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PROLOGUE


It was a ghostly sight, so startlingly strange that for some time afterward the captain wondered if he might have imagined it. It appeared out of the fog, out of the hush of the still waters before him, as he guided his ship among the haze-shrouded islands of the lagoon.


At first it was a faint, darkish smudge on the water. As it grew near, the smudge thickened into the shape of a small, sail-less boat, filled stem to stern with . . .


Children, was it?


Children and birds?


The little craft rode low in the water, packed tight with its odd, silent cargo. The birds, varied in size and shape, perched on shoulders, on arms, on wrists, on fingers, on heads.


As the boat passed hard by his ship, a girl looked up and caught the captain’s eye. Her face was heart-shaped, elfin. Her eyes were fierce. For a long moment they gazed at each other, captain and girl. Then the little boat slid away behind him and vanished in the mist.





PART I


FALCON


    ◆      ◆      ◆
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1.


Stranger in the Glassworks


Something rustled in the dark — a sound so faint, Renzo barely heard it at all, but it told him he was not alone.


Out of the corner of one ear, he heard it. His eyes and mind and heart had belonged entirely to the glass before him, and not to the signs of danger.


It glowed copper-orange, the glass — a veined and stunted sun blazing in the gloom of the workshop. Renzo had gathered it, molten, on the end of the blowpipe; he had rolled it on the stone malmoro; he had shaped it in the magiosso mold. He had set the pipe to his lips and breathed — just long enough and hard enough to belly out the glass in the slightest curve and begin to make it his.


Of sounds he’d taken no notice. Not the roar of the furnace, nor the splash of water when the magiosso dropped into its bath, nor even the soft, secret whoosh of his breath inside the pipe.


He heard them but did not mark them. Not until the new sound came — the rustling, faint and quick.


He stood still as stones now, waves of prickling gooseflesh coursing down his back. This was a different kind of sound, out of place in the glassworks in the dead of night. It was a sound an assassin might make, hiding deep in shadow, his legs beginning to cramp, not wanting to move but forced by pain to shift position. Or a hesitation sound, perhaps. The assassin wondering, Shall I make my move now, or later?


It was a sound Renzo’s father might have heard these many months since, on the last night of his life.


It came again:


Rustle-shiver-scritch.


Above!


Renzo peered up into the shadows, where the furnace’s glow flickered across the rafters.


And beheld a bird.


Renzo’s knees went weak; his breath escaped in a sigh of relief.


Only a bird.


He wanted to laugh then, at his foolishness. At his heart, still clattering between his ribs. At the glass, now a misshapen lump — darkening as it cooled, crumpling in upon itself.


Only a bird. A little falcon — a kestrel.


He watched it for a moment, breathing, waiting for his heart to settle. The assassins would not return, he told himself. They’d done what they’d come to do. And whatever befell his traitor of an uncle, it would be far from here.


The falcon rattled its feathers. Better get it out of here. The padrone did not tolerate birds in the glassworks. What if a feather — or worse — should fall on the smooth surface of a newly worked cup or bowl?


Renzo knocked the blowpipe against the rim of the pail at his feet; the glass cracked off and clattered among the heaped remains of his earlier failures. Simpler forms gave him no trouble, but the complicated ones . . . Sometimes he wished he had three hands.


He set the blowpipe on the rack beside the other pipes and rods, then made his way across the wide, open floor of the glassworks and opened the oaken door.


Outside, still waters lapped against stone. The chill winter breeze touched his face, carrying the smells of the lagoon: fish, and salt, and tar. Mist rose from the dark canal and crept like smoke along the lane, blurring the silent houses, making them wavery, gauzy — homes for ghosts. The sweat grew clammy on Renzo’s body and made him shiver. His shoulders and arms and back all ached; a dark pool of weariness pressed down on the crown of his head and seeped into his eyes.


Nothing had gone well tonight. And he was so far behind.


He stepped back inside, clapped his hands, shouted at the bird. But it must have felt snug there, high up in the rafters. It did not budge.


He scooped up a handful of pebbles from outside and tossed one at the bird. It let out a hoarse cry and took off flying. He pursued, throwing more pebbles, not trying to hit it, just drive it out the door.


“Cease with that! Basta!”


Renzo’s heart seized. He whirled round to see who had shouted.


The figure came hurtling out of the shadows behind the woodpile. Came so fast, Renzo barely had time to put up his hands to defend himself before she was raining blows down upon him. He might have lashed out, except that she was smaller than he, and he saw that she was a girl. No more than twelve or thirteen years old, he thought. No older than he, himself.


She dealt him one last shove and then bolted toward the open doorway. She twisted back and sent the kestrel a look — a strange look, like a summons. The bird sailed out of the workshop behind her.


Astounded, Renzo stared after them — girl and bird fleeing together, dissolving into the dark, into the mist. Before they vanished entirely, he thought he saw the kestrel swoop down and come to perch upon her shoulder as she ran.


But he must have imagined that.





2.


Prophecy


Renzo! Did you hear me?”


The padrone was frowning, his face etched deep with unhappiness.


“What is amiss with you? Have you gone deaf? I told you to remove this bowl to the annealing chamber.”


Renzo leaned his broom against the stacked crates of finished glass. He crossed the floor toward the furnace, the bright-hot roaring core of the glassworks, where the padrone and two other masters worked the glass. The heat licked at Renzo, drawing sweat from his brow; he picked up the goblet bowl with the lifting irons and hurried toward the rear of the furnace.


Her face still swam before him — the girl from the night before.


All that morning it had done so — in the slivers of glass he swept from the floor, in the mounds of sand and soda in the poisons room, in the surfaces of the worked glass he bore to and from the annealing chamber. He had glimpsed it for a moment only, that face. But now, in memory, Renzo found he could capture and explore it, discover far more than he had grasped in the quick blink of an eye when she had stood before him in the flesh.


It was a small face, and thin. From the size of it he might have thought it belonged to a younger child, in her tenth year or maybe eleventh. But he had seen something older in her eyes — green eyes, intensely green — and something terrible, too.


Terribly afraid. Terribly fierce. Both at the selfsame time.


He had not seen her before. He would have remembered.


Renzo set the bowl in the annealing chamber, high in the dome above the main furnace. Thinking back, sifting through his recollections. A dark, ragged cloud of hair. A thin cloak, shaggy with tattered threads and fringes.


“Renzo! Pick up the tagianti and fetch them here. No, not those. The rounded ones. Have you gone blind? Pay attention! And the compass, if I may disturb you to bestir your feet. Presto! The glass will not wait for you; it is cooling as I speak.”


The padrone’s habitual thin-lipped scowl deepened as Renzo handed him the tools, but Sergio, the padrone’s eldest son and apprentice, was smiling. A mocking smile.


Renzo lingered to watch as the padrone stretched out a long, narrow cord of glowing glass. He was not a large man, but he was strong; ropy muscles stood out on his arms and neck. Renzo drew closer, until the heat came at him in waves, as the padrone handed Sergio the borsella and instructed him how to persuade the glass to transform itself into something new.


It would be a wineglass stem, Renzo saw — a lovely, delicate thing shaped like two interwoven vines. His weariness lifted as he watched Sergio’s hands, clumsy at first, and then slowly learning what was required of them as the vines twined upward, seemingly hungry for sunlight. Renzo fixed every movement into memory, his own fingers itching to work the glass.


He recalled what it was to stand in the savage, shimmering heat with his father close beside him. To breathe the familiar smell of wood smoke, to hear Papà’s voice, above the deep throb of the furnace, rumbling in his ear: Just a little twist, Renzo, is all that is required here. Then pull. Now, now, now, just now, but more fluid with the twist. Do you see it? Do you see?


Renzo swallowed. Cleared the thickness from his throat.


Sergio glanced up. “The furnace needs stoking,” he said.


Renzo waited. It was not his duty to stoke the furnace. That was for Anzoleto, who had stepped out to obey the call of nature. Renzo was a laborer, a drudge, but it was possible to go lower. Cutting wood and feeding the fire were the lowest jobs in the glassworks.


“Perhaps,” Sergio said, “the drudge prefers not to work himself. Perhaps we should hire a drudge for the drudge.”


He laughed, but the padrone did not. He grunted, then glanced up as Anzoleto appeared in the doorway. “Tend to your own work, Sergio,” the padrone said. “Do not disappoint me. You must do better than this.” He broke Sergio’s wine stem from the pontello and flung it into the bucket of broken glass. The padrone turned to Renzo and Anzoleto. “Everyone! Tend to your work.”


So then it was back to sweeping the floor, to sorting and crushing the broken glass, to grinding the soda to powder.


Back to wondering about the girl.


After she had left, Renzo had searched all through the glassworks trying to discover how she had broken in. He had found his answer in a small storeroom at the rear, where a narrow window opened onto an alley. The shutter hung crookedly from a single hinge, unlatched.


Renzo had told the padrone about the broken hinge but not about the girl. He ought to have reported her. She might be a spy. Always there were spies near glassworks, sent to ferret out secrets of the craft. Even worse were the government spies sent by the dreaded Council of Ten to make sure the glassmaking secrets never left the lagoon.


Spies — and also assassins.


As Renzo knew only too well.


Yes, the padrone would want to know about the girl. He would want to catch her, discover who she was and what she’d been doing.


Still, Renzo hesitated. If he told, others might come into the glassworks with him at night. Everyone knew that Renzo worked the glass when all but the night furnace tender had left; that was not the problem. But they might shunt him aside; they might foist other chores upon him. They would almost certainly disrupt his work.


And he was way behind.


He glanced back toward them, the padrone and his son. Sergio was looking at him again. Suspicious. As if to say, Don’t think I don’t know what you are doing. That you’re trying to take my place.


But if Sergio thought that, he was wrong. Renzo didn’t want Sergio’s place.


He wanted his own.


    ◆      ◆      ◆


“Lorenzo, did you hear me?”


He sat bolt upright, tried to pretend he had not just nodded off on the bench at the table. But Mama had twisted away from the oven to frown at him, and he could tell by her look that she knew.


“Lorenzo, when did you leave for the glassworks last night? Tell me the truth. Was it midnight again? Don’t even try to lie to me; I will know.”


“Yes, Mama,” he said. “But — ”


“But me no buts. What have I told you of this? Do you listen only to humor me? Do I get any respect from my only son? Any at all?”


Renzo sighed. “Yes, Mama.”


“Yes, you listen? Or yes, you will obey?”


“I listen, Mama.” He turned to her, looked straight into her worried eyes. “I do.”


“Still you are determined,” she said, “to leave long before you ought. To deny yourself hours of sleep and put yourself at risk. Your father would not approve of this, Lorenzo. He would not.”


Renzo sighed. This was true. In his mind he could hear Papà’s voice: The glass will not give up its secrets to a man who is not alert, and it may well cut or burn him. But now, three days before the New Year, Renzo didn’t have the luxury of sleep. Just two months until the test, and he still had far too much to learn.


The first time he’d been tested, Renzo had failed miserably. The glass had slumped in his hands; it had spilled on the floor; it had cracked; it had splintered; it had burst. The few cups and bowls that had survived his clumsiness had been lumpish, crooked things, fit only to be returned to the crucible.


It was true that he had been grieving and had not been able to fully mind his work. It was true that he had been tense, with so much at stake. In all of Murano this was the only glassworks that had offered him work after Papà had died. The others wanted nothing to do with his family, nothing to do with the disgrace.


But none of that mattered. What mattered was that he had failed.


The padrone had been disappointed. Angry, even. Renzo realized that the padrone had counted on Renzo taking up the blowpipe and beginning to produce forthwith. Maybe he had hoped that Renzo had brought some secret skills learned from Papà, who had been padrone of a rival glassworks.


Mama had begged the padrone to give Renzo a lowly job so that he could practice at night, and to give him another test when a year had passed.


The padrone had consented, grudging Renzo a pittance for his work, enumerating the skills he expected Renzo to master. More skills than could be claimed by any apprentice Renzo had ever heard of. Skills nearly impossible to learn on his own. In the meantime Renzo had his other duties, and was not to interrupt the glassworkers to ask for help. No one — not even old Taddeo, who fed the fire at night.


Renzo suspected that the padrone enjoyed watching his old rival’s son perform menial chores. If Renzo could prove that he could do a master’s work for an apprentice’s pay, well and good. If not . . .


If not, he would never get the chance to apprentice. He would be a drudge forever.


Now Mama set three steaming bowls of stew on the table. She called for Pia, who was feeding the chickens in the yard. Pia skipped into the cottage, threw her arms around Renzo, and settled herself lightly on the bench beside him. Mama gave him a pointed look, as if to say, See who else you are jeopardizing with your foolishness?


If she only knew, Renzo thought, what jeopardy they were in. How much he still had to learn, how slow his progress. How impossible it was to learn what he needed to know without an extra pair of hands to assist him. If she could only see how the glass wobbled at the end of the blowpipe, or hardened before its time, or sagged and dropped to the floor.


But he couldn’t bring himself to tell her.


A shaft of sunlight slanted through the window and warmed the goblet at his father’s place, making it glow like gold. Mama set four places at the table every meal, as if she expected Papà to come striding through the doorway, twirl her in his arms, and sit down to carve the roast.


“Renzo, did you hear me?” Pia looked up at him reproachfully.


“No,” he said. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”


“I saw the bird children. In the marketplace today.”


Bird children? He saw it again in his mind’s eye — the girl’s summoning look, the bird following, seeming to perch on her shoulder before they disappeared into the fog and the dark.


“Bird children?” he asked.


“The ones who talk to birds! They tell them what to do.”


“What do you mean, ‘They tell them what to do’?”


“I saw a boy call five pigeons from a rooftop. They flew down to his arm.”


“That’s no great feat,” Renzo said. “Those birds are gluttons; they’ll do anything for food.”


Pia was indignant. “There was no food! And then a littler boy stood on the other one’s shoulders, and he held out a basket, and a big bird flew by and took the basket in its claws. It flew all around above the campo, and then it gave back the basket to the boy.”


Bird children. Performers.


Renzo looked at Mama. “Do you know about this?” he asked.


She regarded him, half-amused and half something else, something he couldn’t quite place. “Of course,” she said. “And you would too if you didn’t live so deep inside that head of yours.”


Renzo opened his hands in silent admission.


“They came to Venice in the summer. A few adults but mostly children, I think. They did tricks with their birds in the Piazza San Marco, and were a good amusement, I hear tell.”


“But why have they come to Murano? What happened?”


“Winter happened. They slept in doorways, cut purses, begged for food. They wouldn’t stay where they were told. They kept their birds with them, uncaged. They were . . . indecorous. The Ten were not pleased and took steps to let them know they were not welcome in the city. Apparently the children scattered to the four winds, and two or three of them fetched up here.”


Mama rose from her bench, cleared the bowls from the table.


The girl’s face rose up again before him; Sergio’s voice echoed in his ears:


A drudge for the drudge.


And a new thought began to glimmer in Renzo’s imagination. What if she could chop wood, stir the melt, and feed the fire? What if she could act as his assistant? She could bring new glass from the furnace, so he could attach a handle or a stem to a glowing-hot cup or bowl.


But . . .


Females were never allowed in the glassworks. Worse still, she was a foreigner. If she were caught helping him . . . Disaster!


Still, there was no one else he could ask. A grown beggar would be dangerous, and there were no other homeless children that Renzo knew of. And, among people who lived here — impossible. In the world of glassmaking in Murano, everyone knew everyone. Word would get round to the padrone that Renzo was asking for help, which the padrone had expressly forbidden. But this girl . . .


She was a stranger, an outcast. She had come to the glassworks for warmth, for a safe place to shelter. If he offered food as well, in exchange for work . . .


Surely she’d leap at the chance!


Wouldn’t she?


From outside the window he heard a rippling of water and the scrape of a boat against the wall of the canal. Then voices: a wife greeting her husband, children greeting their father. The weariness pressed down on him again — seeping through his scalp and into his shoulders, into his heart. The sunlight had shifted away from the table to huddle in a small corner of floor. He looked at the goblet at Papà’s place — a goblet Papà himself had wrought. It stood gray and dim and cold.


Renzo remembered rising with him before sunrise every morning. They’d break their fast and walk together along the quiet, dark canals to the glassworks where Papà had been padrone. Renzo had labored over one pitiful artifact after another, not keeping any but returning them to the pail when they were done. Listening to Papà tell him that there would never be a greater glassmaker than Renzo himself would be, that he had the eye and the hand and the heart for greatness, that he would bring honor to the family, that they would build on Renzo’s legend for centuries.


And Renzo had believed him. The maimed little things he’d returned to the pail troubled him not at all, even though he could see that they were abortions. Because he’d believed his father, believed with all his heart that his prophecy would come to pass.


He believed it still.


Papà’s curse had been fulfilled. Why not his prophecy, too?





3.


A Drudge for the Drudge


The idea clamped on to him like a rat on a string of sausages:


A drudge for the drudge. Such a simple plan!


Renzo lay on his cot, listening to rain rattling on the roof. He had dozed but briefly, and then awakened in the dark, his mind restless, astir.


Perhaps, he thought, he could contrive a way for the girl to slip into the glassworks every evening. It would have to be after the daytime crew left, and the man who mixed the batch — but before Renzo himself arrived in the middle of the night. He could leave the shutter closed but unlatched when he left for the day. Who would ever notice? And deaf old Taddeo likely wouldn’t hear her come in. She could steal in through the window; she could stay warm and dry in the little storeroom while Taddeo, none the wiser, fed the furnace and nodded off in the heat.


Renzo jumped up, wrapping his blanket about him. He padded across the cold floor tiles, following the red-orange glow of embers to the fireplace. He paced before the fire, warming one side, then another.


He would have to watch her, make sure she wasn’t a thief or a spy. He would have to judge whether she could keep a secret. He would have to send Taddeo home early; someone else would have to chop wood and feed the fire. And it was possible the girl would refuse to work at all.


But still. Maybe . . .


Renzo stared into the fire. He ached to take up the blowpipe, to stand in the heat of the furnace, turning a lump of molten glass into a vase or a goblet or a plate of such surpassing beauty that people would stand before it and gape in mute astonishment.


When he had watched Papà at this work, it had seemed a kind of sorcery. But Renzo knew it was a sorcery that must be earned, early and late, by diligence and hard labor — labor he could not do without help.


A drudge for the drudge.


But how could he find her to make his offer? Would she return?


If only he hadn’t thrown those stones! If only he had talked to her, or . . .


A wind gust shook the house. The rain grew suddenly violent; it thundered on the roof. A damp chill prickled at his neck, his shoulders. He shivered.


This storm, though, was all to the good. She would be forced to seek out shelter.


Wouldn’t she?


He tiptoed to the bedroom, opened the door a crack, peered inside. Dimly he could make out the shapes of Mama and Pia on the bed. He hoped Mama was asleep. She’d be distressed that he was leaving so early, well before the midnight bell. But there was no point in his staying here, wide awake.


He waited. Mama did not stir.


He shrugged on his tunic and found the pouch of food Mama had left for him. At the door he pulled on his boots and cloak. He fastened the cloak pin at his neck, fingering its smooth silver surface.


Papà’s pin.


Now off to the glassworks. If the shutter had been repaired, he would unlatch it and leave it ajar. If not . . .


She might be in the storeroom right now!


A drudge for the drudge!


She was homeless. Likely hungry. Surely cold.


How could she refuse?


    ◆      ◆      ◆
 

Taddeo sat hunched on the padrone’s bench. His wrinkled eyelids drooped; his mouth hung open; a string of spittle dribbled down his grizzled chin. But the fire blazed hot in the furnace, so he must not have been sleeping long.


Renzo searched the rafters but saw no sign of the kestrel. He listened, but heard only the roar of the furnace. He peered back toward the storeroom door, in the deep shadows, untouched by firelight.


Taddeo snorted, startling himself. His arms thrust out; his eyes popped open. He blinked at Renzo a moment, and then the long, thin folds of his face settled into an expression of reproach.


“I . . . couldn’t sleep,” Renzo said.


“Nor I,” Taddeo grumbled. “People standing over me. Waking me up. Can’t close my eyes for an instant.”


“Listen,” Renzo said. “Have you seen or heard anything unusual tonight? A bird, maybe?”


“A bird?” Taddeo looked puzzled. “I never seen no bird. Seen, nor heard one neither. Birds, they can be very quiet. It’s not always you can hear a bird.” He narrowed his eyes, peered up at Renzo. “Why do you want to know?”


Renzo hesitated. He didn’t want to tell him about the girl. Didn’t trust him, entirely. “I thought I heard something the other night. Likely it was rats.”


Taddeo shivered. “Rats! I dislike ’em, rats. Better it be a bird.” He unfolded himself slowly, rising to his feet. He moaned — a protracted ooh, and then three staccato aahs. A little louder and more dramatic than necessary, Renzo suspected.


“Why don’t you go home now?” Renzo said.


Taddeo twisted round to stare at him. “Now? What hour is it?”


“Not yet midnight, but you look weary. I can feed the fire.”


Usually Taddeo stayed to tend the fire after Renzo came. He was not supposed to leave before dawn — the padrone would not like it. In a couple of hours, though, Taddeo would offer one ailment or another as an excuse. He would whine for a while and then depart.


Renzo never told. Taddeo wouldn’t stir himself to help Renzo, but he often hovered and criticized his every move. It was easier to work when he was gone.


But now Taddeo seemed suspicious. “Why?” he asked.


Because I have to talk to her. Because I can’t wait to see if she’s here.


Renzo shrugged. “You . . . just seem weary,” he said again. “You, um, deserve a little rest.”


Taddeo narrowed his eyes. He stepped toward Renzo, brushed his hand across the shoulder of Renzo’s cloak. “Wet,” he said. “You’ll send me out in the pouring rain, will you? And me with the bone-ill that hates the damp?”


Renzo squelched his exasperation. No matter what you did, Taddeo would find something to complain about.


Taddeo shook his head. Muttering, he shuffled across the wide floor of the glassworks and out into the dark.


Renzo watched until the door shut behind him. Long ago Taddeo had been one of the most sought-after assistants on Murano. They said there was no one quicker; they said he never missed a thing. But now, with his eyes and ears grown dim and his body slow, he was reduced to hauling wood.


Renzo plucked a torch from a wall cresset. He lit it in the furnace and headed back toward the storeroom, beyond the stacked crates of finished glass and into the gloom. He breathed in the acrid smoke, tasting burnt pitch at the back of his mouth. Carefully he pushed open the door. The torch flame leaped; the chill thread of a breeze whipped across his face. He held the light up toward the window.


The shutter — still hanging from a single hinge. Still unlatched. No one had fixed it yet.


“Hello?” he called.


No answer.


Slowly Renzo moved into the room. Darkness parted before the torch, revealing bags of sand and soda, stacks of folded tarps.


“Are you there?” he called.


He stood. Listened.


The muted roar of the furnace. The crackling of the torch. The whuff of wind. The patter of rain.


“I will not harm you, I promise. You nor your bird. I have food. We can share it.”


The torch popped. Long, wavery shadows leaped to either side.


No one there.


Renzo searched through the glassworks, talking quietly—about food, about shelter, about warmth. He hunted through the poisons room, then looked behind the woodpile, behind the stacked crates of finished glass, behind bins of stones and glass shards. He stood on a bench, thrust up his torch, and peered into the thick darkness that gathered in the rafters. He stepped down again and, crouching low, scoured the floor for feathers or droppings.


But by then he was certain he would not find them.


There are times, Renzo knew, when you can feel a presence, or an absence. If you pay attention, if you strain your senses out past the edges of your skin, you can sense whether there is another being breathing silently in a room with you.


The glassworks felt empty tonight.


Renzo had come to like being alone in the glassworks. When he was alone, working the glass, he could imagine Papà there beside him. Giving him encouragement. Giving him advice. But now he felt hollowed out, bereft.


“Hello?” he called again. “If you’re there, please come out. Hello?”





4.


The Marsh Boy


Five days later a messenger came into the glassworks.


The padrone looked up from his work. “Well?” he demanded.


He had been more than usually harsh all morning, snapping at Sergio, criticizing his work, calling him lazy and sloppy and slow. Though Renzo wouldn’t have hesitated to take Sergio’s place, he couldn’t help feeling a bit sorry for him.


“The shipment’s here,” the messenger said. “The quartz.”


Ah! Renzo looked at the padrone. Someone would have to go to the dock, pick up a load of the quartz-rich sand required for the finest glass, and return it here.


“I’ll go,” said Sergio. Surprising no one. Who wouldn’t crave a respite from his father after such a morning?


The padrone’s scowl deepened as he regarded his son, considering his request. It was well known that Sergio took suspiciously long to return from such errands. It was said that he tarried through the marketplace, trading stories with fishermen, coaxing marzipan or fruit from the vendors, flirting with pretty girls.


Usually Renzo looked forward to the times when Sergio went out on errands, because there was a chance that he might be asked to take up the blowpipe and assist the padrone. But now Renzo longed to go out himself. He had searched the glassworks in the small hours of every morning, but the girl had not returned. He had searched the marketplace every afternoon when the glassworks had closed for dinner. Still, few people were out and about at dinnertime; he’d seen no sign of the girl.


But if he could get away now, he could take delivery of the sand and detour through the marketplace at the height of business.


“No,” the padrone told Sergio at last. “You have too much to learn, and you’re too slow in learning it. You stay with me. Renzo will go.”


Sergio muttered under his breath; Renzo tried to hide his elation. He fetched the handcart from its place in a far corner of the glassworks; in a trice, he was out the door.


Tattered clouds blew in across the lagoon. The water was gray and ridged and sullen; even the seabirds looked cold. Renzo hunched against the rasp of the January wind and pushed the bulky old cart toward the Faro dock, maneuvering it awkwardly through alleys crowded with craftsmen, servants, magistrates, and fishermen. He kept a sharp lookout for signs of the girl — a tattered cloak, a dark tangle of hair, a kestrel nearby.


In vain.


The ship lay rocking gently, serene above the hubbub all around it. Porters, hefting heavy burlap bags and barrels, wove in and out among the crush of sailors and peddlers and dogs. Carters shoved through the throng, making for the ship; a donkey drover pushed back in the opposite direction, herding his braying charges toward town. Merchants haggled over stacks of cargo, a knot of sailors laid wagers on a cockfight, and troops of small boys ran screaming through it all.


It could take an hour, Renzo guessed, to push this clumsy cart through the press and take his turn to receive the heavy bags of sand. By then it would be dinnertime, and Mama would be expecting him.


But what if he went hunting for the girl now and returned later? By then much of this crowd would have dispersed.


He headed for a nearby patch of marshland, the empty cart rattling on the paving stones. He shoved it through the reeds at the dry edge of the marsh until he came to a clump of sedge. He hid the cart within it.


Then he hastened toward the marketplace. He wandered, searching, among the knots of shoppers at the stalls — the butcher’s, the farmer’s, the confectioner’s, the baker’s.


Not a green-eyed waif among them.


He eyed the drifts of pigeons pecking at the paving stones. Gulls soared and cried overhead, and on the rooftops, here and there, he spied a blackbird or a sparrow or a lark.


Not a kestrel in sight.


Renzo sighed. What now?


Pia had said that the bird children were performing tricks. They would want a crowd to watch them, to offer food or coins. Where else might you find a crowd?


The campi.


He set off, running now, for the gathering places outside the main churches on the island. First the church of Santo Stefano. The girl wasn’t there. Next the church of Santa Chiara. No luck there, either. His hopes rose as he approached the basilica of Santi Maria e Donato. There, in the campo outside, a cluster of well-fed matrons stood gossiping. The usual assortment of pigeons and gulls clucked and strutted across the pavement. No kestrels. No raggedy children with birds.


Renzo felt all within him sag. He leaned against a pillar, breathing hard. Sweat had begun to dry and cool beneath his shirt. The group of matrons dispersed; a fine rain began to fall.


It was time to fetch the cart and return to the dock for the sand. He had already been gone too long.


    ◆      ◆      ◆
 

By the time he reached the marshland, the rain was pelting down in cold, heavy drops. He followed the trail of trampled reeds to the clump of sedge. He peered beneath it . . . and blinked.


The cart had been upended.


He looked about him. No people. No animals that he could see, save for birds. Nothing but the backs of a few scattered warehouses, and then marsh, stretching out to the lagoon.


He bent down, hooked his fingers over the edge of the cart, and yanked, tipping it over.


Something fluttered up into his face. He swatted at it, and it veered off — a long-legged, speckled bird — swooping low above the rushes.


Something cried out.


Renzo looked down. It was a boy. Small. Curled on the ground. Wearing a tattered cloak. He gazed up at Renzo with wide, startled eyes.


Green eyes.


Bright green.


Like the girl’s.


“Hey!” Renzo said. “Do you — ”


The boy leaped to his feet and bolted. He cut nimbly round the cart and ducked into a wall of reeds. Renzo lunged for him, caught him by the collar. The boy lashed out and struggled to get free, but he seemed only six or maybe seven years old — about Pia’s age, Renzo guessed. He clamped an arm about the boy’s middle and held him close. “Stop,” Renzo said. “I won’t harm you. Just — ”


“Leave go!” the boy wailed. He flailed about and kicked Renzo’s shins — surprisingly hard, considering he had only rags for shoes.


“I’m looking for a girl,” Renzo said. “She had a kestrel with her. She is maybe thirteen years old, and her eyes are green, like yours. Is she your sister? Your cousin?”


“No!” the boy said, launching a new volley of kicks with his sharp little heels.


“She was hiding in the glassworks. I only want to talk to her; I promise not to hurt her bird. Do you know where I might find her?”


“No! Leave go!”


The boy gave a sudden lurch. He sank his teeth into Renzo’s arm. Renzo cried out; the boy twisted from his grasp and plunged into the reeds.


Renzo let him go. The boy soon disappeared. But a speckled wading bird with long, red legs erupted from a tuft of rushes and skimmed low over the marsh in the direction the boy had gone.


    ◆      ◆      ◆
 

Later, after he had delivered the sand, after he had apologized to Mama for being late for dinner and caked with mud, Renzo pondered his encounter with the boy. The bright green of his eyes. The strips of ragged cloth stitched to the shoulders of his cloak. The bright red legs of the little gray-brown wading bird. Clearly this boy was one of the bird children. Renzo had frightened him; he had seized him, held him against his will.


The girl would never trust him now.


But in the small hours of the following morning, shortly after Taddeo had left the glassworks, Renzo heard a fluttering up above. He whirled around. A slender figure stood behind him in the gloom. She stepped into the light of the furnace and pointed a blowpipe in his direction, wielding it like a spear.


“Back with you,” she said. “Stay back!”




    [image: Images]



5.


The Dungeon


The little owl flew south over the marsh at the rim of the island and angled into the edge of the wind. One leg dragged on him a bit — the leg with the weight tied on. He tucked it up tighter and adjusted his wings. Soon the sounds of land faded away behind; he tilted in the air currents, drinking in the clear taste of sky. He followed the thin thread of kenning across the wide water — pumping, pumping his wings — until another island drew near, an island thick with glimmering lights and buzzing with the sounds of men. And now the kenning grew stronger, until it thrummed in his bones. The owl flitted between the encroaching cliffs of buildings; he swooped low over a ribbon of liquid moonlight. Then he slipped between iron bars and hurtled down into the dark.
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