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				THE STRAVAGANZA SEQUENCE

				.

				By Mary Hoffman

				.

				Stravaganza: City of Masks

				Stravaganza: City of Stars

				Stravaganza: City of Flowers

				Stravaganza: City of Secrets
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				For Jessica, maker of potions and expert on Giglia
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				‘Non v’è città al mondo che non senta, nel bene e nel male, il peso del suo passato.’

				Franco Cardini, Breve Storia di Firenze, 1990

				.

				(‘There is no city in the world which does not feel, whether for good or ill, the weight of its past.’)

				.

				.

				.

				‘Non ha l’ottimo artista alcun concetto,

				ch’un marmo solo in sè non circonscriva

				col suo soverchio; e solo a quello arriva

				la man che ubbidisce all’intelletto.’

				Michelangelo Buonarotti 

				.

				(‘The greatest artist does not have any concept which a single piece of marble does not contain within its excess, though only a hand that obeys the intellect can discover it.’

				Poem 151 in Christopher Ryan’s translation, 
J. M. Dent, 1996)

				.

				.

				.

				‘È necessario a uno principe, volendosi mantenere, imparare a potere essere non buono, e usarlo e non l’usare secondo la necessità.’

				Niccolò Machiavelli, Il Principe, 1513

				.

				(‘For a ruler, it is necessary, if he wants to stay ruler, to learn how not to be good and to use this power, or not, according to need.’)
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				Prologue: Walking the Maze

				In a black and white striped church in the north-west of the city, a friar in a black and white robe was waiting his turn to step on to a curious pattern set into the floor. It was a labyrinth made of strips of black and white marble contained roughly within a circle, and friars came and went along it, tracing the pattern with their footsteps. They walked in silence, but other friars were softly chanting plainsong from the choir stalls. It was early in the morning and the church was empty, save for the friars, weaving their silent patterns, moving past one another in the circle.

				There were eleven circuits between the outside edge and the centre, but each was so folded into loops that the friars seemed to be thwarted in their goal the closer they got to it. Still, every few minutes one or two reached the centre, where they sank to their knees in heartfelt prayer for several moments before continuing on the path that led them out to the edge again and back into the world. 

				Brother Sulien was the last to step on to the maze. It was his custom and his right as Senior Friar. Sulien walked the maze even more thoughtfully than usual and by the time he reached the centre he was the only one left. The other friars had gone about their business, some to feed the fish in the cloister pool, some to dig carrots and others to tend vines. Even the members of the choir had dispersed, and Brother Sulien was left alone in the uncertain dawn light of the church’s cool interior.

				He knelt stiffly in the centre, on a circle surrounded by six lesser circles arranged like the petals of a flower. At the very heart was an inlaid figure that the friar’s robe concealed. Indeed, an early morning visitor to Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines would scarcely have been able to see Sulien either, his hood cast over his face, kneeling in stillness at the centre of the maze.

				After a long meditation, Brother Sulien rose, said ‘Amen’ and started the slow return out of the maze to his daily life. So began every day for Sulien, but there was something different about this one. At the end of the ritual, he pulled a threadbare carpet over the pattern, as usual, but instead of walking back through the Great Cloister to his work at the Farmacia, he sat in a pew, considering the future.

				He thought about the threat to the city of Giglia and how there was trouble brewing. The great di Chimici family, on whose wealth the city floated, was busier than usual. The Duke had announced the forthcoming weddings of several younger members of the family, including his three remaining sons, all to their cousins. And no one doubted that there was more to these marriages than love.

				It was common knowledge that the Duke had organised a spreading network of spies throughout the city, led by a ruthless agent of his known only as l’Anguilla, the Eel, because of his ability to get into and out of tight corners. The spies’ purpose, both here and in other cities, was to sniff out all that could be known of a certain brotherhood or order of learned men and women – scientists, some people said, though others said magicians. Brother Sulien shifted on the hard wooden pew at the thought of this order, of which he was a member.

				The di Chimici were resolutely opposed to the brotherhood and suspected that it was behind the resistance to their plans to expand their power throughout Talia. Duke Niccolò also believed that this brotherhood was responsible for the death of his youngest son, Prince Falco, less than a year ago. The young prince, horribly injured in a riding accident two years before, apparently committed suicide while staying at the di Chimici summer palace near Remora.

				But everyone knew that the Duke believed it was murder – or perhaps something worse. Some said that the boy’s ghost walked abroad, others that he was not really dead at all. When Duke Niccolò returned from Remora with his son’s body, the whole city was shocked by the change in the Duke’s appearance: he had aged by years and now bore a head of white hair and his beard was silver.

				The funeral of Prince Falco had been a mournful if splendid affair; the Duke had buried him in the chapel of his palazzo near the city’s centre and the great Giuditta Miele herself had carved his memorial statue. 

				But Sulien knew that Giuditta’s next commission was to come from Bellezza, the independent city-state in the Eastern lagoon. Its ruling Duchessa, the lovely young Arianna Rossi, was rumoured to be coming to Giglia for the di Chimici weddings. Despite her city’s fierce resistance to all the di Chimici’s attempts to overcome its independence, she was surprisingly friendly with the Duke’s third son, Gaetano. He was one of the betrothed and so the Duchessa had accepted the invitation because of him.

				Sulien was familiar with Bellezza, since he had only recently come from a religious house near the lagoon city to take over the friary at Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines. He saw the danger to the young Duchessa. The city of Giglia would be fuller than usual of strangers and visitors during the period of the weddings and it would be hard to afford the Duchessa the protection she needed. Indeed, he was a little surprised that her father and Regent, Senator Rodolfo, had agreed to it. 

				Now he gathered up the skirts of his robe and strode off to the Farmacia, as if he had come to a decision. He walked through the tranquil Lesser Cloister, with its series of chapels, and on to the Great Cloister, where a door opened into the first room, his laboratory. 

				As always as he climbed the two stone steps into his domain, Brother Sulien breathed its fragrant air with relief and joy. Things in the city might change but here, in Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines, certain things remained the same – the maze, which always brought calm, and the perfumes and medicines distilled here in the Farmacia now newly under his guardianship.

				He passed through the laboratory, where two young apprentices, in the robes of novices, were bent over the distillery equipment. After the briefest of greetings, he took himself into his inner, private room, hardly more than a cell, and sat at his desk. He was writing a list of recipes for all the perfumes, creams, lotions and medicines made here in the monastery’s church. Not forgetting its famous liqueur and the secret of making drinkable silver.

				Now he pushed the parchment to one side and sat gazing at a small blue glass bottle with a silver stopper which he had taken from a shelf. Beside it he placed a silver cross, which he usually kept locked in a carved wooden box. He looked at the two thoughtfully. Then, ‘It is time,’ he said. ‘I shall go there tonight.’
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				Chapter 1

				A Blue Glass Bottle

				Sky woke, as usual, to the smell of flowers. But it was stronger than usual, which meant that his mother was up and uncorking bottles. This was a good sign; perhaps she would work today.

				Heaving Remedy, the cat, off his feet – another good sign because it meant he must have already been fed – Sky made his way to the kitchen and found his mother spooning coffee into the cafetière. She looked bright, with a rather hectic flush on her cheeks.

				‘Hey, Mum. Morning,’ he said, giving her a hug.

				‘Morning, lovely boy,’ she said, smiling fondly at him.

				‘Why didn’t you wake me? It’s late.’

				‘It’s only half past seven, Sky.’ 

				‘Well, that’s late,’ he said, yawning. ‘There’s a wash to do before school.’

				‘Already on,’ said his mother proudly, pouring the just-boiled water on to the coffee. Then her mood changed abruptly and she sat down at the table. ‘It’s not right that a boy your age should have to worry about housework,’ she said, and Sky saw the telltale glitter of tears gathering in her eyes.

				‘Now, none of that,’ he said, deliberately heading her off into a different mood. ‘What’s for breakfast? I’m starving.’

				He didn’t want one of those heavy ‘We’re all each other has got’ scenes so early in the morning. His mother couldn’t help her illness, which was so erratic that some days, like today, she would seem normal, and on others she couldn’t even get out of bed to go to the bathroom, which meant he had to tend to her most private needs.

				And Sky didn’t mind looking after her; it was true that they were all-in-all to each other. Sky’s father had never been around, except on CD covers and concert posters. Rainbow Warrior, the famous black rocker of the ’80s, had been interested in fair, shy Rosalind Meadows for all of one night and that was all it took.

				When Rosalind found she was pregnant, her best friend, Laura, who had dragged her to the Warrior’s concert in the first place, wanted her to have an abortion, but Rosalind couldn’t bear the thought. She dropped out of university and went home to brave her parents’ wrath.

				Although her parents were strict Plymouth Brethren they were surprisingly understanding, even when the baby turned out to be chestnut brown in colour (she hadn’t said a word about his father). But when Sky was eighteen months old, they had suggested she might be happier in London, where a very pale-skinned blonde with a brown baby might attract less attention than in a sleepy Devon village. Not attracting unnecessary attention to oneself was something Rosalind’s parents considered to have the force of an Eleventh Commandment.

				So she had packed her bags and her baby and arrived in London with the deposit on a flat in Islington, a diploma in Aromatherapy and no other means of support. Her greatest consolation was that Laura was also in London, working as an MP’s secretary, and she would often babysit while Rosalind built up some contacts in the evening with people who wanted aromatherapy.

				‘After all,’ Laura would say, jiggling Sky inexpertly on her lap, ‘he wouldn’t be here at all if I hadn’t taken you to that concert in Bristol.’ Rosalind never mentioned that Sky wouldn’t be there at all if she had followed Laura’s other suggestion too.

				When Sky was two, Rosalind wrote to Rainbow Warrior, feeling stupid about not knowing how to address him. In the end, she just wrote:

				.

				Dear Rainbow,

				I don’t suppose you remember me but I was at your concert in Bristol in ’87. Your son, Sky, is two years old today. I don’t want anything from you, only for you to know that he exists and to have this address, in case you ever want to get in touch with him. I enclose a photo taken a few weeks ago.

				.

				She hesitated. Should she put ‘love from’? It was a common enough empty phrase but she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea, so she wrote ‘Yours sincerely, Rosalind Meadows’. The letter was sent care of the Warrior’s agent and marked Personal and Urgent, but the agent took no notice of that; women were always putting that sort of thing on letters to the Warrior. And it was definitely from a woman; the envelope smelt of flowers.

				‘Hey, Colin,’ he said, waving the letter when he next saw his famous client. ‘It seems you’ve been sowing some more of your wild oats.’

				‘Don’t call me that,’ said the singer irritably, snatching the envelope, ‘and don’t open my personal correspondence – how often do I have to tell you?’

				Gus Robinson was one of the handful of people in the world who knew that the great Rainbow Warrior, famous across four continents, had been born Colin Peck on a council estate in Clapham Junction.

				The Warrior sniffed the envelope, read the formal little letter, looked at the photo and smiled. That ‘Yours sincerely’ got to him the way no hysterical tear-stained diatribe would have done. Yes, he remembered Rosalind, so shy and so smitten. And the little boy was cute.

				‘You should get that letter framed,’ said Gus. ‘So you can prove she said she doesn’t want any of your dosh.’

				‘Mind your own business,’ said the singer, and that night he wrote a letter of his own, not very well-expressed and full of spelling mistakes but enclosing a huge cheque, which he could easily afford.

				Rosalind had been stunned and wanted to send the money back but Laura convinced her otherwise.

				‘It took two, didn’t it?’ she demanded. ‘And he should have been more careful. It must have been obvious that a goose like you wouldn’t even have been on the pill.’

				‘But he says he doesn’t want to see Sky,’ said Rosalind, her tears spilling down her cheeks. 

				‘So much the better,’ said Laura firmly. ‘Take the money and run.’

				In the end Rosalind had used the money to pay off her mortgage and return her parents’ loan; there was no denying how useful it was. She wrote to the singer again, saying that she would send a photo of their son every year, on his birthday. This time Gus Robinson didn’t open the letter or all the other sweet-smelling envelopes that came from her once a year, but handed them to his richest client without a word.

				Rainbow Warrior had been married three times and had fathered eight children, but no one knew about the brown-skinned laughing boy and his fair mother, except for the singer himself and his agent. And between them the subject was never mentioned.

				Nor was it often mentioned between Sky and his mother. When he was old enough to understand, she showed him a picture of his father, in Hello! magazine. He was getting married to wife number four, a leggy Colombian model called Loretta. There were lots of children at Sky’s primary school whose parents had split up, so he was not particularly disturbed by the photos of the tall dreadlocked singer and his new wife; they seemed to have nothing to do with him.

				Rainbow Warrior felt much the same each year as he looked at the latest photo of his secret son. But he kept them all. Sky didn’t know that his mother sent pictures of him to his father. There was a period of some months around his thirteenth birthday when he rowed with Rosalind almost every day and once threatened to find his father and go and live with him, but these violent feelings eventually went away and soon after that Rosalind fell ill.

				It was the flu, and she stayed in bed for a week, with a fever and a cough that no amount of hot lemon and honey brought relief to. The week turned into months and that was when Sky began to learn how to look after himself and his mother.

				ME, said the hospital doctor to Rosalind after months of visits to the GP and being told to pull herself together. No treatment – only time and rest. That had been nearly three years ago and sometimes Rosalind still couldn’t get out of bed in the morning. After a year, Sky took his courage in both hands and wrote, without telling his mother, to the famous Rainbow Warrior:

				.

				Dear Mr Warrior,

				I am your son and I am worried about my mum. She has been ill for a year. Can you send her to see a top doctor? By the way, what she has got is called ME. She is NOT imagining it.

				Yours sincerely,

				Sky Meadows

				.

				He sent it to a venue where the Warrior was appearing and he never got a reply. We can manage without him, he thought bitterly. We always have done and we always will.
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				‘When Papa dies, I shall be Duke Fabrizio the Second,’ said the little prince to his tutor. He had been six years old at the time and had got a thorough spanking for it. That was how he first knew dying was a bad thing, though at the time he had only been repeating what his nurse had told him.

				Now, as Prince Fabrizio walked along the gallery of his father’s palace, a tall and handsome twenty-three-year-old, he felt he had learned the lesson all too well. The walls were hung with portraits of di Chimici, the living and the dead, among the latter his mother, Benedetta, and his youngest brother, Falco, taken from them so cruelly only a matter of months ago. Fabrizio stood in front of this picture for a long time.

				The likeness had been made before Falco’s accident and showed him standing straight and proud, very conscious of his lace collar and holding a sword that scraped slightly on the ground; he had been about eleven then.

				Fabrizio was in no doubt that his brother’s death would hasten his father’s, though he was no longer in a hurry to become Duke Fabrizio di Chimici the Second. He felt much too young to be both head of the family and in charge of all the schemes his father had put in place. Now he wished he had been one of the younger sons and without such a weight of responsibility to look forward to.

				But he squared his shoulders and resumed his walk. At least he could accede happily to one of his father’s plans. Fabrizio was to be married soon to his cousin Caterina. And she was his favourite of all the cousins, from the time they had played games together as children at the summer palace in Santa Fina. A smile played round Fabrizio’s fine mouth as he thought of Caterina.

				That was the one good thing to come out of poor Falco’s death – he refused to think of it as suicide – all the di Chemici weddings. His two remaining brothers were to be married at the same time and his cousin Alfonso, Duke of Volana, too. There would be hardly any unmarried di Chimici left – apart from fussy little cousin Rinaldo – and it was clear that his father Duke Niccolò wanted them all to get on with breeding his descendants as fast as possible. Well, Fabrizio was willing; Caterina was a pretty and lively girl and he had no doubt she would produce a superior crop of heirs.

				[image: Cof Bottle.tif]

				Sky passed a day at school that felt almost normal. He was used to being in the sixth form now, but he had never quite felt part of the school and had no close friends there.

				The trouble was, he looked the part of someone cool and trendy and he knew that lots of girls were initially attracted to him. He was tall for his age and he wore his gold-brown hair in dreadlocks. But he didn’t listen to any kind of rock music. It reminded him too much of his father. Rosalind sometimes played the Warrior’s CDs, which were the only ones she had that weren’t classical or folk, and it made Sky almost literally sick.

				He used not to care about his father but, ever since the singer had ignored Sky’s letter, written from the heart of despair, he had begun to hate the very idea of him. He knew that the Warrior’s music was having a fashionable revival at the time, because it had featured in a film that broke box office records, but Sky didn’t see the film and he never told anyone of his connection with the singer.

				If he could have been interested in football, he might have felt less of a fish out of water at school. He had the physique for it but just couldn’t raise the enthusiasm. He supposed it was because he had more important things to think about. He probably wasn’t the only student at his school looking after a sick parent; he’d read an article once about how many carers there were under the age of sixteen – really small kids like nine-year-olds, looking after parents in wheelchairs.

				Well, he was better off than they were; he was seventeen, and his mother wasn’t ill all the time. But he didn’t know anyone else in his position and he felt set apart, somehow marked. And it showed. Gradually, the friendly overtures had tailed off and the girls wrote him off as useless too.

				There was just one girl, though, quiet and fair, whom he really liked, and if she had ever shown any interest in him, things might have been different. But she was inseparable from her fierce friend with the dyed red hair and tattoo, so Sky never got up the courage to talk to her. Still, they were all doing English AS, so at least they were in some of the same classes.

				It didn’t take Sky long to reach home, since his flat was in a house right next to the school. He dawdled, wondering what he would find there, whether his mother would still be feeling OK or back in bed unable to move. But he was quite unprepared for what he did find. On the doorstep to their flats stood a small blue glass bottle, with a silver stopper in the shape of a fleur-de-lys. It was empty and incredibly fragile, just sitting there on the step, where anyone might knock it over.

				Instinctively, Sky picked it up and took out the stopper; a heavenly smell wafted out of it, more delicious than anything in his mother’s store of oils and essences. Was it meant for her? There was no message attached to it.

				He let himself in through the front door and then into their ground-floor flat. Rosalind had sold the one that the Warrior had paid for and bought this smaller one less than a year ago because she couldn’t manage stairs any more. The newly converted house still smelt of fresh paint and plaster. That and the smell of flower essences greeted Sky’s return.

				‘Mum,’ he called, though she would have heard his key in the lock. ‘I’m home!’

				She wasn’t in the living room or the tiny kitchen, and he knocked on her bedroom door with a sick feeling that something terrible had happened to her. But she wasn’t there and when he went back to the kitchen, he found her note:

				.

				Gone to supermarket; there won’t be any biscuits till I get back.

				.

				Sky smiled with relief; when had she last been well enough to go shopping on her own? That was usually his job, every Wednesday afternoon after school, lugging plastic carrier bags on to the bus and then putting everything away. His mother must have taken the car, though; she couldn’t have managed on the bus.

				Sky took the damp wash out of the machine, put it in the tumble-dryer, washed up the breakfast things from the morning and looked in the cupboards to see what he could make for dinner. Normally, he would make a start on peeling potatoes or chopping onions, but he thought he’d better wait and see what his mother brought back with her; maybe she had planned something.

				He fed Remedy, because the tabby rescue cat was in danger of tripping him up by twining round his legs, then made himself a cup of tea and sat down at the table, where the little blue glass bottle stood looking innocent and at the same time significant. Remedy leapt on to the chair beside him and started washing. Sky sighed and got out his school books and read a short story for French.
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				Sandro was delighted with his new master. Everyone knew about the Eel; he was becoming a figure to be reckoned with in Giglia. He now had dozens of spies working for him and bringing information back to the di Chimici palace from all over the city and beyond. It was just the kind of work Sandro enjoyed, following people and hanging about eavesdropping on their private conversations. He would have been happy to do it for nothing.

				Sandro was small and quick-witted and completely inconspicuous, one of those many young boys, none too clean and a bit ragged, who hung about the busy places of the city, hoping for a few cents in return for running errands. But actually he had silver in his pockets, expenses paid to him by the Eel, because he might need to buy a drink for an informant or offer a small bribe for information.

				Now Sandro was tailing one of the Nucci clan and it couldn’t have been easier. Camillo Nucci was so obviously on his way to an assignation that Sandro had to stifle a chuckle; the young bravo in the red cap kept looking over his shoulder as he walked past the di Chimici’s grand new building of Guild offices off the main piazza and across the stone structure that was still called the Ponte Nuovo, even though it had been built two hundred years before.

				A lesser spy might have lost the Nucci on the bridge, with its crush of people, its butchers’ shops and fishmongers and chandlers. But not Sandro. He had guessed where his quarry was headed, anyway – the half-built palazzo on the other side of the river. The Nucci family, the only one anywhere near close enough in wealth to rival the di Chimici, had started building their grand palazzo five years before and it was still not finished.

				But, if it ever was, it would be much bigger than the Ducal palazzo on this side of the river, and that bothered Sandro; he was a di Chimici man through and through. It stood to reason that his masters must have the best, the biggest and the grandest of everything. Take the coming weddings; weren’t the young princes and their cousins to be married in the great cathedral by the Pope himself, their uncle Ferdinando, who was coming specially from Remora to conduct the most lavish ceremony the city had ever seen?

				Camillo Nucci had reached the walls of his father’s palazzo-to-be and was talking to his father and brothers. Sandro saw to his surprise that the second storey was nearly complete; it wouldn’t be long before the Nucci palace was finished after all. But why was young Camillo making such a mystery of his evening stroll, since he was joined only by other members of his family? Nothing remarkable about that. But Sandro followed them into a nearby tavern anyway.

				And was rewarded by seeing them joined by a couple of very disreputable-looking men. He couldn’t get near enough to hear their talk, unfortunately, but he memorised every detail of their appearance to tell the Eel. His master was sure to be interested.
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				‘Do you think this was left for you?’ Sky asked his mother when he had unpacked the shopping for her.

				Rosalind was looking tired again now and had flopped down on the sofa, kicking her shoes off as soon as she had got in. She looked at the little bottle in his hand.

				‘No idea,’ she said. ‘It’s pretty though, isn’t it?’

				‘But empty,’ said Sky, still puzzled. ‘Shall I put it with your other bottles?’

				‘No, it would outclass all my plastic refillables,’ said Rosalind. ‘Just put it on the mantelpiece – unless you want it?’

				Sky hesitated. It seemed a girly thing to want a blue perfume bottle in his room, but the little phial seemed to speak to him in some way he didn’t understand.

				‘OK,’ he said, putting it temporarily on the living-room mantelpiece. ‘What shall I cook tonight?’

				‘How about spag bol?’ suggested his mother. ‘That’s nice and easy and we can eat it on our laps. It’s ER tonight.’

				Sky grinned. His mother loved hospital dramas but always closed her eyes during the gory scenes and operations. You would have thought she’d have had enough of doctors and nurses, but she lapped it all up.

				He went away to chop onions and peppers. Later, after they had eaten and Rosalind had seen even less of ER than usual, because it had involved a multiple road traffic accident, Sky carried her to bed. She was very light, he realised, and she had fallen asleep before he had time to help her into her nightdress or to clean her teeth.

				But Sky didn’t have the heart to wake her; he left her on the bed and went to do the rest of his homework. Then he washed up, put out the wheelie bin, folded the dry washing for ironing the next day, changed the cat litter, hung his damp jeans in the airing cupboard, locked up and eventually got into bed at half past eleven.

				He was exhausted. How long can I carry on like this? he wondered. True, his mother had been much better that day but he knew from experience that she would be even more wiped out than usual the next day. He started to calculate the ratio of good to bad days she had had recently. Time, the doctor had said, but how long was enough time to make her well again?

				If he looked ahead to the next few years, Sky could see nothing but difficulties. His mother wanted passionately for him to go to university and have the chances she had thrown away for herself, and he was just as keen. But how could he leave her, knowing that some days she wouldn’t eat or be able to shower or even feed the cat? He envied other boys his age who could leave home in a year or two and go to Kathmandu if they wanted without worrying about their mothers. He’d probably have to settle for a college in London and living at home.

				Remedy climbed on to Sky’s chest to purr happily. He ruffled the cat’s ears. ‘Easy being you, isn’t it?’ he said. Then he remembered the bottle. Despite Remedy’s protests, he got up again and fetched it from the living room. He lay in the dark, sniffing the wonderful scent that came from it and feeling strangely comforted. The cat had stalked off in protest; these were not the kind of smells he liked and there were far too many of them in the flat as it was – give him kipper any day.

				I wonder where it can have come from? was Sky’s last thought before drifting off into a deep sleep, the bottle in his hand.
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				When Sky woke, he was not in his bedroom but in somewhere that looked like a monk’s cell. There was a cross on the whitewashed wall and a wooden prayer desk and he was lying on a sort of hard cot. The bottle was still in Sky’s hand and the room was filled with the wonderful smell of flowers, but he knew it wasn’t coming from the bottle.

				He got up and cautiously opened the door. He found himself in a dark, wood-panelled room like a laboratory, filled with glass vessels like those used in chemistry lessons. But it didn’t smell like a lab; it smelled like his mother’s collection of essences, only much stronger. Light was coming from a door at the side of the room and Sky could see into an enclosed garden. People in robes were digging in the beds and tending plants. What a peculiar dream, he thought. There was a lovely atmosphere of calm and freedom from pressure.

				He stepped out into the sunshine, blinking, still holding the bottle, and a black man, robed like the others, took him by the arm and whispered, ‘God be praised, it has found you!’

				This is where I wake up, thought Sky, but he didn’t.

				Instead the man pushed him back into the laboratory and hurried into his cell, bending over a wooden chest.

				‘Put this on,’ he said to Sky. ‘You must look like the other novices. Then you can tell me who you are.’
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				Chapter 2

				The Hounds of God

				Sky felt as if he were sleepwalking, as he let the monk, or whoever he was, throw a coarse white robe over his head and then a black cloak with a hood. Underneath he was wearing the T-shirt and shorts he had gone to bed in, an odd detail for a dream to include, he thought. 

				‘That’s better,’ said the monk. ‘Now you can walk with me round the cloisters and we can talk without anyone thinking it unusual. They’ll just take you for a new novice.’

				Sky said nothing, but followed his companion back out into the sunshine. They were in the enclosed garden he had seen from the open door. It was a square shape, surrounded by a sort of covered walk, like the ones you get in cathedrals and abbeys in England.

				‘I am Brother Sulien,’ said the monk. ‘And you are?’

				‘Sky.’ He hesitated. ‘Sky Meadows.’

				It had always been an issue for him, his hippy-dippy name, as he thought of it. And it was even worse combined with his mother’s surname; it made him sound like a kind of air freshener or fabric softener. 

				‘Sky? That isn’t a name we use here,’ said Sulien, after considering it. ‘The closest would be Celestino. You can be Celestino Pascoli.’

				Can I really? thought Sky. What sort of game are we playing? But still he said nothing.

				‘You have the talisman?’ asked Sulien, and Sky realised he was still holding the little glass bottle. He opened his fist. A strange feeling was beginning to creep over him that this was not exactly a dream, after all.

				‘Who are you?’ Sky asked finally. ‘I don’t just mean your name.’

				The monk nodded. ‘I know what you mean. I am a Stravagante – we both are.’

				‘You and me?’ Sky asked disbelievingly. He couldn’t see how he and this mad monk, as he was beginning to think of him, could both be anything the same at all, except human beings and black.

				‘Yes, we are both part of a Brotherhood of scientists in Talia.’ The friar stepped out into the garden, gesturing Sky to follow. ‘Look behind you.’

				Sky turned and saw nothing.

				‘What?’ he asked, confused.

				Sulien gestured to the ground and Sky saw with a shock that, although the friar’s shadow stretched out behind him, black as his robe, at Sky’s feet there was nothing.

				‘The talisman has brought you here from your world, because there is something you can help us with,’ continued Sulien.

				‘What, exactly?’ asked Sky. 

				‘Exactly what, we don’t know,’ said Sulien. ‘But it will be dangerous.’ 

				*

				The night before, Sandro had stayed with his quarry until he was sure there was nothing more to be gained, then strolled back to his side of the river. A short walk through the great Piazza Ducale, where the government buildings were, brought him to the left flank of the cathedral. He felt more comfortable when he could see Santa Maria del Giglio; her bulk was reassuring and the little streets and piazzas snuggled up to her like kittens seeking the warmth of a mother cat.

				Sandro felt himself to be one of those kittens; he was an orphan, who had grown up in the orphanage that stood in the lee of the cathedral. Clever as he was, and resourceful too, Sandro had never learned his letters or expected to enter any profession, so he had been delighted to be recruited by the Eel. 

				Now he could afford to throw a few small coins to the ragamuffins who played in the street outside the orphanage even at this late hour. He had been one of them not so long ago and it made his heart swell to think how far he had come.

				He stopped in the little square where people played bowls; he had a ghoulish interest in it because of the horrible murder that had happened there a generation ago. One of the di Chimici had stabbed one of the Nucci to death; that was all the boy knew, but it fascinated him. He imagined the blood staining the paving-stones and the cries of ‘Help!’ as the young nobleman bled to death under the flickering torches of the piazza. Santa Maria had not been able to protect him. Sandro shuddered enjoyably.

				He walked on past shops and taverns selling all kinds of delicious-smelling food and drink, feeling secure in the knowledge that he would get supper. He cut up the Via Larga, the broad street leading away from the cathedral towards the di Chimici palace. The Eel didn’t live there, of course; Duke Niccolò was too canny for that. But he wasn’t far away, either. He lodged close enough to the Duke to be with him in minutes if sent for.

				*

				‘Why don’t I have a shadow if we are both Strav . . . what you said?’ asked Sky. ‘You seem to have one.’ 

				‘I have a shadow because I am in my home world,’ said Brother Sulien. ‘When I stravagate to yours, as I did to bring the talisman, I am without one, just as you are here.’

				Sky was beginning to understand that he had travelled in space, and almost certainly in time, but he still couldn’t quite believe it. Brother Sulien explained that they were in a great city called Giglia, in the country of Talia, but it looked to Sky as he imagined Italy to be. He couldn’t speak Italian, yet he understood what Sulien was saying to him – at least he understood the words; the meaning was still impenetrable.

				‘What do you mean by helping you?’ he asked, trying another tack. ‘What can I do?’

				They had walked, slowly, all the way round the square cloisters, back to where they had begun, and stopped by the door into the laboratory. Again Sky felt overwhelmed by the scent coming from the room.

				‘What is this place?’ he asked. ‘Some sort of church, or what?’

				Brother Sulien gestured to him to resume their walk. ‘It is a friary – Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines. We have a church, certainly, a most beautiful one, which is reached through the Lesser Cloister, but also an infirmary and a pharmacy, of which I am the friar in charge.’

				‘Is that the same as a monk?’ asked Sky. He felt very ignorant about all this. He had only ever been in churches with his mother, as a sightseer.

				Sulien shrugged. ‘More or less,’ he said. ‘It depends what order you belong to. We are Dominicans. “The Hounds of God”, they call us. “Domini canes” is Talic for God’s hounds.’ 

				‘And that laboratory?’

				‘Is where I prepare the medicines,’ said Sulien. ‘And the perfumes, of course.’

				‘Of course,’ said Sky, ironically.

				Brother Sulien gave him a quizzical look, but just then a bell started clanging in the tower above them, and all the other friars, as Sky supposed they were, downed tools and set off towards an archway in the corner.

				‘Time for prayers,’ said the friar. ‘The Office of Terce, but today I shall miss it and take you out into the city. I want to show you something.’

				*

				The Eel was feeling pleased with himself. He had comfortable lodgings, ample pay and the best of everything to eat and drink. Most satisfactory of all, he had power. As the Duke’s right-hand man, he felt himself to be only a heartbeat away from the very seat of government. And it could so easily have gone the other way; he had at one time feared that Duke Niccolò would dispose of him by having his throat cut, after that business in Remora. Instead he now wore velvet, in his favourite blue, and carried a hat with a curling plume in it, and kept a horse of his own in the Duke’s stables. 

				In fact, the Eel did not cut as impressive a figure as he thought, being short and a bit skinny. But he was well pleased with his new life, especially his little crew of spies. He liked Giglia better even than Remora, and much better than Bellezza. In a very short time, he had memorised its streets and squares and alleys, particularly the alleys – the Eel was an alley kind of fellow, even if he aspired to boulevards and avenues. You couldn’t skulk in an avenue and skulking was his forte.

				*

				Brother Sulien led Sky through an archway in the corner of the Great Cloister into a smaller one and then in through a door into the church. Up at the far end Sky could see quite a number of black-robed friars on their knees and could hear the low murmur of voices. His eyes scarcely had time to adapt to the gloom inside the church before they were out in the sunshine again, under a clear blue sky.

				Sky inhaled deeply and looked around him. The church fronted on to a large square, at either end of which stood a strange wooden post in the shape of an elongated pyramid. There were no cars or buses or motorbikes, but across the square there was a jumble of poor-looking houses and shops and then, every block or two, a noble building standing impressive among its surroundings like a racehorse in a field of knackered nags. Definitely the past, thought Sky. Then there was the dazzling sunshine which brought a warmth unknown in an English March, sunny though they could be. Definitely Italy, he thought.

				They walked briskly along a street whose gutters were overflowing with debris, and Sky couldn’t help noticing an unhealthy smell of rotten vegetables and worse. Two young men rode past; they were evidently noblemen, since everyone got out of their way and they paid no attention to their route but chatted to one another oblivious of the people scattering before their horses’ hoofs. Sky saw they both wore long shining swords dangling from their belts and remembered what Sulien had said about danger.

				A short walk brought them to a halt in front of what was the biggest building Sky had ever seen. It was familiar to him though, from art lessons at school. 

				‘This is Florence, isn’t it?’ he said, pleased to have recognised where he was.

				‘I believe you do call it something like that, but for us it is Giglia,’ corrected Sulien patiently. ‘The City of Flowers, we call her, because of the meadows around that bring her such wealth. Her and the di Chimici,’ he added, lowering his voice. Then, more naturally, he continued, ‘It could as easily be called the City of Wool, since almost as much of her wealth comes from sheep, but that’s much less pretty, don’t you think?’

				This is like Alice in Wonderland, thought Sky. There seems to be logic in it but it doesn’t quite hang together.

				‘And this is the best flower of all,’ said Sulien, gazing up at the bulk of the cathedral. ‘Even if my heart lies among the vines, I must admire Santa Maria del Giglio – Saint-Mary-of-the-Lily.’

				The walls of the cathedral were clad in white marble, with strips of green and pink marble in geometric patterns; Sky thought it looked like Neapolitan ice cream but sensed it would be unwise to say so. Though he noticed that the front was unfinished, just rough stone. A slender bell-tower in the same colours rose beside it, and the whole was dominated by a vast terracotta dome, encircled by smaller ones.

				‘In this cathedral in eight weeks’ time,’ Sulien continued, ‘three di Chimici princes and a duke will marry their cousins. Now let me show you something else.’

				He walked Sky round to a little piazza where people were playing bowls. ‘In that square,’ said Sulien, ‘twenty-five years ago, a member of the di Chimici clan stabbed to death a young noble of the Nucci family.’

				‘Why?’ asked Sky.

				‘Because of an insult to the di Chimici over a marriage arranged between the two families. Donato Nucci was to marry Princess Eleanora di Chimici – a fine match for him, but he was twenty and she was thirty-one. And perhaps not one of the most beautiful of her kin, though intelligent, pious and accomplished. On the day of the wedding young Donato sent a messenger to say he was indisposed. Indisposed to marry Eleanora, as it turned out, for he was also in negotiations with another family and another, younger, bride.’

				‘Poor Eleanora,’ said Sky.

				‘And poor Donato,’ said Sulien grimly. ‘He had the gall to show himself at a game of bowls the next evening and Eleanora’s younger brother, Jacopo, stabbed him in the heart.’

				‘What happened to Jacopo?’

				‘He left the city. He had only come to Giglia for the wedding; his family lived in Fortezza, another great city of Tuschia, where his father Falco was Prince. The next year old Prince Falco died and Jacopo inherited the title. Some say the old Prince was poisoned by the Nucci, but he was a good age.’

				‘And what happened to Eleanora – and Donato’s other girl?’

				‘No one knows what happened to the other girl. Eleanora di Chimici took the veil and so did her younger sister. Jacopo himself married – and had two daughters, one of whom is going to marry Prince Carlo di Chimici here in a few weeks. The other will marry her cousin Alfonso di Chimici, Duke of Volana.’

				Sky was beginning to see, among this muddle of names and titles, a pattern emerging.

				‘Is this Jacopo still alive?’ he asked.

				Sulien nodded. ‘He will give his daughter away to the second son of this city’s Duke.’

				‘And the Nucci lot?’

				‘Will be invited, of course. They are still one of the great families of Giglia.’

				‘Phew,’ said Sky. ‘Could be pretty explosive. But I really don’t see why you are telling me all this.’

				‘Come,’ said Sulien, ‘a little further.’

				They skirted the back of the cathedral. Among the buildings behind it was a busy, noisy workshop, ringing with the sound of chisel on stone. Sulien stopped and looked both ways.

				‘This is the bottega of Giuditta Miele, the sculptor,’ he said. ‘She is another one of us Stravaganti. And her next commission is to make a statue of the beautiful Duchessa of Bellezza, who is coming here for the di Chimici weddings.’

				‘Sorry,’ said Sky. ‘I still don’t see . . .’

				‘The Duchessa was supposed to marry Gaetano di Chimici, the third prince. Supposed by Duke Niccolò, that is. She refused him, some think because she was too attached to a young man who was her father’s apprentice. Her father is Rodolfo Rossi, the Regent of Bellezza, one of the most powerful Stravaganti in Talia. And the young man, his apprentice, did her mother, the late Duchessa, great service, and is now an honoured citizen of Bellezza, but it wasn’t always so.’ 

				‘No?’ asked Sky, because it seemed expected.

				‘No,’ said Sulien. ‘He was once from your world, and I think you probably know of him.’

				*

				Gaetano di Chimici stood in the loggia of the Piazza Ducale and everywhere he looked he saw evidence of his family’s influence on the city he loved. They had built the palace that housed the seat of government, with its tower that dominated the square, they had placed the statues commemorating victories of the weak over the strong, and they had built the Guild offices, with their workshops underneath, where silversmiths and workers in semi-precious stones plied their crafts along with the less important goldsmiths.

				All over the city, poor housing was being pulled down and replaced with grand buildings, columns, squares and statues. And all this was the work of his father, carrying on the tradition of his ancestors, and part of Gaetano could not help feeling proud. But he also knew how much blood stained the family’s omnipresent crest of the perfume bottle and the lily, in pursuit of acquiring land and showing themselves superior to the Nucci and other feuding families of the city. And what he didn’t know, he could guess.

				Why, even old Jacopo, the kindest and sweetest of Niccolò’s cousins, had committed a murder only a few streets away from here! Uncle Jacopo, as they called him, who had fed all the little princes sweetmeats with his own fingers and wept like a baby when his favourite hound died. Not for the first time, Gaetano wished he had been born into a family of shepherds or gardeners.

				Then he and Francesca could have got up early one morning and made their vows in a country church, decorated with rosebuds. He smiled at the thought of his beautiful cousin, the love of his life, clad in a homespun dress with flowers in her hair. How different from their forthcoming marriage in the vast cathedral, which would be followed by a grand procession and surrounded by dangers in spite of all the finery of silks and brocades and silver and diamonds.

				Gaetano decided to walk towards Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines and look up the friar who his friend Luciano had told him was a Stravagante, like Luciano himself and his master, Rodolfo. Unlike his own father, Gaetano was not an enemy of the Stravaganti; in fact he thought they were probably the only people who could stave off the disaster he could feel brewing.

				*

				‘Lucien Mulholland?’ said Sky, disbelievingly. ‘But he died – about two and a half years ago. He can’t be here in your city.’

				‘Not yet,’ said Sulien. ‘He lives in Bellezza. But he will accompany the Duchessa to the weddings. You will meet him. And find he is very much alive, in Talia.’

				Sky sat down on a low wall. He remembered Lucien – a slim boy with black curls, two years above him at school. He vaguely remembered that Lucien was good at swimming and was also musical, but that was about it. He hadn’t known him well, and when the head teacher had told the whole school in assembly one morning that Lucien had died, Sky had felt only that shock that everyone feels when death comes to someone young and familiar.

				But now he was being asked to believe that this person was not dead at all but living in another world, somewhere in the past, and that he, Sky, was going to meet him. It was too far-fetched for words.

				Looking around him, he noticed that he and Sulien were not the only black inhabitants of Giglia. There were not many others but there were some, which struck him as odd, if this was a sort of Italy, goodness knows how long ago. Although Sky was taking history AS, he realised that he had only the vaguest of ideas about life in Renaissance Italy. And then had to remind himself that this wasn’t Italy at all. But he was glad not to attract any strange looks, except from a rather scruffy boy lounging apparently aimlessly round the food stalls. 

				The boy caught his eye and made his way towards Sky and Sulien.

				‘Hello, Brothers,’ he said.

				Sky knew it was because of his robes that the boy called him that, but it made him jump all the same.

				‘Sandro,’ said the boy, nodding at Sulien and sticking out his hand towards Sky.

				‘Celestino,’ said Sky, remembering his new name.

				‘Brother Celestino,’ said Sandro, with a sideways glance at Sulien. ’You’re new here, aren’t you?’
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				Chapter 3

				Brothers

				Sulien knew the Eel’s boy and he hesitated about letting his new visitor spend time with him. But the friar couldn’t continue to neglect his work at the Farmacia and it was essential for Sky to learn his way about the city.

				‘Brother Celestino is newly arrived from Anglia,’ he told the younger boy. ‘He is a stranger to Giglia – indeed he has never been to Talia before. Perhaps you would like to show him around?’ He pulled Sky to one side and whispered, ‘I have to get back. Let Sandro teach you about the city – no one knows it better than him, but tell him nothing of what I have said to you, particularly about the Stravaganti – he works for the di Chimici. And keep out of the full sun – you can always say it’s too hot for you after chilly Anglia. When you want to leave, get him to direct you back to Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines. You must go back home without fail before sunset. The talisman will take you if you hold it while falling asleep anywhere in the city, but it’s best to come and go from my cell.’

				‘Come and go?’ whispered Sky. ‘So I am coming back again?’

				‘Certainly,’ said Sulien quietly. ‘That’s what Stravaganti do – travel between worlds and do what is required of them in both.’

				Sky had the strangest feeling that this friar was not so mad after all and that he knew all about his life in the other world. Brother Sulien slipped off round the side of the cathedral, waving to the two boys, and Sandro, who had been cleaning his nails with an alarming-looking dagger, gave Sky a big grin.

				‘Ready, Brother?’ he asked. ‘There’s plenty to see.’

				And so Sky found himself being shown round Giglia by Sandro. The boy had asked no questions, except for Sky’s name and if he was attached to Sulien’s friary. And those Sky could just about manage to answer, though it was odd to think of himself as Celestino – or Brother Tino, as Sandro began to call him, a novice from Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines. It was like taking a part in a play or a role-playing game.

				Sandro was much more interested in telling than asking. He loved explaining his city to someone so ignorant, especially someone older than him.

				‘This is one of the grandest streets in Giglia,’ he said at the end of their wanderings, taking Sky up the Via Larga some hours later. ‘The Duke has his palace just up here and my master lodges not far away.’

				‘What do you do?’ asked Sky, amazed that someone so young could have a job; perhaps he was an apprentice of some kind? Or perhaps boys in this time – he still had no idea when it was and only the haziest idea about where – went to work much younger? He had assumed that Sandro was only about fourteen.

				But Sandro just tapped the side of his nose mysteriously and said, ‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you. Maybe I’ll tell you one day when we know each other better.’

				He insisted on treating Sky like a big simpleton, more naïve than himself. Sky felt his mouth curving in a smile; it was how he imagined having a little brother might be.

				‘Here it is,’ said Sandro proudly. ‘The Palazzo di Chimici. Where Duke Niccolò lives when he is in Giglia.’

				Sky saw a magnificent building, much bigger than the others around it, taking up an entire block of the street. A grand pair of iron gates inside an arch allowed the two boys to look into the huge courtyard beyond. A fountain played in the middle of geometrically arranged flower beds, separated by what looked like patterned marble slabs.

				‘Hey there, young Sparrow,’ said a voice from behind them, and an absurdly overdressed little man attempted to put his arms across both their shoulders. It was easy enough to manage with Sandro but Sky was a head taller than him and the man had to stretch to reach.

				He was wearing a blue velvet suit with a lace collar and a hat with a curling feather, and Sky couldn’t help noticing a powerful smell of stale sweat.

				*

				Prince Gaetano entered the gate to the Lesser Cloister of Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines; he had always liked this Dominican friary. It was here that his family’s great fortune had begun, when they backed the researches into distilling perfume from flowers and gained their surname of di Chimici, meaning Chemists. But he hadn’t been here recently, not since the arrival of Brother Sulien as Pharmacist and Senior Friar.

				Gaetano recognised Sulien from Luciano’s description. He was supervising the delivery of cartloads of hothouse irises at the back door of the Great Cloister. But he stopped and came over as soon as he saw the young prince.

				‘Welcome, your Highness,’ he said. ‘I have been expecting you.’

				*

				The guard at the gates of the di Chimici palace knew the Eel well and let him in with his two companions, even though a scruffy boy and a young novice were hardly likely visitors for the Duke. But the Eel was not on his way to see the Duke – not yet. He wanted to show off in front of his young apprentice and his new friend.

				‘Come along, Sparrow,’ he said, leading the two boys into another, larger courtyard, where a bronze statue of a naked Mercury with a sword stood guard over some very elaborate flower beds. ‘Who is your friend?’

				‘Brother Tino,’ said Sandro. ‘He’s new. He lives up at Saint-Mary-among-the-Vines.

				‘Really?’ said the Eel, with an unctuous grin. He was genuinely interested. That Dominican friary was one of the few places where he didn’t have a spy planted and he wondered if this rather simple-seeming novice might be useful as a source of information. ‘Let me introduce myself,’ he said, extending a none too clean hand from his blue velvet sleeve. ‘Enrico Poggi, confidential agent of Duke Niccolò di Chimici, ruler of the city of Giglia, at your service!’

				Sky accepted the handshake but felt wary; this employer of Sandro’s didn’t seem like the sort of person a duke would have much to do with and Sky instinctively didn’t trust him. But things might be different in this other world he found himself in and he was still learning the ropes.

				As if summoned up by his name, a richly dressed old man walked out from under an arch, into the courtyard, deep in conversation with a less aristocratic person carrying an armful of what looked like plans. A closer look showed Sky that the nobleman wasn’t as old as he first thought; he had completely white hair but his face wasn’t lined. In fact he was rather handsome in a slightly spooky way.

				The Duke, for it was obviously him, stopped when he saw the three intruders. He dismissed the man he had been talking to, with, ‘Come back tomorrow morning with the revised drawings,’ and beckoned Enrico to him.

				The Eel slithered across the courtyard, bowing and smiling. Sky could see at once that the Duke regarded the man with contempt. He might be content to use him but Sky doubted very much that Enrico had more of Duke Niccolò’s confidence than he thought fit to show him. Sandro had made himself invisible, in the way he had of blending in with the background. He now slouched against a column, half-concealed in the shadows.

				Suddenly Sky knew exactly what Sandro did for his unprepossessing master: he was a spy!

				The Duke was looking straight at Sky now, who felt very exposed and wished he had as good a gift of disguise as his new friend. He was glad that he was standing in the shade. Enrico beckoned him over. And a small cloud drifted across the sun.

				‘Brother Tino, my Lord,’ said Enrico, presenting Sky to the Duke, like a dog offering his master a share in a particularly precious and revolting bone. ‘As I said, he is based over in your Grace’s old family church among the vines.’

				The Duke extended a long-fingered hand, ringed with silver and rubies, and Sky went to take it, as he had Enrico’s a minute before. But a small gesture from the spymaster indicated he must kiss it not shake it.

				‘Indeed,’ said Duke Niccolò. ‘It is some time since I visited there. Perhaps you, Tino – short for Celestino, is it? – would convey my respects to your Senior Friar. Who is it nowadays?’

				Sky got the feeling that this vagueness was put on and that the Duke was well aware who was in charge of every institution of the city. Which was more than Sky himself was.

				‘I-I work with Brother Sulien, in . . . in the pharmacy,’ he stammered, glad that his colouring was not susceptible to blushing.

				Duke Niccolò looked hard into his face. ‘Mmm. I have heard something of that friar. Perhaps I shall pay him a visit myself soon. The pharmacy of course I am familiar with. It supplies me with perfume and pomades . . . among other things.’ The Duke smiled slightly, as if remembering past triumphs. Then, ‘Do make your acquaintance with my palace. We have some rather fine frescoes in the chapel that would interest one of your calling. Now, if you’ll excuse us, I have some business with Poggi here.’

				He waved an elegant hand in a gesture that was obviously dismissal, taking in Sandro as well – so he had noticed him, Sky realised – and moved off with Enrico.

				‘What a piece of luck!’ said the boy softly as Duke and spymaster walked into the palace in deep conference. Sky couldn’t help noticing that the nobleman kept widening the distance between himself and the man in the blue velvet suit, while Enrico kept sidling up closer again.

				‘Luck?’

				‘Yes. We’ve more or less got his Grace’s permission to snoop about his palace! He wouldn’t have said that if I’d been here on my own.’ Sandro was thinking how useful it was to have such a respectable companion as a novice friar. ‘He’s wonderful, isn’t he?’ he added.

				‘The Duke?’

				‘No, the Eel,’ said Sandro impatiently. The Duke was so far out of his sphere that he registered him only like a piece of fine architecture; he was much better equipped to appreciate a man like Enrico. Sandro hoped that his father had been a man like that. ‘Let’s go,’ he said now, eager to take advantage of this unusual opportunity.

				The boys walked through the courtyard and Sky noticed that the paving-stones between the flower beds all carried the symbol of the lily, in its elaborate fleur-de-lys form, like the stopper to his bottle. He asked Sandro about it.

				‘It’s the symbol of the city,’ he answered. ‘Giglia means City of the Lily. And the di Chimici have it on their family crest too, with the shape of a perfume bottle.’

				The palazzo had what looked like its own little cemetery, dominated by a recent white marble tomb. It was topped by the statue of a young boy and his dog. Sky stopped to look at it; there was something familiar about the boy.

				‘That’s Prince Falco,’ said Sandro. ‘The Duke’s youngest.’ 

				‘What happened to him?’ asked Sky.

				‘Poisoned himself,’ said Sandro dramatically. ‘Couldn’t bear the pain any longer. He was all smashed up after an accident with a horse.’

				They were both silent for a moment while Sky thought about being in so much pain you would want to kill yourself and Sandro planned how to use their permission to roam the palazzo.

				On the far side of the courtyard was a broad flight of stone steps, which the boys climbed. At the top was a heavy dark wooden door, which Sandro pushed cautiously open. They found themselves in a small chapel, where two tall candles burned in even taller candlesticks on the altar. But what made both boys gasp was the paintings which covered three walls.

				They were rich with silver and, looking closely, Sky could see that some of the figures had real jewels embedded in their elaborate hats. The paintings showed a long winding procession of men, horses and dogs against a background of, he supposed, Talian countryside. Deer and rabbits and other small animals were pursued through bushes by some of the hunting dogs, and birds perched on branches, oblivious of whatever the humans were doing. At the head of the procession were three figures even more grandly dressed than the rest, with crowns instead of hats.

				Something bothered Sky about it; it was familiar but somehow different. Then he realised; the painting it reminded him of had gold wherever these frescoes had silver. Sandro was up close and Sky saw to his horror that he was trying to prise a small ruby from the hat of one of the minor figures in the procession.

				‘Stop that at once,’ he said sharply and the boy looked up, startled. 

				‘You can’t go nicking bits off a great work of art,’ Sky explained.

				Sandro was surprised; he didn’t see it as a work of art, just a collection of coloured paints and valuable jewels, some of which would never be missed. But he realised that Tino, as a friar, might see things differently. He sheathed his dagger and shrugged. ‘If you say so.’

				‘I do,’ said Sky. ‘Look how beautiful it is. But why is it silver?’ 

				Sandro really thought Sky must be a bit touched in the head.

				‘Because silver’s the most precious metal,’ he explained patiently, as if to a child.

				‘More than gold?’ asked Sky.

				‘Course,’ said Sandro. ‘Gold goes black – gets the morte d’oro. Silver just keeps on shining.’ He gave one of the candlesticks on the altar a bit of a rub with his cuff. ‘Nah, you keep gold for a knick-knack to give your lady love if you’re not really serious about her. Silver’s only for the likes of the di Chimici.’

				Sandro’s words made Sky think about the quiet fair-haired girl at his school. What would Alice Greaves say to a gold bracelet brought back from Talia? He didn’t think she’d see it as a trinket. Then he remembered he didn’t have any money here and didn’t even know what currency they used. He shook his head. The small dark chapel, with its lingering scent of incense, was beginning to feel stuffy. He wanted to get out into the fresh air again. Suddenly he panicked. How long had he been roaming the city with Sandro? A gnawing feeling in his stomach told him it must be getting late. He didn’t want to miss the sunset.

				Sky looked at his wrist but of course his watch was on his bedside table at home. He looked up and saw Sandro regarding him with his head on one side. With his bright, alert eyes, he did look a bit like a sparrow.

				‘What time is it?’ Sky asked, feeling really alarmed. ‘I must be getting back to the friary.’

				‘Oh yeah, you brothers have to say your prayers every few hours, don’t you?’ said Sandro. ‘You’ve probably missed some already. Do you want me to take you back?’

				*

				Gaetano had spent several happy hours helping Sulien in his laboratory. The young di Chimici prince was attending the university in Giglia and was interested in all new branches of learning. But he hadn’t been in a laboratory for a long time and was fascinated to see how the friars distilled perfume from flowers. It would take many cartloads of irises to produce a tiny phial of the flower’s intense yet delicate perfume. And Sulien was easy to work with, calm and authoritative. Gaetano fell into the rhythm of the laboratory without even noticing.

				He looked at tall glass bottles containing cologne, with labels like frangipani, pomegranate, silver musk, vetiver and orange blossom. Then there were pure essences like amber and jasmine, lily-of-the-valley and violet. There was almond paste for the hands, Vinegar of the Seven Thieves for ladies’ fainting fits, Russian cologne for men’s beards and almond soap. There was tincture of white birch and hawkweed, infusions of fennel and mallow and lime blossom, liqueurs and compounds of willow and hawthorn.

				Cupboard after cupboard full of jars of lotions and glass bottles of jewel-like coloured liquids. No wonder the place smelt like heaven! But Gaetano knew that somewhere in the friary was another, secret, laboratory, where herbs were brewed that were not so healthy – his family’s source of poisons.

				But for now he tried to forget about that and to lend a hand stirring and measuring and mixing and adjusting flames under glass alembics like any other apprentice. Gaetano was the only one helping Sulien; the usual novice helpers had been dismissed so that the two of them could discuss the real reason for the prince’s visit.

				‘Luciano told me where to find you,’ he said, steadily pouring a clear green liquid from one container to another.

				‘And how is he?’ asked Sulien. He had brought his recipe manuscript into the laboratory and was carefully recording what they were doing to make infusion of mint. ‘I know Rodolfo is worried about his coming anywhere near your father the Duke.’

				Gaetano sighed, concentrating hard on his task. ‘My father has his reasons for not trusting Luciano too. Do you know what really happened to my brother Falco?’ he asked.

				Sulien nodded. ‘Doctor Dethridge told me,’ he said. ‘He was translated, like him, but to the other world.’

				‘Where he lives and thrives, as far as we know,’ said Gaetano. ‘I miss him terribly, but it was his decision. He wanted passionately to be healed by their medicine and be whole again.’

				The two of them were silent over their tasks for a while, Gaetano remembering the last time he had seen his youngest brother, miraculously grown tall and straight again, riding a flying horse in Remora. His father had sat beside him, white and rigid at what other spectators took for an apparition of the dead prince. Duke Niccolò, in his ceremonial armour, had vowed vengeance on the Stravaganti but he had not moved quickly. Gaetano wondered whether the wedding invitation to Arianna was partly a ruse to bring Luciano to Giglia.

				Sulien had been thoughtful too. He knew this young sprig of the Duke’s family only by reputation, but he seemed quite unlike his father and his proud brothers. He was aware that Gaetano knew about the Stravaganti, had been on friendly terms with several of them, and would not betray their secrets to the Duke. And he was handy with tongs and glass vessels, something that made a good impression on the friar.

				Brother Sulien came to a decision. ‘I must tell you,’ he said, ‘that I have today been visited by a new Stravagante from the other world.’

				Gaetano put down the vessel he was holding very carefully on the wooden bench. ‘But that is fantastic!’ he said, trying hard to contain his excitement. ‘Where is he now? Has he gone back?’

				‘No,’ said Sulien, getting up from his stool and walking over to the door into the cloister, to assess the quality of the light. ‘He should be here soon. I told him he must go back before sunset.’

				As if on cue, a flustered young man in a novice’s robes burst into the room from the inner door. Gaetano thought him remarkable-looking with his skin like chestnuts and his long hair like golden-brown catkins.

				‘I hope I’m not too late,’ said Sky, casting an anxious look in the direction of Sulien’s visitor. ‘I lost track of time in the Duke’s chapel.’

				‘Ah, that is easily done,’ said Gaetano, smiling. ‘It has happened to me often.’

				Sky looked at him properly. He was clearly a noble, dressed in fine clothes and wearing silver rings. But, if it had not been for his clothes, he would have seemed rather plain. He had a big nose and a very big crooked mouth. He reminded Sky of someone he had seen recently. And then he remembered. One of the kings with a silver crown in the chapel fresco had looked like that.

				‘Let me present myself,’ said the young man. ‘I am Prince Gaetano di Chimici, youngest surviving son of Duke Niccolò. And if you have been looking at the frescoes in my father’s chapel, you have seen a likeness of my grandfather, Alfonso. I am supposed to look rather like him.’ And he made Sky a deep bow.

				Handsome he might not be, but he seemed so warm and friendly, and not a bit conceited, that Sky liked him immediately. He glanced towards Sulien as he replied, ‘And I am Tino – Celestino Pascoli. I come from Anglia.’ And he tried to copy the prince’s graceful bow.

				‘It’s all right, Sky,’ said Sulien. ‘Prince Gaetano knows you are from a lot further away than that. In spite of his father, he is a good friend to us Stravaganti.’

				‘Indeed,’ said Gaetano eagerly. ‘Do you come from the same place as Luciano? Or Georgia? Perhaps you know my brother, Falco?’

				A strange feeling was creeping over Sky. ‘Georgia who?’ he asked.

				Gaetano thought for a bit. ‘When she was here – well, not here in this city, but in Remora – she acted as a boy and was known as Giorgio Gredi. I don’t know what her real surname was.’

				‘I think I do,’ said Sky slowly. ‘You must mean Georgia O’Grady. She goes to the same school as me.’

				His head was spinning. Georgia O’Grady was Alice’s fierce friend, the girl with the red hair and tattoo.

				‘But if you know Georgia then you must know Falco!’ said Gaetano, his eyes shining. He came round the bench to grasp Sky by both arms. ‘A beautiful boy, not like me. A boy with curly black hair, a fine horseman and fencer . . .’ His voice broke. ‘He is my little brother,’ he went on, ‘and I shall probably never see him again. Please, if you know anything of him, tell me.’

				It had been the talk of the school at one time, Sky remembered, the friendship between Georgia and the boy who fitted that description. There had been all sorts of rumours, because Georgia was in the sixth form and the boy was only in Year 10, two years younger than her. Such things were not unheard of, but it was still unusual. Still, both of them had shrugged off all comment and remained friends.

				Now Sky said, ‘There is a boy like that, Georgia’s close friend, but he isn’t called what you said. His name is Nicholas Duke.’

				The image of the marble boy with the dog floated into Sky’s mind, even as he said it, and he felt the world turning upside down. It was like trying to walk up an Escher staircase and finding you were going downwards, and it gave him vertigo. But Sky knew that the boy he thought of as Nicholas could be this nice, ugly prince’s lost brother. But if he was, what on earth was he doing at Barnsbury Comprehensive? Then he remembered something else he knew about Nicholas. He lived with the parents of the Lucien who had died – or who was now living in Talia.

				Sky felt two pairs of strong arms catch him as his knees gave way and he sank on to the bench.

				‘Time to go home, I think,’ said Sulien. ‘That’s quite enough for one visit.’
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