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  Prologue: Darkening the Light


  Prince Jacopo of Fortezza was dying. However much his wife tried to pretend it wasn’t happening and however much his daughters wished it wasn’t true, the red-headed giant of the di Chimici family was close to breathing his last. His personal physician looked solemn and the Prince had called for his priest to hear his final confession and give him the last rites.


  After Father Gregorio left the royal bedchamber, the

  women washed back in like the tide and found the Prince calmer than when they had left him.


  ‘My dear,’ said Princess Carolina, smoothing his no longer vivid hair from his forehead. ‘Is there anything more I can do for you?’


  ‘Stay with me,’ said Jacopo. ‘You and the girls.’


  The ‘girls’ were their two daughters, Bianca, the Duchessa of Volana, and Lucia, the widow of Prince Carlo di Chimici, a husband who had been murdered within an hour of their marriage. Bianca’s marriage had taken place at the same time and her husband, the Duke of Volana, had been the only di Chimici bridegroom to escape injury that terrible day not much more than a year before.


  Lucia had returned home to Fortezza to be tenderly looked after by her parents. Princess she might be, but she was neither married nor single: she was that rarest of women, a virgin widow. She was twenty-three years old and believed her life to be over.


  Not that she was thinking of her own situation now; every feeling she had was caught up with her father. It was impossible to believe that his constant presence in her life might be gone within hours.


  ‘Did Father Gregorio bring you peace, dearest?’ asked Carolina.


  The Prince had a long coughing fit and it was some time before he could answer.


  ‘He gave me absolution,’ wheezed Jacopo, ‘and that is all I could ask. He has known my worst crime for many years.’


  The women were silent. When Jacopo had been young, he had killed a man, a noble who had jilted his older sister, Eleanora, and this noble had been Donato Nucci. What had happened in that little piazza in Giglia so many years ago had been the first link in a chain of events that had led to the murder of Lucia’s brand new husband and left many others dead or dying.


  ‘Don’t think of the Nucci now,’ said Princess Bianca. ‘They are nothing to us.’


  ‘We can never forget them,’ said her father, looking at Lucia. ‘What they have done to us and what we – I – have done to them.’


  ‘You did what you had to for your sister’s honour,’ said Carolina.


  ‘The Nucci would say the same, I expect,’ said Lucia. She was sickened by the way that Talian nobles carried their vendettas from generation to generation.


  Jacopo sought her hand with his.


  ‘I don’t mean to distress you, my dear, by bringing up the old feud.’


  But you do distress me, she thought. You are dying. How can I bear it?


  ‘It is an old grief, Papa,’ she said, bending her head so he shouldn’t see her tears at her new one.


  *


  Not far from the Prince’s castle, in the Street of the Swordsmiths, a man was looking into a mirror. But not from vanity. He was a Stravagante and he wanted to get in touch with the leaders of his Order in Bellezza. In that lagoon city lived Guglielmo Crinamorte, the English alchemist who, when he was still William Dethridge, had accidentally discovered the secret of travelling between worlds: the art of stravagation.


  There too was Rodolfo Rossi, father to the young Duchessa of Bellezza, and his former apprentice Luciano, the young man from the other world who, like William Dethridge, had permanently translated to Talia. The swordsmith of Fortezza was in awe of these mysterious beings.


  A lined, intelligent face, with dark hair almost all silver, appeared on the surface of the mirror.


  Fabio! The image sent a message without speaking: How do things stand in Fortezza? Rodolfo looked serious.


  Badly, Maestro, Fabio thought-spoke. The Prince is really dying.


  I am sorry to hear that. He was a good friend at the wedding massacre in Giglia.


  His doctor says he has never been quite the same since then – something about catching a chill during the flood.


  He was working with me to bring warmth and food to the victims. I should be sorry if he was now paying such a heavy price for that.


  I am worried about what happens next, Maestro.


  Princess Lucia will become ruler, will she not?


  She is the heir, said the swordsmith, but I am troubled by certain divinations I have made.


  The face in the mirror nodded; Rodolfo set great store by his own monthly divinations. What have they told you?


  There is much I don’t understand, involving the goddess and battles. But I was thinking it was time for me to stravagate to the other world.


  It sounds as if you are right, agreed Rodolfo.


  And he looked very grave indeed.
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  Chapter 1

  Messages on the Skin


  ‘Well, who do you think is going to be next?’


  The Barnsbury Stravaganti were gathered in Nick’s attic room the first Saturday in May. Matt, Georgia, Sky, Isabel and Nick had all played dangerous parts in Talia. Isabel was almost back to normal after the harrowing experiences of the Sea Battle of Classe; her recovery had been greatly helped by Sky making it public that they were now an item.


  So she had voiced something that she had been wondering about for some time. No one replied straight away. They could have pretended not to know what she meant, but in that room were four people who had already been ‘chosen’ by talismans to travel in time and space to the world where Talia was still in the sixteenth century.


  And the fifth, Nick, had come from Talia to this world, dying out of one life to be re-born in another. All were students at Barnsbury Comprehensive, with Sky and Georgia in their last year there. And they all knew that Isabel meant that their task in Talia was not complete. A new Stravagante could be called by their talisman at any time.


  ‘I suppose,’ said Nick at last, ‘you could work it out by seeing what you lot have in common. I mean how you found your talismans and what was going on in your lives just before.’


  ‘You were working on that, weren’t you, Georgia?’ asked Matt.


  Georgia drew out a scruffy piece of paper from her jeans pocket and passed it round the group.


  ‘I don’t know why I carry it round with me,’ she said. ‘It didn’t help in the end with the business of getting us to different cities. It was the Talian Stravaganti who cracked that. Doctor Dethridge really.’


  This was what it said:


  Lucien Notebook Skip in Waverley Road. Ill with cancer


  Georgia Flying horse Mortimer Goldsmith’s shop. Bullied


  Sky Perfume bottle found on doorstep. Looking after sick mother


  Matt Spell-book Mortimer Goldsmith’s. Dyslexic


  Isabel Bag of tesserae found at Barnsbury Comp. Overshadowed by twin


  It was a bit stark for all of them, reading in such brief, blank terms what had made them unhappy. Except for Lucien. He wasn’t there, even though he had been the first from their school to stravagate. In a way his place in the group had been taken by Nick, who had once been Prince Falco di Chimici, the youngest son of the most powerful family in Talia.


  Not long after Lucien had begun his new life in the other world, Falco had chosen to come to this one to cure his broken body and become Nick for ever. He lived in Lucien’s old home, as the adopted son of Lucien’s bereft parents.


  The Stravaganti didn’t need to talk about that; they all knew why Nick’s talisman wasn’t on the list and why Lucien’s was. This was a list of magical objects that transported their owners from twenty-first-century England to a sixteenth-century version of Italy – not the other way.


  Nick had a talisman to take him back to Talia, but he hadn’t stumbled across it; he had been given it by Brother Sulien of Giglia. It was a black feathered quill pen and now his most treasured possession.


  ‘What’s the link?’ asked Sky. ‘Two came from Mortimer’s shop; the other three are quite different.’


  ‘Hang on,’ said Georgia. ‘Mortimer told me that my flying horse came from a house in Waverley Road that used to belong to an old lady that died, so that’s another link.’


  ‘We live in that house,’ said Sky. ‘It’s next to the school. After the owner died it was turned into flats.’


  ‘And both the school and that house are near where Doctor Dethridge’s house and laboratory used to be,’ said Isabel. ‘In Elizabethan times.’


  ‘You went there, didn’t you?’ asked Nick.


  It was true and Isabel shuddered at the memory. There had been one disastrous night – was it really only a month ago? – when her twin, Charlie, had taken her talisman and ended up not just in Talia but also in Elizabethan England in the middle of an earthquake.


  ‘Don’t remind me,’ she said. ‘It was terrifying. I thought we wouldn’t get back here or even to Talia but just be stuck back there for ever.’


  Sky reached out to take her hand. ‘But you did get back. And it wasn’t your fault – it was stupid of Charlie to take your talisman without knowing what it did.’


  It was Georgia’s turn to shudder. Her brutal stepbrother, Russell, had stolen her flying horse – twice. Only now did she wonder what would have happened if he’d fallen asleep holding it and ended up in the city she used to visit in Talia. Russell in Remora did not bear thinking of – though losing him for ever somewhere in the past was quite appealing.


  ‘What about the spell-book, Matt?’ asked Isabel. ‘Did Mortimer say where it came from?’


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘But it could have come from that same house, couldn’t it?’


  ‘Or your Stravagante in Talia might have brought it to Mortimer’s?’ said Georgia.


  ‘It’s a bit odd the way the talismans make their way there,’ said Nick. ‘Maybe Mortimer’s a Stravagante himself?’


  The others looked at him as if he’d suggested the old antique dealer was from Mars.


  ‘Moving on,’ said Isabel. ‘All the talismans are connected with the school or the house on Waverley Road and/or Mortimer Goldsmith’s shop – is that right?’


  No one disagreed.


  ‘So those places are where the next one will turn up, and I think we can rule out Sky’s flat as a one-off. There are no other teenagers there.’


  ‘And they are always teenagers,’ said Nick. ‘The new Stravaganti.’


  ‘And always miserable,’ said Georgia. It was now Nick who took her hand.


  ‘So,’ said Sky. ‘We need to be on the lookout for a potential talisman in school or in Mortimer’s shop and for a person our age, who is really miserable?’


  ‘Laura,’ said Isabel without thinking. Then, more confidently, ‘I think it will be Laura.’


  *


  Laura was sitting alone in her room with the curtains drawn, even though it was mid-morning. Her door was locked and she had rolled up the long sleeves of her top, to get at her inner arm. It was already criss-crossed with scars, some faint and silver as snail trails, others still angry red.


  Tears rolled down her cheeks as she took the razor blade from the jewellery box where several lay hidden under a tray full of rings and bracelets she hardly ever wore. She hated doing this, hated that she needed to do it, but every time it happened – and she always put it off for as long as she could – there was such a sweet relief that it made it all worthwhile.


  No one would understand why she was so unhappy or even that she was unhappy. Even her best friends at school, like Isabel and Ayesha, rarely saw her outside the school day and she usually managed to put on a good enough front from nine till going-home time. But there were things they didn’t know. Things she had not shared with anyone in her new school.


  At home, her parents, who should have realised, would have been appalled to think that their beloved child was so miserable she had to cut herself to relieve the pain.


  Laura didn’t completely understand it herself.


  It had started with secondary school and she knew why but it got worse a year and a half ago when she was feeling the pressure of school exams, trying to keep up with work and envying girls who seemed naturally popular. Everything was just such a lot of effort. She would have liked a boyfriend but that had never happened and her two closest friends were now in a cosy foursome with Matt Wood and Sky Meadows, two of the best-looking boys in the sixth form.


  The only boy she had ever really liked was Isabel’s twin, Charlie, and he was one of what she thought of as the ‘golden people’. Not a chance he would ever look twice at her.


  She ran the edge of the blade across the surface of her skin as lightly as a whisper. It always took a while to summon up the courage to cut herself. The unhappiness would increase over a period of days and it was only at the weekend, as it stretched before her without any social life to distract her, that it would drive her to the point where the only way out was to inflict real physical pain.


  Laura flicked the hair away from her face and wiped the tears from her cheeks with one of the tissues she had ready. Steeling herself against the initial pain, she dug deeper with the razor, but not deep enough to reach a vein, and scored a new red signature on the waiting page of her skin.
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  Fabio was in his workshop, still shaken by his stravagation to the other world. He had been there before, several times, but this time he had taken a talisman to be found by one of the mysterious beings from the future who had helped his Brotherhood before. He had never met one in Talia but he had heard of the heroic deeds of the young people who had fought the di Chimici in many encounters, bringing strength of purpose and great bravery to the task.


  It was a heavy responsibility and he hoped he had chosen the right place, where it would be found by the right person. He had certainly made the talisman to the best of his ability.


  Fabio had no doubt that his city was going to need outside help, and very soon. There was a restlessness in the air and a feeling that the very walls were waiting for Prince Jacopo to die.


  There was a faction in Fortezza that did not believe that a woman should inherit the title and the leadership of the City of Swords. If Lucia’s husband, Prince Carlo of Giglia, had lived, they would have accepted them as joint rulers. But the sad-faced young widow, only recently out of black, did not seem to them like the right successor.


  Fabio did not doubt that if there had been another candidate a part of the citizenry and even some of the army would rise up in support. But they were also loyal to the di Chimici family so there were all kinds of tensions abroad on the streets.


  It was always noisy in the workshop, with the clang of metal on metal or the hiss of new blades being quenched. It didn’t normally bother the swordsmith; it was as natural to him as the sound of his own breathing. But today he had a headache. Maybe the last stravagation had disturbed his equilibrium.


  He stepped out into the street for a breath of fresh air and almost knocked over a tall figure. It was one of the wandering people known as Manoush, a young man dressed soberly for one of his kind, but Fabio remembered that the goddess-worshippers were in danger in any city with a di Chimici ruler. Prince Jacopo had enacted the laws against magic which outlawed the practice of the Manoush religion.


  This one was polite enough, bowing to the swordsmith though it was Fabio who had crashed into him. There was much courteous brushing down of clothes and mutual apology. In the course of it, Fabio spotted a dagger at the young man’s waist.


  ‘May I see?’ he asked.


  The rusty-haired Manoush graciously offered it for Fabio’s professional inspection.


  ‘A fine blade,’ was his verdict, after hefting it for weight and balance. ‘May you rarely have need of it.’


  ‘Is that a swordsmith’s blessing?’ asked the young man, smiling and revealing very pointed canine teeth, as he tucked the dagger back in his belt.


  ‘Something like that,’ said Fabio. ‘I spend all day making weapons which are beautiful in themselves, but when I think of what they can do …’


  ‘What they are made to do,’ said the Manoush.
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  Mortimer Goldsmith made himself a pot of Earl Grey tea and poured himself a cup using some nice antique bone china. Over his drink he reread a letter from his new friend Eva. He had turned the sign on his door to CLOSED during his tea break but now he was aware of a girl looking in the shop window.


  He sighed but the shop wasn’t making so much money that he could afford to turn away custom. He peered closely at the girl through the glass before turning the sign and opening the door.


  He didn’t know this one, but he had a surprisingly large circle of teenage friends from the local comprehensive school. And he had a reason to be on the lookout for more.


  ‘Can I help you, my dear?’ he asked. ‘I was just having a cup of tea but I’m open really.’


  ‘Oh, I didn’t mean to interrupt your break,’ said the girl. ‘I wasn’t looking for anything in particular.’


  She was a nervous thing, he thought.


  ‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘You come in and have a browse and I’ll finish my tea. I’m here if you need me.’


  She drifted aimlessly round the shop, looking at antique jewellery and lace collars. Her arm was still stinging from what she’d done to it in the morning, but her long sleeves made sure no one else knew about it. It was going to be harder when summer came; Laura thrust that thought to the back of her mind.


  And then she saw it. The most perfect little silver sword. Of course it must really be a paperknife, she supposed, but it was beautifully made, a real piece of craftsmanship. And although it was no longer than six inches, Laura knew instinctively it was a sword in miniature and not a dagger.


  ‘I wondered if you’d like that,’ said Mortimer Goldsmith.


  *


  ‘Right,’ said Georgia. ‘That’s agreed then. Bel and Yesh will keep an eye on Laura to see if she’s behaving strangely. Matt and Sky will look out for likely talismans in school, and Nick and I will go and see Mortimer.’


  ‘But what do you think about which city it will be?’ asked Nick.


  They had all talked about it and made another list: cities that had already been visited by teenage Stravaganti from their world and ones that had not acquired a Stravagante yet. Five major city-states had been visited and five disasters averted but there were seven left and an infinite number of dangers, it seemed to them.


  But they could not tell which of the seven would be likely to be next in need of a visitor from their world.


  ‘Fabrizio will be pretty mad that he lost the battle of Classe,’ Nick had said. ‘And that Beatrice married Filippo Nucci. That city is independent for the foreseeable future.’


  ‘But we never go back, do we?’ Sky had pointed out. ‘I mean we might visit “our” cities again but our tasks there are always finished. Where will the di Chimici strike next?’


  ‘There are just too many for us to guess,’ said Georgia. ‘Come on, I think Mortimer’s shop will still be open. We’ll go and call on him, and Bel – can you call Yesh and go round to Laura’s? It’s a long shot but worth a try.’


  Sky didn’t want to leave Isabel, and Matt hadn’t seen Ayesha all day so they decided to join the call-on-Laura posse. The group split up not far from Nick’s house and he and Georgia walked hand in hand to the antique shop.


  ‘Ah,’ said Mortimer, quite used to visits from these two. ‘I think you are too late.’


  ‘What can you mean?’ asked Georgia.


  ‘I mean, I think you have come to ask me either about a pale, sad girl from your school or a rather beautiful silver sword from goodness knows where,’ he said. ‘And in either case, it’s too late. They have found each other.’


  *


  Laura was thoroughly alarmed when her two best friends turned up at her house with their boyfriends in tow, but her mother was delighted; she thought Laura spent far too much time on her own.


  ‘Someone to see you,’ she called up the stairs.


  Laura hastily opened her curtains and checked that there was no evidence of her earlier activity. Could she smell blood? Or was she being paranoid? She opened the window, to be on the safe side, and gave her room a squirt of air freshener.


  So she was pink and flustered by the time four fellowstudents from Barnsbury trooped in.


  ‘Oh, hi,’ she said. ‘What’s up? Is something going on?’


  ‘Maybe,’ said Isabel. ‘How are things with you?’


  But before Laura had time to think of an answer to that, Isabel’s phone warbled and she read an incoming text.


  ‘Interesting,’ she said, showing it to Sky. ‘That was Georgia. And she says you bought something from Mortimer Goldsmith. Can we see?’


  Laura’s heart was pounding. This was some sort of intervention. They had found out about the cutting and were going to tell her parents. For a moment she didn’t know if she was horrified or relieved.


  While still in that numb limbo, she drew out a package from her desk drawer. It was wrapped in green tissue paper and held together by stickers with MG on them in curly writing. She hadn’t been home long enough even to unwrap it.


  It seemed curiously intimate to open that package with four other pairs of eyes looking on.


  ‘That’s Talian all right,’ said Nick authoritatively.


  ‘Ouch,’ said Ayesha, who had tested the blade on her thumb. ‘I thought paperknives were supposed to be blunt?’


  Isabel was watching Laura intently, seeing the fear in her eyes and the changes in her expression.


  ‘Why did you buy it?’ she asked abruptly. ‘Do you get a lot of letters?’


  ‘I don’t see what it has to do with you – with any of you,’ said Laura. ‘I liked it and I could afford it so I bought it. So what?’


  ‘So what were you going to do with it?’ asked Isabel.


  And Laura knew the game was up.


  [image: image]


  Fabio was always first into his workshop every morning, stoking up the fire in the furnace and checking round the supplies of ore for the day’s work. His apprentices slept at the back of the shop and were not awake yet.


  The streets had been very quiet on his way to work, the city still holding its breath.


  And then, while he sat at his bench, watching the sun rise through the open door, a young woman, not more than a slender girl, materialised on a stool opposite him.


  He made the Hand of Fortune, the superstitious sign that all Talians used to ward off bad luck and the evil eye.


  ‘Dia,’ he said. ‘You have come! You are from the other world!’


  What Laura saw was a room full of metal and sharp blades. In her hand was the silver sword, held carefully by the hilt so that she didn’t cut herself accidentally. She was fully aware how ironic this was.


  In front of her was a man of middle height, broad-shouldered and brown-skinned. He had a kind face but he was looking at her as if he was afraid. And yet, if what her friends had told her was true, she was the one who had made a terrifying journey through time and space.


  ‘I’m Laura,’ she said simply.


  ‘Low-ra,’ said the man. ‘Welcome to Fortezza.’


  And then a bell started to toll in the distance, a single sad repeated note.


  ‘You have not come a moment too soon,’ he said. ‘The old Prince is dead.’
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  Chapter 2

  When a Prince Dies


  When Laura woke up back in her bed, it was to find Isabel and Georgia both watching her. It was unnerving the way they were both staring at her. She was holding the silver paperknife in her hand and she sat up and rewrapped it in the tissue paper that was still on her bedside table.


  ‘Everything OK?’ asked Isabel.


  ‘You made it to Talia?’ said Georgia.


  ‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘To a place called Fortezza. Its ruler just – well – he died while I was there.’


  Then seeing their expressions, she said quickly, ‘It had nothing to do with me. He’s been ill for ages. And I didn’t even see him. But Fabio told me what had happened. He said I’d better go home.’


  ‘Fabio’s your Stravagante,’ said Georgia. ‘I told you you’d meet one. What does he do?’


  ‘He’s a swordsmith,’ said Laura. ‘His shop is full of sharp blades.’


  ‘What do we know about Fortezza?’ Isabel asked Georgia.


  ‘I can’t remember much,’ said the tawny-haired girl. ‘Did your Fabio say the name of the prince who died?’


  ‘It was Yak-something,’ said Laura. ‘It didn’t sound very likely for a Talian name.’


  ‘Oh no!’ said Georgia. ‘Not Jacopo? He was one of the good di Chimici. I remember when he came with a boatload of supplies to help people after the massacre and the flood in Giglia.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Laura. ‘I still don’t get half this stuff. Can we talk about it over breakfast? I’m starving.’


  James and Ellen, Laura’s parents, had been astonished when she asked them if two girl friends could sleep over on Saturday night. After years of worrying that their daughter had no social life outside school, they were suddenly confronted with not one but two teenagers dashing back to their homes to fetch sleeping bags and toothbrushes.


  But they were happy to provide them with Sunday breakfasts of croissants and milky coffee and to make small talk until all three girls said they were going out to meet up with more Barnsbury students in the local café.


  ‘Astonishing,’ said James. ‘Perhaps she’s turned a corner?’


  ‘I hope so,’ said Ellen.


  *


  In Fortezza, every house showed signs of mourning, with black ribbons on door knockers and green boughs at the windows, whose shutters were all closed. Every flag on every tower in the city flew at half mast. Jacopo di Chimici had been well loved.


  At the University, all the buildings wore their mourning greenery in honour of the dead leader. Jacopo had been their Chancellor. One new student, tall, with red hair as brightly distinctive as the lost Prince’s had been in his youth, wandered the streets of Fortezza plucking up courage to visit the castle and pay his respects to the grieving royal family.


  It was nearly evening before he felt brave enough to have himself announced by a footman in di Chimici livery.


  ‘Guido Parola from Bellezza,’ he boomed and the red-headed man was admitted to the small salone where Princess Carolina was receiving callers.


  The widow looked a little perplexed at first but one of her daughters leapt up in a flurry of skirts and rushed towards the newcomer, only slowing to a more sedate pace just before she reached him.


  ‘Guido! You are welcome,’ said Lucia, holding out her hand. ‘Mamma, you remember Signor Parola? He was so brave and kind when Carlo was killed. Papa thought very highly of him.’


  Carolina’s expression cleared. ‘Ah yes, of course,’ she said, offering her own hand to the tall young man. ‘Thank you for coming.’


  ‘Your Highness,’ said Guido, making a deep bow, ‘I am so sorry to hear of your loss. I hope I am not intruding on the family’s private grief? Your husband was a fine man and will be terribly missed.’


  He turned to Lucia and her sister. ‘Your Highness, Your Grace – my deepest sympathy to you both.’


  Bianca saved her sister a task by saying straight away, ‘Oh, please do away with the formality, Guido! We shall never forget what you did for us on that terrible night in Giglia. You may surely use our names as we do yours?’


  ‘It is kind of you to come,’ added Lucia.


  ‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ asked Guido, who had been both a mandolier and a hired assassin in his past. ‘Is your husband on his way, Your Gr— I mean Bianca?’


  ‘Alfonso will leave Volana as soon as he can,’ said Bianca. ‘And I don’t doubt the rest of the family will be here soon for father’s funeral. But just now we have no male relative to help us. Your support would be most welcome.’


  ‘There is so much to organise,’ said Lucia. ‘And Mamma is too distraught to be burdened with it.’


  It was true that the Princess of Fortezza had aged overnight. Now that her husband was dead, it was as if she had lost all anchorage in the world and felt in danger of spending the rest of her life adrift.


  ‘I will do whatever you ask,’ said Guido, thrilled to be regarded as a substitute for a relative. ‘Please use me – I should like to be of help.’


  ‘Mamma, may I talk to Guido about the succession announcement?’ said Lucia. ‘It is one thing we can spare you.’


  ‘Very well,’ said the Dowager Princess. ‘Please do. And, Bianca, could you help me to my room? I don’t think I can entertain any more visitors today. Not that you are not welcome, Signor,’ she added, remembering the demands of courtesy. ‘It is a pleasure in our grief to renew your acquaintance.’


  Princess Caroline and her younger daughter left Lucia and Guido alone together in the salone.


  ‘Is there a problem with the announcement?’ asked Guido. ‘I don’t know how these things are done in Fortezza. You remember that I come from Bellezza, where Duchesse are elected.’


  ‘Even though your present Duchessa inherited the title when her mother died?’


  ‘Not inherited, was elected,’ Guido corrected her. He did not put Lucia right about the old Duchessa’s being dead; not many people knew that Silvia was still alive and living in Bellezza.


  ‘Well, it’s a formality, but as soon as my father has been buried, a herald comes to the balcony of the castle and must read out a decree about the succession,’ she said.


  ‘There will be no argument, surely?’ said Guido. ‘As you are your father’s older daughter? You are his indisputable heir under the law.’


  ‘There are some in Fortezza who believe that a woman should not inherit. But as long as there is no rival claimant, then yes, I will become Fortezza’s ruling Princess.’


  She looked sadly at Guido and he wondered if she was just grieving for her father or for something else.
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  Laura was not used to having so much attention focused on her. She pulled nervously at her sleeves and answered as briefly as possible, but that didn’t matter to Nick, who pounced on her main news and told the others what he thought.


  ‘So it’s Fortezza,’ he said. ‘And poor old Uncle Jacopo. I mean he was a sort of cousin really but we all called him “uncle”. He was a good sort.’


  ‘And he is the father of the woman whose husband was killed at their wedding?’ asked Ayesha, who had joined them.


  ‘Yes,’ said Nick. ‘That was my brother, Carlo. They had just got married.’


  ‘Sorry, Nick,’ said Ayesha. ‘I keep forgetting you are related to all these people.’


  ‘He used to be,’ said Georgia firmly. ‘He doesn’t have any brothers in this world. Or dead uncles.’ She put her arm round him protectively.


  ‘Jacopo had two daughters though?’ said Isabel, trying to change the way the conversation was going. She knew that Nick was terribly conflicted still about which world he lived in.


  ‘Yes,’ he said calmly. ‘Lucia was married to my brother – briefly – and the younger one, Bianca, is married to my cousin, Alfonso, Duke of Volana. He’s OK.’


  ‘You mean all these Fortezzan di Chimici are “good” ones?’ asked Matt.


  Isabel was quiet, thinking back to a few weeks ago when the Barnsbury Stravaganti had got together and compared notes on their Talian experiences. For Laura all this talk was just a blur of names. She had met only Fabio on her stravagation with the paperknife – her ‘talisman’, as her friends had called it – and he wasn’t a royal prince.


  ‘So are you going back tonight?’ Sky asked her.


  Laura jumped. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I mean, why was I taken there? Why do you think I found this talisman? You all seem to have had something very important to do in the cities you went to.’


  It had been like last-minute cramming for an unexpected exam. Ever since Isabel and Georgia had found out about the knife, Laura had been bombarded with facts about Talia, talismans, Stravaganti, di Chimici … It was like being given a very complicated game with no manual – only lots of experienced users all trying to tell you the rules by talking at once.


  ‘Any idea why Fortezza, Nick?’ asked Georgia.


  He frowned. ‘None at all. What danger could there be? I’m really sorry about Jacopo, but Lucia will become the city’s ruler and there’s no threat in that.’


  ‘Maybe Fabrizio will try to make her marry another di Chimici?’ suggested Matt. ‘After all, Filippo is still free.’


  ‘Who’s Fabrizio?’ asked Laura. ‘I’m afraid I’ve forgotten.’


  ‘My oldest brother,’ said Nick. ‘Oh, and he is also the Grand Duke of Tuschia.’
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  Fabio had closed his shop for the day out of respect for Prince Jacopo, even though he often worked on Saturdays. But he lingered round it all the same. Suppose the new Stravagante returned that morning? He must be there to meet her. He felt very responsible for this vulnerable new traveller in time and space. When he had travelled to Laura’s world, he had found it bewildering and scary, and she must feel the same in his.


  The rusty-haired Manoush came strolling along the Street of the Swordsmiths. Both men were at a loose end and soon went into a tavern that was almost opposite Fabio’s workshop; he could keep an eye on his doorway from there.


  ‘So,’ said Ludo, ‘the old Prince is dead.’


  Fabio nodded. He had taken to the young Manoush when they last met but he didn’t understand why he was interested in the death of the city’s ruler. Ludo’s people did not believe in people owning or ruling any part of any land. Perhaps he was just making small talk to be friendly.


  ‘He was a good man,’ said the swordsmith. ‘But we have his daughter, Lucia, to take his place.’


  ‘And what is she like?’ asked Ludo.


  ‘As far as I can tell, a good person and a worthy successor,’ said Fabio.


  ‘But we can’t tell, can we?’ said Ludo. ‘What do ordinary people know about princes and princesses? They have their secrets and their dark sides, I’m sure.’


  Fabio was a bit taken aback. ‘I dare say, but we have no reason to think ill of Princess Lucia. She seems a beautiful and tragic young woman and I’m sure that ruling this princedom will be arduous for her. But I don’t doubt she is up to the task. It is what she has been brought up to from birth, after all.’


  Ludo smiled, showing his wolfish teeth. ‘I’m sure you are right,’ he said.


  ‘But who is this coming out of your smithy?’ he suddenly asked. ‘She does not look like a Talian.’


  Fabio jumped up and crossed quickly to his workshop, cursing himself for his inattention.


  Laura stood hesitantly in the doorway, her nightclothes marking her out as an alien in Fortezza. She smiled cautiously when she spotted Fabio but looked alarmed that he was with someone else. Without Fabio’s knowing how it happened, Ludo followed them both into the workshop.


  ‘Ludo, this is Laura – a friend of mine,’ said Fabio. He could not think what else to do.


  Ludo bowed and took Laura’s hand in his; gravely he brushed her fingers with his lips.


  ‘I am Ludovico Vivoide, known as Ludo,’ he said. ‘And I think I know where you are from.’


  Laura had no idea what to do or say with this extraordinary person. He was glamorous in a way no real male had ever seemed to her, with the charisma of a celebrity, though he was apparently just an ordinary Talian.


  ‘You must find her some more suitable clothes,’ he was saying to Fabio. ‘Were you not expecting a Stravagante?’


  ‘I did not know in advance if it would be a male or a female who found the talisman,’ said Fabio. ‘I have a dress in my studiolo for you, Laura.’


  He thought for a moment, then turned to Ludo. ‘How do you know about the Stravaganti?’


  ‘I have met several,’ said Ludo. ‘Matteo, Luciano, Georgia …’


  Laura was silent, translating the names into people she knew at school – all except the mysterious Luciano. She had been told he used to be Lucien Mulholland, but she could barely remember him and certainly didn’t understand how he now lived in another world.


  Ludo was gazing at her intently. ‘Low-ra,’ he said softly, turning her name into something exotic and unrecognisable, as Fabio had.


  *


  Throughout Talia the news was spreading about Jacopo’s death. For most people, whether citizens or rulers, it came from messengers who had ridden hard from Fortezza in all directions. But for a group of Talians, the members of that Brotherhood known as the Stravaganti, the message arrived more quickly, through a system of mirrors which they used to communicate.


  Not all of the Brotherhood were men; there was Giuditta the sculptor in Giglia and Flavia the merchant in Classe. But in Bellezza a group including three male Stravaganti was looking into the mirrors in the Ducal Palace.


  Officially Senator Rodolfo Rossi had handed over the rule of the city to his daughter, the Duchessa, after the Battles of Classe. But, although he was no longer Regent, he still lived in the palace with his wife and it was in his rooms that the group gathered to hear the news from Fortezza.


  With the Senator was Doctor Dethridge, the Elizabethan alchemist who had started the whole business of stravagation, and his foster-son, Luciano, who had once been a student at Barnsbury Comprehensive in the other world.


  Arianna was also there, the young Duchessa, who was going to marry Luciano, and Silvia, the old Duchessa, who had already married Rodolfo – twice! They were a strange extended family but one who got along well. Arianna was leaning over her father’s shoulder and not wearing a mask, although all unmarried women in Talia over the age of sixteen were supposed to in public.


  And leaning against her was a large spotted cat.


  In one of the mirrors was the face of Fabio.


  The Prince is dead, he was conveying to the watchers. And the new Stravagante has arrived.


  I grieve for Prince Jacopo, Rodolfo sent back to him. A good man, a loving father and a fair ruler.


  Even though he was a di Chimici, thought-spoke Fabio.


  All in the room knew how implacably that family had pursued the Stravaganti – and not just because Luciano had killed one of them.


  When a man dies, we must evaluate him for what he was, not what family he belonged to, said Rodolfo.


  Tell us about the Stravagante, said Arianna, who was not as experienced at mirror-communicating as the others, because she was not a Stravagante herself. She could do it best when Luciano’s face was in the mirror’s glass.


  It is a young woman – Laura, said Fabio, pronouncing it in the Talian way, so that the first syllable rhymed with ‘now’.


  Arianna immediately looked towards Luciano. He had known all the other-world Stravaganti so far – at least by sight.


  He shook his head. ‘I can’t remember any Lauras,’ he said out loud, using the English pronunciation.


  And here is another thing, said Fabio. I don’t know if I should have prevented it but she has met one of the Manoush. And he knows what she is.


  Which one? Rodolfo and Luciano thought-spoke at the same time.


  He is called Ludo, said Fabio. And he seems to know some of you.


  We met him in Padavia, said Luciano. But it is too long a tale to tell now.


  Did he say what he was doing in Fortezza?


  No, but I have met him twice. And he seems to have taken to Laura.


  Were there others with him? asked Rodolfo.


  Not that I have seen. He seems to have travelled alone.


  That is very unusual for a Manoush, said Rodolfo.


  And soon afterwards the communication through the mirrors was cut off.


  ‘What do you make of all that?’ asked Silvia as they moved away from the mirrors and dispersed themselves around the room. Luciano was now standing with his hand on the back of Arianna’s chair and the great spotted cat lay at her feet and yawned.


  Rodolfo frowned. ‘I don’t know what to make of it. Fabio told me before that his divinations showed trouble in Fortezza but I don’t see why there should be any. Princess Lucia is Jacopo’s heir and there is no reason to suppose the di Chimici won’t continue to rule in that city.’


  He turned to Luciano’s foster-father. ‘What do you think, Maestro?’ he asked.


  ‘Nay, Maistre Rudolphe,’ said the old alchemist. ‘There is on the surface no need for fear. But whenne did the cards and the stones ever notte tell us true? Mayhap there are thynges we do notte knowe as yet.’


  ‘Well, if there is no immediate danger and you don’t all have to go haring off to Fortezza, there is something else we should talk about,’ said Silvia.


  Several pairs of eyes gave her a wary look.


  ‘Arianna and Luciano’s wedding,’ she said firmly. ‘We don’t need to postpone it because a di Chimici prince has died, I should hope. But we do need to invite rulers or representatives of all the city-states. The question is, do we have to ask the Grand Duke?’


  ‘I hardly think he’d come, Silvia,’ said Luciano. ‘Remember he has a warrant out for my arrest.’


  ‘But will he see it as a further slight if we don’t invite him?’ said Silvia.


  ‘Can you give someone a worse slight than killing their father?’ asked Luciano.


  And something in his tone of voice made the great cat growl.
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  ‘Well?’ said Isabel as she met Laura on the way to school next day. They had done this all the years they could remember at secondary school and then met up with Ayesha a road or two further on.


  ‘I did it again,’ said Laura, as if still half in Talia, ‘and Fabio gave me an old dress that belonged to his wife.’


  ‘He has a wife?’


  ‘Had one. She is dead,’ said Laura.


  ‘So, what else happened?’


  ‘I met this man,’ said Laura.


  ‘Yes, you said – Fabio,’ said Isabel. She was wondering if Laura was quite all right. Maybe the stravagating had unhinged her a bit? She always seemed rather fragile.


  ‘No, not him. Another one,’ she said. ‘He’s called Ludo and he’s … well, I can’t describe him. He’s not like anyone I’ve ever met before.’


  Isabel groaned to herself. Laura was going to fall in love with a Talian; she just knew it. And there was no way that could end well.


  [image: image]


  Chapter 3

  Beware the Heir


  Jacopo’s funeral was held with great magnificence at the cathedral in Fortezza four days after his death. His coffin was carried by four of his younger relatives: Fabrizio and Gaetano from Giglia, Alfonso of Volana and Filippo of Bellona, and two of his most loyal household servants.


  Another family member, the Pope, Ferdinando di Chimici, conducted the service, with Cardinal Rinaldo di Chimici and the Bishop of Fortezza assisting.


  Laura was with the crowd outside the cathedral and had all these nobles pointed out to her by Fabio. She was quite used to finding herself in Fortezza each night now, wearing the blue dress of the swordsmith’s late wife. Only of course in Talia it was day.


  ‘The Pope is very fat, isn’t he?’ she whispered to Fabio.


  ‘He has a reputation for liking his own table as much as the Lord’s,’ Fabio whispered back.


  Princess Carolina and her two daughters were easily recognised in their deep black mourning dresses.


  ‘It’s only a matter of weeks since Princess Lucia has been out of black for her husband,’ said Fabio.


  Laura looked with some interest at the pale young woman with red hair. Ever since she had become a member of the Barnsbury Stravaganti group, Laura had been hearing about the massacre at the di Chimici weddings in Giglia, which had happened in a place just as sacred as this cathedral – the church where the four brides and grooms had gone for a blessing just after they were married.


  Bianca, Princess Lucia’s dark-haired sister, was married to Duke Alfonso, one of the men carrying the immense coffin. Two of the other young men bearing the burden beside him had been seriously wounded in the massacre; it was their brother, Carlo, Lucia’s husband, who had been killed.


  Nick had given Laura a copy of the di Chimici family tree to study at her leisure, because no Stravagante was allowed to take anything other than his or her talisman to the other world. And she had forced herself to accept that Nick himself had once been Prince Falco, the youngest brother of the three di Chimici who had been attacked at the weddings.


  Laura could see the family resemblance between Nick and some of the young di Chimici princes and dukes – but not to the fat Pope and the skinny Cardinal. She had kept a special lookout for Gaetano, who was Nick’s favourite brother and a friend to the Stravaganti of both worlds, but he didn’t look a bit like the Barnsbury school student. Gaetano had a kind face but no one would call him handsome.


  There was no room for Laura and Fabio to get inside the cathedral, so great was the throng of mourners, so the swordsmith offered to take her on a tour of the city while the long service unfolded inside.


  They walked out from the centre and climbed some steep steps up to the top of the massive walls that encircled the city. When they got there, Laura gasped.


  The wall was so wide you could have driven two cars side by side along its top. But of course there were no cars in Talia.


  ‘It’s big enough for … for two carriages to pass!’ She tried to convey her wonder to Fabio.


  He looked at her as if she were mad.


  ‘How would even one carriage get up the steps?’ he asked. ‘Not to mention the horses.’


  Laura tried to suppress the giggle that was rising in her throat and walked across the grassy surface to the edge of the wall. There were crenellations running all round it, at head height, so that she had to stand almost on tiptoe to look over to see the Tuschian countryside beyond.


  ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘I haven’t been to Italy in my world but it can’t be better than this.’


  What she could see was rounded hills topped with cypresses, and green valleys running down to blue winding rivers. The landscape was a patchwork of small fields criss-crossed with green rows of crops.


  ‘We haven’t got time to walk all the way round the walls if you want to see the mourners coming out of the cathedral,’ said Fabio.


  It was peaceful up there above the bustle of the city and Laura felt a strange reluctance ever to come down. She could see the roof of the cathedral, the tower of the castle and many other high points of the city as clearly as if in an aerial photograph, something no one in Fortezza would understand even if they could see one. She wondered why the city had to have such strong walls when no one was waging war against it, and when they had last been used to defend it.


  Fabio walked with her to the next defensive tower, which was like something out of medieval legend – round with arrow-slit windows and a turreted top. But there was also a gun emplacement with a shiny new cannon and a pile of cannonballs.


  ‘Are you expecting an attack?’ Laura asked.


  ‘Not that I know of,’ said Fabio, ‘but the city is always ready.’


  The two guards in the tower didn’t look terribly ready; in fact, it looked as if they were asleep.


  The Stravaganti walked down the winding stair inside the tower and back out into the bright sunshine of the city streets. Fabio had told Laura about not having a shadow in Talia, and the Barnsbury Stravaganti had confirmed it had been the same for them, but it was still unnerving to see only one black silhouette stretched out at their feet.


  ‘What happens after the funeral?’ said Laura.


  ‘Once the body of the Prince has been committed to the great di Chimici tomb in the crypt, the family party will go back to the castle and the inheritance announcement will be made.’


  *


  ‘I must get back to Padavia,’ said Luciano. He had already stayed in Bellezza longer than he had meant to and couldn’t really prolong the absence from his studies any longer.


  ‘Not long now,’ said Arianna.


  They were in her private parlour with no one else present but Rigello the African cat. He was snoozing beside the sofa, quite used to the Cavaliere’s presence. He didn’t even open an eye when Luciano embraced his mistress.


  ‘A month!’ said Luciano. ‘I can’t believe we shall be married in just over four weeks. We seem to have been waiting for ever.’


  ‘Well, nothing’s going to stop us now,’ said Arianna, smiling.


  ‘Hush,’ said Luciano. ‘We used to say in my old world “famous last words” whenever someone said anything like that.’


  ‘I don’t know what that means,’ said Arianna, ‘but I don’t like the sound of it.’


  As if on cue, there was a knock on the door, and Rodolfo came in looking very serious.


  *


  Laura and Fabio followed the mourners from the cathedral up the winding road to the castle. As they walked, Laura marvelled at how quickly she had got used to Fortezza, with its cobbled streets, shuttered windows and no cars.


  At first she had been alarmed by the number of horses clattering by, but even they seemed as normal now as a Volvo in Islington. There was no pollution from traffic fumes and she could hear the song of birds and cicadas as a constant background to the life of the city. It was so different from her daily life in her own world and yet, after less than a week, it had already become as familiar to her as if she had known it for years.


  The castle was absurdly castle-y – like something Laura might have made up for herself in a dream. It was as unlike anything in Disneyland as possible – made of real huge grey stone blocks. It backed on to another section of the massive circular walls of the city, making an impregnable-seeming bastion.


  The funeral cortège entered the looming castle, where the Fortezzan flag still drooped at half mast.


  ‘Now it won’t be long before they make the announcement,’ said Fabio.


  ‘Won’t they have some sort of … I don’t know … wake for the Prince first?’ asked Laura.


  ‘No, they’ll do that afterwards. Mind you, there are not many people who remember the last time an heir was announced. Jacopo has been our Prince for twentysix years.’


  Laura wondered how long people lived for in Talia.


  ‘How old was he?’ she asked.


  ‘Oh, quite old,’ said Fabio. ‘Fifty-three years.’


  That’s only six years older than my mum, thought Laura.


  ‘Look!’ said Fabio. ‘That’s the herald on the balcony. The family will be out soon.’


  A man in Fortezzan livery with a long silver trumpet stepped up to the front of the balcony and blew a few mournful notes. Then there was a long pause, while all the citizens gathered below shuffled their feet and muttered to each other.


  At last the trio of princesses dressed in black came out on to the balcony to stand beside the herald. He blew one note to call people to order, though the crowd was already silent, then put down his instrument and read aloud from a roll of parchment:


  ‘We the citizens of the great city of Fortezza in the region of Tuschia, in the country of Talia, grieve at the death of Prince Jacopo Falco Ferdinando di Chimici, ruler of us all for nearly thirty years. We mourn his passing and we extend our deepest sympathy to his widow, the Dowager Princess Carolina, and his two daughters, Princess Lucia and Bianca, Duchessa of Volana.’


  There was much appreciative murmuring in the crowd. These were the right words at the right time.


  ‘We also share in the sadness of Prince Jacopo’s wider family, many members of which have joined us at the Prince’s obsequies today – foremost among them Fabrizio di Chimici, Grand Duke of Tuschia and Duke of Giglia.’


  That’s the one who wants to kill Luciano, thought Laura. Luciano, who used to be a boy called Lucien at my school. This is too weird.


  ‘Prince Jacopo was like a father to us, his subjects,’ the herald continued. ‘But he has not left us orphans. We are fortunate that he has an heir – the Princess Lucia, who will take on his role and become in time like our mother. We owe her our allegiance, loyalty and respect.’


  There was a ragged cheer from the crowd.


  ‘It is now my duty, in accordance with tradition and the wishes of the Council, to announce most solemnly that Princess Lucia di Chimici will become the ruler of Fortezza in her father’s stead unless there is any rival claimant to the title.


  ‘Hear ye, this is the only opportunity at which such a claimant may come forward, for after today the title passes to Princess Lucia in right and blood through her inheritance as older child of her father, our late Prince.’


  The herald drew a much-needed breath, and blew another loud note on the trumpet. There was a hush as if everyone in the crowd held their breath.


  ‘Of course, it’s a formality,’ whispered Fabio. ‘There is no one else with a claim.’


  And then a surprising figure stepped out of the crowd. Laura gasped. It was the Manoush called Ludo.


  *


  ‘It was totally unexpected,’ said Rodolfo. ‘Fabio of Fortezza sent me the news through my mirrors.’


  ‘Ludo has claimed the throne of Fortezza?’ said Luciano. ‘I can’t believe it!’


  ‘What happened exactly?’ asked Arianna.


  ‘According to Fabio, he just stepped forward and announced that he was Jacopo’s son by a Manoush mother and was a year and a half older than Princess Lucia.’


  Luciano slapped his forehead. ‘I remember. He told us in Padavia, when we saved him and his people from the flames. He said he was only half-Manoush and his father was a di Chimici, but he didn’t know who. He said then he was ashamed to be half di Chimici.’


  ‘Well, he seems to have got over that feeling now,’ said Rodolfo. ‘He has put in a formal claim to the title.’


  ‘What about his illegitimacy?’ asked Arianna. ‘There is something in our constitution in Bellezza that says you have to be legitimate.’


  ‘It might be an issue,’ said Rodolfo. ‘But there is a faction in Fortezza that doesn’t believe a woman can be the ruler even if she is the legitimate heir. They might support Ludo’s claim. And I’ve never heard of a di Chimici princess or duchessa who has ruled in her own right.’


  ‘So they’d set aside the fact that Jacopo wasn’t married to Ludo’s mother?’ asked Luciano.


  ‘Some of them might,’ said Rodolfo.


  ‘I just can’t get my head round it,’ said Luciano. ‘Ludo of all people!’


  ‘Was the new Stravagante there?’ asked Arianna.


  Rodolfo nodded. ‘She was with Fabio when it happened.’


  Luciano thought. ‘Can you get Fabio to ask her to talk to Matt about Ludo?’ he said. ‘He was the one Ludo told about his parentage when he thought he was going to die in the fire.’


  ‘I can’t believe it went down well with Fabrizio,’ said Arianna. ‘He hates the Manoush – and he knows that Ludo is on the Stravaganti’s side.’


  ‘We don’t know that is still true though, do we?’ said Rodolfo.
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  Laura couldn’t wait to tell her new group of friends about what had happened in Fortezza. She couldn’t remember when she had last had a piece of news she wanted to share with someone else.


  And their reaction was very satisfying.


  ‘Ludo? The Manoush? Are you sure?’ asked Matt.


  Isabel had met Ludo briefly, but Matt was the only Stravaganti in this world who really knew him.


  ‘She’s not likely to be wrong about him,’ said Isabel, causing Laura to look away.


  ‘I thought the Manoush were friends to the Stravaganti,’ said Georgia.


  ‘Aurelio and Raffaella were,’ said Nick.


  ‘And we know the di Chimici are against the Manoush,’ said Sky.


  ‘Yes,’ said Matt. ‘It was the di Chimici anti-magic laws that nearly got Ludo and the others burned to death.’


  ‘Tell me about that again,’ said Laura, still carefully not looking at Isabel.


  ‘Well,’ said Matt, ‘you know the Manoush are Goddess-worshippers? Fabrizio di Chimici …’


  ‘I saw him at the funeral,’ Laura interrupted. ‘He’s very good-looking.’


  Nick snorted. ‘So are tigers,’ he said.


  ‘Fabrizio, the Grand Duke,’ Matt went on, ‘invented these anti-magic laws to catch out Luciano or any other Stravagante, but when the Governor of Padavia adopted the new laws, it meant that about thirty Manoush fell into the trap, because they insisted on carrying out their rituals.’


  ‘You would think Ludo would have hated the di Chimici after that,’ said Laura.


  ‘That’s what I thought,’ said Matt. ‘He didn’t want to find out which one his father was, but he had a ring with his father’s crest on it.’


  ‘He must have decided he did want to know after all,’ said Isabel.


  ‘When his mother gave him the ring,’ said Matt, ‘it was just before she died and he told me he had never looked at it. It was in a little pouch he wore round his neck.’


  ‘I couldn’t have stopped myself from looking,’ said Georgia.


  ‘But what are they going to do in Fortezza, Laura?’ asked Nick.


  ‘They have to investigate the claim, apparently,’ said Laura. ‘It’s their rule.’


  ‘I can’t see my brother, Fabrizio, just sitting back calmly while a goddess-worshipper tries to take a title from a di Chimici,’ said Nick.


  ‘But remember that the Pope is there and Gaetano too,’ said Georgia.


  ‘They would stop him doing anything too reckless.’


  ‘What does Fabio think?’ asked Sky.


  Laura shifted uncomfortably.


  ‘He said he thought it would end badly,’ she said. ‘He talked about civil war.’
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  ‘Should we go to Fortezza?’ asked Luciano.


  ‘Not yet,’ said Rodolfo. ‘The Fortezzan Signoria might just throw Ludo’s claim out. We should wait and see what they make of it. And you should go back to your studies.’


  Luciano sighed. He hadn’t been able to make much of his time at the University of Padavia, what with being kidnapped and nearly murdered, having to rescue the Manoush and then taking part in both of the Battles of Classe. His professor, Constantin, had despaired of him.


  ‘It’s not as if I’m doing a real degree,’ Luciano grumbled. ‘It’s just a sort of finishing school for Talian nobles as far as I can see.’


  ‘But you cannot always see very far, even now,’ said Rodolfo. ‘And better education would help you to see further. As for finishing, that’s exactly what I want you to do – finish the course you signed up to do. You will not get another chance once you are Duke Consort of Bellezza!’


  ‘Go,’ said Arianna, kissing him again. ‘You have already been delayed by this news from Fortezza. Go and finish your classes and then come back and marry me as quickly as you can.’


  ‘I promise that if the situation in Fortezza needs us,’ said Rodolfo, ‘I will tell you and we will go there together. Is that enough for you?’


  It was not, but with that Luciano had to be content.
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Bianc (5. 1585) b Fortczza) m. Carolina
. T T L b. 1 Bianca
m. Benedetta  Ferdinando Fabrizio m. Isabella Jacopo (b. 1 i LY
d. 1579) Pope Lenient VI (Duke of Volana) (b. 1530 d. 1575)  (Bellona) m. Clarice piomy b Aot
Prince of Remora gl o
b. 1527) | of Volana
Rinaldo po o
b. 1553 b. 1555) m. Bellona) (b. 1556) b 9) m
(Cardinal) . 1. Councillor Albani (dissolved
Caterina [ - Giglia 2. Gactano of Giglia
b. 1535) Carlo Caterina Gactano (b. 1560) Falco
Falco Niccold Carlo (b. 1556 5 died m. ncesca b. 1564 DUKES OF GIGLIA ARE UNDERLINED.
(b. 1580 d. 1579 young)  of Bellona d, 1578) | FABRIZIO 15 GRaND DUKE OF TUSCHIA A5 WELL A DUKE EABRIZIO [T OF GiGLIA.
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