean to hit him!” she cried. “I thought he was a dog!”

“It’s all right, Dienna,” Marra said.

They helped the man to his feet and led him into the tent. Dienna watched as her grandmother washed and bandaged his wound. It was not as bad as she had first thought, though he would likely have a nasty headache. She felt terrible and apologized repeatedly.

“Really, it’s all right,” said the man. “I’ve had worse injuries.”

Dienna guessed that he was in his thirties at least, and she thought him handsome in his woolen tunic and knee-high boots. He had a kind smile, and his eyes, even in the dim light, held her gaze until she felt flushed and had to look away.

“My name is Joseph,” he said as the women tended him. “I’m sorry I scared you, Dienna. It is Dienna, right?”

Dienna nodded sheepishly.

“I was just coming to see if you had anything to eat,” he explained.

Marra didn’t need to hear another word. “Of course we’ll feed you!” she said, and she gleefully prepared a plate for him.

“I don’t need much,” Joseph said. “Just a few scraps. Nothing more than you’d feed to a dog.” He smiled and winked at Dienna, who blushed again.

Joseph realized that he had interrupted a wedding feast, but the women told him that he was most welcome. When he asked whose it was, Dienna pointed to the bride—a robust woman of sixty-eight—who was towing her wheezing skeleton of a groom behind her in a spirited dance around the fire. Joseph gave a solemn nod and said, “Brave man.”

“If you’d like, you can stay for the funeral tomorrow,” Dienna said, and she and Joseph both chuckled.

As Marra brought his food, Joseph explained that he had never traveled so deep into the Perarcan Forest before and was not expecting to find much. He was making camp for the night when he heard the music and came to investigate.

“It’s fortunate we had this party tonight,” Grace said. “Otherwise, you might never have known we were here.”

“What village is this?” Joseph asked her.

“This is Dunsmathe,” Grace replied.

Joseph furrowed his brow and scratched his chin. “I’ve never heard of it.”

Marra laughed. “Most people haven’t.”

While they talked, a few concerned villagers came to glare at the stranger, but most of them were gathered around the fire and didn’t notice him. Joseph did attract the attention of the matchmakers, however. Out of the corner of her eye, Dienna could see first Agnes, then Margita, then Beulah peering slyly around a tent post, as if the three of them could possibly hide behind it. They eavesdropped for a few minutes, and then Agnes signaled to Mulbrid, who approached with the wine. Before Dienna could grasp that they were really trying this, Mulbrid was pouring a cup for Joseph. He thanked her and drank it.

“Have another,” Mulbrid said, and she poured again.

Exasperated, Dienna told her that was enough and to go back to the party.

“Trust me,” she responded to Joseph’s unspoken inquiry. “No good can come from their wine.”

“Oh, you never know,” Alaira said quietly, exchanging a grin with Grace.

Marra sighed, as if to suggest that Dienna should rethink the interference, but shooed the matchmakers away.

“We’re only trying to give the girl a hand,” Beulah declared. “She certainly won’t get anywhere on her own.”

Dienna didn’t know whether to be angry or mortified, but Joseph was polite enough to pretend he didn’t hear it.

When he had finished eating, he said, “I should get back to my camp.”

Marra looked at the sky, which was beginning to cloud. “It will rain before dawn,” she said. “You can stay with us tonight.”

Marra was a kind woman and knew that no one else in the village was likely to offer shelter to a stranger. Dienna, however, couldn’t help but wonder if her grandmother was in league with the matchmakers after all.

“That’s very kind,” Joseph said. “I will need to retrieve my horse and belongings.”

Dienna was amazed to hear that Joseph had a horse. He must not have been from a poor village like hers. No one in Dunsmathe owned a horse. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d seen one.

“Dienna will go with you and show you the way back to our cottage,” Marra said.

As she took Joseph’s plate from him, she noticed a tattoo on his hand, and she recognized it immediately. She cocked her head and gazed at him.

“You’re a guardsman.”

Joseph looked surprised at first, but she nodded toward his hand. He smiled modestly and said, “Yes.”

Dienna’s jaw dropped. “You serve in the Averlinn Guard?”

“I did once,” Joseph replied. “I’m a trainer now.”

Trembling, Dienna buried her face in her hands. “I struck a soldier of the queen!” She was nearly in tears. By law, she should be imprisoned for such an act.

But Joseph had no intention of exercising his authority. “It was just an accident. You needn’t worry.”

“But—” Dienna started.

Joseph raised his hand. “Consider it forgotten.”

Dienna couldn’t believe that such an important man would forgive her offense. Marra was also grateful and thanked him for his mercy. She kept her voice low, however, knowing the other villagers would not be pleased to have a guardsman in their midst.

“Dienna,” Marra said, “walk with him back to his camp.”

Dienna slowly rose from her seat with the lantern, and she headed into the forest with Joseph. She felt unworthy to be in his presence. No matter what anyone else in Dunsmathe believed, Marra had always spoken highly of the Guard, and now that Dienna had met a guardsman, she understood it. As they walked together, she timidly said, “Thank you.”

Joseph looked at her. Though there wasn’t much light, she could see that he was smiling.

“Actually, Dienna,” he said, “sometimes a good bump on the head is exactly what we need.”

Dienna saw movement ahead and she raised her lantern. A majestic stallion stood before her. The light startled him and he backed away.

Joseph reached out to calm him. “It’s all right, Iver.”

“Iver? That’s an interesting name,” Dienna said.

“He was named after a great king,” Joseph replied. As he gathered his things, he said, “You can touch him. He’s quite gentle.”

Dienna walked carefully toward Iver and held out her hand. As the horse nudged her, a strange feeling stirred—as if he had triggered a distant memory, but one that she was sure could not have been hers. Her heart skipped and she trembled.

“He’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen,” she said, unsure why she was so shaken. “I’ve never been this close to a horse before.”

“Really?” Joseph asked. “I’d never have guessed. You seem like a natural.” He smiled at her again, and it eased her peculiar feeling.

As he loaded his bundle onto Iver’s back, Dienna noticed that he had a sword.

“I don’t even know why I left it off. I rarely go anywhere without it,” Joseph said. He laughed and added, “After tonight, I definitely won’t. I never know who might be lying in wait for me.”

Dienna laughed with him and apologized yet again. Joseph started to lead Iver back the way they came.

“Actually,” Dienna said, not wanting to see the villagers anymore that night, “there’s a faster way to our cottage.”

“Lead on,” Joseph said, and the three of them headed the back way through the woods and up the hill. The night was getting cool, but Dienna’s face felt hot as she walked by Joseph’s side.

Dienna led Joseph to a small barn that had gone unused for as long as she could remember. It was in disrepair, but it would shelter his horse for the night. She went to draw water for Iver while Joseph settled him.

By the time they entered the cottage, Marra had made it back (after deciding with Grace and Alaira to lie about who Joseph was if anyone asked). She offered Joseph their bed, but he wouldn’t hear of it and insisted on sleeping on the floor.

“It’s so little to offer—” Marra started.

“It’s perfect,” Joseph said. “I really appreciate this. It’s been weeks since I slept under a roof.”

Both women wanted to stay up and learn more about their guest, but Joseph looked tired, so they were polite and let him rest. Dienna lay down next to her grandmother, but she found it difficult to get to sleep. She had to laugh to herself. Marra was right—something exciting had actually happened. Suddenly, she no longer felt such disdain toward weddings.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




Marra was bustling about the cottage when Dienna woke the next morning, and Joseph was nowhere in sight. It had taken Dienna so long to fall asleep that she had slept later than she’d intended, and she did not feel rested after vivid images of horses had cantered through her dreams.

“Has he gone?” she asked.

Marra replied, “I think so. I heard him go out just as I awoke.”

“Oh,” Dienna said, disappointed. “I’d better get started on my chores.”

“Don’t you want to eat, dear?”

Dienna started for the door. “I’m not hungry.”

Once outside, she checked the barn. Iver was gone. It would have been nice if Joseph had at least said goodbye. That was it, she supposed. The excitement was over and it was time to go back to her dull life. Dienna decided to take her frustrations out on some weeds in the garden.

Joseph and Iver trotted up the hill behind the cottage after taking a brief tour of the village. He needed to head out, but not before he thanked his kind hostesses. He led Iver to the front of the cottage, where he saw Dienna kneeling on the ground. Marra was right—it had rained. The knees of Dienna’s leggings were soaked. As she pulled the weeds, she sang to herself. Joseph watched her, unusually captivated.

Dienna looked up suddenly and was startled to see him there. In the daylight, there was no mistaking that he was a guardsman, even without the uniform. He had the build and poise of a soldier. He stood up straight, unmoving except for his sandy hair, which blew lightly across his forehead. It was his pale but intense blue eyes, however, that caught her attention and made her heart leap.

“I’m sorry,” Joseph said. “I did not mean to stare.”

Dienna tried to suppress the butterflies in her stomach and act as though she thought nothing of it.

“That’s all right,” she said. “I’m only surprised that you’re still here.”

“Did you think I would leave so soon?” Joseph asked.

Dienna resumed her work, fearing that her face would betray her thoughts if she kept looking at him. “Most people who pass through our village don’t stay long.” With a laugh, she added, “Unless they have no choice.”

“No choice?”

“Oh, on occasion a man stops here for the night and wakes up married the next morning,” Dienna said.

Concern grew on Joseph’s face as he revisited the previous evening in his mind.

Dienna chuckled. “You’re all right,” she assured him. “You didn’t have enough wine.”

Joseph suddenly remembered the old women and laughed aloud. “I guess I walked right into an ambush. Thanks for saving me.”

“It was the least I could do. I certainly owed you,” Dienna replied.

“Is that what happened to our young groom last night?” Joseph asked.

“Oh, no,” Dienna said. “He just loves women. How’s your head today?”

The bandage had come off. There was a large bruise where the pot had struck, but the cut wasn’t very deep and would probably heal nicely.

“Better, thank you,” Joseph answered. “Just a small headache . . . and I can’t see straight . . . and I can’t seem to recall my childhood. That’s not much of a loss, though,” he added and then grinned at her.

Dienna threw a weed at him. “You can’t possibly make me feel worse than I already do, so don’t even try.”

Joseph laughed. “You certainly have excellent aim. Have you ever thought about training for the Guard?”

“Sure,” Dienna said with a smirk. “But then I thought I may as well just become queen instead.”

Joseph smiled. “Well, you’ve got a warrior’s fight in you. I would mistake you for one any day.”

Dienna felt so flushed that she wanted to steer the conversation in another direction. “I don’t know much about the Guard, other than what my grandmother has told me. You protect the queen, right?”

“That’s not all we do, but yes,” Joseph replied. “Guardsmen are paid, full-time servants of the queen—unlike the rest of the army, which is mostly commoners who go to battle when called.”

“Have you ever been to battle?” Dienna asked.

“Yes,” Joseph said. “We’ve helped to defend neighboring kingdoms many times since I enlisted. Fortunately, there has not been a war within the borders of Averlinn for at least twenty years—not since Queen Adah has been in power.”

“You said you’re a trainer. What does that mean?”

“I search for men who are willing to enlist, and I teach them to fight. Then they go to the castle and demonstrate their skills in a kind of trial. The queen and the commander of the Guard decide if they are worthy to become guardsmen.”

“How many of your students have become guardsmen?” Dienna asked.

Joseph shook off his modesty for a moment and said, “All of them.”

Dienna smiled. “The queen must like you.”

Joseph forced a slight chuckle. Dienna was pulling weeds again and did not see the pride fade from his face. He was grateful that she kept talking.

“Is that what brought you out this way? You’re looking for men to train?” Dienna asked.

“That’s correct. I’m seeking a new group for the autumn trial. It takes a while to find enough men worth my time,” Joseph said, adding in response to her inquisitive expression, “I’ve been a soldier for a long time, and I can tell very quickly if someone will succeed.”

Joseph’s eyes lingered on Dienna as he spoke.

“I was just riding through the village and didn’t see any young men about,” he said. “Are there many around here?”

“No,” Dienna replied. “At least, none that would be of any use to you. The only ones that are still here have families to care for. The rest of them have left.” Joseph detected bitterness in her voice.

“Where did they go?”

She shrugged. “Somewhere better than here,” she said. “Probably anywhere is better than here.”

Still looking thoughtfully at her, Joseph asked, “If you’re unhappy, why are you still here?”

“Oh, I would never leave my grandmother,” Dienna said. “We’re all the family we have.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, where are your parents?”

Dienna clenched her fist around a particularly stubborn weed and violently wrenched it free before she finally said, “They’re dead. A long time ago.”

Joseph realized that this was a painful subject for her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Mine are, as well.”

Dienna’s eyes met Joseph’s. She never spoke of her parents—no one in Dunsmathe did—but she had a sudden urge to open up to him.

“I was seven. My father died and my mother was angry. That’s all I remember about her. She was always angry. I think it’s why she . . .” Dienna paused and then said, “I think that’s what killed her.”

Joseph sighed. “Sometimes I think anger can be deadlier than the sword,” he said.

The sound of the cottage door creaking snapped Dienna back to her senses. She realized how strange it was to confide in someone she had just met, and she did not want her grandmother to hear her.

As Marra stepped outside, Joseph said, “I really should be going. I have a long ride ahead.”

“So soon?” Marra said.

“I’m afraid so.”

Dienna stood up. As Joseph mounted his horse, Marra went back inside and came out with a loaf of bread, which Joseph was pleased to accept.

“I’m grateful for your hospitality,” he said.

He reached into a pouch and pulled out a couple of small coins. Dienna’s eyes widened, but Marra politely refused them.

“That’s very kind,” she said, “but we have been honored to have a guardsman in our home, and we want nothing more than that.”

Joseph nodded and put the coins away. He wanted to give them to her, but to offer again would have been an insult.

“You are always welcome here,” Marra said.

Joseph thanked her. Then he bowed to Dienna and said, “Goodbye, Warrior. It was a pleasure to be wounded by you.”

Dienna chuckled, returned the bow, and said, “The pleasure was all mine.”

The two shared a smile, and then Joseph rode away.

After he had gone, Marra looked at Dienna and grinned. “Such a fine man,” she said.

Dienna rolled her eyes and went about her chores. Although she would not let on, she agreed. He was a fine man.
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Dienna thought about Joseph often after that day. Meeting him was the most interesting thing that had happened to her in years. She sometimes fantasized that he would come back and take her away from Dunsmathe. Sometimes she even wished she had given the matchmakers free rein at the wedding. After a couple of weeks, however, Dienna’s head began to come down from the clouds. She guessed she would not see him again, and it was just as well. Where could she ever fit into the life of a guardsman? Besides, if Joseph knew what was best for him, he would never return. He had survived his first encounter with Dienna, but next time he might not be so lucky. He was right—she did have excellent aim.

One evening, nearly two months after Joseph rode away from the village, Dienna sat by the fire with her grandmother. They’d had a full day making repairs to the cottage. The days were getting colder, and they had to be sure their home would survive another winter. The roof leaked, the door was broken, and the whole place was terribly drafty. Dienna joked that it might have been easier to burn the cottage down and start over. They did most of the work themselves; only James, Alaira’s husband, came to help (and he spent much of the day cursing the men who didn’t). Marra didn’t mind, but she knew she was getting too old for that kind of labor.

As they sat together, Dienna noticed how tired her grandmother looked. She did not have the enthusiasm that she usually did.

“I wish you would’ve let me do more today,” Dienna said. “You shouldn’t have to work so hard.”

“Oh, Dienna,” Marra replied, “if I didn’t have my work, what would I have?” As Dienna helped her up and into bed, Marra told her, “I want you to know that I’m proud of you. I don’t think I tell you that enough. We’ve had our share of pain, you and I, but I think there are better days ahead for you. I hope someday you will have everything you’ve ever wanted.”

It was rare for Marra to bring up the past, and Dienna supposed her exhaustion was to blame.

“I don’t need anything else,” she said as she kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “I love you.”

“I love you, too, Dienna.”

“I will take care of all the chores in the morning. You are not to get up early for any reason,” Dienna told her.

Marra didn’t argue. “Goodnight, dear,” she said.




Dienna rose early the next morning. As she stood outside, she felt the chill in the air. She liked autumn, but it never lasted long enough before the harshness of winter blew in. The thought of the dark, cold months ahead made her shiver. Winter was hard on everyone in the village, especially the older folks. Dienna worried about her grandmother. Most years, one or two of the elders would not make it to spring. At least the work on the cottage was finished. Now Dienna would have to be stubborn and insist on doing more of the chores to keep Marra from overexerting herself.

Dienna went inside and began to prepare breakfast. By the time it was ready, Marra was still not awake, and Dienna knew she would get a scolding if she let her sleep too long. She walked over to the bed.

“Grandmother?”

Marra did not stir. Dienna knew immediately that something was wrong. Her breath left her as she touched her grandmother’s hand. It was cold.

Dienna felt disconnected, as though in a dream. She shouted Marra’s name and even tried shaking her awake, but it was too late. Finally, Dienna sank to the floor.

“No . . . please . . . no . . .”

She lay on the ground in despair, her heart shattered. She grieved with everything inside her, closing her eyes and crying until her chest tightened and her head began to pound. She took deep breaths, but she could not seem to get enough air, and her eyes darted open again as she gasped. It was a familiar and terrifying feeling, and it seemed that the searing pain would never cease.

Minutes turned into hours. Eventually, Dienna stopped shaking and lay still, staring at the wall. When she felt she had the strength, she pulled herself up on unsteady legs. It was already midday. In a daze, she kissed her grandmother’s forehead and wandered out the door, making her way down the hill for help, although she later could not recall the journey.

Dienna found herself standing next to a neighboring cottage. Grace and Alaira were talking outside. Alaira saw her first.

“Hello, Dienna,” she said.

Dienna was pale. Her eyes were red and she trembled. She could not speak at first.

“Dienna? What’s wrong?” Alaira asked.

To say the words was perhaps the most difficult thing Dienna had ever had to do.

“Grandmother . . . she’s . . .” Tears streamed down her face again. Her breath could only support a whisper. “She’s gone.”

The women stood in stunned silence for a moment. But then, realizing that Dienna was ready to collapse, Grace ran to her. Alaira quickly followed, and the two helped Dienna into Alaira’s cottage. They sat her down and Grace held her while Alaira conferred with James.




The rest of that day was a blur to Dienna. It seemed that every time she felt she was coming to terms with her grandmother’s death, another memory or lonely thought would enter her mind, resulting in a fresh flood of tears. Some moments would seem to stretch on for eternity, and yet hours would pass as though they were seconds. Nothing was as it should have been.

As word spread throughout Dunsmathe, people made their way to Dienna’s cottage to prepare for the wake. James took a group of men to the cemetery on the east side of the village to begin work on a grave, and the older women prepared the body. Dienna stayed with Grace in Alaira’s home until nightfall, but all too soon it was time to go. Grace took Dienna’s hand and they walked up the hill. There were lamps lit all around the cottage and people huddled inside and out. Dienna could hear songs of mourning—songs with which she was quite familiar, though she had never felt their meaning so deeply before. She paused at the door, wishing she would never have to go inside, but Grace gently touched her shoulder and guided her through the crowd. Dienna found it difficult to breathe; the cottage was too small to hold so many. But people moved aside when they saw her, soon leaving nothing between Dienna and her grandmother. Dienna sat next to her, and a long night of singing, mourning, and weeping began as the village kept watch over Marra’s body.

At sunrise, those who had slept were roused. Dienna had slipped away for a time and sat alone in Alaira’s cottage. She felt hungry, but no one would eat until after the burial. When Alaira came to inform Dienna that it was time, Dienna nodded and rose to her feet.

The people had gathered outside, and they began walking down to the cemetery. James and the other men carried Marra, and Dienna followed. The sky was gray and unfeeling, and a sharp wind chilled every bone in her body. It wasn’t a long walk, and Dienna was soon standing next to a freshly dug grave. It was next to a grave that Dienna had seen her grandmother visit some early mornings. The name on it was Raphael. She assumed it was her grandfather, but she didn’t remember him, and Marra never spoke of him.

As a few people took turns speaking, Dienna looked at her parents’ graves. She was so young when they died, but Marra had held her and told her that everything would be all right. She wished someone would tell her that now.

Of course, in such a small village, everyone had been touched by death at one time. Grace’s husband had died just a few years earlier, and Alaira and James had lost a baby, their only child, around the time Dienna was born. So many of the others standing around her had lost people who were dear to them. Dienna knew that they had survived it and she would, too. It was all she could do to console herself with that thought.

The wind whipped around the small crowd of people while the men began to heap earth over the coffin. Dienna could not watch. She turned to Grace and they walked back to Dienna’s home. Through the tears that had started again, Dienna whispered her thanks. Grace was kind, and Dienna knew she would be lost without her.

“You can always come to me if you need anything,” Grace told her.

Grace had two sons. The younger was one of the most cheerful people Dienna had ever known. He was newly betrothed and was building a cottage at the edge of the village. The elder was Dienna’s age, and Grace had always hoped that the two of them would marry. Dienna had hoped so, too. She loved him, and he had let her believe he felt the same (although he had never actually said it). When he decided to leave Dunsmathe, Dienna was crushed. She would have gladly gone with him, but he told her that he didn’t want to be weighed down with a wife. Humiliated, Dienna had longed to escape Dunsmathe ever since. Grace still treated Dienna like a daughter, though, and Dienna was more grateful than ever for her.




Back at the cottage, the women prepared lunch. Dienna no longer had an appetite and was tiring of so much company. Few people spoke directly to her. It seemed they were just staring and whispering. She tried to tell herself that it was nothing; she hadn’t slept much and wasn’t thinking clearly. As the day wore on, however, Dienna grew more frustrated. People were obviously avoiding her. Finally, when no one was looking, she slipped behind the cottage where she hoped she’d be alone.

Dienna rested her back against the wall and sank to the ground. She’d had enough. She wished everyone would leave and let her have some time to herself. After a few minutes, she heard some of her neighbors talking nearby. She dreaded being seen, but they stopped at the side of the cottage, not knowing she was there. Every word Dienna heard was like a knife in her stomach.

“I don’t know why she’s taking it so hard. Everyone knew this was coming.”

“Marra told me at the wedding that she could barely eat anymore.”

“I don’t think Dienna knew.”

“How could she not have noticed?”

“Marra hid it well. She didn’t want Dienna to worry. There was nothing to be done anyway.”

A chill went through Dienna. How long had her grandmother been sick? Did everyone know but her? She felt angry, though she was not sure at whom.

“What’s to become of the girl now?” the conversation continued.

“She’s not a girl. She’s a grown woman, and it’s time she’s treated as one.”

“I agree. Dienna’s been coddled far too long. She has to learn to stand on her own.”

“What’s she going to eat? It’s bad enough that we have to look after the widows. Are we supposed to keep providing game for Dienna even with Marra gone?”

“As if you ever gave them anything. We all know James is the one who took care of them.”

“He shouldn’t have to. Someone should teach her to hunt.”

“A woman can’t use a bow!”

“Marra should have forced Dienna to marry. It’s not our fault that she’s alone now. She shouldn’t be our burden.”

“We can’t really blame Marra. She didn’t want Dienna to turn out like her mother.”

“Little good that did. She’s every bit as ungrateful.”

Dienna didn’t hear much more than that; she was crying too hard. She curled up on the ground, shivering in the cold, and did not move until Grace nudged her.

“Dienna?”

Dienna opened her eyes, realizing that she’d been asleep. It was late in the day.

“It’s all right now. Everyone’s gone.”

Grace helped her up and walked her back into the cottage. The village was quiet again, and Dienna was grateful for the warm fire as she sat down next to it. Grace watched her for a minute.

“Do you want to stay with me tonight?” she asked.

Dienna looked away from her, fearing the tears would start again.

“You don’t have to be alone,” Grace said.

Dienna stared at the flames. She wanted to go with Grace. She didn’t want to be alone. But she couldn’t forget the words that were spoken that day. As deeply as it hurt to hear it, perhaps her neighbors were right. She had to learn to stand on her own.

“I’ll be all right,” she said.

“Are you sure?” Grace wasn’t convinced.

Dienna looked at Grace and smiled. “I’m sure.”

Grace hugged her and said, “You know where to find me.”

As Grace left the cottage, Dienna got up and closed the door, locking herself away in solitude.








  
  
  Chapter Four

  
  




A week later, Joseph was traveling through the Perarcan Forest again. He was growing fond of it, and he had learned a few landmarks to help him find his way to Dunsmathe. As Iver trotted into the clearing, the village came into view. It was quiet; no one was out on such a gloomy day. The light rain, which Joseph had thought refreshing at first, was beginning to dampen his cheerful mood. He could see Dienna’s cottage, but there was no sign of her. Joseph laughed off his disappointment and continued on his way, but the rain suddenly turned to a heavy downpour. Delighted to have a reason, he turned his horse and made his way to the familiar little home.

Dienna’s shutters were closed against the weather, but smoke drifted through the roof. He knocked on the door. It opened, and a pale face with tired eyes appeared from behind it. It had only been a couple of months since Joseph had seen her last, but somehow she looked older.

“Joseph?” Dienna stared at him as if her eyes were deceiving her.

He smiled. “Hello, Warrior.”

Dienna didn’t move. Joseph was drenched and shivering.

“May I come in?” he finally asked.

She nodded blankly and stood aside. Joseph entered the cottage and took off his wet cloak, and Dienna sat down and stared at the fire. Joseph was puzzled as he watched her; she was not the woman he remembered. It was as though her spark had been snuffed out. The silence made him realize that someone was missing.

“Dienna, where is your grandmother?” he asked.

Dienna took a shuddering breath and slowly turned her head toward Joseph. Her lips moved, but no words came out. As she turned back to the fire, Joseph could see the flames reflecting in the tears that filled her eyes.

His heart sank. Dienna closed her eyes, spilling the tears down her cheeks. Joseph rose from his seat and knelt at her side.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

If Dienna had not been so worn out, she would have thought twice about seeking comfort from a man she hardly knew, but she could not think clearly at all. She collapsed on his shoulder and cried, and Joseph, though surprised, let her.

After a while, she was able to tell him what had happened, but she cried more than she talked. It was the most she had cried since the funeral. Dienna had refused Grace and Alaira’s company all week (as well as a hare from James), but Joseph’s presence seemed to remove the emotional barrier she had erected. Joseph was patient with her and could see that what she needed more than anything was sleep.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she got into bed. “You probably didn’t intend to stay so long.”

“That’s all right,” Joseph assured her. “I’d rather not brave that weather tonight, anyway.”

Dienna was asleep in minutes, but Joseph slept very little. He stretched out on the floor and listened to the rain. Something was nagging him—a thought that he wrestled with most of the night. He had wanted to ask Dienna something the first time he met her. Actually, he did ask her, but she hadn’t taken him seriously and he hadn’t pressed the issue. Now, however, he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was time to try again.




Joseph was up before dawn, as he wished to leave before the village stirred and not bring Dienna’s honor into question. Dienna woke shortly after he did, finally feeling rested. It was the first time she had slept through an entire night without bad dreams since Marra’s death. Joseph convinced her to eat since she’d barely eaten anything in days. He couldn’t help but notice how little she had, so he told her he wasn’t hungry. He also noticed that her supply of firewood was dwindling and wondered why the village wasn’t looking after her.

The rain had stopped and the sun was coming up as Joseph prepared to leave. He brought his horse to the front of the cottage where Dienna waited.

“Are you going to stay here?” he asked.

Dienna shrugged. “I’ve never left Dunsmathe. I don’t know where else to go, or how to get anywhere.”

“Dienna . . .” Joseph paused, unsure if this was a good idea, but decided to say it before he lost the nerve. “I once asked if you’d ever considered joining the Averlinn Guard. What you didn’t realize at the time was that I was serious. If you are interested, I want to train you.”

Dienna was confused. “Joseph, women don’t become soldiers.”

“The queen is trained in our ways. If she can do it, there’s no reason you can’t.”

Dienna stared at him, searching his face for some sign that this wasn’t a cruel joke. “I can’t be a guardsman. That’s ridiculous,” she said.

“No, it’s not,” Joseph said. “I know what makes a good soldier, and I believe you have what it takes. I really think you can do this, Dienna.”

Dienna shook her head. “No.”

“But, Dienna . . .”

Her expression hardened. “No,” she said again.

Joseph sighed. “Very well, then.” He mounted his horse and gave her a sympathetic smile. “You can do more than you think, Dienna. You don’t have to be what everyone tells you to be.” He nodded to her and started down the hill.

As Dienna watched him leave, she thought it would have been better if he hadn’t come at all. But as she turned to go inside, she stopped and stared into the empty cottage. There was no one there. In some way, everyone she had ever loved had abandoned her. Joseph had just given her the chance to have a different life—a chance she knew she’d never get again. She had to make an immediate decision. Hoping it was not too late, she turned and called out, “Joseph, wait!”

Iver stopped and Joseph looked back. Dienna’s eyes were wet again, and she tried to think of something to say to keep him from leaving her.

“Please . . . I’ll come.” It was all she had to offer him.

Joseph turned Iver around and rode back. He dismounted and faced Dienna.

“Please,” she said again.

“Do you understand what this means?” Joseph asked her, knowing he could not in good conscience take her in her ignorance. “I will expect you to work hard.”

Dienna nodded. “I understand.”

“Harder than you have ever worked in your life,” Joseph said. “There is nothing easy about this training. It is grueling, often painful. There will be days when you will wish you had never met me.”

Dienna could not imagine ever wishing that, but his sober countenance told her that he was serious.

“You will do everything I say without question,” he went on. “I will not treat you differently than any other student. Winter is coming and we will be isolated. You will not be able to come back. You must be fully committed to this.”

Dienna held her breath. Was this really what she wanted?

“But,” Joseph continued, “if you are strong enough and dedicated enough, you could be great.” He smiled. “I believe you are strong enough.”

Dienna looked straight into his eyes, hoping to hide the fear in her own. “All right,” she said.

“All right,” he replied. “I’ll give you a few minutes to get things in order here, but we should leave soon.”

Dienna stepped back inside the cottage. “What should I bring?” she asked, knowing nothing of what the life of a guard-in-training would entail.

“As little as possible. Whatever food you have left for the day’s ride and any personal items you may need,” Joseph said, feeling suddenly awkward from his lack of experience with women.

Dienna looked at the simple furnishings of the cottage—things she once despised as a mark of their poverty but now seemed like gold to her. To leave them behind would be like losing her grandmother all over again. Still, she told herself, they were just things, and soon she wouldn’t think of them anymore. Whether she believed it or not, it would have to do. She couldn’t afford doubts. She gathered a few items and tied them in a bundle.

“Let’s go,” she said and quickly walked out the door. She knew she couldn’t linger, or it would be harder to let go.

Once outside, though, her mind turned to something else. She walked around the cottage and looked down the hill to the cemetery. Turning back to Joseph, she saw him nod. Joseph led Iver and followed her to her grandmother’s grave. He would not deny her one last chance to say goodbye.

Joseph paid his respects and then stepped back to give Dienna a moment alone. She knelt down to the earth and spoke softly.

“Is this what you wished for me?” she said. “I know you don’t need me anymore. It’s time for me to learn not to need you. Wherever I go, you’ll be in my heart.”

Dienna stood and looked one last time where Marra rested. Remembering what a strong woman her grandmother had always been, Dienna imagined that strength was in her now. She had to believe it. Returning to Joseph, she smiled at him.

“I’m ready.”

“Should you tell anyone you’re leaving?” Joseph asked.

Dienna shook her head and said, “They won’t miss me.”

Joseph didn’t believe that, but it was her decision. He mounted Iver and then held out his hand for Dienna. This brought about another concern—she didn’t know how to mount a horse. But Joseph expected that and patiently instructed her. After a couple of tries, she was able to pull herself up behind him.

“Well done,” he said, but she didn’t hear him, as she was preoccupied with the sudden discomfort of her position. She thought she would have preferred to walk, but Iver was already trotting into the woods. Pushing the pain to the back of her mind, Dienna turned and watched through the trees as the morning sun stretched across the roof of the only home she had ever known. She continued to gaze through the thickness of the forest as her village grew smaller until, at last, Dunsmathe was gone.








  
  
  Chapter Five

  
  




The start of the journey was quiet; neither felt like talking. Joseph was trying to convince himself that he had done the right thing. He’d had a gut feeling that he needed to take Dienna out of Dunsmathe, but he was not certain he should trust his feelings. He rarely behaved so rashly, and he was questioning his own motives.

Dienna also had much on her mind. It had all happened so fast. She had just left her home and everything she ever knew to train to be a guardsman. She wasn’t even sure what that meant. She knew she would be protecting the queen, but that was the extent of her knowledge of a guard’s life, and even that worried her. She had never backed down from a fight, but it was usually against unruly chickens or an occasional dog. Vast armies of strong men with swords were a little more intimidating. She wondered how she would measure up to the men of the Guard and how they would react to her. She imagined being laughed right out of the castle. Dienna tried to reassure herself. Joseph would teach her everything she needed to know. He believed in her. He wouldn’t be taking her all that way if he didn’t, would he?

As Iver trotted along, Dienna found the ride increasingly uncomfortable. She couldn’t relax while sitting so close to Joseph. Her mind was clearer than it had been the previous evening, and she felt much more reserved. He was still practically a stranger to her.

Trying to ignore her aching muscles, Dienna absentmindedly stared at the trees and listened to the steady rhythm of the horse’s hooves. After a while, the forest became a blur of green and brown, and Dienna’s head began to nod. Suddenly, she felt Joseph grab her arm. She jerked her eyes open, realizing that she had almost fallen.

“I thought I was about to lose you,” Joseph said. “Let’s take a break.”

He got down and held out his hand for her. She was still trying to focus her tired eyes, but she managed to dismount.

“I’m sorry,” Dienna said.

“It’s all right,” Joseph replied. “A stretch of the legs and a drink will help. There’s a stream here.”

Joseph led Iver to the stream to drink, and he collected water for Dienna and himself. Once they were all refreshed, he handed her some bread.

“Would you like to walk for a bit?” he asked her.

She nodded. Her legs and back were sore, which Joseph noticed.

“First time on a horse is never comfortable. Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”

They walked along with Iver while they ate. Dienna had no idea how long she’d been drowsing, so she checked to see how high the sun was. As she did, something seemed strange to her.

“Joseph,” she said, “maybe I should have asked this a long
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