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For Avi, for Rosie, for Ian, for me.


For all who love like us, all who grieve like us.


With respect. . . .




Matteo
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One


In dreams of light, I search for thee. . . .


Outside, empires rise. They fall. The moon waxes. It wanes. Days break, nights pass, clocks tick. Calendar pages turn. A cascade marking every event, large or small, notable or not, with dependable and tyrannical regularity.


Inside, our hearts keep what time we must, allowing what is necessary for ideas to be born, dreams to blossom, and hope to flower. We note deeds, not dates, joys, not sorrows, strengths, not shortfalls, our milestones marked at Midsummer’s Eve, when we each plot our progress, our points in our constellation, and dance.


The Midsummer’s Eve I ran away, my brother Antonio brought me back.


He made the long climb to join me at the cliff edge, fiddle in hand. “Matteo! Where do you think you’re going?”


I pointed over the valley to the silhouette of a new horizon—light-filled towers and pinnacles soaring to the heavens—visible only at twilight on those rare evenings when the fog lifted and most strongly on Midsummer’s Eve. “I’m going Outside. To be with Dante and Ilario.”


The bit of iron hanging at my neck whispered words of sadness, of despair, of yearning for my little brothers. The words tugged on the iron’s chain, fighting our world’s magical pull. “I won’t go for long, I won’t go for always.”


“You won’t go at all. Insiders don’t go Outside. Outsiders don’t come Inside. Not anymore.” Antonio took hold of my iron, wrapped his fingers tight. “Say it, you have to say it.”


Because words have power. “I won’t. Dante and Ilario left a trail. The maestro told us—we always leave a trail.”


The maestro told us everything. How the bird decides where to place its nest, why the butterflies return every spring, and the exact count of honeybees.


I thought Antonio would fight me. Thought he’d argue and flail, the way he had when Dante and Ilario left. I pointed to his scar, jagged across his cheek, then to Antonio’s iron, trilling a tune of longing, of remorse. “You’re sorry. I know you’re sorry. Come with me.”


Antonio let go of my amulet and shoved his under his collar, but the iron fluttered beneath the deep blue fabric, whistling like a caged rigogolo. He smacked the flutter to his chest, then swiped at a swath of hair the color of new-tilled earth, shoving it up and off his forehead. “We can’t go back. Not once, not ever. The maestro told you that, too. Outside is not like Inside.”


Music swelled in the distance, floating in from the festival fields. My urgency drained away, replaced with a different need, pulsing, primal, one I didn’t have the years to understand, but which already had hold of Antonio. His mood grew dreamy and he raised his fiddle. “Let’s go. Mamma expects me to play.”


“But—” Dante. Ilario.


“But nothing. The maestro told us—remember what helps, forget what hurts, give what stars remain permission to rise. We’ll work together. I promise.”


—


Permission to rise. In Antonio’s lexicon, rise meant grow, and that meant a garden. A place to which Dante and Ilario could return. A place we could always find them.


Then Antonio handed me a seed and assigned me to grow the tree.


“Use your words,” he urged. “It’s only bark and branches.”


Easy enough for Antonio. One scherzo from his fiddle and poppies leapt from the soil, cosmos orbited the boxwood, laurels leafed the crown flowers, and silverbells tinkled a carillon—a compendium of miracles for which my magic had no definitions.


I asked the maestro for guidance. “Tell me about trees. Not of their grace, nor their nobility, not how their souls creak in the wind, tell me . . . how do trees become?”


He explained about cambium and heartwood, xylem and pith and, most wondrous of all, food made from light, a process he called photosynthesis. I planted and pruned, watered and shaped, every leaf, every limb. I spoke the roots deep into the ground, bid the canopy reach to the sky. I declared its leaves ever green, no matter the season, and ordained them widespread enough to provide shelter from any storm.


I described the fruit last. Delectable. Intriguing. Small and succulent and bursting with possibilities. The work of years, grown on a promise. Antonio’s promise.


Then that son of a hog root cut it down. The whole damned tree. He chopped the limbs into firewood, left the stump, and made a run for our illusory horizon. Who knows what he did with the fruit. My first job as Protector of Panduri, our ducato, was to retrieve him.


“The Heir must return before nightfall,” was all my father, Panduri’s Duca, would say. The craggy ridges which passed for his eyebrows twitched in temper.


My iron again whispered on its chain—hard-tipped defiance, spiteful and brazen and blatantly unrestrained. “Antonio knows his duty,” I added.


Father drew himself up, his spine stiffening until his height exceeded my hubris, his hair blowing wild, an oak in a squall.


Hedgerows rattled. Thickets shuddered. Roses climbing past the windows fell.


I planted my feet, became the rock upon which Father’s displeasure broke. “No.”


Father sent Salvatore and a contingent in my place.


They returned twenty minutes into twilight, shaking and sweating, a disgruntled Antonio in tow. Salvatore shoved him forward, bestowed the deepest of bows on my father, the barest of nods on my brother, and departed.


Antonio charged out of the room.


I charged after. “That’s it? No explanations?”


“You told Father I left. You let Salvatore go to find me.”


Because I didn’t want to let you leave, didn’t want to make you return, didn’t want to fix your messes, didn’t want you to fix mine.


And I didn’t want to obey our father.


Antonio nabbed my amulet—the piece of iron which connected me to my source, connected Antonio and me to each other, the bit of metal without which my life in Panduri could not persist. He yanked the iron from its chain. “Why?”


The world went wavy. So did my knees. The floor fell away and I lost my footing. “You cut down the tree.”


Antonio threw the amulet back at me. “Put it on. Then cease to call me brother.”


And so I did, for the rest of Midsummer’s long, enchanted interval, referring to Antonio only when the duca required and then only as The Heir, as in, “The Heir will be late, his hangover requires his full attention.” Or, “The Heir will be along as soon as he finds his pants.” And also, “The Heir will be happy to join you the moment he sobers up.”


Until Antonio stumbled into the kitchen, stupid and stinking and full of apologies, a brace of quivers crisscrossing his chest, our bows clutched in his fists. “Let’s practice targets.”


I tilted my head toward the window, where dawn had not yet appeared. “The field will be pitch. You’ll skewer yourself.”


“If I do, you have to be Heir.” He headed for the door and into the night.


I followed, moving in a quick-step to match Antonio’s stride. “Did you run because Father locked away Dante’s and Ilario’s star charts?” All those lost hours, tracing the possibilities. Father said we needed to look forward.


A melody rippled from Antonio’s iron, whimsical and winsome. Then the music grew harsh. “I ran because of Uncle Giacomo.”


He’d just left us, in his spectacular and legendary fashion, making mountains from molehills and howling at the moon. Antonio was first on the scene.


I got a few steps ahead, turned and walked backward, forced Antonio to look me in the eye, “And the tree?”


“It was ugly.”


Whatever his argument, whatever his complaint, Antonio didn’t give a damn about our uncle or how much work I’d put into that tree. Antonio cared about Antonio. And left everything else to me.


I again fell into step. “You missed the Promise.”


“Whose Promise?”


“The maestro’s daughter. She married one of our air spinners. A better match than I’d have expected for an Outside-born. Mamma arranged it. I conveyed your good wishes.”


That information troweled like tar across Antonio’s path. His tempo slowed to an adagio. “What good wish was that?”


“Long life and happiness.”


The tar must have gotten deeper because his adagio lengthened to a largo. “Long life and happiness is a powerful wish.”


He was Heir. Of course his wishes would be powerful. “Should I have gone with something less onerous?”


“No. That’s fine. Very generous. The daughter has every right to find her place. The maestro has been very . . . well, he’s been a great help to Panduri.”


We traversed the garden. The remains of Antonio’s bonfire still smoldered near the stump, hot enough to roast marshmallows.


Antonio bypassed it, his gaze overtly averted, then ducked under an arch and into our practice field, illuminated by the glow of a thousand tiny lights. Trumpet vines announced his entrance with a flourish. “Antonio, first son of Bartomeo. Panduri’s Heir, most blessed, most beloved.”


“Most in need of a bath.” I ducked around him, making a show of holding my nose, then pointed to the little dancing glimmers and did some quick calculations. I tilted my chin toward Claudio, our younger brother, waiting by his targeting stake. “These shouldn’t be here. The star count will be short tomorrow night.”


“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Claudio upturned his face, his song lilting. The glimmers danced along his grace notes. “They’re Mamma’s doing.”


Antonio clapped Claudio on the back, then wrapped him in an inebriated bear hug snug enough to make a prostitute cringe. “Because we’re celebrating.”


Claudio’s song went somber. He twisted clear and rubbed at his neck, where his collar, stiff and new as his divinity, was already leaving its mark. “We are not celebrating.”


“Relax.” Antonio patted him twice on the cheek. “You’ve only just taken the cloak. Your account’s still clean.”


He pulled the strap of my quiver over his head and settled it around mine. He handed off my bow. “Tell him, Matteo. One sin won’t matter.”


“And dozens are hardly worthy of mention. Not on Midsummer.” I nocked an arrow, sighted on the dark cloth tacked to the middle of a hay-stuffed canvas sack at the opposite end of the field, and yet again read the poem Father had graciously ordered engraved along the weapon’s belly:


Forsake not thy spirit;


Nor honor lost condone;


Maintain well thy merit;


By these things, thou art known.


Antonio’s bow was engraved with musical notes, Claudio’s with songbirds. The bows were gifts from Father, commissioned to commemorate our elevations to our charted offices. Mine alone carried a permanent admonishment.


I adjusted my aim. “Which sin are we not celebrating?”


Antonio answered. “No sin. A very sad occurrence. Ursicio’s wife has died.”


My arrow went wild, embedding in the trunk of a poplar well behind the target. Death on Midsummer’s Eve, even at its terminus, was a bad omen.


“The baby’s fine.” Claudio tapped one of Mamma’s happy little pinpoints. “Bright-eyed and bawling. Blessed to have been born before Midsummer’s end.”


I lowered my bow. “Why are you both so giddy? Ursicio is our cousin.”


“Our distant cousin.” Antonio drew and sighted. “Our very distraught and distant and resourceful cousin. Overwhelmed with responsibility. Three children. All girls. No heir. And a dead wife.”


He let fly. “Perfect for Luciana.”


His arrow landed in the same tree to split mine down the middle. I paused to admire the shot. “You want our sister to marry Ursicio.”


“Luciana has to marry eventually. Ursicio is a fine choice. He’s loyal. He’s resourceful.”


He has a nose like a rutabaga and an imagination to match. “Luciana won’t like that. She’s promised to Ruggiero.”


“Luciana’s fine with it. Ruggiero beats whores.” Antonio waggled his bow at Claudio. “Your turn. Go for one of the closer targets. Success emboldens the reach.”


Claudio drew and sighted, wavering worse than a young man presented the choice of two virgins. He let his arrow fly, then checked where it landed, shoulders tensed like he worried he’d accidentally spitted the cat. “Has anybody seen Topo?”


“In the kitchen,” I assured him. “Lapping the last of the cream.” And hissing every time I got near.


I chose another arrow from my quiver. “This will bring trouble. Ignazio will see Father’s refusal to let Luciana marry his son as an insult.”


The air pulsed, the tiny lights faltered. Antonio snatched the words from my mouth. “Ignazio is fine with it, too. Father’s exchanging enough to cover any insult.”


He dropped his bow and grasped my shoulder, fingers tense. “Say it. Ignazio will be fine.”


I couldn’t, not without my iron betraying me. Ignazio could whip a gentle breeze into a tempest or calm a gale into the doldrums, go unnoticed as a rock, or command the attention of a kettledrum. Ignazio could be clever or dull, his words sparse, or flowing off his tongue like a marimba. Always charming, never forthright, Ignazio followed only those rules he found convenient. Because he was inimical, born under a contrary star and was rarely, barely, almost never ever fine.


And neither was Ruggiero.


I crossed my fingers behind my back, a trick that sometimes worked. “Ignazio will be fine.”


The air settled. Mamma’s glimmers resumed their gentle glow.


Antonio released me. “Ursicio will cast off his wife tomorrow. He’s asked Claudio to perform the elegy, so you’ll need to write one for him to sing. The Promise will be the following afternoon. Mamma says there’s no use giving grief time to seed.”


Or Ignazio time to smooth talk Father back to the original arrangement.


I nocked another arrow. None of this had anything to do with me. Marriage negotiations were Antonio’s province. Luciana was fine with them. I was to depart with the dawn, take up my position and chart my course in Panduri’s constellation. Her Protector. Legendary, storied, larger than life.


Like Uncle Giacomo.


I sighted on Antonio’s arrow, meaning to split it as he had mine. I again drew.


“Here’s the rest,” Antonio piped up. “With so much upheaval in the current casts, Father agrees. Best you stay to chart the happiest course for our sister’s new life. I’m going to the border in your stead.”


I swung around. My shot again went wild, arcing over Antonio’s head. “But you’re Heir. It’s official. They gave you the ceremony, the parade.”


Mamma had my uniform fitted, my buttons polished. Even my pen nibs were new. “The women threw flowers at you.”


“They can throw them again next year.”


Anger raced up my gullet. I nocked yet another arrow and drew, leveling it at Antonio’s chest. “They won’t have to.”


Claudio’s bow creaked. “If you think I’ll let you shoot him because you’re annoyed, you’re wrong.”


Antonio drew. “And if you think I’ll let you shoot Claudio for not letting you shoot me, you’re more wrong.”


My face went hot. “Fine. Shoot me. Then we will all have something to celebrate. Especially Father.”


Antonio lowered his bow. “Shut up, Matteo. Nobody’s shooting anybody. I have to get out of here. One more day plotting star charts and I will shave my head and take Claudio’s place at the monastery.”


The next morning, Claudio sang the elegy I wrote for Ursicio’s poor, dead wife. Both she and the elegy were forgotten by nightfall. Antonio composed a fanfare for Luciana’s Promise so luminous, people still remember it in song.


Antonio found me in my study before he departed. He carried both our bows. “Words and music, Matteo. No use breaking up a set.”


“Get out of here, and take your damned bow with you. You’ve stolen my destiny. I’m never practicing targets with you again.”


“I haven’t stolen your destiny. I’m borrowing it for a while. I’ll return it as soon as I can face mine. Then we’ll find better ways to pass our time, happier times to remember.” He hung his bow by the door. “Until then, keep this safe for me.”


Antonio did return, but we never found better ways to pass our time, nor happier times to remember. And we never again practiced targets. One day, Antonio’s destiny faced him. He followed it back to the horizon, and he crossed to Outside for good, leaving me no trail to follow, no trace to hold onto.


But I still have his bow, forever, for always, my hope ever strong Antonio will find a way to cross back.




Two


The reminders of my brother are before me every day. . . .


For what reasons did we war? A boundary here, a birthright there, the roles we were each expected to play. Excuses meant to explain the Great Upheaval, our vendetta against our cousins on the other side of the valley, the Ducato of Careri.


Fingers pointed. Egos bruised. Tempers flared. As only families can. Raising blame deeper than any magic. Strong enough to shake us from our foundations.


What did we expect? All those slings and arrows and young hot-bloods. What else did we expect?


Claudio tired of my questions. “Enough, Matteo. It was only a tree.”


Dante and Ilario’s tree. It had been shocked, been broken. Ill-used and misrepresented. I’d pressed my ear to the bark, listened for its heart. Of life, of love, of a yearning to heal. “All that tree needed was time.”


“Stop. You’re making the willows weep. Here. Write it down.” He handed me a journal. No. A tome. Three inches thick. “I commissioned it from Salvatore’s father.”


I flipped through the leather-bound volume, admiring the smoothness of the parchment. “So many pages. You must think I have a lot to confess.”


“Scream your anguish from the parapets, howl it to the moon. But have a care.” Claudio took back the journal, turned the spine toward me, and shook it inches from my nose. “Your words contain power. They have substance. Don’t waste them wallowing in your misery.”


“You think I wallow.”


“Like a pig after a rainstorm.”


Claudio has it wrong. I do not wallow, I rage. At Antonio.


Not for being first. Nor for being foremost. I rage because Antonio refused to let me be second.


The First is Heir, renowned and irreproachable. Like Father. He stays home, attends ceremonies, gets married, makes new Heirs. And plots the fucking star charts.


Second is Protector. Legendary and celebrated like Giacomo. Panduri’s defense in our vendetta against the Careri, Protectors are supposed to be first on the scene, last to leave in a scuffle. And living at the goddamned border.


Third sons are Panduri’s priests, her Gentle Guardians. There’s no third son in Father’s generation, but if there were, he’d have been like Claudio who lives at the monastery and. . .


. . . actually, I’ve never been clear what Claudio does.


No matter. We were pieces of the puzzle, my brothers and I, dominoes aligned by the Deep Lore with well-planned precision. Like dominoes, one knock was enough to send us tumbling.


Dante and Ilario were explorers, set sail in a joyous and well-attended ceremony. Every Midsummer’s Eve, we stood in their garden and awaited news of their arrival.


A year after Antonio chopped down their tree, and several Midsummers before he left us, I found him in the garden with Claudio, hop-stepping off the stump and making a cheerful noise. I hop-stepped past them and searched out a contribution for Dante’s Wall, a masterpiece of intertwined twigs and bric-a-brac arranged with careless exactitude, and the only one of Dante’s many constructs Ilario had never tried to take down.


I chose a sharp-edged flint from the bank of the stream which ran along the garden’s edge, then slipped the rock into a likely slot. I considered the construct’s persistence a sign all was well with my little brothers, so I watched, breath stopped.


The structure held.


Antonio tucked his fiddle under his chin. He played the happiest of ditties, one eye to the sky, purple-washed pink in the day’s last display. He tossed me his score, the notes lighting on the paper as his bow moved across the strings. “You’re late, word master. Claudio’s awaiting his lyrics—where are Dante and Ilario now?”


I climbed onto the wall, wanting to look taller, grander, more authoritative than Antonio. I marked the score. “Messina. Or possibly all the way to Gibraltar.”


Claudio’s voice rose from his diaphragm, singing the line in a sustained crescendo, a call to adventure. Antonio tapped his bow to Claudio’s shoulder, a conductor leading a chorus. “What should Dante and Ilario send back when they get there?”


“Oranges and figs.” Claudio sang full and sweet. So sweet I tasted the figs plump and rich on my tongue, inhaled orange fragrance rising from an imaginary peel. Still…


I pointed my pen at him. “You sang oranges and figs last year.”


The starch went out of Claudio’s collar. His shoulders slumped. “I like oranges and figs.”


“We already have plenty of both.”


“Fine, Matteo.” Antonio climbed onto the wall, also, and towered his typical over me. What do you want them to send?”


I gazed at Dante and Ilario’s constellation twinkling in the twilight, imagined fair seas with a following wind, their ship landing on far-off shores. “I want them to send us stories. Hours and hours of them. Enough to fill a dozen Midsummer’s Eves.”


Antonio made an approving grunt. “We will perform them together.” He pulled Claudio onto the wall with us, then drew us close in one-armed embraces. “The three of us. One for all and, well . . . you know.”


All for one.


The procession that Midsummer was grand. Antonio was grander, resplendent in deep blue vest and shirt, his boot tops overflowing with treats, his fiddle buffed to a blinding polish.


The Deep Lore claimed seventy sirens had worked seventy Midsummers to create that fiddle. Antonio’s music, spirited and strong and strongly suggestive, had the signorinas hanging on his every string pluck, sighing with his every spiccato. He strode the streets, the hope upon which Panduri’s star rises, playing his role with the artistry of a harpist performing an arpeggio. Benevolent, beloved, tossing trinkets to his admirers and candies to the children.


I strode with him. Panduri’s Protector. Trying not to sputter. “What do you mean you’re not staying home? Look at this parade. And the ceremony was lovely.”


I dodged a flower meant for Antonio, then pointed to the double row of moon-washed buttons gleaming across the bright red of my Protector’s doublet. “How do I explain to Mamma about the uniform? She ordered it special. It’s new.”


We passed the reviewing stand where Mamma and Father waited with the rest of the signori nobili. Each of the signori stood and nodded to Antonio, the nod meant for the Heir, bestowed upon him every time he passed. Antonio raised his fiddle and I my pen, the customary salute and the official end of the procession.


Antonio stopped tossing candies and popped one into his mouth. “Store the uniform in moths’ balls; it will be just as new next year.”


Moths’ balls. I’d never get out the smell. “Okay. Fine. Go back to the border. But take me with you. Father has secretaries. He doesn’t need me.”


“I need you. Here. Doing what you’re doing, keeping Father off my back and out of my business.” He stepped out of line and headed off.


I chased after. “What about my business?”


“What business is that?”


“The same as yours. Private.”


Antonio smacked my shoulder. “Listen to me. Life is miserable out there. The vegetables are always mushy, the cream always sour. You go days without a bath, sometimes weeks, and who would you fuck?”


“The same as you.”


“Milkmaids. Camp followers. Trust me, sheep smell better.”


“You fuck sheep.”


“Not if I can help it.” Antonio looked over his left shoulder, then his right, then leaned in like he was going to let me in on a secret. “You don’t want to live your life like Salvatore. As Father’s thug.”


“Salvatore’s no thug.”


“Sure he is. First on the scene, last in the scuffle. What do you think being a protector means?”


I thought it meant I’d live far from Father. “We talked about this. And I’ve been patient. Haven’t sent you so much as a protest—”


Something rustled in the leaves overhead. A sprite flitted before us, young and eager, her wings lacey and translucent. “Did you say you needed to send something?”


We looked to each other. A sprite, once summoned, even without intention, could not be ignored. Antonio emptied his boot tops, scooped out the candies and trinkets. He handed them to her.


She held the trinkets to her ear. “These do not say where they are bound.”


Antonio smiled a smile only second to a string pluck for eliciting a lady’s sigh. “They have no destination. They are yours, compliments of Midsummer.”


“A gift?” The sprite dropped the trinkets into her messenger pouch, then did a backflip, tracing an exuberant, silver-tinged arc. She nodded, deep and respectful. “Someday, Panduri’s most generous, most gentle, most generally liked, will need me and I will know exactly where to go.”


I watched as she spiraled with her treasures into the treetops. “Why would you ever need to send anything from this part of town?”


“The maestro lives here. Salvatore, also. You’ve never been?”


The only things there were crafter stalls and donkey carts. “What for?”


“How can you be Protector if you don’t even know whom you protect?”


“Let me be Protector. We’ll find out. Stay home. Plot a few charts to keep Father happy and go back to doing what you do best—as you please.”


Antonio indicated a tiny clearing crammed between the bracken. “If I could do as I pleased, I’d pitch a tent, right there, right now. Make my way as a street performer. I have the fiddle for playing and the cap for collecting the coin.”


Antonio took off the referenced headgear. Ridiculously pleated, bearing a braid of silver laurels and shaped like an overturned urn, the hat was meant only for the Heir and was large enough to cook soup.


He shoved it at me. “Here. Tell Father I tried, but I can’t do it. I can’t walk around with people bobbing and nodding and announcing me with superlatives. Not yet.”


I admit I was tempted. Not forever, nor always, just for the experience, the memory. Of being first, of being foremost, of basking in the adoration of all.


I shoved the hat back. “Sure you can. It’s charted in your stars.”


“No.” He loosened his collar. “It’s like I can’t breathe. Like I can’t—”


“Can’t what? We’re sons of the duca. We lead processions or fuck sheep.”


“Only because you accept the underlying premise. There’s a whole world out there.” Antonio threw out his arms, sweeping to one side then the next like he were leading a dance. “Keep your eye open, your heart alive. Maybe you’ll find your bliss in the last place you imagine.”


I snapped my fingers in front of his face, the way Luciana does when she raises the dawn. “If you’re talking about going Outside, you can’t. Your music would drive the Papists to madness. They’d burn you at the stake.”


“Outside has no magic, deep or otherwise. My music would have no effect.” Antonio rubbed his neck. “I don’t think they burn people at the stake anymore.”


“How would you know? Did you ask the maestro?” I grabbed him by the arm. “Have you already been?”


I told him he was foolhardy. Hollered and railed. Then I tried to get him to tell me what the Outside was like. “Are the buildings tall as I saw? The lights bright as I remember? Is it true what the maestro tells us about how they close off their houses? When they crawl into their beds, do they truly sleep cut off from the stars?”


Antonio never let on whether I’d guessed right or not, and the Heir cannot be ordered, he can only be swayed. “Grant me one more year, Matteo. One year more to settle my fancies and I’ll come home. Stay here. I beseech you. And keep Father quiet.”


Keep Father quiet. Ha. If only I could, but after Antonio left, Father grew uncommonly chatty. He deemed my didactics deplorable, my arguments amateurish, my rhetoric sophomoric, my penmanship illegible, and my star casts inept. I wrote to Antonio of Father’s complaints, long epistles meant to persuade, but no amount of cajolery or conceit, conspiracy or contempt could convince my brother to do his duty so I could do mine.


Sheep-fucking could not be worse than the misery Father and I subjected each other to, so three months after Midsummer’s end, I tossed a week’s worth of weather mapping on the fire and gave the moths back their balls. I donned my uniform and headed for the border.


At a gallop.


I found Antonio under an olive tree fiddling to a field of maiden ferns, grey-green leaves in his hair and ten days’ growth on his chin. “Buongiorno!” I called.


Antonio’s bow screeched to a stop. He shushed the maiden ferns, then lowered his fiddle and lifted an eyebrow, his expression teeter-tottering between dismay and disbelief. “Is it a year already?”


“No, but you have to go home.”


“Has something happened?”


Not really. “Plenty has happened.”


I dropped my saddlebags and clutched my chest in what I hoped looked like horror to cover my iron, then I spoke twice as loud and half as fast as necessary to give any truths a chance to outrun all the lies. “Panduri is in a panic. Grain won’t ripen, bears refuse to hibernate, the days won’t shorten, and the crocuses have sent notice that without at least one snowfall they will not bloom in the spring. Mamma and Father’s timing is in a spiral. They need reliable stars to chart Panduri’s course. They need Panduri’s Heir to cast them. Panduri’s true Heir, not this pretender to the position.”


I dropped my hands in mock despair at Panduri’s manufactured plight and left my iron uncovered. Big mistake.


My iron whispered and Antonio’s gave off a faint harmonic. He flicked my nose. “Your speech is bullshit.”


I fell to my knees. “Please, Antonio, go home.”


“Impossible. The folletti are in a froth. We tossed them treats; all that did was spoil their suppers.”


Folletti are sugar imps, worse than sprites, placed by the signori to keep the Careri out. “Talk to Ignazio. A cloudburst might clear the air.”


“No.” A deep rumble pulsed from Antonio’s iron. “Ignazio claims consideration at every turn in this conflict, sends squalls when sunshine might serve, lifts fog when cover might be desired, all the while making his mistakes look like strategy, then sends invoices to the signori to correct them. I won’t give him reason to confuse the situation into the next cycle.”


“Forget Ignazio. I’ll sweet talk the folletti myself. Later. Or sooner. It doesn’t matter. Go home, I implore you. Give Panduri its due. Do as I beg and in exchange, I’ll write you a panegyric worthy of a god extolling your efforts. A panegyric Claudio can sing for your worshipers next Midsummer’s Eve.” I got off my knees and stood tall. “I’m invoking my rights. I’m Panduri’s Protector. This is my place, not yours. So pack yourself up. I’m taking your tent.”


Antonio let me take his tent, but he didn’t pack up. He attached to me like a bad habit. When I rose early, he rose with me. If I slept late, he brought me breakfast. Did I need to stretch my legs? So did Antonio. Inspect the woodwinds? So did he. We drew up word lists together. Composed cricket song together. One day he followed when I went to piss. I bent backward, arced my stream over his. “Stop it.”


He buttoned his fly. “Stop what?”


“Stop following me. Every time I eat beans, you fart. It’s unnatural.”


He rosined his bow and made a big show of tucking his fiddle under his chin. “This vendetta moves to its own beat. You have to watch your tempo.”


Since I’d arrived, not so much as a harsh word had whispered across the valley buffering us from the Careri. I began to believe Giacomo had made the whole fight up. An excuse to get away from Father.


Until the day I woke to a thrumming in my temple, a tremolo like tree frogs in my ear, and the staccato sprints of stretched horsehair on sheep gut.


Antonio’s fiddle, playing a sprightly tune. “It’s only cuts and bruises,” he told me. “They’ll heal. I told you to watch your tempo.”


“There were trolls.” Great bumpy beasts with feet the size of planks. I grabbed my jaw, tonguing along a newly emptied space. “And maybe the tooth fairy. She got a molar.”


“No trolls. No tooth fairies. Folletti.” Antonio pinched forefinger and thumb together to show me how small. “Armed with sticks and stones. You have to stop all the name calling.”


They were rude.


“Salvatore says you followed their bells.”


So delicate. Fanciful. The call . . . irresistible. “Yes, they distracted me from the trolls.”


A swath of hair escaped the thong binding it behind Antonio’s head and fell across his face. He hooked it behind an ear and pressed a vial into my palm. “Use this for the confusion. Shake it when you feel uncertain. The music is soothing. It will take your mind off things.”


Liquid tinkled in the glass container. I tilted the vial this way and that, fascinated with the way the tones shifted. “Off the trolls?”


“Off going home. You’re too much for the border, Matteo. You’re just too much. Your ego’s too large, your equanimity’s too small. Take a measure, take two. Give yourself time to mature, time to ponder, time to examine all your possibilities before forcing yourself along this path.”


“But—”


“I’m sending you with enough chart templates to plot stars into the next generation. Give Mamma a hug for me, tell Father hello and please, see if you can find a few of Dante’s and Ilario’s stories hiding in your heart to comfort Claudio. We’ll switch places next Midsummer’s Eve. As promised.”


Stories. Hugs. And star charts. “You’re supposed to stay home. I’m supposed to stay here. You’re supposed to be Renowned. I get to be Legendary.”


I babbled for a while, whimpered, then wailed, then touched his scar, jagged across his cheek, desperate to make him understand—even cuts and bruises can kill if left to fester.




Three


From Despair’s abyss, my words retrieve. . . .


Beware the pull of a false promise.


The following Midsummer’s Eve, Antonio did not come. He sent a sprite instead: Perhaps next year. Or the year after.


Beneath he had the sprite play an end note: Until then, you wear the hat.


I fought my way past Father’s sparring ficus and into his office, then flung Antonio’s foolscap onto his desk. “I’ve already sent Salvatore. He cannot find him.”


So much for being first on the scene.


Father pointed to the gossamer-wrapped collection I carried on my back, a mighty bundle that weighed more than my woe. “Are those star charts regarding Ignazio?”


And a dozen other matters Antonio hadn’t bothered to attend. The charts took me forever to find, longer to cast. Antonio had tossed half the stars into a bucket. Chaotic, disordered, worthless to our next generation. “Our Heir is missing. You’re not going to do anything?”


“He’ll show up. Midsummer is stronger than any stubbornness.” Father put out a hand. “The charts, please.”


I shrugged the sack to the creeping nettle carpeting the floor, then plucked Ignazio’s from its bundle and unrolled it so Father could see, pointing to the outermost pathway. “Ignazio has reached the limit of his appeals. You’ve ceded him twice Luciana’s promised dowry and Ruggiero’s married a suitable substitute, one who promises many heirs. Ruggiero’s path continues on course. You owe neither him nor his father further legal obligation for Ruggiero’s failure to marry my sister.”


Whatever stick Father carried traveled a little further up his backside. “Re-plot the particulars. Not all obligations fall within legal definitions.”


“You want me to change the chart.” Charts were supposed to be fixed at origination. Only Panduri’s Heir could propose a change.


Father eyed my shirt, defiantly red and rebellious and again out of the moths’ balls. He wrinkled his nose.


No. Father didn’t want me to change the chart. He wanted me to figure out the problem so Antonio could change it. “I understand Ignazio is your friend,” I said, “but why pander to him?”


“Ignazio is not my friend.”


Father’s soft-spoken announcement arrived with the force of a mudslide, shifting the ground beneath my boots.


“But . . . that is, I thought. . . .” I struggled to keep the I-have-no-idea-what-I’m-talking-about out of my voice. Ignazio spent more time with Father than Mamma ever had. “You’ve always kept him so close.”


Father reached across his desk and rerolled the scroll. He looked to the window, to a sun that appeared glued to the horizon. “Antonio’s tarried long enough. Find your brother. Return him to me.”


I threw my arm across my midsection and bowed, my slant more exaggerated than my attitude and my best foot so far forward that I near toppled into the tumbleweed. “I will depart at once. I will check every hollow, peruse every path, consult every oracle.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” Father plucked a tiny marshmallow from the sprite collection he kept on his desk. He popped it into his mouth. “Don’t look for Antonio, look for the lady with whom he is . . . engaged.”


Sometimes Father can be so old-fashioned. “You mean fucking.” Antonio wasn’t missing, he was getting an early start.


“I mean making love. With somebody he cares about. This close to Midsummer, it’s the only way to avoid the lure.”


Conversations with Father flashed their own lightning. This one came with a steady supply of thunderbolts. “Then rejoice. If Antonio has found a lady, a Promise will not be far behind. In a year, maybe two, we will be knee-deep in potential Heirs. Antonio will return to home and hearth and you may cease to torment me.”


“Torment you how, Matteo?” Mamma stood in the doorway, her hair draped in bluebells, her dress deep as twilight.


I went to her and kissed her cheek. She smelled of lilacs and lavender, sweet peas and baby’s breath. “By keeping me from my appointed role. I’m Panduri’s Protector. It’s Antonio’s problem to fixate planets and arrange cloud sculptings. I’m supposed to be at the border. Protecting.”


Mamma smiled and twirled a finger through my hair, straight and lank and nothing like Father’s. “The stars you plot direct our paths. Without them, we are petals gusting in a chaotic wind. What could be more protective than that?”


She grew serious. “Enough stormy words. The maestro’s son-in-law has died. Such tragic tidings and an ill-portent so close to Midsummer’s Eve. So sad for the maestro’s daughter. Her baby is still an infant.”


The air spinner. I’d wished the maestro’s daughter long life and happiness in Antonio’s stead. It never occurred to me those conditions might not include her husband. “I didn’t know about a child. I didn’t plot his star.”


Father made a harrumphing sound. “Antonio is the child’s benefactor. He plotted the chart.”


As Pretender Heir, it was my duty to mark these milestones, note these relationships, find their influence in the intricate gravity which held our ducato together. Midsummer hadn’t even begun, and I’d already had enough of it. “Fine. Tell Antonio to stay home and plot the rest. I don’t want to play Heir anymore.”


A flicker shot across the room, inches from my nose. It streaked toward the ceiling branches.


A star. Unplanned, unplotted.


My iron tugged on its chain, my heart halfway to following without taking a step. I looked to Mamma, to Father, then bowed to them both, my mind in loop-de-loops. “My star finally rises. I am off to follow it. I shall let you know where it leads.”


“No. You cannot leave.” Mamma glided to Father’s chair and put a hand on the ivy twining along its back, closing the invisible divide between them. “The Deep Lore requires your presence.”


“I’m Protector, not Heir. All the Deep Lore requires of me is to do my best by Panduri.” I pointed to the flare strengthening above our heads. If the Papists’ legends could be believed, a less obvious star had sent three wise men across a desert. “I must go.”


“Tell him.” Mamma nudged Father. She worked the vines between her fingers, her voice taut and trembly and tinged with fear. “You are Duca. Tell Matteo he cannot—”


Father cut her off with a curt zzzzt. He planted fist to palm, his determination dense enough to cast shadows. “You will not leave.”


I was beyond listening. I headed for the door, my star’s guidance bright and clear and blinding me to all else.


Stranglevine sprang to block my path, thick, strong, faster than quickweed. It twined my wrist, then my arms, then twisted me around to face my parents.


Tears streamed down Mamma’s cheeks. “Please, Matteo. You must not forsake Midsummer’s Eve.”


Memories flooded in with her tears. Of Dante. Of Ilario. Of being restrained and Mamma crying crying crying. You must not go.


I pulled against the bonds. “Why not?”


Father closed a hand over the amulet hanging about his neck, covering its gentle green glow. The creeping nettle browned, the wolfsbane whimpered, cut off from their source. Their words reached me, minute murmurings of despair. I stopped struggling. “I yield. I yield.”


Father released his iron. The nettle plumped, the wolfsbane calmed. The stranglevine released me. It shriveled, retreating back into the earth between the floor stones. My star darted out Father’s window, the tallest, the most impressive, the window from which Father surveyed the entire ducato. It disappeared into the twilight.


Midsummer’s first twinkles peeked over the treetops, Midsummer’s first music rose in the festival fields. Father sighed, the sound long and lush and rooted in the Earth. “Maybe you did not choose the field you are plowing, but you can determine the quality of your planting.”


Was he talking about sex? Farming? I had no idea. “My star has gone rogue, sir, rising over a sun which finally dips below the horizon. A sun beholden to an Heir who must have finally arrived, yet feels no obligation to his place in Panduri’s constellation.”


“That is why you must stay, to hold safe Panduri’s soul. To perform as her Heir until Panduri’s charted Heir sees fit to return to his responsibilities.”


Fury rose. Reckless, rebellious, full of reproach. “Tell me something, Father. Did you hand your brother his noose? Or did he tie it all on his own?”


Mamma gasped, her hand flying to her mouth.


I stalked off.


Because it is Claudio’s responsibility to hold safe our souls.


I found a bottle and headed for Dante and Ilario’s garden, there to see if my star had returned and to muse on what route Giacomo might have taken. “Egypt, perhaps. Or possibly Morocco.”


Claudio, downcast, dour, disagreeable as donkey-breath, wasn’t drinking that night. “Uncle Giacomo didn’t go exploring. He hung himself from Dante and Ilario’s tree. Then we cast him off.”


I flopped by the two purple-capped pixies we’d positioned at the garden’s center. One for Dante, the other for Ilario. I pulled candies from my boot top and placed one in each of their marble palms, as I did every Midsummer. “Did I ever tell you Uncle Giacomo showed me his maps? Here, I’ll show you.”


I found a stick and scratched in the dirt. A circle to represent Panduri. “This is us.”


I drew a second circle around it. “This is Outside.”


I drew a smaller circle on our border, nudging Panduri as one star conjuncts another, placing the circle mostly Outside, but still a little Inside. “And this is Careri.”


I drew an orbit for Careri, spiraling it in the ether between Outside and Inside until it came to rest within Panduri’s influence, making a binary star, orbiting one about the other. “Careri went exploring. Just like Dante and Ilario. Someday all will return with plenty of stories to share. They will enthrall the folletti, convince them to leave. Then maybe this vendetta will end.”
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