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Flor combed Sanchia's black hair with unusual jerkiness.  "I do not like it, I do not like it one bit, though he's your lord husband.  Bringing magic back—too dangerous.  Leave it in the mountains.  With the shades. . . ."

Sanchia, still despite the tugs on her hair, stared at the distant, purple mountains.  Flor presumed on her place and talked nonsense.  The shades had slithered from the mountains to kill babes in the cradle and waylay travelers for gold—

"They say your lord won't even tell where he got it!"

The comb hit a tangle, and Flor's voice lowered to mutters as she picked at it.

On the other hand, Flor was not singing praises of the great war, fought in the mountains the last five years, or of the marvelous sword that Lord Alessandro wielded—though its marvels were never the same from one story to the next—and Sanchia had grown weary of that.  She breathed deeply.  The summer air smelled of horses, of crops in the field, and dust.

I fought a war, she thought.  When Sir Adrian defied me, I raised the vassals—those that Alessandro had left me—and forced his obedience, though I was a woman, untrained in war and without magic to aid me.  No one sang songs of me.

Her mouth twisted.  She had to fight not only in her husband's absence, but because of that absence.  Had Alessandro held his own lands, Sir Adrian would never have defied him.

The comb slid through her hair.  "No good will come of this," said Flor.  "Returning with a magical sword—how do we know where it came from?"

"I heard you when Rosa was born," Sanchia said.  The comb stopped.  Sanchia went on.  "Angry that my lord was gone, and could not get a son and heir on me.  He has returned to the kingdom, and will soon return to my bed."

She would share her bed with a man she had not seen in five years—but Flor nodded.  She pulled the comb through last inches of Sanchia's hair, rose, and curtseyed before leaving.

Sanchia breathed out.  She was being unjust.  Alessandro was as bound to obey the king as Sir Adrian to obey her, and the shades threatened even their lands, if the king did not drive them back.  Alessandro had had to leave, and fight.

For five years.  Rosa was four, and Alessandro had never seen her.  Beatrice, he would not recognize; the daughter who had toddled when he left was now a shy girl.

She slammed her hand against the stones of the wall.  Alessandro was her husband, and she would stop this petty resentment of him.  Why had she started?  She had not seethed, all the years he was gone—only when the news of the war's end, and Alessandro's return, had come.

A clamor sounded below.  Servants and men-at-arms surrounded a horseman—a knight, whose tabard bore a coat of arms.  Glad of the distraction, Sanchia hurried down, trying to place the gold animal blazoned on green.

She emerged into the courtyard, where half the castle's men and maids had gathered to look.  In their middle, the horse still bore the messenger:  Sir Marcus, one of Alessandro's men.  She could not have placed his coat-of-arms, for he had been knighted in the mountains, and granted it there.

"Lady Sanchia!"  The crowds parted, however resentful the maids looked, and Sir Marcus dismounted and swept a bow.  "Your lord husband returns, after mighty deeds, winning great fame—and a marvelous sword, if mysterious, as well."  He grinned.  "He said he will arrive in three days, and you know how he is."

Her fingernails bit her palms again.  How could I know?  I have not seen him in five years—though he had been punctual before.  "We shall receive him gladly."

The servants hurried even before she gave orders—though two whispered that even the men with Lord Alessandro did not know where the sword had come from.

* * *
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Sanchia looked past the walls.  The small portion of the road visible to her held no sign of Alessandro's company.

"Which dress, my lady?" said Jeromina.

"The red, I think."  Even the red was dark, she thought as Jeromina fetched it, like a sunset on the verge of night.  Alessandro would wonder what happened to his jewel-bright bride.

The maid pulled the gown over Sanchia's underdress.  The cloth was cool against her bare arms.  What had happened was that, in charge of his lands, she had needed the most somber colors she could find, to lend her authority.

"Your jewelry?" said Jeromina.  Sanchia considered.  She had worn only a piece or two of the loot that Alessandro had sent her over the years, at celebrations, but her husband's arrival was a celebration.

If only of her no longer having to hold his lands for him!

* * *
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Rosa and Beatrice stood in the antechamber, frightened and brilliant in their finery.  Sanchia kissed them both.  "How pretty you look.  Your father will marvel that his daughters have grown up so charming."

At the mention of Alessandro, Beatrice looked down.  Even Rosa seemed subdued.  Let him not be late, Sanchia prayed.  The children are nervous enough.  "Come into the great hall."

She took their hands, and the nurse scurried after.  Everyone stood in the hall, making it sibilant with whispers, and wearing their brightest clothing, as if it were Easter.  Her dark red would be conspicuous in their midst—as was only fitting for the lady.

Her arrival drew a wave of bows and curtseys, but within moments, their attention returned to the doors.

Sir Marcus stood among the most ornately dressed women.  "Yes, the sword is magic, the king had never seen one before, but Lord Alessandro should, of course, hold such a treasure—"

The king, thought Sanchia, could have summoned younger sons, landless ones who needed to make their fortunes.  God knows that they had enough loot from the shades to set up a hundred young men.

"Where did he say he had found it?" said one woman.

"Where," said a young knight, "was it before it was his?"

"He talked to the king—but the king did not prattle of such matters."  Faces twitched as they realized that Marcus would not tell them.  Some looked stunned, as if realizing he perhaps did not know.  Cheerfully, he talked about the slaughter of the shades on its edge.

Sanchia walked on.  For centuries, every second or third generation, the king had had to lead his men against the shades—and the creatures were of shadow.  Even here, she had heard tales of their abilities to hide and ambush.  No one could be sure of slaughtering them all.

Shouts sounded in the courtyard:  Lord Alessandro returned.  She took her place to receive him.

The company was vibrant with banners and tabards, in green and gold, scarlet and blue.  Sanchia wondered if they had stopped, half a mile out, to make this brave show.  She searched the crowd and hoped that five years could not have changed Alessandro past recognition.  And then, among the last men, he rode into the courtyard.  He bore rather more travel-dust than any of his companions, and wore his coat of arms on his tabard:  a golden dragon on a black background.  He looked as somber among the men as she did among the women.

Well, thought Sanchia as he handed over his horse to the grooms, Alessandro also needed to make his authority clear.  Her hands tightened on her skirt.  He looked tired, but then, he had traveled far, to arrive on the day that he had promised.

He climbed the stairs into the great hall.  Closer to him, Sanchia noted the lines on his face.  His weariness was not all travel.  She curtseyed.  Alessandro bowed to kiss her hand, like the young knight she had wed, but this close, she could see a scar across his jaw, and the lines graven in his face.

"Welcome back, my lord.  In view of your journey, I deferred the feast until dinner tomorrow—the supper is ready, but no great festivities until you and your men have rested."

Alessandro nodded, and seemed about to speak, but a whisper came from behind her:  "What are you waiting for, children?  Go greet your lord father."

The nurse put her hands on her charges' shoulders.  Beatrice managed a curtsey before she bolted to hide her face in her mother's skirts.  Rosa tilted her head to one side as she inspected Alessandro.  She darted forward to touch his sleeve, as if to verify that he was there.  Alessandro looked gravely at her, and Rosa pulled back to join her sister.  Sanchia felt her daughters' grip on the clothing, and her tongue knotted.

Alessandro sighed, but so faintly that Sanchia was certain that only she heard it.  He dropped to one knee.  Sanchia thought of urging the girls forward, but they were frightened enough, even her bold little Rosa.

Alessandro merely spoke, telling them how pretty they were, and how glad he was to see them.

Beatrice looked up, her fingers tightening on Sanchia's skirt.  "Is that the magic sword that Sir Marcus said you had?"

Alessandro smiled.  It lit up his face, and Beatrice even loosened her grip.

"Would you like to see it, my Lady Beatrice?"

She considered a moment and let go, to step toward her father.  Alessandro put his hands to her waist.  "In your mother's solar, I may show you the sword in peace."

Beatrice did not protest as Alessandro picked her up and rose.  He glanced at Rosa, and Sanchia picked her up to join him in the withdrawal.  The great hall broke into babble behind them, as the curious engulfed the newcomers.

"All the new knights are eager to speak with the maidens," said Alessandro, and Sanchia remembered how few of the knights had been wed before they left.

The stair to the solar appeared ahead of them.  Alessandro slowed.  Sanchia looked at him, puzzled.  He kept his new pace steadily, but shifted Beatrice to his left arm.  Beatrice threw her arms about her father's neck as if nothing were wrong.

Perhaps nothing is, thought Sanchia.  After five years, you can not expect to fathom all his thoughts.

* * *
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The solar's three windows were enough light at the moment, but Sanchia reminded herself to have the candles lit as she let down Rosa.

Alessandro sat Beatrice on a chest, undid his sword belt
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