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      The setting sun bleeds into the sea.

      Orsiana turns away from the window to face her maid. The girl, armed with pearl-rimmed combs, patiently waits for her to sit down.

      “Oh, just braid it, Bria, please,” Orsiana says, pulling an unruly lock the colour of bleached sand. Every attempt at coiffure falls apart on her head. “Father won’t mind as long as it’s neat.”

      Bria sighs and braids Orsiana’s hair so tight it tugs at her scalp painfully. Orsiana winces as the maid wraps the braids in a silver net at the nape of her neck.

      This hairstyle is unfashionable and does nothing to improve her looks, but Orsiana doesn’t care. The idea that her appearance should draw someone’s attention mortifies her. She’s not a marble statue, or a doll.

      “Has my father sent for me?” she asks.

      “Not yet, my lady.”

      He’s late, but that’s nothing unusual. Orsiana nods to Bria and slips from her room to a tiny terrace garden, with potted oranges and lemons, fragrant rosemary and sage bushes, and cascades of jasmine pouring down the walls. The long, bright glow of the summer evening lingers in the sky and the stones are still warm to the touch, although the fresh breeze whispering among the leaves already signals the arrival of the night.

      The smooth olive wood of the prayer bench is warm under her cheek. She closes her eyes, takes a deep breath. Prayers pour out of her mouth in an easy, practiced rhythm, clearing her mind, opening it to the touch of divine. It comes natural to her, this detachment from the physical world, the feeling that it is just an image painted on a canvas. When she sinks deep enough, she hears the gods murmuring to her.

      “Give me strength,” she whispers into the gentle breeze, “to make the evening pleasant for my father. To make him happy, just for a little while. He’s been carrying his burden for so long. Please, let me make him smile tonight.”

      Behind this ephemeral world, there is another, where the gods gamble with human lives with terrible indifference. It is a frightening thought, but one that gives Orsiana purpose. If the gods are the only true power, the only eternal truth, what else is there to do but prostrate oneself before them and pray for their help?

      “Sweet Lada, let me be charming tonight; gild my drab looks. Cunning Veles, make me witty and amusing. Persistent Korab, give me patience to endure it.”

      The breeze carries her words into the darkening sky and, as much as she would like to stay and meditate, the burning plum hues of the sunset urge her to move. She rushes through the draughty corridors of the palace towards her father’s chambers, over the chequered limestone slabs smoothed down by thousands of tireless feet, under the high arches so finely carved the stone seems lighter than the sea foam. A bored guard waves her through the door into a large room filled with laughter. Her father’s usual motley crowd of poets, philosophers, artists, historians, and other brilliant loiterers are scattered around in small groups, vigorously debating.

      “My lady Orsiana.” A young poet with dark eyes and full, velvety lips brushes her hand as she passes by. “Come help us solve the mystery of the gods. Are they here because we’ve given human shape to natural forces, or are we here because the gods have dreamed us into being?” His fingers rest on her wrist as he speaks. It’s not a caress, but neither is it an accidental touch.

      A few months ago, Orsiana was only theoretically aware of the existence of young men, but now the poet’s lips distract her, make her wonder at odd, solitary hours of the night what it would be like to kiss them, to bite them, to feel them slide down her body. It’s not attraction, she tells herself, just curiosity.

      “Later, Master Mareo,” she smiles, “I need to speak to my father first.”

      He feigns disappointment, but his eyes—bright, insolent—stay glued to Orsiana, studying her, seeing her. Not just her bare skin under the smooth silk; her pale, lithe limbs; her lap, where the desire pools before dawn like warm honey; but also the thoughts in her head, obscene and shocking, hidden away from everyone, even the gods.

      She blushes deeply, turns her head to avoid his gaze, and flees.

      Her father’s study is big, but every inch of it is filled with eclectic trinkets—books, maps, marble busts, musical and astronomical instruments—not to mention guests engaged in a heated discussion, waving their hands, trying to prove their point. Regaining her composure now that the heat of the poet’s body has faded, Orsiana ducks a splash of wine and a chair pushed back, and slips to the other side, where her father presides over his unruly court.

      Gospodar Orsolo, the Lord of Abia and the Knez of Larion, sits next to a young woman, who is showing him the various intricate parts of a mechanical device. His grey eyes are keen and focused, his face kind, and his unruly blond hair even messier than Orsiana’s.

      “Father.” She touches his shoulder, startling him.

      “Orsiana.” He shoots her a distracted smile. “Come join us. Velissa is explaining how this mechanism works, and it’s fascinating. I’m sure there’s a spare chair somewhere.”

      “Father! Have you forgotten?”

      “What?” With a wave of his finger, he stops the demonstration and lifts his head to look at Orsiana. She can almost see the scattered, distracted fragments of his mind pulling back together.

      “The meeting with Uncle Caril. You promised you’d come.”

      “Oh no.” He rubs the bridge of his nose. “That’s today?”

      “I’m sure Felino reminded you. And look, you’re already dressed for it.” Someone has pulled the lord out of his usual bland linens and wools, and dressed him in fine grey silk.

      His thumb slides over the intricate silver leaves embroidered on his collar, as if checking if they’re real. “I remember now.” He rises, drawing several surprised looks and good-natured protests. “Keep going, I’ll be back soon,” he reassures his guests and holds his elbow out for Orsiana’s hand.

      In the courtyard of the palace, Orsiana asks, “Do you want a litter?”

      He lifts his head towards the clear evening sky, strewn with the first stars. “To Caril’s house? No, it’s a lovely evening, let’s walk.”

      Torch-lit streets are filled with people going about their business, greeting her father with a quick nod or a wave. They’re used to seeing their lord walk among them, and they’ve known Orsiana since she was a toddler, riding on his shoulders. She feels as safe in the streets as in her own garden.

      The mellow atmosphere of the summer evening does not fool her, though; it does not trick her into thinking Abia is a soft-hearted city, a sweet matron with a hug for everyone. On the contrary, she knows Abia is a tight-lipped fisherman’s wife with calloused hands, quick to anger and quicker to resentment. It needs a light touch, and respect, and love to submit willingly. It will not be ruled, only stirred gently.

      Orsiana lifts her gaze to the open windows on the tall, narrow stone houses, which let the evening breeze in while women lean on the sills or stand on the balconies, chatting with their neighbours. A dark-haired girl with a basket full of immortelle offers her a flower and Orsiana crushes it between her fingers, breathing in its sharp odour.

      “I don’t look forward to Caril’s antics at all,” her father says. “I don’t know why he insisted on a meeting, today of all days.” He pauses in the middle of the street, a flash of his sharp mind cutting briefly through the layers of grief and lethargy. “Orsiana, tell me you didn’t plan something.”

      A pang of shame makes her avoid his gaze. She cannot lie to him. “It’s your birthday, father.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” The rebuke in his words is so gentle she can barely discern it.

      Her father never gets angry with her, but neither does he get excited, or scared, or ecstatic or anything else. These days, he moves between mild interest and mild annoyance, and it scares Orsiana. It’s just the two of them now, all that’s left of their family. She remembers her father as a different man—a man who was happy and involved and enthusiastic, who displayed a full palette of moods, from the most joyous elation to the hottest anger, who knew how to laugh out loud at her jokes or rage at some councillor’s wrongdoings. But then Orsiana’s mother died, followed by both her brothers, and each death took something out of her father until nought but a shadow was left. He still performs his duties, he still surrounds himself with interesting people, but most days Orsiana feels he’s not even there.

      And it worries her not just because she doesn’t know how to tackle his grief, but also because she’s old enough—and perceptive enough—to see that his reclusive ways are threatening his position. Abia’s love for its gentle lord is not enough. He needs friends, he needs supporters among his equals, he needs the Great Council at his side and yes, he even needs his ambitious, hungry, extravagance-loving brother.

      That’s why she forces herself to laugh and say, “It’s my duty to rectify your unwillingness to celebrate lavishly. I often fail because I value your peace over our relatives’ desire for splendour, but not tonight. Tonight you’re going to be surrounded by people who love and support you.”

      Her father’s grief hasn’t touched his sharp perception, and that somehow makes it worse. He knows what he should do, he just doesn’t have the energy to do it. Orsiana sees a glint of desperate panic on his face. He’s a hair’s breadth from fleeing.

      They are standing in the middle of a busy street, though: the lord, in his beautiful grey silk, and his lovely daughter in her flowing gown. People are starting to stare and soon someone will wonder what’s wrong. Her father cannot just turn on his heel and dash into a dark alley like an urchin.

      He blinks, and the panic changes into determination. He takes her hand and traps it in the crook of his arm. “Let’s do this as quickly as possible and then I can spend the rest of the evening with the people who treat me as their equal, and you can do whatever it is that the girls your age do.” He shoots her a side-eyed glance. “Think about young men?”

      The quick change of subject takes her unawares. “Men?”

      “I’ve seen that young poet, Mareo, looking at you. I’m not entirely blind, you know. Do you like him?”

      “A little.” She never lies to her father, and there’s no point in hiding so obvious a truth. “But I won’t forget my duty, I promise.”

      She will inherit a vast fortune one day and the stack of suitors’ letters grows daily on her father’s desk. Her father reads them and puts them aside. He’s told Orsiana there’s just one suitor in the kingdom worthy of her. Worthy of Abia.

      “You’ll do your duty one day, but you’re too precious to me now.” He draws her close and plants a quick kiss on top of her head. “Enjoy your youth while you can. Have your heart broken a little, you’ll be wiser for it.”

      Her father is in a good mood and Orsiana can breathe again. “I’d rather read than have my heart broken, father. I’ve dug the memoirs of Captain Tregolo from the briny depths of your bookcase.”

      “Oh, good choice. Have you reached that part with mermaids?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You’re going to enjoy it. It’s entirely inappropriate for your innocent eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      The villa is an architectural jewel set on a cushion of lush greenery. When Orsiana and her father enter the walled garden, the sounds and scents of the city fall away and the fragrance of the exotic flowers cascading from the branches engulfs them. A long, winding path leads to the front porch. As they walk, the gravel crunches gently beneath their feet and colourful parrots screech their agitated greetings from the treetops. They might as well be in some foreign place, an exotic island in the south, where fruit tastes unfamiliar and every bright creature is venomous.

      Uncle Caril waits at the foot of the staircase, resplendent in crimson silk like a puffed-up firebird, flanked by his twin sons, the two fair, gangly boys Orsiana can never tell apart. Several distant relatives and a few prominent patricians, the members of her father’s Great Council, crowd around them.

      “Surprise.” Caril opens his arms, welcoming his brother. “Happy birthday.”

      They embrace, Caril ostentatious, Orsiana’s father stiff and puzzled by this display.

      Caril then turns to her. “Little Orsiana.”

      “Uncle.” She deftly avoids his hug, for she hates to be touched. She’s good at reading people’s moods, and Caril’s cordiality seems strained, as cloying as his alien plants. “Where is Aunt Roselia? And the girls?”

      “Waiting for you inside. Go ahead, we’ll follow you in a minute.”

      She exchanges a brief glance with her father, who shrugs and motions her to go as Caril takes his arm and whispers something in his ear. Six white marble steps lead up to the arched porch with tall, slender columns. Orsiana climbs them slowly, the air before her thick and heavy like syrup. The open door beckons, the bright light and female voices pouring out, but the night tugs at her back. The breeze touches the nape of her neck with its cold fingers like a memory of a bad dream, of frozen earth and deep, dark water.

      She shivers. For the first time in her life, the premonition of danger seems absolutely clear, the wrongness of the world obvious.

      “Father?” She turns at the top of the stairs, baffled, just in time to see the men gathering around him, the gleam of the first blade slashing through the air and Lord Orsolo collapsing with a cry, blood spurting on the white gravel.

      Orsiana screams and the sound slices the night in half, to the possible and impossible, to reality and nightmare. Her legs move by themselves as the men fall on her father like beasts, stabbing, stabbing. The scene is unreal, a rogue shard of broken time, a divine mistake when the gods turned their eyes away and something
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