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by Walter Jon WIlians

The horn echoed down the long valley, three bright rising notes, and it seened
to Derina-frozen like an aninmal in the bustle of the court-as if the universe
halted for a | ong noment of dread. A cold hard fist clenched in her stonach.

Her father was hone.

She went up the stone stair by the old gatehouse and watched as her father and
his little arny, back fromthe Princes' Wars, wound up the nmountain spur toward
her. The cold canyon wind howed along the old flint walls, tangled Derina's
red-gold hair inits fingers. The knuckles on her small fists were white as she
searched the distant columm for sign other father and brothers.

Derina's nother and sister joined her above the gatehouse. Edlyn carried her
child, the two of them wapped in a coarse wool shawl agai nst the wi nd.

"Pray they have all cone hone safe," said Derina' s nother, Kendra

Derina, considering this, thought she didn't know what to pray for, if anything,
but Edlyn | ooked scorn at her nother, eyes hard in her expressionless face.

When Lord Landry rode beneath the gate he |ooked up at them cold blue eyes
gazi ng up out of the weatherbeaten noon face wth its bristle of red hair and
wide, fierce nostrils. As her father's eyes nmet hers, the knot in Derina's
stomach tightened. Her gaze shifted wuneasily to her brothers, Norward the
el dest, gangly, nyopic eyes blinking weakly, riding uneasily in the saddle as if
he woul d rather be anywhere el se; and Reeve, a niniature version of his father,
red- haired and round-shoul dered, |ooking up at the wonen above the gate as if
sizing up the eneny.

Derina's mother and sister bustled down the lichen-scarred stair to nake the
wel come official. Derina stayed, watching the colum of soldiers as it trudged
up to the old flint-walled house, watched until she saw her father's woman,
Nellda, riding with the other women in the wagons. Little dark-haired Nelly was
sporting a black eye.

Mean amusenent twisted Derina's mouth into a smle. She ran down the stair to
join her famly.

Nel Iy was hal fway down the | ong banquet table and her eyes never |left her plate.
Bef ore the canpaign started she'd sat at Landry's arm above his famly.

Good, Derina thought. Let her go back to the nean little nountain cottage where
Lord Landry had found her

The | oot had been shared out earlier, the comobn soldiers paid off. Now Landry
hosted a dinner for his lieutenants, the veterans of his nany descents onto the
pl ai ns bel ow, and the serjeants of his own househol d.

The choi cest bit of booty was Lord Landry's new sword, won in the battle, a |ong
magni ficent patterned blade, straight and beautiful. Norward had found the
thing, apparently, but his father had taken it for his own.

"In the hospital!" Landry called. H's voice booned out above the din in the |ong
hall. "He found the sword in the hospital, when we were cutting our way through
their canp! It nmust have belonged to one of their sick-well," bellow ng a | augh,
"we hel ped their shirkers and nalingerers on to judgnent, so we did!"

Deri na gazed at her untouched neal and let her father's loud triunmph roll past
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unheeded. This war sounded like all the others, a loud recitation of cunning and
twi sting diplomacy and the slaughter of helpless nmen. Landry did not find glory
in battle, but rather in plunder: he would show up late to the battlefield,
after giving both sides assurances of his allegiance, and then be the first to
sack the canp of the |loser. Sonetinmes he would | oot the canp without waiting for
the battle to be deci ded.

"What does Norward need with a blade such as this?" he demanded. "His third
canpai gn, and as yet unbl ooded."

"Mny beast fell," Norward stammered. He turned red and fought his disobedient
tongue. "T-tripped anong the, the tent lines."

"Ta-ta-tripped in the ta-ta-tents!" Landry nocked. "Your riding's as defective
as your speech. As your blasted weak eyes. Can't kill a man?-1'Il leave ny |and
to a son who can." He gave a savage grin. "l was a younger son-but did it stop
nme?"

Reeve smirked into his cup. Lord Landry had been loud in the praise of his
younger son's willingness to run down and slay the helpless boys and old nen
who' d guarded the eneny canp.

Reeve was strong, Derina thought, and Norward weak. \Wat had her own feelings to
do with it?

Landry put the sword inits sheath, then hung it behind his chair, above the
great fireplace, in place of his old blade. He turned and |ooked over his
shoul der at his famly. "None of you touch it, now"

As if anyone woul d dare.

The banquet was over. Lord Landry's soldiers dozing in their chairs or stunbling
off into dark comers to sleep on pallets. Only the lord's famly renmai ned-they
and Nellda-all frozen in their chairs by his glacier-blue eyes, eyes that darted
suspi ciously fromone to the next-wei ghing, judging, finding everyone wanting.

Derina | ooked only at her plate.

Landry took a long drink of plundered brandy. He had been drinking all night but
the effects were slight: a shining of the forehead, a slow deliberation of
speech. "Were is the son | need?" he said.

Reeve | ooked up in surprise fromhis own cup-he had thought he was the favored
one tonight. He swallowed, tried to think how to respond, decided to speak, and
sai d the wrong thing.

Anyt hing, Derina knew, woul d have been the wong thing.
"I''"l'l be the son you want, Father."

Landry swung toward his younger son, every bristle on his head erect. Slowy his
tongue fornmed words to the song,

"See the little sinpleton
He doesn't give a dam.
I wish | were a sinpleton -
By God, perhaps | am™"

Reeve's face flushed; his lower lip stuck out Ilike a child s. Landry went on
"Perhaps | am such a fool, begetting a child like you. You? D you think killing
a few canp foll owers makes you a man? D you think you have the craft and cunning
to hold on to anything | give you? Nay-you'll piss it away in a week, on drink
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and ganbling and girls fromthe Red Tenple."

Reeve turned away, face blood-red. Landry's eyes roved the table, settled on his
ol der son. "And you-what have you to say?"

Not hi ng, Derina knew. But the old nan had himtrapped, obliged himto speak
"What d-d'you wish ne to say?" Norward said.

Landry | aughed. "Such an obedi ent boy! Bad eyes, bad tongue, no backbone. O her
than that-" He | aughed again. "The perfect heir!"

"Perhaps-" Kendra said, and nade as if to rise.

Landry |ooked sidelong at his wife and feigned surprise. "OCh-are you stil
alive?" Laughing at his joke. "Damed if | can see why. I'd Kkill nyself if I
were as usel ess as you."

"Perhaps it's time to go to bed,"” Kendra said priny.

"Wth you?" Landry's eyes opened wide. "God save us. God save us fromgetting
anot her son such as those you gave ne."

"It isn't my fault," Kendra said.
She had been pregnant with a dozen children, Derina knew, mscarried five, and
of the rest all but four had died young.

"Whose fault is it, then?" Landry demanded. The red bristle on his head stood
erect. "Blane ny seed, do you?" He beat his looted silver flagon on the table.
"I amstrong," he insisted, "as were ny sires! If ny children are mlksops, it's
because ny blood is commingled with yours! You had your chance-" He gestured
down the table, to where Nellda, unnoticed, had begun quietly weeping. "And so
did yon Nelly! She could have given ne a son, but she mscarried-damation to
her!" He shouted, half-rising fromhis seat, the powerful nuscles in his neck
standing out like cable. "Dammation to all wonen! They're all betrayers."

Edlyn's little girl, startled out other slunbers by Landry's shout, began to
wail in Edlyn's lap. Landry sneered at the two.

"Betrayers," he said. "At |east your worthless husband won't be siring any nore
girls, to eat out ny substance and shame nme with their snivelling." Edlyn,
cradling her child, said nothing. Her face, as always, was a nmask

Landry lurched out of his chair, tripped over a sleeping dog, then staggered
down the table toward Derina. Her heart cried out at his approach. "You haven't
betrayed ne yet," he nmunbled. "You'll give ne boys, will you not?" H's powerful
hands clutched at her breasts and groin. She <closed her eyes at the painfu
viol ation, her head swiming with the odor of brandy funes. "Ay," he confirned,
"you're grown enough- and you bleed regular, ay? W'll find you a husband this
winter. One who won't betray ne."

He swung away from her, back toward his brandy cup. Derina could feel her face
burning. Landry seized the cup, drained it, |ooked defiantly down the table at
his famly- frozen like deer in the light of a bull's-eye |antern-Iooked at
Nelly weeping, at his soldiers who, no doubt roused by his shouting, were
dutifully feigning slunber.

"The night is young," he nuttered, "are all feeble save nmyself?" Edlyn's <child
shrieked. Landry sneered, poured hinself nore brandy, and |urched away, toward
the stair and his private chanbers

Kendra turned to Reeve. "I w sh you hadn't provoked him" she said. Reeve turned
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away nmunbling, pushed back his chair, and stunbled for the door to the
courtyard

"What was that you sai d?" Kendra called. Her voice was shrill.

Reeve, still nuttering, booned out into the fresh air. Derina hadn't heard but
knew wel | enough what her brother said. "No one provoked Father," she said. "It
doesn't matter what we do. Not when he's in these noods."

"We should try to make his tinme here easy," Kendra insisted. "If we're all good
to him"
Derina could still feel the inprint other father's fingers on her breasts. She

rose fromthe table.
"I'"'mgoing to bed," she said.

Her sister Edlyn rose as well. Her little girl's screans were begi nning to fade.
"Daryl should sleep," she said.

Edlyn and Derina nade their way up the stairs to their quarters. They could
snel |l Landry's brandy funes and foll owed cautiously, but he was well gone, off
to drink in his suite at the top of the stair.

Edl yn paused before Derina's door. Edlyn |ooked at her" weyes flat and
enotionless. "Your turn now," she said. "To be his favorite."

Your turn, Derina knew, to be married off unknowi ng to sone coarse stranger-to
| earn, perhaps, to love him as Edlyn had-then to have his child, to have him
die in one of Landry's wars and be |eft, scorned, at her father's house with an
unwant ed babe in her arns.

Derina, a lump in her throat, could only shrug.

"Good," Edlyn said, malice in her eyes. She turned and went to her own door

You bl eed regular, ay?

Nunbly, Derina funbled for the latch, entered her room and |ocked the door

behi nd.

The courting had already begun, and Landry home only three days. Any nunber of
Landry's peers, soldiers, and retainers were happening by, all with oafish,
sullen sons in tow

Few of them bothered to acknow edge Derina. They knew who made the deci sions.

Derina fled the sight of them went for a long ride to the high uplands, the
meadows where the summer pasture was, the close-cropped grass already turned
aut urm- br own.

She did not expect to find her brother there. But there he was, gangling body in
saddl e as he rode along the | ow dry-stone walls that separated one pasture from
anot her. Nearsighted, Norward didn't see her until she hailed him

"Inspecting the walls," he said.
"No point in doing that till spring."
"I wanted t-to get away."

"So did I."
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He shrugged, pulled his cap down agai nst the autumm highland wind. "Then r-ride
the walls with ne."

They rode along in cold silence. Derina |ooked at the splashes of lichen
coloring the stone walls and wondered if Norward, wth his poor vision, could
see themat all.

"I''m caught,"” Norward said finally. He pulled his beast to a halt. "Reeve
pushing from bel ow, and F-father pushing from above. Wat can | d-do?"

She had no answer for him Norward was weak, and that was that. It wasn't his
fault, and it was sad that Landry despised him but any synpathy on Derina's
part was wasted effort.

Her father had taught her that only power mattered. Norward had none, and Derina
could Il end him none other owmn. And so she |left his question unanswered, just
rode on, and Norward could do nothing but follow.

H's lips twisted, a knowi ng, self-hating smle. "Have you | ooked c-closely at f
at our parent's new sword?" he asked.

"I'"'m not engrossed by swords," Derina said.

"Ah. Well. This one is interesting. | f-found it, you know and got a look at it
before Father took it away."

"What's so interesting about it?" Derina denanded.

That smile canme again. "Perhaps nothing."

Derina rode on, Norward | aggi ng behind, and wi shed she were al one.

The next norning Derina |ooked at the sword hanging above the mantel in the
great hall, and wondered what it was that had attracted Norward's interest. The
hilt was fine work, that was clear enough, possessing a handsone scal |l oped bl ack

ponmel with the badge of a white hand on it. But there was little special about
it, no exquisite workmanship, no gilt or jewels.

She did not dare defy her father by touching the sword, drawing it to | ook at
t he bl ade.

"Pl ease, m ss."

The voice startled her, and she junped. Derina turned and saw Nellda, and a bolt
of hatred | odged in her heart.

"Pl ease, mss." Nellda pushed a packet into Derina's hands. "G ve this to your
father."

Derina | ooked at the packet, badly wapped and tied with a bit of green ribbon
"Way shoul d 1 ?" she said.

There were tears in Nelly's eyes. "He won't see nme! You can get to him can't
you?"

Derina fingered the ribbon. "Wat is it? Love tokens?"
"And a letter. | can wite, you know 1'mnot just a foolish girl."

"So you say." Coldly. Derina thought a nonment, then shook her head. "Go hone,
Nell da. Go back to whatever little sty it was he found you in."

"I can't! He turned ny father out! W had a bad year and-" Her voice broke. "He
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said he'd take care of me!"

For a monent a little spark of synpathy rose in Derina's heart, but with an act
of will she stamped it out. Power was all that nmattered, and Derina's, such as
it was, was only to hurt. "CGo away," she said, and held out the packet.

Nel | da, weeping, fled without taking it.

Derina turned and-she hesitated, and for sonme reason she gl anced up at the great
sword-she threw the packet into the fire.

Burning up, it scarcely made a flane.

So there was her future husband, pinples and round shoul ders and hoggi sh eyes.
H's name was Burley, and his father was a gentleman of no great land or
distinction who lived farther wup the valley, a nan of thin beard and cringing
def erence

"Hs armw |l be of use to you, sir,
of little use at all.

said the father, Edson, whose own arm was

"It's not his armthat's in question," Landry nuttered. Derina caught Reeve's
smrk out of the coner other eye and wanted to claw it off his face.

Derina | ooked at her famly. Kendra |ooked as if she were trying to make the
best of it. Norward was gazing at his feet and frowning. Edlyn was quietly
triunphant, eyes glittering with malice.

I won't make your mstake, Derina thought fiercely; but she knew that Edlyn's
m st akes hadn't been Edlyn's to nake- and her own nistakes wouldn't be hers,
ei ther.

"We'll send to the tenple for a priest to draw up the contract proper," Landry
said. He | ooked at Derina, grinned at her

"Ki ss your future husband, girl."

Al eyes were on Derina and she hated it. She stepped forward obediently, rose
on tiptoe-Burley was taller than his posture nade hi mand ki ssed his cheek

H s breath snelt of mutton. His cheek was red with enbarrassnent. He didn't seem
to be enjoying this any nore than she was-which was, she supposed, a point in
his favor.

She woul d never dare to | ove him she knew. Most likely he wouldn't live |ong

The wedding took place a few weeks |later, in order to give all the poor
relations a chance to swarmin fromthe countryside to get their free neal. The
cerenony was at noon, the priest already drunk and thick-tongued, and the rest
of the conpany was drunk soon after

Nel | da was seen, at the food of the long table, wolfing dowmn food and drink. One
of the servants, sensitive with long practice to Lord Landry's noods, pushed her
away, and she was seen no nore.

Derina | ooked down at her dowy, a small chest of coins and a nmodicumof old
| oot, silver cups and candlesticks polished brightly to make them seem nore
val uabl e than they were-the guard, standing by with his pike, seenmed al nost
unnecessary. Described in the marriage agreenent, signed and sealed with red
ri bbon, was another part of the dowy: a |ease on some hi gh pasturel and.

"Nice to know what you're worth, eh?" Reeve said.
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"More than you," Derina said.

Reeve sneered. "You don't think father favors nme? You don't think I'lIl have all
this in the end?" He gestured largely, swayed a bit, and | eaned harder on the
m | knmai d under his arm

He followed his father in this as in all things.

"If you live, perhaps,’
Reeve' s noti ci ng.

said Norward's mld voice. He had ghosted up w thout

Reeve swung round. Hi's conpact, powerful body seenmed to puff like a bullfrog's
before his brother's gangling form "And who'll kill me?" he demanded. "A blind
man |i ke you?"

M1ldly Norward placed a hand on Reeve's chest. "Yourself," he said, "nost like,"
and gave Reeve a gentle push. Reeve went down hard, the milkmaid on top of him
ina flurry of skirts. The dowy's guard, stepping back with a grin, put out a
hand to still a rocking candlestick. Reeve, sprawled on the flags, pushed the
girl away and cl apped a hand to his belt for a knife that wasn't there; and then
he glanced for a nonment at Landry's sword, hanging just a few feet away- but
Norward just stood over him |ooking down, and after a |ong, burning nonent
Reeve got to his feet and stal ked away, the mlknmaid fluttering after

Sone peopl e | aughed. Norward hinmself seened faintly puzzled. He |ooked at his
hand and flexed it.

"I must not know ny own strength,"” he said.
"He was drunk, and off bal ance."

"That nust be it," Norward agreed. He | ooked at the dowy on its table, then at
Derina. "I like your Buriey," he said.

"He's not nmy Buriey," Derina said, "he's Father's Bur-ley."

Norward nodded, |ooked at his hand again. "Have you noticed?" he said. "M
stamer's getting better."

The weddi ng bed, surrounded by curtains and screens, was set before the fire in
the great hall and wapped wth synbols of fertility-ivy and pinecones and
orange and yel | ow squash, the best that could be done in autum.

The newl yweds woul d have the big bed in the main hall for a week, then nove to
Derina's room They wouldn't be leaving Landry's halls till Yule, when their new
roons at Edson's house woul d be ready.

Derina endured the public "consunmation," sitting wupright in bed with Buriey
whil e the guests cheered, filled their cups with w ne, and nade ribald jokes.
Landry | ooned over her, patted her, placed a wet kiss on her cheek. "You're ny
treasure,"” he said. "My truest daughter."

Sonet hi ng-wr et ched | ove, perhaps-churned in Derina's heart.

Edl yn watched with cold, hidden eyes-less than two years ago, she'd been put
t hrough the same busi ness, received the sanme caresses and prai se.

Next canme the closing of the curtains and Landry's |loud orders ending the
festivities. Lights were doused. The dowy was packed and carried to Landry's
strongroom "just for the night," he said.

In the coners of the big room drunken relations snored and nunbl ed.
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Derina | ooked at Buriey, profiled in the firelight. H s wedding garnents-black
vel vet jacket slashed with yellow, jaunty bonnet with feather-had shown himto
advant age, far more presentable than in his country clothes the day they'd net.
Now, in his shirt, he |looked fromDerina to his wi ne cup and back

Derina felt the warnmh of the big fire warm ng her shoulders. She tilted her
head back and drank her wine, hoping it would bring oblivion. She put the cup
away and |l ay on the bed and cl osed her eyes.

She hoped he would get it over with quickly.

She tasted wine on his breath as he Kkissed her. Derina lay still, not moving.
H s hands noved over her body. There was nowhere for themto go where her father
hadn't al ready been.

Burl ey's hands stopped noving. There was a loud crack fromthe fireplace as a
| og threw up sparks.

"W don't have to do this," he said, "if you're not in the hunor."
Fai nt surprise opened her eyes.

Buriey rolled hinself onto his stonach, propped hinself on his el bows. Firelight
reflected in his dark eyes. "Perhaps you had no mind to be married," he said.

She shrugged. Wne swamin her head. "I knew it would happen.”
"But not to ne."
Anot her shrug. "As well as another."

Burl ey gnawed a knuckle and stared at the fire. Derina propped herself up on her
el bow and regarded him Wne and relief nmade her giddy.

"I think ny father was afraid to say no to this,"'
Lord Landry's idea, not his."

Burley said. "I think it was
Derina was not surprised. People in the dales treaded warily where Landry was
concer ned.

"My father says that the connection will be of advantage,
need the grazing on the upland pastures.”

" Burley said. "And we

"I hope you'll get it.
Burl ey gave her a sharp | ook. "Wat d'you nmean?"

The wi ne nade her |augh. "Edlyn's dowy gave the nowi ng on forty hectares of
river pasture, but there wasn't nmuch hay nmade there, for ny father's beeves
grazed the land all sumrer.”

Burl ey nodded slowy. "I see."

"And Edlyn's dowy never left ny father's strongboxes." The w ne nmade her | augh
again. "It was an autumm wedding, |ike ours, and father always had an excuse.
Bad autumm weat her, then winter snows, then nuddy spring roads. And by sumrer,
Barton was dead, and his father with him and the beeves already in the
pasture.”

"And the little girl-"

"Daryl."
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"Daryl. She's the heir to her father's estate, and Barton the el dest son."

"And ny father has wuse of the estate through her mnority, which wll |ast
forever. And that is why Edlyn will never be allowed to marry again, for fear
that Daryl would have another protector."

And that is why Edlyn hates ne. Derina |l eft the concludi ng thought unspoken

Burley frowned for a |ong nonment, then spoke with hesitation. "How did Barton
and his father die?"

Derina's head spun. Probably the wi ne.
“In battle," she said.
"And who killed then"

For a monent Derina was aware of her father's |ooted sword, bright and powerf ul
hangi ng over the fireplace.

"l don't know," she sai d.

Burley didn't reply. Derina watched himfrowning into the fire, eyes alight with
t hought, until w ne and nmai n weariness dragged her into sleep

When she woke in the norning, her father-in-law had gone, and all his folk wth
hi m

The conventions forced Edlyn to be sisterly, which included hel ping Derina make
the bed. "No blood on the sheets," she observed. Her flat face regarded Derina.
"WAs he incapable? O you no virgin?"

Derina felt color rise to her face. For all they never talked of it, Edlyn knew
perfectly well who'd had Derina's virginity, tw years before when Edlyn married
and noved out of the roomthey shared.

At least it hadn't lasted long. Landry had found a girl he'd liked better
anot her of his fleeting favorites.

"\What ever version you |like best," Derina said. "Wen you talk to the old gossips
in the kitchen hall, you'll say whatever you |like anyway."

Edl yn's expressionless face turned back to her work. Derina fluffed a pillow

"Perhaps," said Derina, "he was nerely gentle."
Edl yn's tone was scornful. "So much the worse for him"
There was a lunmp in Derina's throat. She put the pillow down. "Can we not be

friends?" she asked.
Edl yn only gazed at her suspiciously.

"It's not nmy fault," Derina said. "I didn't ask to marry any nore than you. It's
not ny fault that Barton died."

"But you profit by it."

"Where's ny profit?" Derina denanded.

Edl yn didn't answer.

"Father's favor changes with the wind," Derina said. "He does it to divide us."

"And what good woul d combi ni ng do?" Scornfully. "D you think we could beat hin®"
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"Probably not. But it would ease our hearts."
Stony, Edlyn | ooked at her

Lord Landry's voice rose in the court. "CGone?" The doors booned inward, and
Landry stalked in, rage darkening his face. He swng accusingly to Derina.
"D you know what that brother of yours has done?"

"11-1 ooked for you." Norward's voice. He canme tunbling down the stair, having
heard his father's bellow fromhis quarters. "Y-you weren't there."

"You gave away the dowy, dam you!" Landry ranpaged up to his son, seened to

tower over himeven though Norward was taller. "Edson's gone, wth all his
fol k!™"

"I't-" Norward struggled for words through the stamrer that had suddenly
returned, bad as ever. "It was his. Edson's. He asked for it."

"You shoul d have del ayed! Sent for ne!"

"I-1 did. But Edson's relatives were all there-1 couldn't refuse "emall. But
you weren't in your room and hadn't slept there."

"Who are you to tell me where to sleep?" Landry roared.

"I didn"t."

"Liar! Liar and thief." Landry seized his son by the neck, began wenching him
back and forth at the end of his powerful arns. Norward turned red and clutched
hopel essly at his father's thick wists. Derina desperately searched her mnd
for sonething she could do.

"I's'it a matter of the dowy, then?"

Burl ey's voice cut over the sound of Landry's shouts. He had foll owed Norward
down the stair, was watching narromy as father and son staggered back and
forth.

Landry froze, breath com ng hard through wide nostrils. Then he rel eased his son
and forced a smle. "Not at all, lad," he said. "But Norward |et your father
| eave without telling ne of his going. | would have said ny farewells." He
glared at Norward, who clutched his throat and gasped for air. "Reeve would not
have so forgotten."

"My father bade nme thank your lordship for all your kindness," Burley said. "But
he and our folk wanted to get an early start |est a storm break."

A storm Derina thought. Apt enough anal ogy.
"l woul d have said goodbye," Landry munbl ed, and turned to slouch away.

Derina, seeing Norward and Burley exchange cautious | ooks, knew then that this
had been carefully arranged. For a nonent anxiety churned in her belly, fear
that Landry woul d di scover she had talked too freely to Burley the night before.

There was a touch on Derina's shoulder, and she junped. Edlyn clasped her arm
squeezed once, | ooked in her face, and then silently returned to her work.

Truce, Derina read in her look. If not quite peace, at least an end to war.

A real storm snow and wind, coiled about the house the next two days, glazing
wi ndows with sleet, shrieking around the walls' flinty comers, banking up shoals
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of sooty white in the courtyard. Landry's relations and dependents, unable to
| eave for their own hones, ate up his provender and patience at an equal rate.
The huge fire in the great hall blazed night and day and al nost cooked Derina
and Burley in their bed.

The storm died down the third night after the wedding. Burley and Derina, next
mor ni ng, hadn't yet risen when Norward brought in Nellda, who'd fallen in the
stormthe night before while trying to | eave the house.

Nelly's flesh was turquoise blue and cold, and her breath was faint. There was
snow and ice in her tangled hair. Norward put her in Derina s wedding bed, and
called for a warm ng pan

"I was at the north corner,"” Norward said, "checking the roof for storm damage.
And there she was, past the Stone Eagle, halfway to the valley and lying in a
drift."”

"Who saw her?" Derina asked.

"l did."

Derina | ooked at himin surprise. "But your eyes-how could you see her?"
Norward shrugged. "My eyes seemto be better."

Wth warnth and warm broth brought by a servant, Nellda was brought around. Her
eyes travel ed fromone nenber of the famly to another

"Where is he?" she asked faintly.
"He isn't here," Norward said

Nel I da's eyes trenbled, then closed. "He's with Medora," she said. "You should
have left me in the snow "

Burl ey frowned and took Derina aside. "Wio is this person?' he asked. "Does she
have a pl ace here?"

"She's my father's whore,"
whore, this Medora."

Derina said. "And apparently now ny father has a new

"And who's she?"
"I don't know. Probably sonme crofter girl. That's the sort he likes."

Burl ey narrowed his eyes in thought. "Can't we find her a place here? W can't
let her die in the snow "

Derina's spine turned rigid. "In our house?" She shook her head. "M/ nother
lives here. | won't insult her by having Nelly around. Not when Father doesn't
want her anynore."

Burley sighed. "I will try to think of sonething."
Deri na caught at his sleeve as he turned. "It's not your task. This isn't your
famly."

H's odd little smle stopped her. "But it is ny famly now," he said.
Burley returned to the bed, leaving Derina standing stiff with surprise.

He had his work cut out, she thought, if he thought hinmself a part of this
famly.
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And, she renmi nded herself, he probably wouldn't survive it.

Nelly was hidden away in the servants' loft, and Norward ordered one of the
ol der maidservants to nurse her. Wen her strength returned she'd have a job in
the stables, where Ken-dra woul dn't encounter her

Landry gave Reeve a ruby ring and a pair of silver spurs- "for his loyalty."
Reeve preened as he strutted about wearing them the spurs clanking on the flags
or catching on the carpet. At dinner Landry sent his wife down the table, and
sat with Reeve on one side and the girl Medora on the other. Landry had given
her a gold chain belt. She was a frail little blonde thing, giggly when drunk
Derina didn't think she'd |ast. She didn't have brains enough to follow Landry's
noods.

Kendra chatted away at dinner and pretended nothing was wong, but next day,
while Derina was helping her nmother at carding wool, Kendra began to weep.
Deri na searched through her nother's basket for a strand of wool, pretending
that she didn't see the fat tears rolling down Kendra's cheeks.

Soneti mes, when Kendra was weak Derina hated her

"I'f only 1'd given himthe sons he wanted," Kendra noaned. "Then everything
woul d be all right."

"You gave himsons," Derina said.

"Not the sons he wished for," Kendra said. "I should have given himnore."

"I't wouldn't have nade any difference," Derina said. "He'd have despised them
too. Unless they were stronger, and then he would have hated and feared them"

Kendra's eyes opened wi de in anger. "How dare you say that about your father!"

Derina shrugged. Kendra's nouth closed in a firmline. "Is it Burley putting
these notions in your head?"

Derina wanted to laugh. "lI've lived here all my life," she said. "Do you expect
me not to know how thi ngs are?"

"l expect you to show your father respect, and not to go tattling to Burley or
his kin."

Derina threw down the wool. "They have eyes. Mdther. They can see as well as
anyone. "
"Be careful." A touch of fear entered Kendra's face as Derina stood and noved

toward the door. "Don't tell!l™

Don't tell what? Derina wondered

Everything. That's what Kendra neant.

"Il say what | like," Derina said, and left the room

But doubted if she'd ever say a word.

Derina and Burley had slept in the huge marriage bed for alnost a week. After
toni ght the bed woul d be taken down, and Derina and Burley noved into her snall
roomin the famly quarters. The huge canopied feather bed was nuch too |arge

for the room and Derina and Burley would share Derina's old narrow bed, their
breath frosting in the cold that the snoky fire never seened to relieve
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Before sleep he turned to her. The dying firelight glinted in his pupils.
"Derina," he said. "I hope you like marriage a little better than when we net."

"l never disliked it."
"But you didn't know nme. Perhaps you know ne a little better now "

"I hope so." Marriage, she considered, seened to suit Bur-ley at any rate. He
stood strai ghter now, and seened better-forned; his skin had cleared, his breath
carried the scent of spiced wine. Hs warnth in the narrow bed woul d be wel cone.

Burl ey funbl ed under the covers, took her hand. "Wat | nmeant to say," he began,
"is that | hope you like me a little. Because it will be powerful hard to lie
here next to you in that narrow bed, night after night, and not want to touch
you. "

Derina's heart lurched, and she felt the blood rush to her face. "I never said
you couldn't touch ne," she said.

He hesitated for a monment, then began to kiss her. Pleasantly enough, she
deci ded. After a while of this she felt sone action on her part was necessary,
and she put her arnms around him

What foll owed was not bad, she thought later, for all they both needed practice.

A few nights later Derina forgot the |eather jack of wine she'd put by the fire
to warm and so she left Burley in their bed, put on a heavy wool cloak, and
went down the nmain stair to fetch it. She heard angry voices booming up, and
moved cautiously fromstair to stair.

"Who has the spurs?" Reeve's voice. "Who has Father's eye?"
Norward's answer was cutting. "Medora, it would seem"”

"Ha! She won't have the land and house when he dies! And neither will you, you
usel ess gawk."

Derina slid silently down the stairs on bare feet, saw Norward nmoving close to
Reeve in front of the fire. Norward seenmed so nuch nore inpressive than he'd
been, his once-lanky form filled with power. Reeve |ooked uneasy, took a step
back.

"Are you planning on Father dying soon?" Norward asked. "I wouldn't wager that
way, were | you."

"If he lives to a hundred, he won't favor you!" Reeve shouted "Never in life,
blind man!"

"My eyes have inproved," Norward said. "A pity yours\ have not."

"Fool! Go to the priesthood, and spend your days in prayer!" Reeve swing a fist,
hitting Norward a surprise blow under the eye, and then Norward thrust out a
| onger arm and struck Reeve on the breast, just as he had at Derina's wedding,
and Reeve |urched backward. One silver spur caught on a crack in the flags and
he tunbled down. Norward gave a brief laugh. Wen Reeve rose, his neck had
reddened and nurder glowed in his eyes.

"Il kill you!"™ he shouted, and | eaped toward the fireplace, his hands reaching
for Lord Landry's sword. Norward tried to seize himand hold himstill, but
Reeve was too fast-the long straight blade sang fromthe scabbard and Reeve
hacked two-handed at Norward's head. Norward |eaped back, the sword-point
whirring scant inches fromhis face.
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Derina cried in alarmand started to run back wup the stair, hoping she could
sonehow fetch Buriey and bring an end to it-but one other feet slipped on the
flags and she fell on the stair with a stunning jolt.

Norward | eaped to the woodpile to seize a piece of wood to use for a shield, and
Reeve screamed and swung the sword again. There was the sound of a sigh, or sob,
and Derina wanted to shriek, afraid it was Norward's |ast. Dazed on the stair,
she couldn't be certain what happened-but sonmehow Norward nust have dodged the
bl ow, though to Derina's dazzled eyes it |ooked, inpossibly enough, as if the
sword passed clean through his body w thout doing any hurt. But then Norward
I unged forward and snashed Reeve in the face with his | og- Reeve shout ed, dropped
the sword, staggered back. Norward grabbed himby the collar, wenched him off
his feet, and ran himhead-first into the firepl ace.

Derina screanmed and cane running down the stairs. Norward was grinding the side
of Reeve's head against the fire's dying enbers. "Take ny place, puppy?" he
snarled. "Draw sword against ne? Have a taste of the hell that awaits Kkin
sl ayers, Reeve of the Silver Spurs!"

"Stop!" Derina cried, and seized Norward's arns. The scent of burning hair and
flesh filled her nostrils. The strength of the knotted nuscle in Norward's arns
astoni shed her-she couldn't budge him Reeve screaned in terror. "Don't Kil
him" Derina begged.

Norward flung Reeve wup and away fromthe fire, then down to the flags. Reeve
wept and screaned as Norward took the long patterned bl ade and hacked off his
spurs, then kicked him toward the stair. Reeve rose to his feet, his hands
clutching his buns, and fled. Derina stared in amazenent at the transforned
Norward, the tall young man, half a stranger, standing in the hall wth drawn
bl ade... Tears unexpectedly filled her eyes and she sat down sobbi ng.

Norward put the sword away and was suddenly her brother again, his eyes mld,
his expression a little enbarrassed. He reached out a hand and hel ped her to her
feet.

"Conme now," he said, "it was a |l esson Reeve had to learn."
She clung to him "I don't understand," she said.
"Truthfully," her brother said, "I ama bit puzzled nyself."

Next day Reeve kept to his room At dinner, Lord Landry |ooked at the bruise on
Norward's cheek and said nothing, but there was a pitiless, anmused glint in his
eye, as if he'd just watched a pl easi ng dogfight; and he sat Norward down at his
| eft hand, where he'd had Reeve before.

Six weeks later, after Yule, Burley and Derina left for Burley's hone, where a
new wi ng had been built for them To Derina, the three small roons and their
whi t ewashed stone walls seened nobre space than she'd had ever inlife. It was
not until spring that she and Burley journeyed back to the great flint-walled
house perched above the sw tchback mountain road, and then it was not on a
m ssion that concerned pleasantri es.

Derina rode the whole way with her insides tying thenmselves in knots. Burley
mar ched a captive before them a man bound with | eather thongs, and Derina was
terrified that the captive-or the news she herself bore-would nean Burley's
deat h.

But Burley's famly had decided this course between them and brushed her

obj ections aside. If they had known her father as well as she, they would have
been nuch nore afraid.
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When she arrived the old flint-walled house seened different, though she could
see nothing overtly changed. But the people noved cheerily, not with the half
furtive look they'd had before; and there was an atnosphere of gaiety unlike
anyt hi ng she renenber ed.

But Burley was not cheered: grimin his buff coat, he marched his captive into
the hall and asked for Lord Landry. The servants caught Burley's nmood, and edged
warily about the room

Landry, when he cane, was hal f-drunk; and Norward was at his elbow, a tall man,
deep-chested and powerful, that Derina barely recognized.

"Daughter!" Landry said, one of his cold snmiles on his lips, and then he saw
Burl ey's captive, the shivering shepherd, and he stopped dead, |ooking from the
shepherd to Burl ey and back again. "Wat's this?" he growl ed. The shepherd fel
to his knees.

"First," Burley said, "I bring proper and respectful greetings fromny father
and ny famly to Lord Landry. This other matter is secondary-we found this foo
grazing his flock on the upland neadow that was ours by marriage contract, and
he had the tenerity to say he was there on your order, so we had hi m whi pped and
now we bring himto you, to punish as you will for this m suse of your name."

Landry turned red, his neck swelling; his hand hal f-drew the dagger at his belt.
Norward put a restraining hand on Landry's arm "Now s not the tine to make new
enem es," Norward said, and Landry forced down his rage, snicked the dagger back
inits sheath, then strode briskly to where the captive cowered on his knees and
ki cked the shepherd savagely in the ribs. "That's for you, witless!" he said.

"My lord-" the shepherd gasped.

"Silence!" Landry shouted, before the nman could say sonething all mght regret.

He |ooked up at Burley, staring blue eyes masking his calculation. "You' ve
handl ed this matter well," he admtted grudgingly. "I thank you."
"I bring other news that wll please you, |I think," Burley said. He t ook

Derina's hand. "Derina is with child, we believe, these two nobnths."

For a nmonent Derina was petrified-with a child on the way, what nore use was the
father? But then an unfeigned snmile weathed Landry's features. He enbraced
Deri na and ki ssed her cheek. "There, nmy pet," he said, "have | not always said
you were my favorite?"

Even t hough she knew perfectly well it was Landry's style to play one fanmly
menber off against another, still Derina's nerves twisted into a kind of sick
happi ness, the assurance of her father's favor.

"You'l| give ne the boy | need," Landry said. "These others-" He |ooked at
Norward. "-they | eague and conspire against ne, but | have the nastery of 'em

He turned to the shepherd, drew his knife again, and sliced the captive's bonds.
"In celebration, we'll give this sinpleton his freedom"

The shepherd rose, bowed, and fl ed.
Ni cely done, Derina thought. Not a single regrettable word spill ed.

Norward advanced to clasp Burley's hand. "Wl cone to our house,"” he said. "Your
advice, and that of your famly, will be valued in the days to cone."

Burley sniled, but his eyes glanced to Derina, who | ooked back in purest msery.
There was sonet hi ng happening here, and it was nothi ng good.
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D nner found Landry at the head of the table, wth his wife on one side and
Norward at the other. The big sword still hung in its sheath behind her father's
head. Reeve-burlier than ever, and full of smling good hunor despite the bum
scars on the side of his head, sat beside his brother, and Edl yn played happily
with her daughter at his elbow. There was no sign ofMedora or any other
pl ayt hi ng.

Derina watched it all in silent, w de-eyed surprise. Her father was smling and
conplinmentary, and praised her in front of the others. She found herself casting
| ooks at Edlyn to see how her older sister reacted; but Edlyn's attention was
all on her daughter, and the anticipated | ooks of hatred never cane.

They all | ooked so well. Happy, strong, their skins glowing with health. Derina
felt like a shanbling dwarf by conparison

Then, offhand, Landry changed the subject. "There's an arny marching in the
| oM ands, " he said, "one of the Princes. He's got three thousand nen, and his
procl ained anbition is to invade the highlands and tane our nmountain folk." He
barked a laugh. "If so, he'll find us a hard piece of flint to break his teeth
on."

"There is not enough wealth in the highlands to pay a Prince's arny," Norward

said. "If he comes, he will find the pickings poor indeed."

"Li kely he intends somewhere else, and the story is a nere diversion," Landry
said, "but there's no reason in taking it lightly. I"'mbringing in supplies, and
preparing the place for a siege. They can't drag any engines up the nountains
bi g enough to hurt our walls." H's eyes flicked to Burley. "I'Il trust your Kin

to support us, and raise up their strength agai nst any invaders."

"W have no love for | ow and princes," Burley said.

Landry laughed. "Let 'emlie outside our walls till the cold eats their bones!"

Landry snatched up a cup and offered a toast to the defeat of the Prince-and his
sons and Burley drank with him They were nountain men pledging against their
ancestral enemes of the low ands, and in a matter as fundanental as this their
Vi ews were united.

Derina felt cold as ice as she saw Burley pledge hinmself to Landry' s war, and
renmenbered Edlyn's husband doing |ikew se, three years ago.

The Prince's nmessenger cane the next day with a small party and bl ew his trunpet
fromthe path bel ow the gatehouse. Lord Landry knew of their presence-he'd had
scouts out, which showed he took the threat of invasion seriously. Perhaps he'd
even known they were coming before he'd brought up the matter, so casually, at
dinner. Wen the trunpet was blown Landry was ready, standing above the
gatehouse with his famly-all but Reeve, who had particul ar busi ness el sewhere.

Derina wapped herself in a cloak to hide her trenbling. She had seen the
preparations Landry nade, and knew what he intended.

"H s Hi ghness bids you return that which you took |ast sumrer, when you attacked
his canp,"” the nessenger said. "If not, there will be war between you that wll
not end until your hold is burnt up, your valleys laid waste, and your children
scattered over the hills with stones their only playthings. H's Hi ghness offers
you this, if you heed not our commnd- or, if you choose wisely, he offers his
hand in friendship."

A vast grin broke across Landry's face at the sound of the nmessenger's words-but
Derina, who knew the snile, felt herself shudder. "What's mine is nmnel" Landry
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called. "If this Prince wants what is his, let himlook for it in a place closer
to hone."

"The Prince's friendship is not so lightly to be brushed aside," the nessenger
sai d.

"When was the friendship of a lowand nan ever worth a pinch of salt?" Landry
asked. He plucked up a crossbow fromwhere it sat waiting, ainmed briefly, and
planted the mssile a foot deep in the nmessenger's heart. OQher mssiles whirred
down from Landry's soldiers. Then the gates swung open to let a group of riders
under Reeve sally out. The Prince's party were killed to the last nan, so that
none could return to their prince with any of the intelligence they'd doubtless
gat her ed.

Burl ey watched the nmassacre fromthe gatehouse, fists clenched on his belt. He

turned to Landry. "Let ne head homeward, and tell ny kinfolk to prepare," he
said. "And let me take Derina to where she'll be safe.”
Landry shook his head, and seeing it Derina felt a cold chill of fear. "Send a

letter instead," he said.
llSi r_ll

"No," Landry said. "Aletter. Your father will be nore likely to help us if his
son and grandson-" A nod to Derina. "-are guests here with us."

Derina's head swam under Landry's cold blue gaze. She was in her father's house
agai n, under his power, and her husband was a pawn in her father's war-a pawn
set ready for sacrifice

The burning arrow was sent from door to door along the valleys, and as nen arned
the great house was readied for siege. The spring |lanbs were killed, and their
flesh salted for the cellars or dried in the pure mountain air. The herds and
flocks were driven up to the highland pastures by secret ways, where an eneny
woul d never find them unless he first knew where to |ook. The people of the
val | eys were prepared for evacuation, either to the great houses or to the high
meadows with the flocks.

The Prince's army paused in the | ow ands for a week or so, perhaps awaiting the
messenger's return, and then began its toilsome march into the hills. Lord
Landry arranged for the heads of the messenger's party to await themon stakes,
one every few kil onmeters al ong the road.

Lord Landry was in his elenent-boasting, boozing, swaggering anong his old
veterans or the country gentlefolk. Parties of warriors arrived under their
| ocal chiefs, were added to the defense of the great house or sent out to harry
the eneny columm with anbushes and rai ds.

The guards Landry posted were as polite as their duties allowed, but it was
clear that neither Burley nor Derina were allowed to | eave the house. Derina was
al rost thankful: Bur-ley was safe as long as he remamined here, held gentee
hostage. |If Landry should send himto war, Derina knew, he very well might not
return.

But the blackmail served its purpose. Wrd came that Bur-ley's father Edson had
brought his nmen into the war, and was already harassing eneny scouts and
foragers.

"What a fool this Prince is!" Landry shouted down the Iength of the dinner
table. It was crowded with soldiers, and Landry's fam|ly were packed in at the
top. "Cone to fight us over booty worth less than what he's paying his nen to
take it-and last year's |loot already shared out anbng our nen as soon as we
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returned hone! We could not returnif it we would!"
"A fool and his arny," Reeve sniled, "are soon parted."

Deri na caught Norward's | ook, a quick glance to the head of the table-as if he
woul d say sonet hing, but chose not to.

The neal ended in singing, boasting, and boisterous talk of swordplay and the
prospect of large ransons. Derina, ears ringing, withdrew early, and went to
bed. A few hours later Burley joined her, swaying slightly wth wine as he
undr essed.

"Reeve and | are to leave tonmorrow," he said. "We'll set an anbush above Honing
Pass. "

Fear snapped Derina awake. She sprang fromthe bed and clung to him
"Don't go!" she cried.

Burl ey was benused by her vehenence. "Don't be silly. | rmnust."

"Fat her-" she gul ped. "Father will kill you."

Burley's | ook softened. He touched her hair. "Your father won't be coming."

"H's soldiers wll be there. And-" She hesitated. "Reeve. |If Reeve has not
changed. "

Burl ey shook his head. "Landry still needs ny father. I'm not without val ue
yet."

Derina buried her head in the curve of his neck. "Your father is nmortal. So are
you. And the lord ny father will take your land in the name of our child."

He put his arns around her, swayed gently back and forth. "I have no choice," he
sai d.

Derina blinked back hot tears. Wen had they ever had a choice? she thought.

Hopi ng desperately, she said, "I'll speak to Reeve."

Reeve listened carefully as Derina stammered out her fears the next norning.
Unconsci ously he rubbed the scars on his forehead. "No, father has not asked any
such service of nme," he said. "Nor would he-Norward and | are strong enough to
stand agai nst himnow, and Edlyn and nother support us. Wen we refuse to |let
hi m pl ay us each against the other, he calls it 'conspiracy.'"

"But his other men? H s old veterans?"

Reeve | ooked thoughtful. "Perhaps. 1'll speak to them nyself, let them know t hat
I look to themto keep Burley safe.”

Deri na ki ssed her brother on both cheeks. "Bl ess you, Reeve!"

Reeve smiled and hugged her with bearlike arms. "I'Il look to him Don't worry
yourself-it's an ambush we'll be setting, not a pitched battle. Al the danger's
to the other side."

Reeve and Burley made a brave sight the next day, riding out in buff coats and
polished arnor, their troopers follow ng. Derina, standing above the gatehouse,
waved and forced the brightest smle she could, all to balance her sinking
heart .
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In a driving rain, five days later, the remmants of the party returned. The tale
was of the anmbushers anbushed, the Prince's spearnen on the ridge above,
advancing under cover of arrows. Reeve wounded to the point of death, run
through with a lance, and Burley taken.

"H's beast threw Master Burley, mss," said an old ser-jeant, hinself wounded in
the jaw and barely able to speak. Wth dull eyes, Derina |listened to the
serjeant's tale as she saw Reeve carried into the house on his litter. "The
eneny ran himdown. He surrendered at the last-and they didn't kill himthen, I
saw themtaking himaway. He survived the surrender-that's the nost dangerous
monent. So he'll be held for ransom nost like, and you'll see himere autum."

And then Lord Landry came how ing anong the survivors, Norward following white
faced behind. Landry |lashed at the nearest with a riding whip, calling them
fools and cowards for letting his son fall victim Then, snarling, hands
trenbling with the violence of his passion, he stood for a nonent in the cold
rain that poured in streans off his big shoulders, and then he turned on his
heel and marched back to the main house. Derina ran after, feet sliding in the
mud of the court.

"Burley was captured!" she said. "W nust send his ransom "

Landry turned to her as he wal ked, face twisting in a snarl. "Ranson? That's his
father's business."

"H's father's poor!" Derina cried.

Landry | aughed bitterly. "And I'm rich? |'ve given away enough sustenance with
your dowy. Don't expect nme to deliver your fool of a husband, not when you're
carrying his fortune in your belly."

Derina seized his sl eeve, but he shook her off savagely, and she slipped in the
mud and fell. Strong arns hel ped her rise. She | ooked up at Norward's grim face.

"I"ll speak with him" Norward said, "and do what | can."

When Norward and Derina caught him Landry had barged into the house and stood
shouting in the great hall

"Armi" he bellowed. "A sally! Wen this rain ends, I'll have revenge for mny
son!"

Servants and soldiers bustled to their work. Norward spoke cautiously amd the
mel ee. "You need your every son in this," he said. "Burley's your son now, and
could be a good one to you."

Landry swung around, derision contorting his features. "That country clod! Wip
my servant, will he? Steal ny valuables? Is that a son of mine?" He shook his
whip in Norward's face. "Let himrot in chains!"

Tears dimed Derina's eyes and her head whirled. She heard Norward's protest,
Landry's dismissal, then Norward' s raised voice. Suddenly there was a violent
whirl of action, and Derina |l ooked up to see Landry holding Norward by the
throat, his dagger out and pricking Norward beneath the ear.

"Think to replace Reeve, whey-face?" Landry denanded. "You'll never be a true
son to nme!" Derina cried out as the dagger drew a line of red along Norward's
neck; and then Landry dropped his son to the floor and strode off, calling for
his arnor. Derina rushed to Norward's side, held her shawl to the wound. Norward
pushed it aside.

"A scratch,"” he said. Hs face was grimand pale as death. He stood, then hel ped
Derina to a chair. "Wit here-1 know how to get Burley back. But pronise ne
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you'll say nothing- | trust me in this."

He walked to the fireplace. He stood |looking for a noment at Landry's |ong
battle sword, then took it fromits place and wal ked toward the stairs.

Derina was terrified to follow but nore terrified to stay, alone and not
knowi ng. She foll owed.

"Qut!" Norward cried. "Qut!" He was driving Edlyn and Kendra from Reeve's room
The two left in a bewildered flutter; but Derina, grimy biting her lip, pushed
past themand into the room

Norward had his back to her. He stared grimy down at Reeve, who |ay
unconsci ous, pale as death, his mdsection bulky with bandages.

Derina could not say if she screaned as, in one easy gesture, Norward drew the
bl ade fromits scabbard and plunged it into Reeve's belly.

Landry had come down to the great hall, wearing his breastplate and chain
skirts. He scowl ed as he saw Norward with his sword.

"Father," Norward said. "I suspect | know why the eneny have invaded."” He held
out the sword. "The Prince wants this back. It's one of the Swords of Power."

No! Derina thought. Don't tell him

Then was a silence in which Derina heard only the beating of blood in her ears.
Landry stood stock-still, then came forward. He took the sword from Norward and
| ooked at it carefully. Then a savage smile crossed his features, and he drew
the bl ade fromthe scabbard and whirled it over his head. "Maybe you're a son to
me after all!" he said. "A Sword of Power-ay, that nmakes sense! But which one?"

To stifle any cry of surprise, Derina put her hand to her throat at Norward's
answer .

"Farslayer would kill the Prince for you," Norward said. "And you woul dn't have
to | eave the room"

"And I'd have it right back again, through my heart!" Landry scorned. He
stopped, | ooked at the sword. Then, deliberately, he spoke the words, the sinple
rhyme, known to all children, that would unleash Farslayer, and naned as its
target one of his own men, the wounded serieant who had brought the news of the
ambush to him

A target so near would make the job of retrieval easy enough

As Derina knew it woul d, nothing happened. Her creeping astoni shment was turning
to know edge.

She knew what Norward was trying to do, and she wondered if she dared-if she
wanted to-put a stop to it.

Landry | ooked at the hilt. "The white hand," he said. "Wich sword is that?"

Norward shrugged. "The white hand of death, nost |ike. Wat does it natter? Wat
matters is that the war is won the nonent you use the bl ade."

A grin crossed Landry's features. "The nen are all to mount,"” he said. "W'l
enpty the place. You'll ride with me, and have pick of the Prince's loot!"

Derina, w de-eyed, stood and said nothing. Decided to say not hing.

A few hours later, as the last raindrops fell, Lord Landry and his arny rode
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fromhis flint-walled house on his nmission to crush the Prince and his arny with
their own weapon.

A few nonents later Derina watched her nother's astoni shnment as she saw Reeve
strolling casually down the stair, a crooked grin on his face. Even his bum
scars had vani shed.

"I seemto have inproved," he said.

Four days I|ater Norward was back wth the body of Lord Landry, who had been
killed | eading a reckless charge on the enenmy arny. "The Prince has his sword
back," he said. "The war is over."

Derina, standing in the courtyard, |ooked nunbly at the body of her father,
lying cold on his litter hacked by a dozen arnor-crushing blows. Her brother
Reeve put an arm around her

She | ooked at her nother Kendra, who stared at Landry as if she didn't believe
her eyes, and at Edlyn, who |ooked as if she were just beginning to dare to
hope.

"Buriey?" she asked.

"Alive," Norward said, "and his ransom well within our nmeans. We'Ill| pay his
rel ease as soon as the Prince's arny reaches the | owl ands again, and then you'l
have your husband back."

Derina cried out in joy and threw her arns around him He-Lord Norward now stood
stiffly for a noment, then gently took her arnms and rel eased hinself from her
enbrace

"Qur father always wanted me to kill soneone," he said. "Who'd have thought he
woul d hi nmsel f have been the victinP"

Landry woul d never have understood, Derina thought, a man such as the Prince,
who would fight a war for a talisman not of destruction, but of healing.

"You didn't strike the blow yourself," Derina said.
"I msled him | knew what woul d happen.”
She took his hand. "So did I."

He | ooked at Landry and tears shimrered in his eyes. "Wundheal er woul d not
kill, not even for our father," he said. "I wish | could have thought of another
way, but there are sone so nminmed they are beyond the help even of a Sword of
Power . "
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