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MANUSCRIPT CONTENT WARNINGS

Light gore and body horror. Some bullying/sizeist body talk, and conflict with a parent over masking autism (internalized but ultimately rejected by the main characters). Societal/parental homophobia (with happy outcomes). Claustrophobic panic attacks. Implied suicidal ideation. Illness, loss, grief.





Non isperate mai veder lo cielo: i’ vegno per menarvi a l’altra riva ne le tenebre etterne, in caldo e ’n gelo.

Abandon all hope to behold the sky; I come to lead you to the other shore, Into eternal darkness, into fire and frost.

—DANTE ALIGHIERI, INFERNO




Part One
PARADISO
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Chapter One
AN UNHOLY HUNGER

Alesta expected monsters.

She grew distracted only a moment, watching the terns soar over the bright blue sea, wondering how their wings kept them aloft. The birds pulled her gaze along the coast and to the sky.

That’s when the branzono must have crept over the low cliff and rocky dunes.

It drew up as tall as Alesta on its two legs, wicked fins jutting from its calves and back, skin pulled taut over wide, boney shoulders and too-long arms—green like the headland, but the visceral wrongness of it here in Soladisa’s garden paradise turned the warm salt air on her tongue to an acid tang of fear.

The monster shambled nearer the grassy stretch of grazing land Alesta’s flock was abandoning with violent bleats, more strident warning than the bells up at the Towers. Shaken from her reverie, Alesta dodged sheep, spooked and scattering and heedless of any bellwether. She raced for the branzono.

Herder’s staff in hand, skirts flying, she cursed herself for having taken her eyes off the ground. Branzonos were a common enough threat, especially on this side of the island, facing the monster’s rock, where the sea was full of them—and worse. She and Nonnina couldn’t afford to lose a single sheep to a monster’s spiny teeth.

Wariness of the hunger of monsters lived deep in Alesta’s bones. Wasn’t it the appetite of the greatest devil of them all out on that cursed rock that was devouring Alesta’s hope for any real future?

With a swell of frustration at that reality coursing through her limbs, she cracked her staff against the monster’s side before it could reach its claws toward any of the panicked animals. “Oh, no you don’t.”

It gave a strangled scream and clutched at the staff, dragging Alesta off-balance. Not easy, considering her sturdy build—this thing was strong. She took advantage, letting it pull her and throwing all of her weight into the staff, driving the creature back on its webbed feet. They both toppled over, her crook trumbling from their grasps. Alesta reached for the knife at her belt as she rolled. She twisted over the beast to thrust the blade down, aiming for the monster’s shriveled heart.

The branzono grabbed her wrist. Against her tan skin, the webbing between its long white claws shimmered like seaweed, like most of its slimy body. But hell burned in the devil even as it yet dripped with seawater; the leathery hide over its upper arms and shoulders blistered and peeled away from seeping, deeper layers of skin, even muscle, in black-crusted folds. The unholy steam coming off them seared her skin as she strained against the branzono’s hold. The monster stared up at Alesta, pale eyes cast with terrible longing, vast and vacant as the sky.

Just hunger. And she was no one’s meal. Not yet. Not today.

Alesta drove her elbow down into the branzono’s chest. It gave a startling crack. The creature swiped out at her wildly with its free hand. Its claws missed her eye, thank Hektorus, but tore through her hair. Its knuckles bashed against her cheekbone with that monstrous strength. She shouted. But the branzono, in greater pain, loosened its grip. Alesta pushed the rest of her outrage into her final blow, wrapping both hands about her knife’s simple wooden hilt and plunging its blade deep through monster skin and sinew and muscle.

She shoved herself back, but dark blood spurted from the wound, and the wind off the sea carried a mist of it into her face. With a grimace, Alesta let herself fall fully into the damp grass, chest heaving against her leather bodice’s laces, mangled hair sticking to her face with sweat and blood.

Which was the perfect moment, of course, for the future king of Soladisa to find her.

His low voice, out of breath and raked through with concern, came from just behind her. “You all right?”

She tilted her chin to squint up at him. His tall silhouette was nearly lost in the afternoon sun’s sharp beams. “Never better.”

He strode to her side, careful to avoid where the branzono still twitched, and threw out a hand to help her up.

She wiped her bloody palm on her overskirt—already stained with grass and dark with sandy earth—before accepting. For a moment, her insides pinched with worry that she’d be too heavy for the boy to pull her to her feet without a struggle. Then she was up, looking straight into Kyr’s eyes. Holding his hand.

She dropped it and wiped her hair from her face, trying to smooth it down. The vanity of it made her feel foolish, though, so she played it off, and with the affectation of a lady of the Towers, said, “By Hektorus’ breath, you do meet all sorts out here on the headland.”

His concerned face broke into a slight smile. “I hope I’m a more welcome sight than a branzono.” One dimple flickered into existence. “You perfect calamity.”

She scrunched her face as if considering his glossy, dark curls kissed with golden highlights, his long straight nose, his strong jaw and sharp cheekbones. Her heart twitched a little, like the monster at her feet, but she shrugged, acting unimpressed. “At least you don’t try to eat my sheep.”

His smile—that wide, full mouth—turned wry. “Unless Nonnina’s invited me to dinner.” The light in his brown eyes dimmed a little. His voice went flat, like it always did when he was being serious. “You need to go to the Arbor at once to be absolved.” His thumb scraped back and forth over the worn embossing of the book he held.

She sighed and crouched beside the monster to pull her knife from its stilled chest. One more reason she hated the things. Now she had to trudge up to the Towers and submit to the ministrations of an albero, to cleanse her of the killing, when she was already so short on time, still desperate to think up an invention to present at this year’s Festival of Virtues. Though, as long as she had killed this one—“Look at the gills.” She tilted her head and used the tip of her knife to pull one set apart to better see where the skin turned pale and sieve-like. “I wonder if the structure could have applications for cleansing water in the aqueducts? And this webbing …” She prodded at the skin with her own finger.

It stretched easily over her nail. Kyr made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “It’s actually translucent, but still strong.”

“Alesta.”

That stopped her. She lifted her gaze from the carcass to Kyr, now backlit by the glittering sea like the fractured glass worked into the murals in the Towers’ courtyard walls.

“Within the hour of a devil’s dispatching—” he recited at her. His hand left off the book to worry one of the shining buttons on his colorful, embroidered jacket.

She sucked her teeth. “If I try to haul this home or get cleaned up before going to the Towers, you’re just going to get twitchier, aren’t you?”

He screwed up his face the same considering way she had, then nodded emphatically. “My twitchiest.”

Always such a stickler. She slapped her palm to a thigh and blew out a breath as she rose. “Fine. But you’re coming with me.” She sheathed her knife.

“Of course. I was on my way to spend the afternoon with you. Here or there.” He shrugged, as if it made no difference to him.

She knew he was avoiding the Towers, though, even more than usual. It was a tithing moon.

Normally they didn’t pretend with each other, not about anything important. But Kyr never wanted to talk about the tithing. He swallowed and held the book out to her. “Brought this for you.”

A kindness. Even if he couldn’t admit it aloud, they were both aware what was coming in mere weeks, and how the threat of each season’s tithing weighed upon some more than others. How frantic Alesta had been growing to prove herself at the festival before this particular axe could fall. Warmth flooded her insides as she took the volume—old enough for Kyr to be passing on to his poor tenant friend, so it wasn’t as if her smudged hands could hurt its cracked leather binding.

And when she asked him about it, as they set off, she got to see Kyr’s face light up, eyes rounding, tan skin aglow. With great sweeps of his hands he told her about the story writ in verse, his words coming so fast, sometimes they stuttered from his mouth. He paused only when they passed Alesta’s neighbor, brought off his field by the commotion of fleeing sheep. Vittore offered to gather and pen them for Alesta while she was absolved. They’d traded favors since she and her grandmother were left to run their farm on their own—Vittore and his children helping with the harvest, Alesta fixing his plow and remaking his olive press to be more effective. Not to mention killing branzonos before they could make their way further inland and onto his fields.

Kyr fidgeted with a stray thread at the elbow of his jacket until Alesta got moving again. Through rolling green hills and along the edges of orchards, they filled their hike up to the city with talk of monster slaying, or the wingspan of terns, or the latest landscape Kyr had finished painting.

As they passed through the cobblestone streets of the city, winding closer to the Towers, Kyr grew straighter-spined and more reserved. No more animated explanations or questions to Alesta. His hands no longer flew about like birds but trapped one another at the small of his back. Tradespeople nodded to him, and he nodded back with precision.

The city made its demands upon everyone in its own way.

Too soon, the front entrance to the Towers loomed before them—an intimidating expanse of granite steps Kyr didn’t hesitate striding up. Alesta forced herself to match his pace. Inside the Towers’ stately halls, she wanted to walk to one side, off the plush rugs with their elaborate weaves and out of the way of courtiers in their billowing, elegant dresses. Yet Kyr walked straight down their center, and she stuck beside him.

He was used to the place, but Alesta’s eyes roved hungrily over the swooping reliefs decorating the stone halls, the glittering lamps aglow with eternal-burning kharis. Each carving was like a toehold for her to climb, each glint a blade sharpening her ambition. Someday she’d belong here as much as any of these courtiers, whose faces beamed as Kyr passed, who bowed and curtsied and exchanged brief pleasantries with him as he ushered Alesta through the network of corridors and staircases and courtyards.

“My lord Kyrian!” one dark-haired girl sang out. She waved her fan and elbow in a sinuous greeting.

Kyr bowed in return. “My lady Rina.”

He made as if to continue down the hall, but Rina swished her skirts in front of him and launched into a gleeful recitation of courtly gossip, barely stopping for breath. “It’s been ages; you’ve missed so much. And when, pray tell, are you finally going to paint my portrait? Our lord Silvio’s recently had his done, and the court is all abuzz about it—”

“Anytime you wish, my lady. Only just now—”

“—though you must allow me to tell you what was said about it at our lady Francesca’s dinner last night—” Rina rushed on, black eyes twinkling. The daughter of the most powerful clairvoyant of Soladisa and the admiral of its royal fleet, Rina looked like she belonged in these halls, where every surface and structure had been made into art. Her hair was bound in complex braids, with strings of pearls winding through her tresses. Tiny jewels dotted each of her clean, polished nails. No calluses marred her silky brown skin. Her full, melon-colored skirts fell all the way past her dainty, embroidered slippers to the floor, because she only ever walked the clean-swept marble tiles and spotless rugs of the Towers. Alesta tugged at her own stained skirts that came to her calves, feeling like a child instead of a grown girl of seventeen—one who would not reach eighteen unless she got moving and let the alberos berate and shrive her.

Kyr had completed his transformation. As he murmured vague responses to Rina’s litany of minor scandals, he matched the other courtiers’ posture, mirrored their cultivated gestures, mimicked their dulcet inflection. He was always one of the Towers set, really, but living down the island at his mother’s villa, he had spent more time running wild with Alesta than with them.

Then King Enzo’s only son was killed by a branzono two years ago, and everyone assumed the king would name his eldest nephew his new heir. Kyr’s mother sent him regularly to study alongside his younger cousins living in the noble apartments at the Towers, and Kyr had taken it upon himself to learn everything he would need someday to be a proper king.

Alesta shifted uncomfortably beside him and Rina. A much different fate awaited her, if she didn’t watch out sharp for herself. Earning a place here at the Towers—the seat of Soladisa’s government, religion and, most importantly, university—was the surest alternative, but right now, feeling frumpish and mussed, she wished she were far away. Or invisible.

Perhaps Rina had begun Seeing like her mother, because she seemed to pick up on Alesta’s embarrassment at that very moment.

“Lessie! It’s such—a pleasure to see you.” Her enthusiastic words slowed the further she got in her greeting, as if she were a mechanical doll winding down. Her courtly manners faltered as her eyes roamed over Alesta’s face and clothes.

Alesta was used to searching looks, even when she wasn’t covered in branzono blood and dirt. Not the appreciative glances some might enjoy, but arrested stares. Like she was an abomination and not a girl.

Whispers often followed, behind her back, from certain other youths after weekly chapel—her body showed gluttony and laziness, her face could scare monsters away. Always couched in tones of righteous concern for her and her immortal spirit. As if being pretty was a chore Alesta had foolishly neglected. She couldn’t even bash the whisperers with her herding staff unless she wanted the alberos piling more sins at her feet. After all, those youths were only echoing the Arbor’s stories of Hektorus blighting those who strayed too near the devil—who shirked their duty to the Arbor and its absolution—and blessing the virtuous with beauty that shone like their goodness, making them in his image.

She preferred the way most people pretended they didn’t see her at all.

It was for the best, because, just as Kyr had a side of himself he hid at the Towers, around most people Alesta went silent. Like now. Kyr cleared his throat. “We’re just off to the Arbor.”

Rina’s eyes lit with understanding. She snapped her fan and smiled at Alesta. “Oh, of course. So good of you to protect the kingdom—” Her delighted expression collapsed, the recollection of tithing month falling like a shadow. “In a manner I hope you may continue for some time.”

Alesta managed a grim smile. At least Rina acted like she cared.

Suddenly the girl’s face again became a mask of jollity, as her gaze darted down the hall. “There’s my mother coming now.” She let out a loud, thin laugh and leaned near, tapping her fan against Kyr’s chest. “She’ll scold you for staying away so long, and only coming when she’s dreadfully busy preparing for the ceremony.”

Kyr blinked. “I’m afraid you’ll have to offer my apologies for me. We should get to the alberos.” He gripped Alesta’s elbow and steered her away. Rina nodded and curtsied a goodbye as he hurried Alesta down the corridor, in the opposite direction from Rina’s mother the Seer. Davina Bianca performed the tithing selection every season, and in her purple robes stark against her pale skin she seemed to Alesta like an approaching omen of doom, harrying at their backs. “This could not possibly be worse timing,” Kyr muttered.

He didn’t need to tell her. She wasn’t the one getting distracted by beautiful girls. Her stomach pinched like Kyr’s long fingers on her arm. Not that Alesta cared about beauty, or catching anyone’s attention with it. Only the fact that her lack of any meant she was that much more at risk.

A few weeks before tithing was a poor moment to let sins stack up, but she still had time to be absolved, just as she still had time to devise something to share at the festival. Snatch up some virtues to make up for the vices.

Kyr’s steps slowed and his hold loosened. They were nearing the tithing chamber, in the final tower before the Arbor. Wide archways revealed an artificial forest filling the high-vaulted room, a brazier in its center. Hundreds of slender boughs, some fresh and green, some gone gray, were set about in small clay stands. Kyr sped his shiny boots again, angling his face away, but Alesta’s eyes locked on one stand, one bough, the exact shape and angle of it branded into her memory since her name was carved upon the wood on her thirteenth birthday, like all Soladisans, and it was added to the tithing chamber. So many times she’d insisted on attending the ceremony here. All in the kingdom were welcome to observe the ritual, but most didn’t bother—or couldn’t stand to—while some attended with morbid fascination every cycle. Alesta usually let Kyr try to distract her on tithing days, far from the Towers, but whenever her worry grew too large and loud, she came and stood among anxious tradespeople with children at risk and courtiers with time to kill, watching Davina Bianca kneel before the brazier, ignite the incense infused with magical kharis, and call upon it to reveal Hektorus’ will and judgment.

Then even Kyr’s hand squeezing her own couldn’t distract Alesta if the divinely-guided smoke stretched closer to that part of the room where the little branch waited for fate to choose it or pass it by, sending dread brushing down her spine.

Somewhere a bough bore Kyr’s full name, too, but the kharis smoke never went near it. It judged each Soladisan’s spirit by the seven virtues and seven sins, and Kyr was a shining example of too many of the former, too careful to fall into any of the latter.

Last season the smoke had chosen a farm boy from the eastern side of the island, wrapping itself around and around his bough, a strangling snake, until the branch was lost in the thick haze of augury. When the davinas had read the carved name, and Alesta’s tense shoulders had relaxed, she’d hated herself for it. She did all she could to guard against the smoke—every moment lost in the workings of wings or helping with olive presses or improving her reading was to that end. The ceremony was the one time when she had no control, no further say. One day—maybe at the tithing in a few weeks—the sacred smoke might point to her name, and she wouldn’t attend university here or even protect sheep from branzonos. Worst of all, she wouldn’t be able to care for Nonnina any longer. She’d do nothing but sail across the poison sea to Orroccio, the monster’s rock. She’d do nothing but be chained to its cliffside and left as a meal for the monster holding their kingdom hostage, threatening to rain ash over the island, send tides of monsters against their shores. She’d do nothing but die.

Nearly three years yet of tithing to endure before her jubilee birthday, at twenty, the age when each Soladisan’s bough was removed, and she would be safe. A chance every three months the smoke would target her, barely enough time to breathe easily before the next season’s ceremony menaced. While scholars, Seers, and nobles were rarely, if ever, tithed, farmhands and trade workers’ children made up the bulk of sacrifices. She didn’t need to be as skilled at mathematics as she was to know her odds were not good.

Alesta turned away from the forest of children’s lives waiting to be snapped off and stomped out through the great central courtyard of the Arbor. Here at the heart of Soladisa grew the source of kharis—the glorious Lia tree. Alesta shot past it, past the alberos tending it, past the large mural of Hektorus gifting the tree to the first king of Soladisa and his new wife. The handsome god, wrought in colored glass, glimmered in the air above the two slender figures on either side of the Lia’s tall, graceful trunk, all worked in shards of tile. Every fragment seemed to sliver reminders into Alesta’s skin of the thousand ways she fell short of Hektorus’ expectations for the people of his favored isle, of how the god might see her greatest usefulness as a forfeit to buy more safe and sunny days for those more deserving than her.

She sped past the glass of the atrium behind the Lia, avoiding the sight of her reflection, and practically leaped up the steps on the far side of the yard that led to the alberos’ offices and apartments. Kyr, lagging behind her now, was right; she needed to hurry to be absolved of the killing—necessary, sanctioned by the Arbor, but a stain on her spirit, which already threatened to tip into damnation.

As Albero Paolo was always far too eager to remind her. The priest lifted his eyes from his book with a sharp look when she entered the sanctuary and snapped the volume shut. When Kyr appeared at her side, the albero’s expression softened, his thin lips pulling into a smile.

“Alesta killed a branzono,” Kyr announced, taking his own book back from her. “She needs absolving.”

Albero Paolo nodded, his bushy white brows rising like caterpillars inching their way along. “My lord Kyrian, so good of you to usher her to our care. What an attentive shepherd you will be for our people someday.”

Kyr smiled blandly. Alesta didn’t miss his thumbnail dragging itself over and over the beading stitched along the bottom of his jacket. Any relief he felt at being safe from tithing was burdened by the knowledge he’d one day rule a kingdom whose survival depended on the continued sacrifice of its own people.

Albero Paolo had no kind words for the actual shepherdess who had prevented a monster from encroaching into the kingdom not an hour past. He merely led Alesta behind the confessional screen, bid her kneel on the unforgiving stone floor, and anointed her brow with three swipes of kharis oil, arcing upward in the shape of the holy tree, toward Hektorus’ beneficence. He daubed the oil onto her raised palms and stepped back to wipe his own hands upon a white cloth kept neatly folded on the wooden altar. “For penance, recite the seven virtues and seven sins.”

He watched to make sure she didn’t peek past the screens at where the words swooped in golden lettering across the sanctuary wall, within two frames erupting at the corners in ornate swirls—gusts of holy breath and zephyrs molded in the wood.

As if the same words didn’t hang in every assembly chamber and home across Soladisa, including above the little altar in Alesta and Nonnina’s cottage. Always in pairs, like Hektorus’ balanced, golden scales.

As if her mind didn’t cycle through them at least once a day, like poking at a bruise, or a tongue prodding a loose tooth. Feeling out how she didn’t measure up. Calculating how she fell decidedly, as the alberos had told her since she could remember, on the side of sin.

Alesta closed her eyes to shut out Albero Paolo’s stern look and the overwhelming scent and the tingle of the oil, so she could run through the virtues. Creation, harmony, civility, utility, chastity, discipline, beauty. Her voice turned husky as she proceeded through the sins. Destruction, discord, violence, sloth, lust, gluttony, aberrancy. She cracked open an eye to see Albero Paolo staring at her expectantly.

“Hektorus and his sacred covenants guard you against taking these steps to Teras,” he said. “If even other monsters, such as the one that made it to our shore today, attempt to escape that devil’s rock, we must understand it to be a very bad place indeed.”

“Indeed,” she said, because the alberos seemed to dislike it when she simply stared back.

“While it is everyone’s duty to submit to the ceremonies for their seven years, you would not want to invite tithing and annihilation in the jaws of that diabolic beast. The creeping evil of the devil must be guarded against always.”

Alesta cleared her throat and nodded in the exact solemn way the alberos always nodded. That was why she needed him to get on with it and let her go finish her chores and hopefully figure out some creation to earn Hektorus’ grace.

Still he withheld the closing prayer of absolution. “Have you any of those other sins to confess?” He folded his hands before his green robes. “Gluttony? Sloth? It is good to be in harmony with Hektorus and the virtues he extolled after defeating the monsters’ god and coming to bless our isle.”

She dropped her hands and bunched fistfuls of her skirts under his stare. The alberos spoke of those sins but seemed actually to rebuke her fatness, ignoring how she never had any of the tiny artful confections served during the nightly hours-long dinners at the Towers Kyr complained of, and did not lie about like a courtier with a dozen servants, not when the animals needed tending before sunrise. Even if she did, more like Vittore’s wife, who had been unable to walk much since the birth of their youngest daughter—what did it matter to the alberos? Especially when the most exalted themselves stayed inside reading all day? And shouldn’t everyone enjoy the bounty of Hektorus’ blessed isle the alberos were always praising?

Alesta exhaled slowly through her nose; she could not argue over the sins, not when the tithing smoke waited to put an end to any such debate, but the Arbor’s admonishments seemed at times aimed more to make farmers willingly work harder and yield up the designated portions of their crops to their landlords. She ate enough to give herself the energy she needed to haul water and carry stubborn sheep. She could not help her fatness, or her face. If Hektorus loved beauty so much, he should have blessed her with some.

But someone had to feed Teras.

Albero Paolo pressed, “Hektorus gifted us a living piece of his divinity, anchored to our land, and we must make ourselves worthy of it. This kharis from the Lia’s holy fruit is precious and not to be wasted on half-hearted devotion.” The priest’s voice sounded almost triumphant, though his words were those of frustration.

Frustrated herself, as well as confused, Alesta offered, “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Albero. I’ve been so busy working the farm and helping my neighbors I haven’t had time to sin.” Or invent anything new.

The albero’s eyes widened. Another misstep. She’d thought if she exposed her thoughts like turning out her pockets, everything would sort itself, but somehow, explaining never worked. Whatever reprimand he might have uttered was cut off at the sound of Kyr snorting behind the screen. Albero Paolo squashed his lips in a line. “The grace of our god and the action of penance purge your sin from your spirit, as Hektorus breathes. May he return to purify us of all sin and rid our world of monsters forevermore.”

Alesta was on her feet and turning for the door as soon as the prayer left his lips. She heard Kyr thanking the albero as she returned to the sunlight of the courtyard and plopped down onto the steps. Brimstone butterflies sailed above the stone planters spilling over with flowers, around the Lia’s slender trunk rising high as another tower, and up into the reaches of the tree’s silvery-green leaves.

When he reached her side, Kyr sat and bashed his shoulder into hers. “You can’t speak to him like that.”

She shoved him in return. “I was only explaining.” It was useless talking to most people. Unless there was a catechism of hello, yes, the weather is fine today like every day, thanks be to Hektorus, here is your wool. Like smooth ruts in the road for the cart of conversation to roll along.

“They don’t want explanation.” He handed her back the book. “Only devotion.”

She scowled, wrinkling her nose and watching the alberos, in their white smocks cultivating the Lia, or kneeling for the Perpetual Adoration of that living offshoot of Hektorus’ power, which Albero Paolo thought her so unworthy of. People were so complicated. Requiring so much puzzling out. Once you knew all their rules, though, you could use them to get what you needed. “I’m absolved, at least.”

Kyr’s shoulder relaxed against hers. She and Kyr were different—in the same way. Maybe that was why, more than growing up the same age on the same end of the island, they had become and stayed friends. She was better at figuring out the rules and patterns, and he better at fitting himself to them. Underneath, though—the same. Like Lia—branch or kharis oil or seed or root, used for fuel or medicine or other magics—all of the same tree. Both she and Kyr were inclined to their own way of thinking and seeing and being.

The alberos would call her a heretic for comparing herself to the holy Lia. She cleared the worry from her throat. “Whatever good it will do at the solstice.” The tithing ceremony was the day after the festival, when invitations to the university were made each year.

Kyr murmured, “Until the monsters chase me back.”

When they were nine—before Alesta understood Kyr never faced any actual risk—she’d vowed that she wouldn’t let him be taken. She ranted as they lay in the late summer grass, having heard the older youths talking all week of the impending ceremony. She’d propped herself on one elbow and told Kyr, “They’d have to drag me off the ship.”

Kyr, swiping his thumb down a seedhead’s bristles, had considered this seriously, then with a grin, one-upped her. “I’d jump into the cove and swim after you until the monsters chased me back.”

They recited these reassurances like one of the sacred covenants, whenever the shadow of tithing loomed too near. Now Kyr grabbed her hand and gave it a tug. “Let’s get out of here.”

Anyone else, and this would have sparked enough gossip to keep Rina busy until the fall tithing, though Kyr dropped her hand again immediately.

In this one way, Alesta was perfectly safe.

No one sent her cutting glances for walking alongside the presumed heir, past courtiers strolling among the stands and pavilions and stages already half-assembled for the festival. It was a celebration of the seven virtues, with demonstrations of art and inventions. A chance to share her work where the university’s artificers would see.

Utility. She could not make herself beautiful, but she could make herself useful. She only needed something more impressive than an olive press to show everyone how.

And soon. She almost growled, “I’d bargain my pinkie toes for a decent idea at this point.”

Kyr snorted. “What would Hektorus do with your toes?” He shook his head. “I wish I held any real sway with the university.” His fingers tapped against his thigh, setting the jewels on his rings winking. “What’s the point of being next in line for the throne if you can’t change what you want? If all it means is—” His hand drew into a fist.

She frowned at where a pulse feathered in his jaw. Normally he was so focused on meeting the demands of his role, he never questioned them. She understood rules and limits, though. That was just reality. A sheep only gave so much wool.

Even the king couldn’t prevent someone’s tithing. No one could. The ancient deal Teras forced upon the first king was an infernal perversion of the sacred covenants Hektorus bestowed on the worthy, the alberos said, but just as unbreakable, and Hektorus’ judgment through the Lia of who most deserved to pay the price for the kingdom must be respected.

Every hundred years or so, the stories told, some hero would show up in a ship blessed by the god of a far-flung isle and declare his intention to free them of the dreadful monster Teras. He’d sail off through the poison sea and never be heard from again.

And as the moon waxed after the next equinox or solstice, Teras would again part a safe path through the sea, and another youth’s life would be due by the time the moon grew full.

She shook off the thought. “But my lord Kyrian, surely you are eager for the festival.”

Kyr put on his most avid smile. “With dancing and music and crowds!”

She laughed at the wild flare of his eyes and his false enthusiasm. “And shouting. Don’t forget all the shouting.”

He nodded. “Shouting’s my favorite.”

Someone shouted for him then as they neared the royal tower, a group of courtiers stopping Kyr to invite him and his mother to dine with them, to hint at desired favors, to casually work mentions of their beautiful daughters into the conversation. Without the excuse of going to the Arbor, Kyr was left to smile and trade jests with perfect politeness. This place wore on him, she knew, but at least it wanted him. Alesta needed to find the correct rule to invoke, the right lever to pull, to make it want her more than Teras did. To tip the balance of the scales of virtues and sins. So she, too, could stay.

Just then she really should have headed home on her own. She had chores and needed to scrape something together for the festival. Instead, she lingered as the sun angled closer over the swooping stone rooftops, as Kyr was sought out, his regard a prize, even among all the courtiers in dresses with puff sleeves that were actually birdcages housing little mechanical birds; wide-brimmed straw hats secured by extravagant amounts of imported, painted silk, draping all the way down to their hems; jackets in elaborate cuts of brocade with fragments of mirror or feathers or shells worked into their weave.

Hugging the book to herself, Alesta let a courtier shoulder between her and Kyr, let Soladisa’s cherished son draw all the attention, like always. Sunlight played through his curls and bathed his throat as he threw back his head in laughter.

Kyr drew up straight, though, when the king, surrounded by counselors and attendants, emerged from the stone archway of the royal tower and strode his way. King Enzo resembled Kyr, but older, with gray streaking through his dark hair—more and more since his son Ciro’s death. All the men of the royal family shared a likeness with each other and to the depictions of the first king in murals and engravings and ancient inked texts. Like Kyr’s cousin Mico, trailing the king and in conversation with one of his advisers.

The faint lines etched in King Enzo’s face drew themselves deeper as he beamed at Kyr and clapped him on the back in greeting. Kyr bowed his head. “It’s good to see you, my boy.” The king asked after Kyr’s studies, and his work in the studio he kept at the Towers. “We’ve been discussing plans for the royal pavilion at the festival. Presentations of art—” He inclined his crowned head toward Kyr. “And performances. And anything new and interesting from Molissa, if the ships make it back in time.”

“If they make it back at all.”

Skirts rustled and jewelry clinked as the courtiers nearest Alesta drew back.

Oh no. Had she said that aloud?

Thank Hektorus she was far enough away the king hadn’t heard her. But Mico, hands clasped tightly before his jacket woven through with copper strands, cut his gaze her way, and other eyes painted with bright blues and greens widened, mouths with dark berry shades dropped open. Behind one fan or another someone whispered, “By the boughs, manners as ugly as the rest of her.”

The alberos and artists of the Towers said that truth was beauty, but so often when Alesta spoke it, the truth only seemed to put her out of harmony with everyone.

Apparently even truth, on her tongue, twisted into something harsh and ugly.

And it was true that communication with other kingdoms was difficult—the sea treacherous, demanding an almost scandalous amount of Lia magic to traverse its boiling, poisonous waters, its strange currents, its sharp rocks and sinkholes, its branzonos and leviathans. Even to the east, away from Orroccio, for a good distance, wide patches of poison frothed and unmappable vortexes threatened to pull ships to the monster-filled depths. The davinas burned through stores of kharis to induce visions and help the captains chart the safest course before each journey. If they managed to avoid where the waves erupted into flame, the more caustic water would still burn anything submerged too long without holy protection. Three cargo ships, their hulls coated thickly with Lia tar, were sent across only once a year for news and trade, and some years only one returned. Or none.

Thankfully all the courtiers were soon distracted again, as Kyr loudly joked about spending his entire annual allowance on whatever books the trade ships brought—and Alesta suddenly didn’t care if they were laughing at him or her because something beautiful was unfolding inside her thoughts, like those fans opening and closing, their silk lit through with sunshine—like that monstrous green webbing, light but strong. The book cut into Alesta’s clutching fingers as inspiration and images flooded through her: The zigzagging wings of terns. Molissa. The trade ships. Her mind, sharp and pointed as a needle, began stitching together an idea.

She dragged her bottom lip under her teeth and thought, barely seeing the king glance around at his audience, eyes squinting with a touch of mischief. “I know one reason this season’s festival is sure to offer excitement.” His smile landed on Kyr. “Perhaps a long-awaited declaration at last.”

Fans snapped. Brows lifted like terns’ wings. Gazes pinned themselves again to Kyr. He was meticulously courteous in his reply. Probably only Alesta recognized the tension in his stillness—how his fingers clawed at the hem of his jacket. Ciro had been like an older brother to Kyr, and Alesta knew he worried about being a good enough replacement as heir.

The king told him, “You must stay and dine with me tonight.”

Kyr bowed again in acquiescence before the king strode off alongside his counselors. Surrounded by courtiers drawing him along in the king’s wake, Kyr turned and threw Alesta an apologetic look.

She swallowed down her excitement to share her idea with him and shrugged back. It was always going to go like this, sooner or later. Even if she avoided being chosen for Teras, Kyr’s fate would take him away from her as surely as tithing.

As he disappeared through the archway leading to the royal apartments, she looked to the university tower, solid and straight against the bruising sky prickling with early stars, where professors and artificers studied and wrote and experimented and built. Field laborers were most commonly called as offerings. But she would make herself into something different. That would be how she saved herself.

Kharis light sparkled through the giant hanging globes to battle the shadows growing in the courtyards and cloisters. Alesta slipped the book into her skirt’s large pocket and started back through the city, hurrying to reach the coast before the full fall of dark, alone. She had work to begin, with little time left to complete it.

And Alesta intended to survive.
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Chapter Two
GOLDEN MASKS

Kyrian could find no escape.

In the glittering dining room of the royal tower, his every sense battled an onslaught of clattering silverware, scents of seafood and cheeses mingling, kharis light catching in ladies’ jewels and flaring along the gold-rimmed plates. He’d gone to his chambers first and let the attendants change him into a formal jacket, with seams that felt like the fish fork he was holding stabbing his side. His fingers clenched white around the utensil, and he smiled across the table at Davina Bianca.

“I suspected it would not be long before we saw you,” the davina said knowingly.

Kyrian trained his eyes on her left earring, close enough to look politely attentive while avoiding her unsettling stare. He knew the davinas relied on kharis to induce their divine visions, but their leader always left him feeling as if she might pluck all the secrets from his heart whenever she wanted anyway. “Impossible to deny oneself the pleasure of such company for long.”

“But we know you’re doing such marvelous work with your painting.” The davina sipped her wine and peered at him over her glass. “What have you been hiding away laboring over? Someone’s portrait?”

“A landscape.”

Davina Bianca nodded approvingly. “Capturing Hektorus’ blessed isle.”

Kyrian speared his fork through the boney fish he had no intention of eating, not bothering to explain how the piece was an experiment with form and texture, barely recognizable as Soladisa. More an attempt to explore the play of Hektorus’ blessed light across the grass and sheep’s wool and clouds. This wasn’t the time to ramble on about his process or techniques, even though the urge prodded from within his ribcage like a hungry animal.

And this wasn’t what Davina Bianca was truly asking. Her gaze slid along the table to where her daughter sat. “I hear you’ve promised to capture our Rina’s likeness. It will be so nice for you both to enjoy the pleasure of one other’s company a little more.”

Conversation at the Towers was like fencing, or a dance, one Kyrian often felt he was performing blindfolded, but he’d memorized a thousand moves, vague answers and civil questions. Rules as ingrained in him now as the seven virtues. Words must be considered, your voice easy—never rough or sharp. Keep your eyes on faces, or at least pretend to. No letting them stray out the wide windows to the soft black and reaching stars. No closing them when the Tower bells’ hourly tolling made it impossible to take in anything else. His hands were worst—unruly, always wanting to move, to shake with excitement about that painting or tear away this itchy collar or plug his ears against the courtiers’ chewing, only finally free when holding a brush, working paint over canvas.

Kyrian pushed his food around his plate and told the davina, “I would be delighted, though I can’t hope to do the original justice.”

The courtier to the other side of Davina Bianca, landlord of half the northern coast, leaned nearer and cut in, “My sweet-hearted Jovia was telling me at our lady Francesca’s dinner last night how she longs for you”—the man dabbed his napkin to his lips—“to paint her portrait.” He angled his head toward his golden-haired daughter a few places down, speaking avidly with Mico.

Kyrian’s gaze dipped to his plate, where his dinner’s glassy eye stared back at him. Careful, careful—the wrong word or look could leave someone feeling slighted. Kyrian shoved down his anxiety he’d say the wrong thing and let only gentle interest play over his face as he answered, “Of course, once I’ve completed my work for the Festival of Virtues.” When his uncle clearly intended to seal his fate. He resigned himself to the idea that once Enzo made his announcement, his studio time would be booked out for months for making technically boring pieces of every young lady in the Towers. Just one more thing he loved being pried away from him. He should be used to it by now. “The morning light would, I think, complement our lady Jovia best. And afternoons for our lady Rina.” He nodded respectfully to Davina Bianca, letting out a slow breath of relief that both parents seemed appeased—and that one of the attendants was taking his uneaten fish away without anyone having said a word. “Thank you,” he murmured to the servant, who returned a small smile.

Scarcely three years left before the farce of his inclusion in the tithing ceremonies was over and a different ceremony threatened.

Then the rules and fakery would follow him even outside these dinners and meetings and festivals and balls, to his vanishing free moments when he could be alone or with Alesta and try to remember the version of himself he might have been if Ciro had not died and left him the likeliest heir. To his private chambers. To his bed. Nausea unrelated to the lingering odor of the fish course roiled through him.

He shoved down the thought. Shove it all down: the worries and wanting and surely sinful weaknesses. The frustration he didn’t deserve to feel, as servants brought out another course and placed the food before him. Bury all the feelings, all the parts of himself that didn’t fit. Let it all out later upon a canvas.

He didn’t even know what he’d share at the festival, but he had plenty of time there yet—maybe he could slip away to the studio tower after dinner and get a few hours of painting in. Guilt tugged at him as he recalled Alesta struggling for both an idea and time to work on it.

Those thoughts were interrupted, like most here, by a new piece of gossip swirling around the table—one that Kyrian was slightly horrified to note involved himself.

Jovia was nodding excitedly, upswept mass of golden hair wobbling. “I heard our lord Kyrian did!” Several sets of eyes shot his way from around the table.

“Oh dear,” he said, putting on an arch, playful air, “what have I done now?”

Davina Bianca slipped a smile between them. “After what occurred today, I would feel Rina was quite safe with you even if she went to your studio at the villa.”

She’d be more subtle if she’d pushed Rina into his lap when they’d taken their places at the table. Under his grin, Kyrian’s mind was still racing. What had he done? He’d finally given the book to Alesta—

Jovia’s father offered, “When you killed the branzono?”

“Oh, that was—” That was wrong. That was Alesta—the terror of seeing her facing down the sea monster rushed over him, at the same time his mother’s voice in his head reminded him not to directly contradict the courtier. Harmony. Civility. Discipline.

Before he could devise an answer, Mico raised his glass to him. “Quite the hero.”

Well, he couldn’t let that stand. “Hardly. I’m afraid I cannot claim any such glory.” Not like Alesta handling that creature, no holding back. All Kyrian did was sit in shining rooms and hold his tongue, never employing even the fencing skills he was made to practice daily. All the while, wanting to somehow do more than dodge those seeking power and favors. Not simply used, but useful.

The courtier’s brows drew together. “We heard you’d been to the Arbor for absolving?”

“I was only helping A—a friend.” Again the thought struck him that he hadn’t done enough, merely making sure she got herself absolved. It also occurred to him that this conversation might be painful for his uncle. While reports of branzonos weren’t rare, it had only been a couple years since they’d lost Ciro.

Kyrian turned to the head of the table, where King Enzo’s face was caught in a pensive look. His memories of his own father, who’d passed when he was very young, were muddled together with Enzo, who’d stepped in through his childhood and encouraged Ciro to include him in gatherings and games the rare times his mother brought him to the Towers. More guilt washed through Kyrian; he missed his cousin, and it was a small sacrifice, giving up not even his actual life, only the one he could have experienced had his cousin lived, to be able to serve Enzo in return, and all of Soladisa.

The king noticed Kyrian’s concerned look, and a warm smile spread over his face. “Your friend was lucky to have you near.” Kyrian swallowed; he wasn’t sure about claiming that either, but definitely wasn’t about to directly contradict the king.

Albero Paolo leaned closer from his seat beside Enzo. “So modest. I was just saying what care our lord Kyrian shows the people of Soladisa.” Before haranguing Alesta of all people about sin. If the albero knew the vices Kyrian was hiding, he wouldn’t continue heaping credit upon him. Not even to curry favor with the next king the Arbor would share charge of the Lia tree with.

Enzo’s eyes crinkled as he said, “It makes me confident in both my announcement at the festival and how gladly it will be taken.” Bare weeks until the festival, and the tithing. Dread and hunger bloomed through Kyrian’s stomach.

Surely there was something more he could do, even if it wasn’t slaying sea beasts, to have a real impact. To use his unsought position for some good. Ignoring the spiced ragu before him, spinning one of his rings, he hazarded, “Speaking of the festival—”

The king and several others at this end of the table waited, listening, and Kyrian stilled his hand, concentrating hard. How something was said among the court mattered as much or more as what was said, as inane as he found that. “I wondered if there might be improvements to be implemented in how university invitations are made, rather than based solely on demonstrations there.”

Mico tilted his head thoughtfully. “How else would you suggest talent be found?”

“Well, there may be someone talented—many talented people, that is—who lack the time or materials to prepare a full demonstration. If they’ve been busy with other work, or don’t have the money for supplies.” The servant refilling his wine cast a supportive look at him, and Kyrian went on, “It hardly seems fair. But perhaps the artificers might fashion a practical examination that could be completed at the festival? So no person’s gifts go to waste. I know the artificers prize the independence with which they run the university”—their debates with the Arbor each year over what texts to procure from abroad could get fierce—“but surely they’d consider the suggestion, if it meant finding more worthy applicants to fill their ranks and support their work.”

Albero Paolo smiled kindly, and for a moment, Kyrian thought he’d succeeded, that he’d made a small contribution to Soladisa. A gift Alesta might accept, when she’d refused anything beyond a used book or trifling painting, otherwise insisting on making a bargain of extra yarn for his mother if he so much as brought a basket from the villa’s kitchen stores. The albero’s smile didn’t waver as he asked, “And what of those who do put in the time and effort to properly prepare? To honor Hektorus?” The sounds of clinking glasses and swallowing grew more intolerable, and Kyrian struggled not to shift in his seat. “What wouldn’t be fair, my boy, would be making exceptions while others faithfully save and devote themselves to their studies—endangering the harmony of all Soladisans.” The albero snaked his fingers together, bobbing his interwoven hands once for emphasis.

Cold crawled over Kyrian’s skin like a thousand insects.

Everyone was staring. Like in his nightmares, where they all saw the truth of him he hid and turned away in horror, even Alesta. “I just thought—” Except he hadn’t, blurting out his idea, rather than considering the teachings of the Arbor first. Or of his tutors, who’d emphasized while the king held the greatest authority in Soladisa, ruling on taxes, imports, landowners’ inheritances, and petitions regarding crop portions and the like, he did so with the spiritual advice of the alberos and davinas. Kyrian couldn’t very well argue against one of the virtues.

That just showed how much he needed their guidance. After a childhood spent always at a loss, never knowing the right things to say or do around anyone but Alesta—baffling the servants, exasperating his mother, disappointing tutors—the Arbor had saved Kyrian. Its clear tenets were the tools he’d used to fix his failings, the pillars he’d used to prop up the façade fooling everyone. He knew better by now, had learned all the games of this place, had faithfully devoted himself to studying, for years, how to get this right. It could only be the sin growing all that time in him as well that led him to make this mistake in front of the king and court. To risk everyone’s confidence that he could do this—not merely managing social-climbing courtiers but handling these kinds of important policies and decisions. The very serious duty of leading a kingdom that sent its people to die to keep the rest alive. Where any error on his part would always be balanced against the monstrous power of Teras.

Shit.

Mico, staring along with everyone, quirked his mouth and said, “Indeed, I’m interested to know what you think”—he spun his fork through his dinner—“of this newly proposed guild for textile workers the king’s been deliberating.” He neatly took a bite and raised his brows encouragingly.

Bless him, moving the conversation on to a new topic. Like when Kyrian had covered for Alesta down on the courtyard, with his clumsy comment about buying too many books. How was Mico so good at this, without any sign of wanting to fidget or hide under the table? Not that Kyrian had been considering resorting to that.

His cousin swallowed and smiled. “Surely our lord Kyrian can help with our uncle’s decision about their request.”

Surely Kyrian could, if he hadn’t given in to his weaknesses and stayed near the villa so long, meaning he’d heard nothing about this proposal. Mind racing through what he knew of the island’s weavers and the merchants who imported luxury materials on the trade ships, he wanted to ask about the likely impact on those most in need. But he’d learned his lesson. Stick to the rules. Let the virtues guide him. “Working together in harmony, as a guild, could foster sharing of techniques and advancements in artistry, bolstering the beauty of Soladisa’s creations. But no change in policy should be made that could disrupt the harmony between the aspiring artisans and merchants already engaged in providing such goods for Soladisa, as Albero Paolo reminds us.”

The albero preened. Enzo nodded thoughtfully. Mico stabbed another bite and chewed with vigor. Kyrian had managed to say nothing at all, and of course somehow that was when he found success. The façade he’d constructed hid an emptiness, only echoing with the words of others from some farther room he could never seem to reach.

Davina Bianca began telling the king of the concerns about import quotas raised by the merchants awaiting her husband the admiral’s return, and the servants brought out servings of farro that Kyrian could finally eat. He made himself take measured bites between keeping up conversation with Jovia’s father about how the crops were looking this year and trying to ignore the times he heard his name down the table, as people leaned their faces gilt in kharis light near to each other, whispering that he’d still not been seen spending time with any particular girl or another. Because, of course, Alesta didn’t count. Everyone knew they’d been friends since they were small. She would fight her way through branzonos and into university without any help of his, and he would take the role handed to him; she would do incredible things, and if he was very lucky, he would get to see them, while hopefully not mismanaging the kingdom and causing Teras to smite them or make Soladisa fall into the sea.

As the meal progressed to dessert, the night sky’s hardening black sharpening the stars, Davina Bianca roped him into a promise to breakfast with her and Rina. But Kyrian begged off Mico’s invitation to the game court the next afternoon, saying he’d have to return to the villa to see to his mother, who in truth probably wished he’d stay away at the Towers every night.

Soon enough he’d have to, and spend each morning, afternoon, and evening with people wanting only the shiny, false Kyrian. He almost regretted coming here today and getting stuck, even to help Alesta, the one person who never tried to use him or asked anything of him. At all.

Alesta was absolved; she was safe, and of course he was glad.

But Kyrian was also trapped.
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