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t was my father who told me about the Hanging Tree. 
Only being an obtuse man, he disguised it as a bed time 
story. 

The Tree, he told me, grew in a secret garden, which 
could only be reached through a maze. If you carved the 

name of the person that you hated most onto the Tree’s 
bark, the Tree would send out roots and shoots, and 
creepers and vines, and it would snatch that person from 
the street, and hang them from its crooked branches. 
 But if you tried to use the Tree twice, the Tree would 
grow displeased, and take the person that you love the most 
instead. 
 Well, needless to say, this wasn’t the most appropriate 
story to tell a seven-year-old child, and as a result I didn’t 
sleep at all that night. Or the next night. In fact, I had 
nightmares about being stalked by walking trees for several 
weeks afterwards. 
 My mother banned my father from telling me bedtime 
stories ever again. 
 But many years later, when I finally learnt the truth, I 
realised that my father’s story hadn’t simply been the 
inappropriate ramblings of a man who struggled to connect 
with his daughter. 
 No – that night, my father was trying to deliver a 
warning. 

I 
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 Unfortunately, I’d missed it. 
 

 
 
My name is Hana Nissim, and in order to appreciate why 
I’ve ended up the way that I am, you must first understand 
that I only had one friend as a child.  
 I’m not ashamed of this. One friend was all I needed. 
 Her name was Lucia Tosetti, and we were two halves of 
a single whole. We sat next to each other at Signora 
Sciarra’s Academy for Young Women, and passed notes to 
each other through class. We spent our evenings in Lucia’s 
bedroom, making jewellery that we never wore out of the 
red, gold, and blue shells of rainbow-snails. We even 
became vegetarians together – although that only lasted for 
three days, before I caved into a chicken risotto, two 
servings of beef-stuffed agnolotti, and a salami and feta 
cheese sandwich. People thought of us as a pair. If one of 
us turned up at a birthday party or a class picnic without the 
other, somebody would always ask, ‘Where’s Lucia?’ or 
‘Where’s Hana?’  
 We didn’t always get along. When we were eleven, we 
fell out after Lucia failed to save me a seat next to hers on 
the long dining hall benches one lunchtime. I spent most of 
the subsequent fortnight getting into fights with anybody 
who dared talk to me, and refusing to eat any food that I 
thought Lucia might like. But because we worked so well 
together, we always made up. Lucia was the popular one, 
eager to be liked, always chatting with strangers. But she 
needed me to reassure her that Carmela Nasato was her 
friend (‘Carmela is a cow, Lu’), or that Signora Sciarra 
thought that she was a good student (‘Let’s be honest, Lu – 
the Signora despises all her pupils. Even you’).  
 I, on the other hand, was the one who couldn’t care less. 
Or at least, that’s what I pretended. In those days, the 
Sumptuary Laws were still in force in Sicia Sapellio, 
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dictating who should wear what and when. As the daughter 
of an immigrant, I was supposed to wear sober-hued 
dresses without buttons or ribbons on the front, and hats 
with a brim no wider that three inches. I’d thus long been 
hardened by the laws that visibly set me apart from my 
peers, and as a result I could laugh off other people’s 
insults, and make jokes about being the only brown girl in 
the school. However, I needed Lucia to keep myself from 
the bottom of the class’ social pecking order. Because 
without Lucia, I would have been friendless. And the 
friendless get bullied. 
 I was also the brave one. Or at least that’s what I told 
myself. I was the one who kicked Elyas Azrak’s ball into the 
cistern when it hit Lucia in the face. I was the one who 
chased off the drawing master’s dog when it got into the 
Academy yard and tried to savage Lucia’s knee. 
 And I was the one who convinced Lucia that we should 
break into the Villa Nasato. 
 This is not the beginning of the story. I’m still not sure 
where the beginning of the story is. But what we saw at the 
Villa Nasato is a convenient enough starting point to hang 
the rest of my tale around. 
 I say that we broke in to the Villa, because that’s what 
we called it. Actually, it was more a case of slipping in 
through the doors in the ground floor arcade during one of 
the Nasato family’s interminable garden parties. Signor 
Nasato was celebrating his election to the post of 
Ceremonial Husband Number Seven to the Duchessa of 
Sicia Sapellio. Thanks to exhaustive bribery, back-bending 
sycophancy, and the support of the Guild of Bankers, he 
had narrowly won the Economics Chancellery.  

Now, in those days the most powerful chancellery was 
the Judicial Chancellery, and the most powerful guild was 
the Law Guild. It had been that way for nearly a century. 
However, in recent years the city had grown fed up with the 
Law Guild’s edicts that dictated how much people could 
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earn and who had to give way to whom on a narrow 
pavement. People were looking for alternatives. The Guild 
of Bankers was ostensibly neutral, more interested in 
international wealth than in internal politics. But there was a 
rumour that Signor Nasato favoured taking a more pro-
active role in the city. So, today people had come to see 
what he had to offer. The front lawn of the Villa Nasato 
was thus filled with guild leaders, lord-bankers, equity-
barons, prince-bishops, and pretty much every other 
important civic figure that could be pried away from their 
dinner tables for an afternoon. They were all dressed in the 
archaic robes and feathered head-dresses of their offices, 
and as a result, it looked as if the gardens of the Villa 
Nasato had been overrun by a flock of fat chickens. My 
father – who back then was still deluded enough to believe 
that he might one day be elected Ceremonial Husband to 
the Chancellery of Education – had dragged his family 
along, and the only silver lining that I had so far been able 
to find was the City Jester who ran about the crowd, 
making crude jokes at the expense of the guests. It didn’t 
help that Signor Nasato’s daughter (my classmate Carmela) 
had been insufferable all week, going on and on about how 
rich her family was going to be now that her father was a 
Ceremonial Husband. By the time the speeches began, I 
could stand the party no longer. I told Lucia that we should 
find Carmela’s bedroom and see what embarrassing secrets 
she had hidden up there. I was hoping that we’d discover 
that she had to shave her upper lip. Or that she’d grown a 
tail. 
 Lucia wasn’t convinced. 
 ‘It’s just going to get us into trouble again, Hana,’ she 
said. ‘Mamma’s still uptight about the fact that we used her 
hair-curling tongs on the dog.’ 
 ‘It wasn’t our fault that the dog came out looking better 
than your mother,’ I replied, shortly. ‘Come on. Do you 
want to spend the rest of the afternoon listening to Carmela 
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tell us about how many diamond-nippled boyfriends she’s 
going to buy with her new fortune?’ 
 So that’s how the two of us ended up creeping through 
the shuttered rooms of the Villa Nasato, looking for 
Carmela’s bedroom. 
 We didn’t find it. 
 Instead, we stumbled across something far stranger. 
 The Villa Nasato was a fairly typical Sicii mansion. It had 
been many decades since inter-guild strife had required the 
city’s political leaders to fortify their homes, so the Villa was 
a sprawling, palatial complex of internal courtyards, rooftop 
terraces, filigree-walled sun rooms, and shady, interior living 
chambers.  

I was pushing back bead curtains on the first floor to 
peer into the music rooms and libraries beyond them, when 
Lucia grabbed my arm. 
 ‘Do you hear that?’ she asked. 
 I froze, expecting to be cornered by an approaching 
servant in their severe, black crêpe uniform. But instead, all 
my ears could pick out was a faint, misty sound, like distant 
rain. 
 ‘It’s coming from the room at the end of the corridor,’ I 
said. 
 ‘Hana – let’s go back,’ Lucia pleaded. 
 But, like I said, I thought of myself as the brave one. I 
hurried down the tiled hall, past an avenue of umbrella-
leafed plants growing in porcelain vases, towards the metal-
studded door at the end. 
 I knew that we were about to witness something special 
the moment that I saw the dark pool of water creeping 
under the crack beneath the door. I broke a leaf off the 
plant growing in the nearest vase and held it up over my 
head as I pushed open the door.  
 I found myself stood in a small, dim study, furnished 
with a polished oval table and six ladder-backed chairs. 
Bookshelves lined the walls – and it was a good job that 
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they were glass-fronted, otherwise their contents would 
have been thoroughly soaked by now. Because somehow, 
the impossible was happening, and it was raining inside the 
room. 
 I don’t mean that the water cistern on the roof had 
leaked or something. 
 I mean actual rain, with thick, black clouds that roiled 
around the ceiling cornice and mouldings. Lucia and I stood 
hunched beneath the umbrella-leaf, staring up in disbelief. 
We were barely conscious of the shattered glass vivarium 
strewn across the wet floor at our feet. 
 ‘What is that thing?’ asked Lucia. 
 I had no idea, so I edged over to the bookcases, hoping 
for a clue. Beyond the glass doors, I could see dusty tomes 
with impenetrable titles like ‘A Monograph on 
Odontoglossum’ and ‘Selected Treatises on Pomology’. 
Needless to say, these did nothing to enlighten me, so I 
made my way down the shelves until I arrived at a series of 
box files labelled, ‘Transactions of the Rimini Palace 
Horticultural Society’. The dates on their spines went back 
nearly a decade and a half. 
 ‘They’re just about gardening,’ I said, disappointed. 
 But that didn’t explain the cloud. 
 I peered up at it again, still incredulous – and suddenly a 
brief, baboon-like face appeared in the rain, scowling down 
at us. Lucia shrieked. Possibly I did as well. And we fled the 
room, tumbling along the corridor and down the atrium 
stairs. If any of the servants heard us pass, they didn’t have 
time to stop and shout, because we were out of Villa in an 
instant, and racing between party guests on the yellow lawn. 
 When my mother saw us a few minutes later, still 
gasping for breath, she just shook her head and pursed her 
lips. ‘Whatever terrified you, I expect that you deserved it,’ 
she said. 
 I think that I get my warm and loving personality from 
my mother. 
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 The following Monday, Lucia and I both wrote about 
what we’d seen in our Moral Progress Diary for the 
Academy. Our efforts got us sent to Signora Sciarra’s office 
for lying. The unfairness of this added another bond to our 
friendship. 
 Yes, Lucia and I did everything together. 
 So when she vanished one day, just after her thirteenth 
birthday, I was devastated. It was like a gaping hole had 
opened up in my own personality. I could barely function 
without Lucia there to reflect back my thoughts and to 
shore up my weaknesses.  
 The shock of her disappearance blew apart our entire 
community. Within hours of the story going public, the 
journalists who wrote for the society pamphlets that spread 
gossip around the city were harassing the Tosetti family 
servants for insights. A devastated Signor Tosetti organised 
for flyers to be posted up around the city’s guildhalls and 
markets and cafés, promising a reward for news of his 
daughter. And the Duchessa’s Guard, under a lot of 
pressure to make an arrest, took the Academy’s caretaker in 
for questioning. They released him again two days later 
having failed to amass any actual evidence against him.  
 The Guard also conducted interviews with Lucia’s 
classmates, and teachers, and family. 
 And of course, they interviewed me. 
 I’d never been a very good liar as a child. 
 But that day, I lied and lied and lied. 
 And I’ve been lying ever since. 
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ccording to the Duchessa’s Guard, I was the last 
person to see Lucia before she vanished. 
 In those first hours after she was reported 
missing, there was a controlled urgency to their 
investigation, as the Guard knew that their chances of 

finding Lucia alive would rapidly dwindle after the first 
couple of days. The fact that Lucia was the daughter of the 
one of the city’s premier judicial dynasties probably focused 
their minds a bit as well. I found myself sat in a white-
washed interview room at the old, crenallated Tower Post 
that served our school’s district, with one of my Academy 
teachers and two Guard officers. All were eager that I give a 
good account of our final movements together.  
 The first bit was easy. I told them how we’d had health 
and gymnastics last period at the Academy, so we’d still 
been dressed in our sports uniform of black skirts and 
white polo-neck tops when we’d left the school gates. 
Lucia’s old nanny was supposed to meet us in the Tosetti 
barouche. But she sometimes got delayed at her nephew’s, 
so we’d crossed the street to buy a lollipop each from 
Signora Fermi’s sweetshop. I told the Duchessa’s Guard 
how we’d found Signora Fermi feeling unwell, so Lucia had 
been allowed into the back office to make her a cup of tea. 
I didn’t add that I’d helped myself to extra sweets whilst the 

A 
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Signora wasn’t looking, but I’m fairly sure that this didn’t 
prejudice their investigation. I then explained how Signor 
Rocco from the Guild of Letters and Correspondence had 
arrived. Whilst he’d taken over caring for Signora Fermi, 
we’d gone back outside to see if Lucia’s nanny had arrived. 
She hadn’t. After a brief consultation, Lucia and I decided 
to walk home ourselves, because we were big girls now, and 
thirteen. We’d made our way up the Street of Floating 
Flowers, where hanging baskets spilled scarlet geraniums 
and lilac petunias down the facades of the city’s Fraud and 
Embezzlement Courts. Then, at the gates of the abandoned 
Rimini Palace, we’d parted. I’d gone to the right of the 
Palace, down the hill, towards the shabbier end of town. 
Lucia had gone left, up the twisting track, to where the eye-
squintingly white villas of the city’s rich stood on the steep 
hillsides amidst the olive groves and the vineyards and the 
terraced Paradise Gardens that only the wealthy were 
allowed to visit. 
 And that was the last I saw of her. 
 The Duchessa’s Guards wrote this all down. They then 
asked me questions. 
 I replied with the most convincing lies that I could think 
of. 
 I’d seen no strangers lurking around the town – not at 
the school gates, and not at the sweetshop. I was pretty sure 
that Lucia had never kept secrets from her parents. And I 
had never seen her with any strange gifts or presents. 
 Then, because I felt as if I was getting the hang of this 
lying business, I added that I didn’t believe that plants could 
walk. 
 The Guards frowned at me. 
 ‘Why would you say that?’ one of them asked. 
 I realised that I’d made a mistake, so I pulled my polo-
neck sports shirt up, over my mouth, and muttered, ‘I just 
thought that it was something you should know.’ 
 



THE MAZE GARDEN 

11 

 
 
They never did find Lucia. 
 Eventually the media fuss died down. The 
gossipmongers left to cover new scandals in other parts of 
the city. Signor and Signora Tosetti moved away. Life went 
callously on. People didn’t quite forget. Because Lucia had 
been young and rich and pretty, the story would resurface 
every few years. ‘New clue in the Lucia Tosetti case’ the 
gossip pamphlets would declare. A man who did disgusting 
things to children would be arrested in a hinterland village, 
and for a few weeks there’d be speculation that he’d been 
involved. Or a grainy photograph of a girl spotted in the 
Irathikian islands would surface, and suddenly everybody 
would be convinced that Lucia was living a new life among 
the tuna fishermen and giant-lobster hunters of Theksos. 
But these stories never came to anything, and people were 
soon distracted by other stories. 
 I, meanwhile, did my best to cobble together a life for 
myself, limping into the future like a girl who’d lost one of 
her legs. 
 And, despite what it cost me, I kept my mouth shut. 
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t wasn’t just Lucia who vanished. 
 The baboon-faced cloud vanished too. 
 Actually, it was the cloud rather than Lucia that I was 
thinking about one wet day, as I disembarked from an 
ocean liner onto the docks of Sicia Sapellio. Rain was 

machine-gunning the gangway and streaming off the 
umbrellas in front of me, and I thought – what if the 
baboon-faced cloud had escaped into the wild? What if this 
downpour now was Baboon-Face, bloated with the passing 
years? I stepped off the gangway, onto the quay, and I 
peered up at the sky, looking for a face. But all I could see 
amidst the ship-smoke and steamer-chimneys were ordinary 
cloud shapes and billowing raindrops – and anyway, my 
flight of fancy was swiftly curtailed by the fact that I’d left 
my umbrella in the ship’s second class lounge. One of the 
perils of drinking at lunchtime. Turning up the collar of my 
mackintosh, I hurried on to the customs shed, whilst a 
gaggle of tourists gawked at Sicia Sapellio’s famous blue 
flamingos, looking wet and forlorn and not-particularly-
noteworthy in the Bay. 
 I was back in this hellhole because I’d made a mess of 
my life. Again. I’d split up with my fiancé of two days, and 
walked out of my job as a governess in Went. When things 
start going wrong in my life, I have a habit of destroying 
everything, because it’s easier to begin again from scratch 

I 
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than it is to limp on through. I had two letters in my hand-
luggage from a girl acquaintance of mine who probably 
thought that she was my friend, but whom I didn’t intend 
getting in contact with again. After navigating the 
impertinent questions of the immigration officer (‘Is this 
going to take long? I wasted enough time trying to get my 
emotional baggage through customs.’), I dragged my 
portmanteau across the ferry port to the tram stop. It 
wasn’t as if I wanted to be back. Not here, in Sicia Sapellio, 
where the banks look like palaces, and the palaces look like 
rundown town halls. I was only home because I’d run out 
of other options. I sat in the shelter, waiting for my tram, 
and I thought, God this is depressing, nothing’s changed. 
The water-damaged horizon looked just as it had when I’d 
left it three years ago: a slope of limpet buildings, roofed 
with pan tiles and edged by wrought iron balconies, 
climbing towards the rocky hills that cradled the bay. It was 
the end of the financial year, and the Duchessa’s tax-agents 
were out once again in their ceremonial sedan chairs, gold 
batons of office glimmering dimly in the wet light as they 
travelled around the city’s guildhalls and banking houses, 
negotiating how much tax the institutions were willing to 
pay. Footmen and maids, meanwhile, in dour, servant black, 
hurried to the State Treasuries to hire gold plates and silver 
candlesticks for the celebratory dinners and balls. And 
musicians from the Entertainer’s Guild were stood smoking 
cigarettes on the steps of the Municipal Opera House, 
trying to sell their services to passersby. They can’t have 
been doing very well, because the Entertainer’s Guild still 
hadn’t repaired the Opera House’s sign, so it invited 
patrons to come and listen to the ‘O era’, which just 
sounded like somebody had forgotten how to end the 
sentence. It was like the last three years hadn’t happened. 
 Eventually, an electric tram clattered into the stop, 
showering sparks into the gloom from its pantograph. I 
climbed aboard with slightly more fluster than a sober 
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person would have displayed. Soon we were shuddering off 
in the direction of my old neighbourhood, back towards the 
remnants of a childhood that I’d done all I could to forget.  
 Like the rest of the city, the neighbourhood hadn’t 
changed. It still had the same illegal, non-guild stores that 
the Duchessa’s Guard chose to ignore because nobody 
important frequented them. It had the same seedy 
tenements. The same church-owned pawnshops. The same 
families crowded around the same courtyards – probably 
shouting the same arguments. When I finally disembarked 
from the tram, I saw faces that I recognised from childhood 
– Stefano Esposito, the shoe-seller’s son, holding a 
newspaper over his head against the rain as he hurried into 
his father’s shop; the Rossi boys, stocky, and violent, and 
with a finger in every dodgy deal going on in the 
neighbourhood. There was even our resident mad woman, 
Signora Pontecorvo, stood on the cobbles, trying to 
persuade a puddle to get out of her way so that she could 
cross the street without getting her feet wet. It was only a 
matter of time before a butcher’s cart or farmer’s wagon 
went past and soaked her. I was almost tempted to hang 
around and watch the misfortunes of one of the few people 
in a worse state than me. But, like I said, the rain was heavy 
and I didn’t have an umbrella. So I hurried on. However, as 
I turned down a narrow side-street, thick with interlocking 
balconies, I briefly found myself wishing that I had the 
power that Signora Pontecorvo believed herself to possess 
– the power to push the rain back. Because perhaps if Lucia 
and I had succeeded in making the baboon-faced cloud stop 
when we’d stumbled across it, we wouldn’t have been so 
scared. And perhaps if I hadn’t been so scared, I wouldn’t 
have been so determined to prove myself in the days that 
had followed.  
 And suddenly, the world was pressing in on me, and my 
heart was accelerating, and out of nowhere the panic attack 
consumed me. 



THE MAZE GARDEN 

15 

 When Lucia and I were kids, I used to think of myself as 
the brave one. 
 Not anymore. 
 

 
 
I spent ten minutes lurking in the dingy courtyard of our 
tenement, eating handfuls of palma violets to try and cover 
the smell of alcohol on my breath.  
 I don’t know why I bothered.  
 When I eventually mustered the courage to knock on 
our front door, it was my mother who answered – and her 
greeting was full of its usual warmth. 
 ‘What have you done this time, Hana?’ she asked. 
 ‘Nothing,’ I protested, as I stepped into hallway of our 
apartment – although, to be fair, it is true that I only ever 
find my way home when my life is in freefall. ‘I just thought 
that I’d come and wish father happy birthday.’ 
 ‘His birthday was three weeks ago. And you don’t travel 
all the way from Went just to do that. I suppose that you’re 
expecting a room?’ 
 I pretended not to hear how grudging she sounded. 
 ‘Not if it’s any trouble,’ I replied, mercilessly, knowing 
full well she wouldn’t have it in her to turn me away. I 
followed her into the gas-lit parlour. 

Because my father was a professor of an ‘uneconomical’ 
subject (Natural Sciences), his stipend from the City 
University was small, and so our family lived in a crowded, 
third floor apartment in one of the poorest districts of Sicia 
Sapellio. Our neighbours were labourers and guild 
mercenaries and petty merchants. This did not mean, 
however, that my parents were resigned to poverty, and the 
walls of our home were covered in cheap, knock-off 
tapestries that imitated the sort of hangings that you would 
find in palaces further up the hill. We also somehow 
managed to find the money to employ a servant called 
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Rosa, who had to sleep in the kitchen pantry because there 
was no bedroom for her – an indignity that she deigned to 
suffer only because she wasn’t registered with the Guild of 
Domestic Staff. Technically, this was illegal, so when the 
Guard came around we had to pretend that she was a 
distant cousin of my mother’s. As a child, I’d been endless 
embarrassed by my family’s poverty. These days, I was 
more embarrassed by my parents’ sad pretentions of wealth. 
 My mother stopped in the middle of the tiled floor and 
fiddled with her paste-jewel necklace. ‘Your father’s 
bringing one of his students round this evening,’ she told 
me. ‘So please, Hana, play nicely – and for heaven’s sake, don’t 
throw your wet coat on my chaise lounge like that!’ 
 Our conversation went downhill from there. 
 By the time my father and his latest protégé arrived from 
the University, my mother and I weren’t speaking to each 
other because an argument about what constituted ‘sarcastic 
sighing’ had escalated. 
 My father was visibly thrown by the sight of me, sulking 
on the settee that my mother insists on calling the chaise 
lounge. He knows the dangers. 
 ‘Hana,’ he said, warily. ‘If you’d let us know that you 
were coming to visit, I would have postponed my invitation 
to Elene.’ 
 I gave him a smile of alcohol-edged brightness. 
 ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dream of getting in the way of faculty 
bonding,’ I said. ‘I’m always so delighted to meet your 
students. Pleased to meet you Elene.’ 
 I shook Elene’s hand, and my smile grew still wider as 
the little fool started to babble about how happy she was to 
meet the daughter of the brilliant Professor Nissim. She was 
clearly oblivious to the piranhas of tension that were 
circling around her. It was only a matter of time before she 
got eaten. I wondered what she had done to so mess up her 
university career that my father was the best mentor she 
could find. Perhaps she had slept with the wrong faculty 
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member, I though maliciously. Perhaps she had slept with 
my father (I shuddered at the thought). Or perhaps her family 
had simply not been able to afford the fees that would have 
paid for a better patron at the University. Whatever the 
case, she was now destined for mediocrity. 
 We had to wait until my brother returned home before 
Rosa could ring the bell for dinner. When Joram eventually 
came slouching in from his guild-sponsored Stamp 
Appreciation Club, he barely acknowledged my arrival. But 
that was fine with me. Finding common ground with a boy 
who likes to list the hundred most interesting coins in 
circulation is, quite frankly, exhausting. We traipsed, one 
after the other, into the candle-lit dining room, where 
tapestries of feasting Usury Saints hung from the walls. I 
ended up seated next to Elene at our slightly battered, 
second-hand, ‘it once belonged to a count!’ dinner table. 
 To be fair to Elene, she really tried to make an effort 
with me. Unfortunately, all the stock questions that she had 
at her disposal, ‘Where do you work, Hana?’ – ‘Do you 
have any children?’, simply reminded me that my life was in 
meltdown at the moment. It didn’t help that my father kept 
trying to change the topic of the conversation onto faculty 
business. I got unreasonably jealous when the two of them 
had a passionate debate about a rival professor’s latest 
research on diatoms, which is ridiculous, because I have 
absolutely no interest in phytoplankton whatsoever. A part 
of me felt sorry for this bright, fresh-faced girl, who was 
completely out of her depth tonight, yet who still tried to 
weather the currents of my destabilising presence. I got the 
impression that, just like me, hers was a poor background – 
I think she was the daughter of a draper who had made just 
enough money during his lifetime to push his children up to 
the next rung of society. I could have found plenty of 
common ground with her, if I’d made the effort. But I’d 
been drinking all day, on an empty stomach – and although 
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I’m well practised at being drunk at the reins on these 
family occasions, it was bringing out all my sarcasm. 
 So when Elene mentioned that she’d stumbled across a 
reference to an organisation called the Rimini Palace 
Horticultural Society, I couldn’t resist pouncing on it. 
 ‘Oh, that old gang,’ I said, triumphantly. ‘Father will tell 
you all about them, I’m sure. They used to meet up in a 
little study at the Villa Nasato, and talk about the Maze 
Gardens.’ 
 At the mention of the Maze Garden, my father almost 
choked on his asparagus. 

I helped myself to some more stuffed vine leaves and 
pretended not to notice. ‘They were always discussing 
exotic plants, and ways of making them grow in our soil. 
You should take a look for yourself.’ 
 My father, panic in his eyes, said, ‘I’m not sure that’s a 
good idea, Hana.’ 
 ‘Oh, I think the Maze Gardens are always worth a visit,’ 
I said. ‘They’re just up the hill, Elene, behind the ruins of 
the Rimini Palace. You can’t miss them.’ 
 My father finally realised that I wasn’t going to bring up 
what he thought that I was going to bring up, and he 
recovered himself. 
 ‘Yes, well, I’m sure that Elene has more important 
things to do than visit our local ruins,’ he said, with as much 
dignity as he could muster. ‘It’s the Nasato family’s End of 
Year Ball tomorrow night, and –’ 
 But I wasn’t about to let him off the hook so easily. 
 ‘Oh, now isn’t that a coincidence?’ I said, brightly. ‘If 
you’re interested in the Rimini Palace gardens, Elene, you 
should get Signor Nasato to show you the Efif Manuscript.’ 
 My father glared at me furiously. 
 ‘The Efif Manuscript?’ asked Elene. 
 ‘It’s a fascinating document,’ I said, not meeting my 
father’s eyes. ‘I’m sure that if you ask papa nicely, he’ll tell 
you all about how he heroically saved the manuscript from 
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the fires of Efif, when he and mama fled here from Shadir. 
It’s now in Signor Nasato’s possession – he has the two-
hundred and forty page text on display in his library. It’s 
about six hundred years old, written on vellum, in a script 
that nobody can translate. It seems to reference the gardens 
of the Rimini Palace, but its illustrations are of no plants 
that anybody recognises. There’s even a tree in it that 
appears to have dead bodies hanging from it in the place of 
fruit. Dear papa has dedicated his whole career to finding 
the missing pages of the manuscript – but sadly, he hasn’t 
had much success.’ 
 Elene glanced from me, to my father, then back again, 
clearly sensing the tension, but just as clearly unsure of its 
cause. 
 ‘I’ve always had an interest in medieval herbariums,’ she 
said, carefully. 
 I smiled at my father, triumphant in the knowledge that 
he would be silently panicking at the thought of Elene 
doing too much research into the Efif Manuscript. 
 ‘Well, there you go then,’ I said – and I reached to refill 
my glass. 
 My mother got to the bottle first. 
 ‘Perhaps you’ve had enough wine for tonight, Hana,’ she 
said. 
 She was probably right. 
 It was time to move onto something stronger. 
 

 
 
After dinner, I left my parents to recover what was left of 
the family dignity with Elene, and made my way over to 
Rinaldo’s Bar. 
 Like most of the profitable establishments in our 
neighbourhood, Rinaldo’s Bar was owned by the Rossi 
boys, who ran a local black market in goods and services for 
those people who couldn’t afford the guild tariffs. The 
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place was thus probably a front for something illegal. But I 
didn’t care. As long as they served me limoncello, I was 
perfectly happy to ignore my surviving scruples. 
 I found Elyas Azrak (the boy whose ball I once kicked 
into the cistern – remember?) leant against the chrome-
topped bar, amidst the fug of cigarette smoke. Elyas’ was a 
few years older than me. His family, like mine, had fled the 
war in Shadir shortly before I was born – making the long, 
brutal trek along the ape-infested coast with thousands of 
other foot-sore, starving refugees. But unlike my family, 
Elyas’ parents hadn’t found sanctuary in Sicia Sapellio. 
Elyas’ mother had been killed in the anti-refugee riots 
shortly after they had arrived, whilst his father had vanished 
in murky circumstances around the same time. Elyas had 
instead been brought up by his grandparents, and then, 
when they had died, by himself. Back when we were 
children, Lucia and I’d both had a crush on him. But 
because I’d always known that, had either of us found the 
courage to tell him, Elyas would have chosen Lucia, I’d 
contented myself with declaring that I fancied Benedetto 
Marcello instead. Later, after Lucia had vanished, Elyas and 
I had grown close for a while. Whilst Elyas had obsessed 
over what had happened to his father, I’d obsessed over 
what had happened to my best friend. But it hadn’t lasted, 
and we’d eventually gone our separate ways. These days, 
Elyas had grown into a fairly handsome man, his face 
touched up here and there with the eye-liner and lip-
darkener that had become popular among fashionable 
young men since the Sumptuary Laws had been relaxed. I 
had some vague idea that he worked in property real estate 
now, but I suspected that, like the Rossi boys, he had his 
fingers in far more businesses than that. 
 The alcohol had made me fearless. 
 ‘Elyas!’ I exclaimed, slapping him on the back. ‘Still 
being dressed by the local rag-merchants, I see.’ 
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 It took him a moment to place me. ‘Hana Nissim,’ he 
said. ‘I heard that you’d left for Went. What the devil brings 
you back to the neighbourhood?’ 
 I immediately launched into my tale of woe. 
 Now, I don’t want you to get the wrong impression 
here. This wasn’t some drunken, emotional girl spilling her 
guts out to an embarrassed childhood acquaintance who 
quickly comes to regret getting into a conversation with her. 
When I’m on form – and I was on form that night – I can 
turn my life story into a comic operetta. Whilst Elyas 
brought me a limoncello, I regaled him with stories of the 
two aristocratic brats that I’d looked after in Went. Soon, 
we’d retreated to a pair of seats by the window, and I had 
him laughing at my misfortunes, whilst he in turn told me 
about his increasingly desperate attempts to get a meeting 
with the Duchessa about some property deal that he wanted 
sanctioning. His hands were a bit wayward, and had I been 
sober I’d have probably been annoyed by his presumption. 
But the alcohol was humming in my veins, my body was on 
fire, and I might have actually ended up sleeping with him – 
which would have been convenient, because I’d just realised 
that I’d left my parents’ house without a key. 
 But then the conversation stumbled onto Lucia. 
 I’m usually very good at avoiding this mistake. With 
strangers, it’s easy. They have no reason to suspect that I 
lost my best friend at the age of thirteen. And, back in 
Went, most people couldn’t place Sicia Sapellio on a map, 
so there was no danger of them having heard about Lucia 
Tosetti and her tragic disappearance. But Elyas, of course, 
had been there when Lucia had dropped out of my life, and 
even after all these years he was still curious. 
 ‘I always wondered why the Duchessa’s Guard never 
followed up on that man,’ he said. ‘You know – the one 
with green face-paint who cornered you and Lucia outside 
the Academy.’ He took a swig of his beer. ‘I mean, I tried to 
tell them myself, but I was already in trouble for stealing 
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cigarettes from Ardizzone’s shop, so I suppose that it isn’t 
surprising that they didn’t pay me much attention.’ 
 I suddenly regretted being so drunk. 
 How should I respond? Should I deny the existence of 
the green-faced man? Make a joke about people in fancy 
dress? Pretend that I didn’t understand what he was getting 
at? 
 In the end, I did none of these things. 
 I told Elyas that I needed a cigarette, even though I 
haven’t smoked since Carmela gave me a cigarette behind 
the bicycle shed in my last year at the Academy. I then 
lurched off in the direction of the toilets, where I managed 
to drop my glasses down the bowl after a couple of minutes 
of dry-retching. After that, I decide that the most dignified 
thing to do would be to make a quick exit, so I left the bar 
– and only realised when I was halfway up the street that I’d 
forgotten to say goodbye to Elyas. 
 I then spent half an hour in the courtyard of our 
tenement, throwing stones at my parents’ window, before 
my father finally opened the door. 
 It was good to be home. 
 

 
 
Later, as my bedroom rotated sedately around me, I drifted 
off into an uncomfortable, broken sleep, where Lucia and I 
kept getting chased by different kinds of threat. These 
threats included (but were not confined to) a large dog, a 
man with a knife, one very irate immigration officer, and a 
baboon-faced cloud. Each time, as Lucia and I fled blindly 
through a cityscape of dead-ends and hidden pits, Lucia 
would begin to fall behind. 
 And each time, no matter how hard I shouted at her to 
run faster, Lucia would always get caught first. 



 

 
 

4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ut to return to my childhood for a moment.  
 After the incident at the Villa Nasato, I became 
obsessed by the baboon-faced cloud. 
 Lucia didn’t want to talk about it. She was upset 
that we’d got into trouble. I, however, was 

embarrassed by how scared I’d been, and I wanted to find 
out more.  
 Unfortunately, I had no idea how to go about it. 
 I spent the next two weeks stewing in frustration at my 
own ignorance, and seriously contemplating ways of 
breaking into the Villa Nasato, before fate intervened and 
saved me from a life of crime.  
 One night, over dinner, my father casually mentioned 
that the Rimini Palace Horticultural Society would be 
meeting in our house at nine o’clock, because their 
clubroom was under repair. My mother wasn’t impressed – 
she wanted to know why my father hadn’t warned her in 
advance. My father replied that he had warned her in 
advance and that my mother hadn’t been listening – which 
we all knew was unlikely. A family argument started. But for 
once I didn’t care. I could see an opportunity. That night, 
when my parents thought that I was asleep, I stole out of 
bed and hid myself in a cupboard in my father’s study. And 
there I waited, watching through the slats in the door, until 
the hall clock struck nine and six people filed into the room.  

B 
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 My father led the way. He was talking to nobody in 
particular about a paper that he’d been reading on 
hydroponics. Our local priest, Father Manfredini followed 
next, chatting to Carmela’s father, Signor Nasato, about the 
repairs that he was having done to the money-lenders’ 
sacristy. Then came Signor Rocco, who ran our local Post 
Office Guildhouse – he dumped a pile of papers onto my 
father’s desk, and began sorting through them. I was 
particularly furious when our headmistress, Signora Sciarra, 
entered next. If she was here then perhaps she knew about 
the baboon-faced cloud. So, why had she been so keen to 
tell me and Lucia off? It took all my self-control not to leap 
out of my hiding place and accuse her of being a liar. As for 
the final person – I only ever saw the hem of her dress, and 
flashes of her sensible, patent leather shoes. The others 
referred to her as Miss Price, but it was not a name I 
recognised. 
 I knew a lot about Secret Societies. In stories, they get 
up to all sorts of nefarious business, like plotting to 
overthrow the government, or trying to raise demons from 
the underworld. This one, however, seemed more interested 
in talking about boring adult subjects, like Father 
Manfredini’s money-lending duties, and the failure of the 
city’s telegraph workers to break away from the 
Printmakers’ Guild. I heard my father step out into the 
hallway for a moment to order one of Signor Nasato’s 
footmen to bring in some crates; but from my hiding place 
I couldn’t see what they contained. The only object that I 
glimpsed was a strange circlet of wicker, which Father 
Manfredini had picked up, because after saying, ‘Why do we 
keep this thing, Professor Nissim? It was clearly dead on 
arrival,’ he put it down on his chair, then accidentally 
knocked it to the floor when he sat down. 
 I began to get cramp. 
 Since I was already disappointed by the lack of any 
meaningful conspiracy, I debated whether to risk my 
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father’s ire by revealing myself. But then Father Manfredini 
said, ‘Should we begin?’ and there was a shuffling of chairs 
as they took their seats. 
 I decided to stay hidden for a few minutes longer. 
 My father spoke first. ‘The last of the sonata flowers has 
died,’ he announced. 
 There was a moment of silence. 
 ‘It must be the soil,’ said Father Manfredini. 
 ‘But the snatchvine still thrives?’ asked Signora Sciarra. 
 ‘For now. Even that is fading, though. I put it through 
the Tests again last Sunday. It still remembers to push the 
red button for water, but I couldn’t get it to drop pebbles 
into the pitcher anymore, so it clearly no longer recalls how 
to make the water overflow.’ 
 ‘What are you suggesting that we do?’ asked Signor 
Nasato. ‘Let it die? Return to the gardens?’ 
 ‘As I’ve told you before,’ said Miss Price. ‘It is vitally 
important that certain things happen at certain times – but 
not at others. So returning to the gardens is not an option.’ 
 ‘Yes, yes,’ said my father, shortly. ‘We’ve all heard 
enough of your religious nonsense, Miss Price.’ 
 ‘This is not religion, Professor,’ said Miss Price. ‘This is 
something far deeper. The gardens have to remain closed for 
a few more years yet.’ 
 ‘It is religion,’ said my father. ‘But, I agree – now is not 
the time to return to the Rimini gardens. The dangers are 
too great. Instead we must persevere with the resources that 
we have here.’ 
 I realised that they were talking about the Maze Gardens 
that stood behind the ruined Rimini Palace. Why was my 
father so reluctant to go to the Rimini Gardens? My 
schoolmates and I had end-of-exam picnics there every 
summer. 
 ‘Also on the agenda for this evening,’ my father 
continued, ‘is the matter of the Weather God.’ 
 ‘It’s still missing?’ 
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 ‘I fear that we must accept that it escaped into the wild.’ 
 ‘That’s going to scare a few hikers.’ 
 ‘Fortunately, I don’t suppose that anybody would 
believe them if they started talking about monkey faces in 
the clouds, but it’s clear that we need to be more careful 
about security. If it was Signora Pontecorvo who got into 
the Villa Nasato– ’ 
 ‘I fail to see who else it could have been.’ 
 ‘If it was her, then we’re safe. Nobody’s going to listen 
to what a notoriously unhinged old lady has to say. But if 
there are now other factions involved – ’ 
 ‘I have made sure that the Institute knows nothing 
about your activities,’ Miss Price said. ‘And the Theophonic 
Foundation seems to be distracted at the moment by 
reports of an Angel of Third Order Divinity, spotted on the 
Scorvite tundra. But I will check. In the meantime, I suggest 
that you find a way of capturing the Weather God before it 
precipitates some kind of localised climate catastrophe.’ 
 By now I needed to pee, as well as stretch my legs. But it 
was clear that the meeting was not going to wind down any 
time soon. As the conversation moved onto whether the 
use of synthetic fertilisers would help keep the snatchvine 
alive, I tried to follow what was being said. But there was 
only so much about nitrogen fixation that I could take. My 
interest only picked up again when they started to discuss 
ways of re-capturing the Weather God. 
 ‘I’ll get onto the Sicii Vacuum Cleaner Company,’ said 
Signor Nasato. ‘Hire one of their horse-drawn vans and 
take it up into the hills. If its petrol powered piston pump 
really can suck up dirt like they claim, it might be able to 
suck up a Weather God as well.’ 
 ‘Very well,’ said my father. ‘If Pasquale is happy to deal 
with the Weather God, the rest of us can adjourn until the 
next meeting – which I believe will take place above the 
Church Pawnshop. Gentlemen, Signora Sciarra, Miss Price, 
thank you for attending.’ And finally, the adults began to 
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shuffle out of the room. I screwed my lips together, and 
counted impatiently to fifty. Then I scrambled out of the 
cupboard before my bladder did something embarrassing.  
 I was so focused on making it to the courtyard toilet that 
I didn’t see the wicker crown until I stumbled over it. 
Without really thinking, I picked it up to show Lucia, then 
ran on, barely caring if my parents heard me. 
 

 
 
The following day, after school, I accompanied Lucia to her 
house. Lucia lived in a beautiful white villa, high on the hill 
overlooking the bay. Since her mother was a Chief 
Attorney, the family enjoyed all sorts of special privileges, 
like the right to attend ducal coronations, and the right to 
display their own coat of arms. Stepping into their home 
was thus like stepping into a fairy tale. The courtyards were 
baroque with spindle columns and laced stone filigree, 
whilst the rooms were floored with marble and hung with 
tapestries. As for Lucia’s bedroom – well, let’s just say that, 
unlike mine which, except for the few brief hours after my 
mother had forced me to tidy it, was usually a tip, Lucia’s 
room was always pristine, with framed pictures of 
enlightening quotations on the walls, expensive, porcelain-
faced dolls lined up along the top of her chest of drawers, 
and bookshelves arranged in alphabetical order. 
 Lucia was unimpressed by the wicker crown when I 
showed it to her. ‘It’s just a bunch of old twigs,’ she said, as 
we sat down on her four-poster bed. ‘Anyone could have 
made it.’ 
 ‘But they were talking about the baboon cloud,’ I said. 
‘Signora Sciarra knew that it existed, even though she told 
us off for lying about it, and they kept referring to it as a 
Weather God.’ 
 Lucia hunched her shoulders, clearly not wanting to 
think about our trip to Signora Sciarra’s office. ‘Don’t be 
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silly, Hana,’ she told the counterpane. ‘We didn’t see any 
God. It was probably just a tap that a maid had left on 
upstairs.’ 
 I was furious. ‘How can you deny what we saw, Lu?’ I 
demanded. ‘There was a cloud in that room, and it had a 
face, and you know that as well as I do!’ and Lucia replied, 
‘Please, Hana – just let it go. No good can come of this. 
Nobody believes us.’ 
 ‘But Signora Sciarra knows.’ 
 ‘Let it go, Hana.’ 
 Angrily, I got off the bed, and stomped over to scowl 
into the mirror on Lucia’s cupboard door.  
 And then, for the want of anything else to do, I put on 
the wicker crown.  
 Dizziness swept over me. For a second I saw double. A 
tingling sensation made my scalp itch. Then, to my 
astonishment my hair began to stir. I cried out, first in 
horror, then in amazement, as little buds started to appear 
on my head. They rapidly blossomed into white flowers, 
veined with pink. Within seconds my scalp looked like a 
hanging-basket, bursting with petals, whilst the wicker 
crown had begun to sprout green shoots that gave bud to 
yet more flowers. 
 ‘Lu – Lu – look!’ I called – unnecessarily, because Lucia 
was already at my side, staring at my head in astonishment. 
 ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. 
 Then the nausea hit me. It felt as if something was trying 
to rip me inside out. I doubled over, my stomach in agony. 
My vision dimmed. Panic swept over me. I felt my heart 
lurch into high-gear. ‘Get it off me!’ I panted. ‘Get it off!’ 
 Lucia ripped the crown from my head, shedding petals 
across the carpet. I staggered, and almost fell to my knees. I 
was afraid that it was too late – that the damage had been 
done and that I would transform into a human garden. But 
when I looked in the mirror, I could see that the flowers in 
my hair were already wilting and turning brown. Within less 
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than a minute they had fallen away, to lie shrivelled and 
dead on the carpet. The nausea retreated, and I returned to 
normal. 
 ‘What on earth was that?’ I gasped. 
 Lucia looked at the crown in her hands, awed. 
 ‘It’s magic,’ she said. ‘It’s a magic crown. I’m going to 
try.’ 
 ‘No!’ I said. ‘It will make you ill!’ 
 But Lucia had already put on the crown. 
 Once again, flowers began to bud in her hair. Lucia’s 
were a deep, astonishing red, like the red of bougainvillea. 
They spilled down her back in spiralling tendrils.  
 I reached up to rip off the crown before the nausea hit 
her, but Lucia stayed my hand. 
 ‘I feel fine,’ she said. 
 I waited, hand hovering above her head. Eventually the 
growth stopped and Lucia had a head of flowers, without 
any apparent side-effects. 
 Jealousy ate away at me. 
 Why could she wear the crown and not me? 
 But it was hard to remain cross for long, because Lucia 
was so delighted by her appearance that it was like being 
bathed in sunshine. She turned her head first one way, then 
the next in the mirror. ‘I should wear this for Carmela’s 
birthday party,’ she told me. ‘She’ll be so envious.’ 
 ‘Just, be careful,’ I said. ‘We don’t know if there are any 
other side-effects.’ I hesitated, then added, ‘And perhaps 
don’t let anybody see that you have it.’ 
 ‘You – you mean, you’re giving this to me?’ asked Lucia. 
 I shrugged. ‘It doesn’t seem to like me,’ I said. 
 Lucia gave me a hug. At that moment the butler banged 
the gong for dinner, so we put the crown away, swept up 
the dead flowers, and made our way downstairs. We didn’t 
talk any more about it – or about the Weather God. But we 
had another secret to share, and that bound us closer 
together. 
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 Later that night, I returned home, happy, skipping 
through the lingering heat as neighbourhood youths 
gathered by the fountain to drink bottled beer and sneak 
cigarettes. 
 My father was waiting for me in the living room. 
 For a moment, I was afraid that he knew I’d stolen the 
wicker crown, and that he was going to tell me off for it. 
But it turned out that he was just angry that I hadn’t warned 
my mother in advance that I was staying at the Villa Tosetti 
for dinner. 
 I could handle that sort of argument, so we spent the 
rest of the evening shouting at each other. 
 

 
 
I was never particularly close to my father. 
 He was a distant figure, more interested in his work and 
in trying to cosy up to the Guild of Bankers than in his two 
children. When I was very young, he’d made a brief effort 
to teach me the names of the plants in the Rimini Gardens, 
but I hadn’t been a very attentive pupil, and eventually he’d 
lost interest. At about the age of seven, I’d made a 
misguided effort to catalogue the local flora in a scrapbook, 
aping the way he worked. But my father had got impatient 
that I didn’t press the flowers properly, and that I’d got 
their names muddled. Eventually I gave up. I made another 
brief attempt to bond shortly after I turned twelve, when in 
Natural Sciences at the Academy our teacher had 
mentioned the sundew family of plants, which use the dew-
like drops at the tips of their bristles to catch insects. Over 
the next three weeks I spent my pocket-money on library 
access fees, and I searched the bookshelves for references 
to other strange and wondrous plants to impress my father 
with. I read about the doll’s eyes plant, whose disturbing 
berries are white with a black dot, and which thus look like 
human eye-balls attached to a blood-red stem. And I read 
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about the after-dark rose, which, to conserve water in its 
arid environment, only opens up its black petals once the 
sun has gone down. But my father had already heard about 
these plants, and many more; and so again, I eventually gave 
up.  
 The only time that he ever really became a father in any 
meaningful sense was during our annual summer holiday, 
which my mother always insisted on taking in a sanitised 
hotel, a little further up the coast. I think she knew that if 
we went anywhere interesting, my father would spend the 
whole time tracking down obscure local flora. With nothing 
to distract him, my father would become human being for a 
few short days, messing about on the promenade, making 
bad jokes, buying us indigoberry ice-cream from the sea-
front kiosks that dyed our lips and tongues blue. But the 
moment that we returned home, he’d revert to the bookish 
academic, finding more meaning in the dry language of 
long-dead scholars than in conversations with his family. 
We shared the same roof and ate at the same table, but 
most of our interactions went through my mother. 
 Which is why, when things started to go wrong, I never 
once thought of turning to him for help. 



 

 
 

5 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 read somewhere that a hangover is your brain, shrunken 
by dehydration, pulling down on the membrane that 
attaches it to your skull. I’ve no idea whether it’s true, 
but that’s certainly what it felt like when I woke up the 
following morning. I lay for ten minutes in the stuffy 

gloom behind my bed-curtains, holding my eyes shut and 
groaning as successive stages of memory came back to me. 
It would probably be a good thing if I never saw Elyas 
Azrak again. Ways of achieving this might include 
pretending that I’d gone permanently blind so that I could 
fail to see him in the street. Or alternatively, I could just lie 
in my slightly-too-small-for-a-grown-up box bed for the 
rest of my life and never see anybody ever again. 
 Tempting though the latter plan was, my bladder had 
other ideas. So eventually, I forced myself to pull on 
yesterday’s clothes, and stumble off to the courtyard toilet. I 
was still a little bit drunk, and you could probably smell the 
alcohol in my sweat, but I felt too ill to care. I just hoped 
that my mother and father weren’t up yet. 
 They weren’t. 
 Instead, when I staggered into the dining room, holding 
my skull together with one hand, I found Elene stood by 
the sideboard, looking impossibly clean and neat in her 
green and white floral print dress. 
 ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I demanded. 

I 
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 Elene froze in the process of pushing down the plunger 
on the cafetiere. 
 ‘Oh – didn’t your father say?’ she asked, looking 
embarrassed. ‘It’s the Nasato family ball tonight, and your 
parents are very kindly letting me join them.’ 
 I grunted. I vaguely remembered some mention of an 
end of year ball last night, but I’d been too busy point 
scoring against my father to pay it any notice. Well, I was 
glad that my parents had found themselves a replacement 
daughter. I stalked over to the sideboard and glared down at 
the bowls of fruit salad and yogurt, and at the plates of 
bread rolls and pastries branded with Guild crests, which 
Rosa had left out for us. I knew from past experience that if 
I didn’t eat something, I’d be sick later – so I forced myself 
to pick up a single bread roll, and then I carried it over to 
the table on a plate several sizes too big for it. 
 Elene continued to hover by the sideboard. ‘I feel that 
we got off on the wrong foot last night,’ she said, as if the 
fault was hers and not mine. ‘Do you want a cup of coffee?’ 
 I felt resentful that she was there – resentful that I had 
to make conversation with a stranger when I was too 
hungover to think straight – resentful of the fact that even 
now, when I could barely bring myself to look at this girl, 
she was still desperately trying to be nice. It made me feel 
like a total brute. 
 I took an angry bite out of the bread roll. 
 ‘Yes, thank you,’ I said. And then, because I felt that I 
needed to do something to be pleasant in return, I made 
some bland compliment about her dress. Big mistake. 
Relieved to finally have a topic of conversation, Elene 
launched into a breathless ramble about cheap fashion 
houses, and how they got around the clothing copyright 
laws by making minute changes to the designs of more 
prestigious emporia. I don’t think either of us were 
particularly interested in the subject, but at least it filled up 
the awkward silence for a few minutes. I nodded (carefully) 
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and made occasional noncommittal comments, which 
proved just about enough to keep our chat going until my 
mother appeared and took over from me. And then, 
suddenly, I was relieved that Elene was there, because as 
long as there was a stranger in the dining room, my mother 
couldn’t say anything about my behaviour last night. 
 I sipped my coffee – dark and bitter, like me – and I 
contemplated making a run for it. I wasn’t sure where I’d go 
– although the Arctic Circle sounded like a good bet at the 
moment. I just couldn’t face a conversation with my parents 
about the state that my life was in at the moment. 
 I was thus not particularly paying attention to what 
Elene and my mother were saying until Elene brightly said, 
‘Perhaps Hana can take me there.’ 
 My defences went up immediately. 
 ‘What,’ I said. 
 ‘Elene wants to see the Gardens that you mentioned last 
night,’ replied mother, with a note of warning in her voice. 
‘I think that it’s the least you can do, Hana.’ 
 Oh for God’s sake – the last thing that I wanted to do 
today was go for a walk with this earnest ray of sunshine. 
Particularly a walk around the Maze Gardens, with all the 
tangled and unpleasant memories that lurked there. I 
opened my mouth to snap a refusal. But then, in a moment 
of weakness, I suddenly thought – this is what Lucia would 
be like, if she was still around today. Eager to please. 
Desperate to make friends. And almost before I realised it, I 
heard myself say, ‘Fine. Half an hour, there and back. 
There’s not much to see anyway.’ 
 My mother spooned some yogurt into a bowl. ‘My 
daughter has a rather grudging personality,’ she sighed. 
 ‘I think it’s inherited,’ I snapped. 
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After breakfast, Elene and I left the apartment, and made 
our way up the damp street of tenements in silence. 
 Ha, I thought. My mood has scuppered even Elene’s 
attempts at cheerfulness. 
 I felt a small measure of triumph – which at least took 
my mind off our destination for a few moments. 
 The Rimini Palace used to be the ancestral home of the 
Shipping Counts of Rimini, until it was burned down by a 
particular crazy member of the already crazy family when I 
was about seven. Its main façade still stands, set back from 
the road, the blind arcading overgrown with ivy, its 
chessboard windows gaping and empty; but only skeletal 
beams hint at where the roofs and domes once were, and an 
iron grate now covers the door. Every few years, a rumour 
will go around the neighbourhood youths that chests of 
government bonds and gold bullion are buried in the ruins, 
and for a few days the place will be overrun by raggedly-
dressed kids hoping to dig up a lost fortune. But today, the 
place was deserted. 
 Elene, when she saw it, gave a small sigh. 
 ‘There’s something very sad about a ruined building,’ 
she said. 
 She was clearly struggling for topics of conversation 
again. 
 ‘Once you’ve finished getting emotional about the 
architecture,’ I said, impatiently, ‘the Gardens are this way.’ 
 I strode off through the brambles and thistles that 
covered the front lawn, towards an archway in the Palace’s 
flanking wall. The sooner this was over the better. I could 
then rid myself of Elene’s company, and get away from this 
place and all the painful memories it contained. 
 Although I hadn’t entered the Maze Gardens since Lucia 
had vanished, I quickly found that time had not dulled my 
memory of the path through them. Many generations ago, 
an ancestor of the Rimini family had used the money that 
he had made running the supply blockades during the 
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Second Banking War to built a succession of about forty 
walled gardens behind the Rimini Palace. They were all 
interlinked by innumerable passageways and cul-de-sacs 
squashed between them, and as such they formed a 
genuinely disorientating labyrinth. Elene hurried after me, 
stumbling every so often as she tried to look in all 
directions at once. We made our way into the maze of 
alleyways and walled courts, where ivy showered droplets of 
yesterday’s rain, and banks of nettles encroached upon the 
narrow paths that wove from gate to gate. In some places 
the walls had collapsed, creating a scree of rubble that an 
enterprising kid could climb over. In other places, broken 
fountains dribbled creepers instead of water. I turned left, 
then right, then left again, until eventually, after countless 
twists and turns, Elene and I arrived in the small, gravelled 
court at the centre. 
 The court was empty except for a bandstand, a 
gardener’s shed, and a rose arbour without any roses 
growing over it. There was usually a ducal Guardsman on 
duty here (for reasons that are supposed to be kept a secret, 
but which will become apparent shortly). Today, however, 
he appeared to have wandered off. 
 By now, the sun had come out, and the Gardens had 
begun to steam in the growing heat. Elene looked around, 
probably wondering what all the fuss was about. 
 ‘It’s very unique,’ she said. 
 Which I suppose is the biggest compliment that you can 
pay the place. I sat down on a bench in the bandstand, 
feeling queasy, and Elene settled down beside me.  
 What Elene hadn’t noticed – what she hadn’t seen – was 
that the Gardens were far more ‘unique’ than she’d given 
them credit for. You have to do some patient digging in 
obscure academic journals to find the details, but over the 
years there have been dozens of articles about the unusual 
properties of the Rimini Palace Maze Gardens. Sedgestone 
and Henderson of the Imperial Society in Went wrote a 
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paper on temperature fluctuation here, and how the 
innermost garden can sometimes be nearly a degree colder 
than the outermost. It’s also possible that gravity fluctuates 
too – Lars Karlsson of Knelfarr University did some 
experiments on gravitational acceleration with the aid of a 
pendulum, but since there’s also anecdotal evidence 
suggesting that clocks struggle to keep time in the Gardens, 
it isn’t quite clear what discrepancy he was picking up on. I 
myself, meanwhile, have a very clear memory of a 
childhood picnic here when, for the space of about three 
minutes everybody’s voices went strangely deep, as if the 
speed of sound had briefly slowed. And then there’s the 
controversial study by Henrik De Vries of Hoek, which 
suggests that the Gardens are actually about six square feet 
larger than the space that contains them.  
 All these studies are subject to margins of error, which is 
perhaps why they’ve never become popular knowledge, but 
together they suggest that something very odd is going on 
in the Maze Gardens – and certainly, local folk law treats 
the place with wary suspicion. 
 I was so lost in thought about this matter – perhaps in 
an attempt not to think about the other experience that I’d 
had here – that I didn’t realise how uncomfortable Elene 
was getting with the silence until she blurted out, ‘Your 
father’s a very clever man.’ 
 I was bumped back to earth by what was probably the 
worst conversation opener she could have chosen – ever.  
 My first instinct was to say something scathing, like ‘Oh 
yes, he’s a world expert in being a dick.’ But I forced myself 
to concede that Elene didn’t deserve it. 
 ‘Perhaps we should avoid the subject of my family,’ I 
said instead. ‘It might make this easier.’ 
 Elene blushed – again, as if the fault was hers.  
 It’s just what Lucia would have done, I thought. 
 And somehow, because Elene had been trying so hard 
to be nice, I felt that it was my turn to start a conversation. 
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I didn’t mean to talk about Lucia. It’s not a subject that I 
ever bring up willingly – certainly not with strangers – but 
somehow, being there, in the place where I saw her last, she 
was inescapable. I didn’t tell Elene what actually happened, 
of course. I gave her the version that I’d told the 
Duchessa’s Guard. I recounted it in a distant, detached tone 
of voice, avoiding her gaze because I knew that she was 
looking at me with such understanding that it would hurt.  
 I don’t know why, after all these years, it was Elene that 
I chose to confide in. Perhaps it was because she was so like 
Lucia. Or perhaps it was because something in my broken 
self wanted to be understood, and Elene seemed to have 
the natural ability to be empathetic. Or perhaps it was just 
because I wanted Elene to know that when I was being vile, 
it really had nothing to do with her and everything to do 
with me. 
 ‘It sounds as if you blame yourself,’ she said, when I had 
finished. 
 ‘What do you mean?’ I asked, startled. 
 ‘I don’t know – you just sound as if – well… Do you 
look back, and think that there was something you could 
have done differently? Perhaps you could have alerted the 
Guards sooner. Perhaps you could have paid more 
attention.’ 
 There were certainly a lot of things that I could have 
done differently – but that was missing the point. I knew my 
guilt. And I knew the guilt of others. I just didn’t know how 
to deal with it. Which was probably why I tried not to think 
about what happened the day that Lucia disappeared. 
 I was just wondering if there was a way of expressing all 
this to Elene, when Elene suddenly sat upright, startled. 
 I frowned. ‘Are you alright?’ I asked. 
 ‘Sorry,’ said Elene. ‘I didn’t mean to get distracted. I just 
thought that I saw something odd.’ 
 ‘What did you see?’ I asked, apprehensively. 
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 ‘It looked like a boy with green greasepaint on his face,’ 
said Elene. 
 I felt the sudden narrowing of my vision that usually 
heralded an oncoming panic attack. 
 Quickly, I reached for the knife that I always carry in my 
handbag. 
 ‘Don’t move,’ I said. 



 

 
 

6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

et me explain about the Green Man. 
 Elene was wrong – the green in his face wasn’t 
greasepaint.  
 It was chlorophyll.  
 Remember the snatchvine plant that my father had 

been talking about at the Horticultural Society meeting? 
The one that was showing signs of intelligence? Trust me, 
that was not the half of it. 
 Lucia and I first saw the Green Man about two weeks 
after I’d stolen the wicker crown. It was during the 
lunchtime break at the Academy. The other girls were busy 
playing finger-tig, and fish-frog-foe in the playground. Lucia 
and I were sat in our usual spot, sunning ourselves on the 
step of the bursary door, when there was a rustling above 
us. We both looked up, squinting against the bright sky, to 
see a green face peering between the roof finials. I think 
that this time Lucia and I were both too shocked to scream. 
Or perhaps, after the Weather God, we were no longer so 
easily surprised by the impossible. The figure had long, 
vine-like fingers, which were grasping at a downpipe. He 
was wearing a coachman’s cape and a pair of old, corduroy 
trousers, as if he’d made an attempt to blend in. But even 
with his hood pulled up, we could still see the dry, brown 
leaves that crinkled about his head in the place of hair, 
whilst his face, although manlike in appearance, was 

L 
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completely static, like a mask. His feet, meanwhile, were 
basically roots, winding themselves about the guttering for 
grip. He looked at us through implacable black eyes, but 
made no move to get any closer. 
 ‘What do you want?’ I demanded. 
 The Green Man’s mouth was rigid and closed, and he 
could make no reply. 
 We faced off against each other, wary and curious, not 
daring to move or turn our backs. Then the Class Prefect 
rang the bell – and suddenly the Green Man scurried back 
up to the roof and vanished behind the bell tower. 
 Lucia and I were both apprehensive. Had he stumbled 
across us by accident? Or was he a threat? We didn’t dare 
go to the adults about it – not since our headmistress had 
refused to admit the existence of the Weather God. So 
instead, we kept an eye out for further phenomena.  
 I spotted the Green Man again a few days later, lurking 
in the undergrowth beyond the Academy counting house. 
His green face was almost invisible among the leaves and he 
vanished again before I could get close. Lucia, meanwhile, 
was convinced that she’d seen him peering through the 
classroom window during arithmetic. He even appeared one 
evening in Lucia’s garden, shortly after dusk had fallen and 
the first bats were flittering their crazy flights across the sky. 
We left a plate of food out for him, and a bowl of water. He 
didn’t touch the food, but later that night, peering out of 
Lucia’s bedroom window, we saw him bent over the bowl, 
vine-fingers drinking the water. Reassured, we started to 
think of him as a pet. Or perhaps a wild animal, like a 
hedgehog, that could be tempted to take a step into our 
civilised world with the promise of a treat. 
 Then, one afternoon, came the incident that Elyas Azrak 
had witnessed. 
 It was shortly after the Law Guild had upset most of the 
city by trying to insist that the old laws on how much meat 
each caste could consume be enforced. Lucia, as the 
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daughter of an attorney, had become the focus of the half-
understood anger that the other girls had picked up from 
their parents, and as a result we’d spent the week being 
belittled and cold-shouldered by our peers. We were thus 
tired and upset as we loitered outside the Academy gates, 
waiting for Lucia’s nanny to take us home. The hot, 
summer wind that we call the devilsbreath was blowing in 
dust from distant deserts, and the street was quiet as people 
took shelter from the stinging grains. We were thus 
completely alone when the Green Man appeared again, 
clambering, hands first, down the gate-lodge drainpipe. 
 Lucia had a bottle of mineral water in her school bag. 
 ‘Hello,’ she said, between gusts. ‘Do you want a drink?’ 
 The Green Man crept closer. 
 I don’t precisely know how it worked, but the Green 
Man was clearly eager to communicate with us, because in 
the weeks since he’d first appeared he’d made some 
changes. In the knots and lianas where a human throat 
would be, he had grown a series of taut, narrow vines, and 
now he threw back his hood so that the hot wind could 
whip through a small hole in his neck. At first, all we heard 
was a hissing sound. But slowly he manipulated the vines 
and lianas in his neck until a single word came out. ‘Stolen,’ 
he hissed. ‘Stolen.’ 
 ‘What’s been stolen?’ asked Lucia. 
 I felt a flicker of apprehension. 
 ‘I think he means the crown,’ I said. 
 ‘Stolen,’ hissed the Green Man again. 
 And suddenly his vine hands snaked forward and 
wrapped themselves about our arms – and then our chests 
– and then our necks. We kicked and struggled and tried to 
scream, but his grip choked our words. ‘Stolen!’ insisted the 
Green Man. I felt my heart race and my vision dim, but 
somehow, I managed a surge of strength that ripped one of 
my arms free of the tangle of vines. I lashed out at the 
Green Man, tearing at his foliage, scattering leaves into the 



THE MAZE GARDEN 

43 

wind, and Lucia did the same. We ripped and we kicked, 
and slowly the Green Man started to collapse. When he fell 
to the dusty ground, Lucia stamped on his face until the 
green mask split. ‘Stolen,’ he whispered, one last time – and 
then Lucia and I were running up the street, not daring to 
look back. 
 That night, we took the wicker crown out of its hiding 
place, and buried it in Lucia’s garden. 
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 checked the ivy foliage that hung in a shawl across the 
Maze Garden’s red-brick wall, looking for signs of the 
Green Man. But if he’d been there, he had already 
vanished. 
 Is it happening again, I wondered? Is there going to 

be another attack? 
 I wasted a few more minutes fruitlessly searching the 
foliage before I finally conceded that however many leaves I 
re-arranged, it didn’t look like I was going to find anything 
except a few creepy-crawlies and the occasional enterprising 
snail. So instead I took a step backwards and tried to 
remember what other signs we’d missed in the run up to 
Lucia’s disappearance.  
 ‘Check the garden,’ I told Elene. ‘See if there are any 
unusual flora.’ 
 Elene gave me a worried look, clearly flummoxed by my 
erratic behaviour. But I was in too much of a panic to care. 
I searched the bare flowerbeds along the foot of the walls, 
in particular looking for strange fungi. But I didn’t find 
anything. I didn’t see any dead birds either – which, as I 
recall, was an accidental side-effect of the last attack. 
Perhaps it hadn’t started yet. Perhaps Elene had just 
imagined what she saw. 
 There was only one way to find out. 

I 
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 I forced myself to walk over to the little gardener’s hut 
in the corner of the garden. It should have been locked, but 
the Guards who were supposed to watch the place were 
clearly not doing a very good job, because it looked like 
vandals had broken in. I peered into the gloom, as the 
strengthening sun beat down at my head. Light fell through 
the musty windows, illuminating the broken rakes and dusty 
spades that hung from the walls. There were a few old 
chairs stacked in the corner, too damaged to use, and also a 
lawn roller; but I ignored them. My eyes were instead drawn 
to the huge hole in the middle of the concrete floor. 
Somewhere below us, I could hear the roar of rushing 
water. There should have been an iron grill and a heavy 
wooden lid covering the hole, but they had vanished. More 
vandals? Or something else? 
 The last time this hole had been open, Lucia had 
plunged through it. 
 I felt sick. 
 Elene peered in curiously after me. ‘What’s down there?’ 
she asked. 
 ‘An underground river,’ I said, backing out. 
 The heat was building rapidly now, as if the sun was 
trying to make up for its previous indifference, and the first 
of the day’s iridescent pink butterflies flittered under the 
eaves of the shed. I suddenly wanted to be gone from the 
Garden. Gone from the childhood terrors of Green Men 
and wicker crowns. ‘We’ve seen all that there is to see here,’ 
I told Elene, abruptly. ‘Let’s go.’ And, not waiting to see if 
she followed, I plunged back into the maze of gardens, 
fleeing between the claustrophobic walls and encroaching 
foliage, until at last I broke free into the space and daylight 
of the palace drive. 
 Elene, panting, stumbled out after me. 
 ‘That was – an interesting experience,’ she said. 
 I took this to mean that she thought I was unhinged – 
which, to be fair, was a pretty good assessment of my 
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current state. I leant against a reassuringly ordinary olive 
tree, as crickets ratcheted in the long grass around me, and I 
tried to get a-hold of myself.  
 Unfortunately, at that moment, Elyas Azrak chose to 
appear at the palace’s wrought iron gates with a gang of 
servants and several mysterious wooden crates. He handed 
some cash to the Guardsman who should have been on 
watch in the central garden, and the purple-tabarded soldier 
strolled off in the direction of a nearby café. 
 I felt the memories of last night rise up to burn me. I 
couldn’t face Elyas. I needed to get out of there as fast as 
possible. I needed some time alone to gather myself 
together again. 
 ‘You can find your own way home, right?’ I told Elene. 
 But Elene, to my surprise, had gone very tense. Her 
cheeks had turned pale, and her left hand was rubbing 
nervously at her right arm. She instinctively moved behind 
me, so that I was between her and the gate. ‘Oh God,’ she 
said. ‘It’s Elyas.’ 
 Now, if I had been a good person – if I had been the 
sort of person that I was on track to become before Lucia 
had vanished – I would have stopped and asked why 
somebody as lovely as Elene would look like she was about 
to vomit at the sight of Elyas Azrak. But I’m not a good 
person, and besides I had my own urge to vomit. So 
without sparing Elene another thought, I dived into the 
rhododendron bushes, and (after one unpleasant pause by a 
holm oak tree) I fought my way through to the side-gate on 
the Avenue of Good Fortune. 
 It was only once I reached the side-gate that I realised 
that Elene hadn’t followed me. I hesitated a moment, 
wondering whether to go back for her. But the thought of 
meeting Elyas again caused the idea to wither and die. It 
was too late to do anything about it now, I told myself. 
Elene would just have to deal with Elyas herself. Besides, I 
had more pressing concerns to think about. If the Green 
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Man was back, then I was no longer sure that staying in 
Sicia Sapellio was a good idea. Perhaps I should go to the 
Shipping Guildhall at the port and see how much a ferry 
berth would cost. I still wasn’t quite sure where I could flee 
to next. Went was out of the question, so perhaps I could 
get in touch with my roots and go to Shadir? After all, there 
must still be family out there. I turned onto the Street of 
Floating Flowers, considering various different travel plans 
– and I abruptly realised that I had accidentally started to 
walk Lucia’s final footsteps in reverse. A sudden, 
masochistic urge to see this through took over me. I stalked 
along the hot, empty streets of the Commercial Law 
District towards Signora Sciarra’s Academy for Young 
Women. By now the outbreak of butterflies that had been 
threatening to burst upon us all morning had finally 
exploded, and dense swarms of the chemical pink pests 
turned the air into a heaving, living organism. There were 
thousands and thousands of them, mobbing the flowers in 
the pristine courtyards of the rich, circling and diving 
between the cypress trees, and clogging up the law court 
gutters. Apparently, tourists travel hundreds of miles to 
witness this inexplicable phenomenon, which lasts for a 
couple of hours at a time before the butterflies all die off. 
But I just trod the pests mercilessly into the pavement as I 
tried to suppress a memory of Lucia and me, dancing 
among the rocks somewhere in the Maze Garden, trying to 
catch the little blighters in our hands. I’d been so happy that 
day it hurt. Why couldn’t the rest of my life have been like 
that? Why did things have to go so wrong? 
 I had wasted a large portion of my adult life looking for 
answers to those two questions. So I squashed them down, 
and tried not to think about them, as I arrived at the 
Academy gates. I quickly discovered that the school had 
been extensively rebuilt since I’d last seen it by a rich 
benefactor called Alfonsi who was eager to have his name 
screwed onto the side of the building. The place was now 
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unrecognisable. To add insult to injury, the sweetshop 
opposite had become an insurance office. It was as if, in an 
unchanging city, somebody had decided to make a 
concerted effort to erase Lucia’s presence from the face of 
the earth. 
 I hovered there, in the butterfly thick street for a few 
moments, trying to work out what the hell I was doing. 
Then I decided to fall back on my previous plan and went 
to the ferry port to look at trips out of Sicia Sapellio.  
 

 
 
I spent the rest of the day sat in the ship- and dockworkers’ 
guild café, pouring over ferry timetables, and trying to work 
out how I could get enough money together for a berth. 
Sadly, it seemed that all the personal finance lessons that I’d 
sat through at the Academy, emphasising the importance of 
sensible savings and wise investments, had made about as 
much impression on me as a pat of butter makes when 
slammed against a blacksmith’s anvil. As a result, I was 
pretty much broke. Since my back-up plan – rob a bank – 
was confounded by the fact that bank robbery in Sicia 
Sapellio was the state’s only capital offence, I was forced to 
concede that I probably wouldn’t be leaving the city any 
time soon. Frustrated and angry, I made my way back 
home, looking for a fight. 
 Fortunately, my mother was happy to oblige. 
 ‘It really wasn’t very nice of you to walk off without 
seeing Elene back here,’ she said, as she fiddled with her 
fake, glass earrings in the mirror of her dresser. ‘She doesn’t 
know this part of town – and what would have happened if 
the Rossi boys had found her?’ 
 They would probably have walked her home. For all 
their pent-up aggression, the Rossi boys were oddly old-
fashioned when it came to well-brought-up women. But 
when I pointed this out, my mother just snapped, ‘And why 
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did you leave her with that scoundrel Elyas Azrak? I found 
her weeping in your father’s study this afternoon because of 
it. Surely you know their history.’ 

I didn’t, and I still wasn’t quite clear on how Elene and 
Elyas actually had a history – but I wasn’t about to admit my 
ignorance to my mother, so I said, ‘I’m sure that she coped.’ 
 ‘I think that the very least you can do, Hana, is apologise 
to her when we get back.’ 
 Get back? Get back from where? 
 Oh, the Ball. 
 ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘Aren’t I invited to the Ball?’ 
 My mother froze in the process of spraying on her 
bootleg perfume. ‘I didn’t think that it would be quite your 
thing,’ she replied. 
 It wasn’t – but I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction 
of knowing that her assumptions about me were right, so I 
said, ‘Of course it’s my thing. I attended dozens of balls in 
Went.’ Well, I’d attended one. And I’d been sick in a 
bathtub afterwards. ‘Give me a moment. I’m sure I have an 
old dress in my wardrobe that will do. That’s if you haven’t 
thrown all my belongings out.’ 
 My mother sighed. ‘I wouldn’t dare,’ she said. 
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t goes without saying that the Ball was a mistake. 
 By the time we arrived (late because mother had 
insisting on confiscating my hipflask), most of Sicii High 
Society was already gathered on the Villa Nasato terrace, 
drinking champagne in the light of burning torches, and 

discussing politics, or banking, or the politics of banking. A 
small mandolin orchestra was playing mindless passacaglias, 
whilst those dead pink butterflies that the gardening staff 
had missed littered the herbaceous borders of the garden. 
 I knew that it was going to be a tough night when 
Carmela Nasato came bouncing up to me. ‘Hana!’ she 
exclaimed. ‘It’s such a tremendous delight to see you again! 
You look the same as always! I thought you were in Went! 
What brings you home?’ 
 She had apparently forgotten that we’d never been 
friends. 
 ‘My mother had a nervous breakdown,’ I said. 
 Behind me, I heard my father choke. 
 Carmela, however, showed absolutely no interest in the 
lie. ‘How sad,’ she said. ‘Oh, you must come and see the old 
gang, Hana. You’ll be positively amazed by the change in 
Petronella. Can you believe that she’s pregnant? But the 
rumour is, not by her husband. They say that she didn’t 
want her child to have his weak chin, so she paid a very 
handsome guild mercenary to do the deed instead. And 

I 
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have you heard about Mirabella? She married a socialist. It’s 
so delightfully risqué that everybody’s now talking about 
doing it.’  

I reluctantly let Carmela steer me into the hot crowd, 
where ladies in fabulously constructed dresses tried not to 
sweat too much, and fashionable young gentlemen 
attempted to touch up their eye-liner whenever they 
thought that nobody was looking. Carmela herself was 
looking stunning, as only somebody with far too much 
money and plenty of free time to think about her 
appearance could. I pinched a glass of champagne from a 
passing waiter, and girded myself for a miserable evening. 
 My mother, I think, intended to keep a close eye on my 
behaviour tonight. But fortunately for my continued sanity, 
she quickly got cornered by the members of her Church 
Charity and Moneylending Commission. My brother, 
meanwhile, sloped off to join his equally uncommunicative 
friends in the garden, where I knew from past experience 
they would spend the rest of the night staring at each 
other’s feet in an effort to avoid conversation. Since my 
father had already sidled over to where Signor Nasato was 
talking with several very rich men in the vain hope of being 
noticed by them, that just left Elene and me, trapped in the 
glittery, superficial world of Carmela Nasato and her 
cronies. Elene had barely said a word all evening, and I 
hadn’t dared bring up my earlier behaviour towards her. So 
that left a void in the conversation for Carmela to fill. 
Which she did. To the point of nausea. I did my best to 
tune out Carmela’s inane chatter as she started to tell me 
about how difficult it was to find a good hair-dresser at the 
Guild of Domestic Servants these days, now that they’d all 
been eaten by a passing tyrannosaurus rex (or possibly there 
was a more plausible explanation for this; I wasn’t really 
listening). And for a while this seemed to work. But 
eventually, even Carmela’s total self-absorption wasn’t quite 
enough to cushion her from the fact that I wasn’t listening 
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to what she was saying, and so she began to direct herself to 
Elene. I felt a twinge of jealousy as Elene responded with 
vigour – and soon the two of them were laughing 
hysterically at the (admittedly rather obnoxious) statue that 
Signor Nasato had commissioned of himself for the Villa’s 
atrium. 
 I told myself that I didn’t care if Elene become friends 
with Carmela. It wasn’t as if I’d made much of an effort on 
that front myself. 
 But still, I couldn’t help feeling that Elene deserved 
better company than a girl who colour co-ordinated her nail 
varnish with the collar of her lapdog.  
 By now, I was feeling alienated and a little overwhelmed 
by the press of feather-woven hairstyles and gaudily 
patterned dresses. I briefly wondered how different things 
would have been had Lucia been there with me. I could 
imagine us hiding ourselves away in a corner somewhere, 
and giggling behind our fans at the way Carmela’s friends 
preened themselves whenever a handsome banking scion 
walked past. Instead, I was fairly sure that Carmela’s friends 
were giggling at me. It was just like back at the Academy – 
without Lucia’s friendship, I was a target for their mockery. 
Eventually, I could stand it no longer. I muttered something 
about finding the cloakroom, and slipped away. My actual 
intention was to look for a drinks cabinet, and see that if it 
contained anything stronger than champagne. But as I 
stepped out into the tiled hallway, I spotted Elyas talking to 
Carmela’s older brother, Alessandro.  
 ‘Your father has the Duchessa’s ear,’ Elyas was saying. 
‘All I’m asking for is a half-hour meeting.’ 
 ‘And all I’m telling you is that she won’t agree to sell you 
the Rimini Palace, Elyas – whether your consortium can 
raise the money or not. Now, I confess, I don’t understand 
why she’s so reluctant, but there you go. The property is 
important to her, and she’s refused all previous offers to 
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purchase it. If you want to find out what happened to your 
father, you’ll have to do it some other way.’ 
 I wondered if I’d heard that right. 
 What connection did Elyas’ father have with the Rimini 
Palace? It was Lucia who vanished there, not Elyas’ father. 
As far as I understood it, Elyas’ father had vanished in the 
Calinnian Hills before I was born. But since I was still 
burning with humiliation about my behaviour at Rinaldo’s 
the previous evening, I had no desire stop and question him 
about it. Instead, I did a slightly undignified dive through 
the nearest doorway, and found myself in a dark, bookcase-
lined room, where the only light came from the torches 
outside the window. I was in the library, I realised – the 
library where Signor Nasato kept the Efif Manuscript on 
display in a glass cabinet.  
 I didn’t really want to be anywhere near the Manuscript. 
The Manuscript was tangled up with the Maze Garden, and 
the Maze Garden was tangled up with Lucia. I hovered for 
a few moments by the double doors, intending slip out 
again the moment that Elyas moved on. But somehow, 
despite my best intentions, I found the Manuscript pressing 
on my mind, reminding me that there had once been a time 
when I had exhausted myself trying to unlock its secrets; 
and as a result, I found myself being drawn inexorably 
towards the glass case at the other end of the room. 
Perhaps my old curiously to understand what had happened 
to Lucia wasn’t as dead as I thought it was. Perhaps I hadn’t 
wasted enough of my life chasing chimeras and dead ends. 
Either way, almost before I realised what I was doing, I had 
ended up by the glass cabinet, looking down at the Efif 
Manuscript and the strange mysteries that it contained. 
 I have only been allowed to flick through the 
Manuscript’s pages once – under strict supervision from a 
member of the University faculty. But I know everything 
that there is to know about the text. It was originally owned 
by the College of the Magi in Efif, but my father had 



WILLIAM DAWSON 

54 

rescued the text from destruction when the city was burned 
during the Shadi Civil War. My father had then carried the 
Manuscript all the way to Sicia Sapellio, where he’d sold it 
to the last Count of Rimini. The text had remained in the 
Count’s possession until he too went up in flames – at 
which point it’d passed into the possession of Signor 
Nasato. Its vellum pages are nine inches by six inches and 
collected into quires – that is, units of twenty-five pages. A 
total number of around 240 pages have survived out of a 
minimal possible of 275. There is strong evidence that 
many of the book’s bifolios were rearranged at various 
points in its history, and that the original page order was 
significantly different. These days the manuscript’s bindings 
are of goat skin, but insect holes on the first and last folios 
of the manuscript suggest that it originally had a wooden 
cover. The untranslatable writing reads from the top 
downwards, and is composed of long black lines to which 
curls and dots and dashes have been added – like musical 
notation on a stave. It is illustrated throughout, with 
strange, medieval drawings of unrecognisable plants and 
people dressed in fantastical garments – although the crude, 
coloured ink used to paint the illustrations is probably from 
a later date. Its subject matter ranges from the herbal, via 
the pharmaceutical and the biological, to the astronomical 
(although, the observations in this last section bear 
absolutely no resemblance to the stars, moons, and planets 
as we see them). Today, however, the Manuscript was open 
at a section on recipes. I think that the librarian turns the 
pages a couple of times a week to avoid bleaching. 
 I stared down at the intricate drawings of three different 
ways to cook an animal that had never existed, and I 
thought, this is stupid – I don’t want to look at this 
Manuscript, and I can’t spent the rest of the night hiding in 
the library. I should never have come to the ball. I should 
go home and get Rosa to cook me a proper dinner 
(preferably one that didn’t involve a creature that had 
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tentacles for a head). And then I should go to bed whilst I 
was still moderately sober. 
 I turned to leave, resentful of every person in the world 
who was having a happier evening than me – and at that 
moment Elene slipped into the room. ‘Oh, there you are,’ 
she said, as light and conversation from the ball flooded in 
after her. ‘I was worried that something had happened to 
you.’ 
 I immediately felt shabby.  
 Here was Elene, worrying about the fact that I had 
drifted away from the party for five minutes, whilst I’d had 
absolutely no compunction about deserting her in the 
middle of an unfamiliar part of town. And just to make me 
feel even guiltier, she’d brought me a glass of champagne. 
My mother clearly hadn’t got around to briefing her about 
my alcohol consumption yet. I took the glass gratefully, and 
managed to restrain myself from downing its contents in 
one gulp. I realised that my absence probably needed an 
excuse, so I said, ‘I was just avoiding Elyas. We had a bit of 
an embarrassing moment last night. You don’t need to 
know the details.’ 
 Elene looked suddenly hunched. ‘I – I understand…’ 
she said. 
 I frowned, remembering my mother’s comment about 
Elene and Elyas’ unhappy history with each other, and I 
said, ‘Do you two know each other?’  
 For the first time since I’d met her, Elene actually 
sounded abrupt when she said, ‘I don’t really want to talk 
about it.’ Then, to soften her words, she added, ‘Is that the 
famous Efif Manuscript?’ 
 She was clearly trying to dodge a painful topic of 
conversation. 
 Well, I’d done that myself more times than I cared to 
count, so I didn’t press Elene on the subject. ‘Yes,’ I said. 
‘That’s the manuscript that my father saved from the 
religious fanatics who burned the city of Efif.’ 
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 ‘Perhaps you could tell me the story?’ said Elene. 
 I really didn’t want to contribute to the mythology that 
my father has already created around the Manuscript, so I 
said, ‘Another time, perhaps.’ 
 ‘Of course,’ said Elene, quickly. ‘Sorry.’ 
 Silence fell. 
 Well done, Hana, I thought. You’ve just killed another 
conversation with Elene. 
 At that moment, trumpets rang out on the terrace, and I 
heard a hubbub of excited activity through the library 
windows. It sounded as if the Duchessa of Sicia Sapellio 
had just arrived – which was unusual, because Her Grace 
didn’t often attend social events. 
 Still, it gave Elene an opportunity to politely escape my 
toxic presence. 
 ‘You should go and see if somebody will introduce you 
to the Duchessa,’ I said to Elene – trying to offer her an 
easy exit. But from the flushed way that Elene exclaimed, 
‘Sorry – yes of course,’ I realised that she thought that I was 
trying to get rid of her. 
 I gave up. 
 I really shouldn’t be allowed out in polite society. 
 I should just go and sit in a corner, and get drunk. 
 



 

 
 

9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

fter Elene left the library, I lingered in the dark for a 
few moments to give her time to find somebody nicer 
than me to talk to; then I made my own way to the 
Ball Room. By the time I arrived, Her Grace had 
already made her entrance, attended by her 

Ceremonial Husbands, her heralds and hangers-on, and her 
soberly-suited advisors. She was a compact, stern looking 
woman, made sterner by the heavy black clothes that she 
still insisted on wearing in mourning for her eldest 
daughter, who had died three years before. I’m told that 
once upon a time, the Duchessas of Sicia Sapellio had been 
famous for the glorious feathers that grew in plumes and 
streamers from their scalps. But over the generations, they 
had lost their bird-of-paradise plumage, and the current 
Duchessa – Guilia II – had a pretty ordinary head of grey 
hair, with only a few, dull brown feathers about her 
temples. She didn’t leave her Glass Palace much these days, 
and most of the day-to-day battles for influence with the 
Major and Minor Guilds were fought by her elected 
Husbands. So, her presence at the party tonight had caused 
quite a stir. Everybody was watching her intently, 
whispering to each other behind fans, trying to guess at her 
reasons for being here. Her appearance at the ball was 
certainly a major boost for Signor Nasato’s next re-election 
campaign, and I could see political bigwigs and campaign 

A 
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donors taking note. In fact, the only person who didn’t 
seem to be focused upon the Duchessa at the moment was, 
ironically, the one person who had spent the last few days 
trying hardest to get an interview with her. Elyas. As I 
stopped a passing waiter, and took two glasses of 
champagne off him (‘One of them is for my mother’), I saw 
Elyas holding tightly onto Elene’s arm near the buffet table. 
‘Elene,’ he was saying, ‘you’re blowing this out of 
proportion. If you’d just calm down and be reasonable, 
you’d understand what I’m saying;’ and Elene, red-faced 
and shaking, replied, ‘I just can’t trust you any more, Elyas. 
Don’t you see that?’ 
 I wondered if I should give them some privacy. But 
since the music had stopped with the arrival of the 
Duchessa, Elyas’ voice was carrying across the sea of heads, 
and so getting out of earshot was not going to be easy. 
 ‘Elene, calm down,’ Elyas continued. ‘Of course you can 
trust me. I love you.’ 
 ‘You turned me into an accomplice thief, Elyas.’ 
 ‘Is that what this hysteria is about? Elene – I’m sorry. 
But I think you’re missing the point. Didn’t you hear? – I 
said that I love you.’ 
 ‘No you don’t, Elyas. You only started courting me 
because of my connection to the Professor.’ 
 ‘Oh, well, if you want to get petty –’ 
 ‘No, Elyas, stop. Please stop. I’ve spoken to my friends 
about this, and they told me that I shouldn’t let you bully 
me into thinking that I’m the one in the wrong. You used 
me, Elyas. You used me to get the information you wanted, 
and now that you’ve won, you want me as some sort of 
prize. Well, I won’t stand for it. I really won’t.’ 
 I knew that I should go and help Elene. But after Lucia 
had vanished, I’d never really made an effort to engage in 
the lives of my peers, and as a result I’d never learnt how to 
successfully navigate this sort of confrontation. It didn’t 
help that I’d fancied Elyas since I was a girl, and there was a 
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selfish part of me that was delighted by the fact that 
whatever fling he’d had with Elene had gone wrong. But 
even I, with my stunted social skills, could see that Elene 
was in distress. And to be honest, if I had to choose who I 
thought was the one most likely to have been a dickhead in 
this relationship, it would be Elyas. So I forced myself to 
put down my drinks, and I took a step forwards, intending 
to intervene, but with no real idea about what I was going 
to say. 
 It was thus perhaps to everybody’s good fortune that the 
Duchessa got there first. 
 ‘The first party that I attend in years, and my arrival gets 
upstaged by a lovers’ quarrel,’ she said, dryly. ‘Is everything 
alright?’ 
 ‘I – sorry – I –’ said Elene. 
 The Duchessa put a hand on Elene’s shoulder. ‘Take a 
breath,’ she said, kindly. ‘There’s no hurry.’ And in that 
instant I suspect that every brainless socialite in the room 
began to kick themselves that they hadn’t had the presence 
of mind to start an argument with Elyas Azrak just as Her 
Grace had entered the room. 
 Elene scrubbed at the tears on her cheeks and did her 
best to pull herself together. ‘Don’t trust this man, Your 
Grace,’ she managed to say. ‘I know he’s been trying to get 
a meeting with you but – just don’t trust him. He’s a thief.’ 
 Elyas tried to pull Elene away from the Duchessa. 
‘Elene – don’t –’ he began; but Elene continued to speak 
over the top of him, saying, ‘He told me that he loved me, 
Your Grace – but really he just wanted me to spy on 
Professor Nissim, and steal some documents from him.’ 
 I felt the brief vertigo of disorientation. 
 Elene had been spying on my father? 
 I couldn’t image a less likely mole if I tried. 
 I felt a sea-sick lurch of betrayal. I was the one who was 
supposed to do the lying, not Elene. Elene was supposed to 
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be a nice person. But apparently Elene had been lying to us 
from the start.  
 Well, I told myself, this is what comes from opening 
yourself up to strangers. I only had myself to blame. 
 I would forget Elene, and never speak to her again. 
 But at that moment Elyas, realising that Elene had said 
too much, in desperation exclaimed, ‘Don’t listen to her, 
Your Grace – she’s drunk more than she can handle.’ 
 This insult was too much for Elene. 
 ‘Oh Elyas,’ she said. ‘How could you?’ 
 And bursting into tears, she fled the room. 
 Elyas was furious. ‘Stupid cow,’ he said. 
 The Duchessa looked at him thoughtfully. ‘She seemed 
pretty intelligent to me.’ 
 There was a brief moment of silence. Then the room 
exploded into gossip. ‘Who’s the hysterical girl?’ I heard a 
commercial bill broker ask, and a bond merchant added, 
‘What a way to treat Signor Nasato’s hospitality. Her father 
should be horsewhipped.’  
 The sound of their voices grated against the inside of my 
skull. My brief moment of annoyance with Elene was 
already fading. So what if she had been stealing secrets from 
my father? I had stolen my father’s wallet on several 
occasions, once using it to take a trip all the way out to the 
underwater Sea Gardens in the Bay of Sapellio, so I was 
hardly blameless in this sort of matter. I hesitated a 
moment, then I downed one of my drinks, picked up the 
other, and went to look for her. 
 I left the Ball Room by the patio doors and plunged into 
the wild, dark garden beyond. Two of our larger moons – 
Pseudes and Barbaros – were out; and if I’d had an 
almanac, I’m sure that I could have picked out a score of 
the smaller ones against the stars. I used their faint light to 
navigate through the hints and suggestions of Signor 
Nasato’s night-black garden, weaving between the juniper 
shrubs and the bay trees where night-time insects whirred 
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and clicked, until the quiet hiccup of tears drew me to a 
little arbour, tucked away behind a break of cypress trees. 
 I found Elene curled up on a swing bench, her face 
buried in her arms. 
 I paused in the darkness just out of earshot, as a warm 
breeze stirred the sleeves of my dress. I wasn’t sure what I 
should do next. I knew that if it had been me weeping (an 
unlikely scenario, I know, but bear with me), my mother 
would have just snapped at me to pull myself together. 
 I decided that it was probably not a good idea to use my 
mother as a role model in this situation. 
 Instead, I went to sit next to Elene on the swing bench, 
still trying to think up a conversation opener. 
 It was a relief when Elene began to talk of her own 
accord. 
 ‘I’m so sorry,’ she hiccupped. ‘I’m so, so sorry. Your 
father is an amazing man, and I have betrayed him.’ 
 I gave an awkward shrug. ‘If it’s any comfort, I’m sure 
that he’s been far more disappointed by my behaviour over 
the last couple of days.’ 
 ‘It – it all seemed so innocent at first – Elyas was 
interested in the Rimini Gardens, your father was an expert 
on them. All I had to do was ask your father a few 
questions and pass the information on. But that wasn’t 
enough for Elyas. He wanted documents, and maps as well. 
I-I tried to avoid him, but he wouldn’t leave me alone. 
When he caught me this morning, I felt as if I had no 
choice. The only way to get rid of him was to do what he 
wanted. So I agreed to search your father’s office. Of 
course, then your mother caught me in there, and I thought 
that I’d die of mortification. B-but I got Elyas what he 
wanted, even though the contents of it made him very 
angry. I thought I was finally free. Instead – well, you saw 
me make a fool of myself in there. I can’t believe that I ever 
fell in love with that man. But – he was just so different from 
the university students, when I met at the campus garden 
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party, and I thought that he loved me back, and – and –’ 
She began to sob again. 
 I didn’t really want to go into details about Elene’s 
relationship with Elyas. He might have shown himself to be 
a thief and a bully (characteristics which, if I was honest, 
he’d always possessed), but my traitorous feelings still felt 
soft and warm at the thought of him. So partly to shut 
Elene up, but also because even I knew what was expected 
of me at this moment in time, I put an arm around her and 
said, ‘He’s a bastard.’ 
 ‘He’s a bastard,’ Elene agreed. 
 And that might have been the beginning of a beautiful 
friendship. After all, now that I knew that Elene had her 
flaws, just like me, she seemed a little more approachable. 
But then we were distracted by Elyas Azrak himself, 
storming through the summer darkness, shouting, ‘You 
bitch – you egocentric bitch! Have you any idea what you’ve 
done? Her Grace is refusing to deal with me now!’ 
 I felt Elene shrink into herself, balling herself up against 
Elyas’ fury. So, I got to my feet.  
 I might not know much about comforting people, but 
I’m an expert at a good argument. 
 ‘Elyas Azrak, take that mouth of yours, and do 
something useful with it, like –’ Kiss me? ‘– artificial pig 
insemination.’ 
 ‘Hana Nissim, this is none of your business – and I’m 
too fucked off with your father at the moment to talk to 
you.’ 
 ‘I’m pretty pissed off with my father too, but that’s not 
going to stop me from telling you that you’re a selfish, 
obnoxious –’ handsome, ‘– little worm, who doesn’t 
deserve a girl like Elene.’ 
 ‘Hana, just shut up for a change. You’ve no idea what 
you’re talking about. Elene has ruined my chance to arrange 
a sale of the Rimini Palace – and that in turn has ruined my 
chance to find out what happened to my father. Worse – do 
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you have any idea how furious my employers will be at this 
set-back? The Theophonic Foundation is not the sort of 
organisation that you let down lightly.’ 
 ‘Well, I’m sure with a personality like yours, you could 
always get a job as a debt guidance counsellor instead.’ 
 ‘I loved you Elene. I loved you, and this is how you repay 
me? Well, you’ll regret this. I know exactly how to make you 
regret this.’ 
 And with that threat hanging in the night air, he plunged 
away into the garden foliage, smashing aside laurel branches 
on his way towards the drive. 
 ‘Yes – you’d better run away from me!’ I shouted after 
him. 
 I turned to Elene, smiling evilly in triumph – only to 
find that Elene was shivering with fear. ‘He was so angry,’ 
she said. ‘Nobody’s ever been that angry with me before.’ 
 I went to help her down from the swing bench. ‘Elyas is 
all bluster,’ I told her. ‘He’ll shout and whine for a few days, 
and then he’ll forget about you. I shouldn’t worry too much 
about it.’ 
 ‘Are you sure?’ 
 I wasn’t, but I forced my smile still wider and said, ‘Of 
course I’m sure. Come on, I think that we’ve had enough 
excitement for one evening. Let’s get you home.’ 
 But it turned out that the evening had one last surprise 
for me. 
 As Elene felt around in the darkness for her reticule and 
a missing shoe, I happened to glance in the direction of a 
nearby garden wall – and there, peeking over the top, I saw 
the mask-face of a Green Man staring at us in the 
moonlight.  
 I felt a frisson of shock. 
 I thought that the things you experienced in childhood 
were supposed to look smaller when you revisited them as 
an adult. But unless I’d been seriously bad at judging height 
as a child, the Green Man tonight was considerably larger 
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than the one who’d attacked Lucia and me outside the 
Academy. The garden wall was at least ten feet high, but he 
could see over it quite comfortably, and his face was the 
size of cartwheel. Dried leaves stirred like hair in the wind, 
and the immovable face stared, and stared, and stared. For a 
moment I was transfixed, like a rabbit caught in a bright 
light. But then Elene, unaware of its malevolent presence, 
said, ‘There, I’m ready now,’ and before I quite knew what 
was happening, I found myself stumbling towards our hired 
carriage. 
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o the Green Man really was back. 
 I tried not to hyperventilate. 
 This was just like it had been before, I thought – 
the Green Man stalking me wherever I went, appearing 
whenever I least expected it. Suddenly, I was a child 

again, living in constant terror, waiting for an inevitable 
attack. 
 After the incident outside the Academy, Lucia and I had 
hardly dared leave our homes. We begged Lucia’s nanny to 
be more punctual when she picked us up from school (to 
no avail), and we tried to hint to our parents that employing 
a night-watchman would be a good idea (also to no avail; as 
kids, we clearly needed to work on our powers of 
persuasion). Whenever we were forced to step out into the 
street, we did so at a brisk walk – not quite running, because 
we didn’t want people to see how scared we were. We lived 
in a state of constant, adrenaline-saturated fear. 
 It didn’t help that there was a strange taste to the air. 
 Our dreams at night became vivid and nightmarish, 
filled with subconscious threats and brutal violence. At first 
we thought that it was just us, terrified by the Green Man. 
But then, at the Academy, some of our classmates began to 
complain of similar symptoms, and even the teachers 
looked pale and under-slept. 

S 
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 Much later, the authorities reckoned that we were 
breathing in the spores of a strange species of mushroom, 
which had hitherto been unrecorded by science. However, 
since these fungi promptly withered and died within the 
space of few days, nobody quite knew for sure. Their 
spores, though, provided a convenient explanation for any 
‘hallucinations’ that people had over the next couple of 
days. 
 I wish that we could have been so dismissive of what we 
saw. 
 Lucia and I had started to catch glimpses of green faces 
in the shrubbery again. At first we thought that it was our 
Green Man, back from the dead to get his revenge. But 
when one appeared at my bedroom window, causing both 
Lucia and me to scream, we saw enough of it to realise that 
its face was different – more feminine, with softer curves, 
and a yellower tone. It was hard to be sure, since the 
glimpses we got of the creatures were usually brief, but we 
eventually came to the conclusion there were at least three 
Green Men after us – possibly as many as five. 
 It was at this point, when we were at our most jumpy, 
that the neighbourhood madwoman pounced upon us. 
 Signora Pontecorvo was something of a figure of fun 
among the children of my neighbourhood. We’d discovered 
that if you shouted ‘Look behind you!’ very loudly at her, 
she’d panic and try to hide. She also had an unnatural fear 
of birds, which just encouraged some of the boys to trap 
finches and doves, and then release them in her face. I think 
that we had all succumbed to laughing at her at some point 
– except, probably, Lucia. But the old lady was harmless 
enough, and when we weren’t persecuting her, we didn’t 
pay her much attention. She was too poor even for the 
Church Moneylenders to look after, so instead she would 
shamble around the narrow streets and courts, peering in 
bins, muttering to herself, and generally behaving oddly. 
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 On this particular morning, she must have been doing 
one of her usual perambulations about the neighbourhood. 
I had been kicked out of our apartment by my mother 
because it was summer and I hadn’t been getting enough 
fresh air recently. Lucia was with me. We were huddled 
together in the tenement yard, peering up the shady, 
dovecot-windowed buildings, looking for signs of Green 
Men, when Signora Pontecorvo came creeping up behind 
us. 
 ‘They will keep coming, you know,’ she said. ‘They will 
keep coming until they retrieve what they’ve lost.’ 
 Lucia gave a yelp of terror. I jumped. 
 ‘W-who will?’ I managed to stammer. 
 Signora Pontecorvo scrubbed at her temples with her 
fists, as if she was trying to rid herself of a bad memory. ‘I 
see them, creeping through the dusk, all knobbly feet and 
trailing hands.’ 
 ‘Do you mean –?’ I stopped, afraid of sounding mad. 
Then I decided that it didn’t matter if Signora Pontecorvo 
thought my question strange, because she was already mad, 
and thus not likely to care much about the madness in 
others. ‘Do you mean the Green Men?’ I whispered, and 
Lucia, hunched behind me, added, ‘We don’t have the 
crown any more, signora. We buried it in the garden.’ 
 ‘No, no, no,’ said Signora Pontecorvo. ‘That won’t do. 
Crowns should be worn on heads, like hats, and helmets, 
and tiaras. Gardens are for flowers, and trees, and Green 
Men –’ 
 ‘So you do know about the Green Men!’ I exclaimed. 
 ‘Shhhhh!’ said Signora Pontecorvo. ‘Shhhhh! There are 
no such thing as Green Men. There are no such thing as 
Green Men. There are no such thing as Green Men. There 
are no such thing as Green Men…’ 
 ‘She’s gone crazy again,’ I said to Lucia; and suddenly 
Signora Pontecorvo looked me in the eye and gave a shriek. 



WILLIAM DAWSON 

68 

‘Get away from me, you horrible child!’ she screamed. ‘Get 
away! Get away!’ 
 I needed no further encouragement. 
 I grabbed Lucia’s hand and dragged her to the metal 
fire-escape that zigzagged up the wall of our tenement. I 
probably shouldn’t have called Signora Pontecorvo crazy to 
her face. 
 As we pounded up the ringing stairs, I heard the mad 
woman shout one last thing. 
 ‘Tell your father that I’ll never forgive him!’ she 
shrieked. 
 Needless to say, I didn’t pass this message on. 
 

 
 
I have one other vivid memory from that time. 
 It involves my father. 
 Piecing things together later, I realise that my father was 
under a lot of stress during this period. The political 
situation was deteriorating and the city was choosing sides – 
Law Guild versus Bankers Guild, reactionaries versus 
reformers. If you happened to be on the wrong side, then 
life could get very difficult indeed. My father, of course, was 
on the wrong side. He worked for the university, which was 
run by the Guild of Educators, which was allied with the 
Law Guild. But because of his acquaintanceship with Signor 
Nasato (I hesitate to use a word as strong as friendship), my 
father was seen as being sympathetic to the Guild of 
Bankers. My father’s position at the university had thus 
become very awkward. I have a lot of fuzzy memories of 
him arguing with my mother about the most petty of things 
– a coffee cup left in the wrong place or the fact that Rosa 
had served dinner a quarter of an hour later than normal. 
He was away from the apartment even more than usual, and 
on the rare occasions that he came home, he would shut 
himself up in his study for hours on end, having tense 
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conversations with the other members of his secret society. 
My mother grew exasperated by this behaviour, and she 
would bait him with cryptic remarks along the lines of, 
‘This is all your fault, you realise.’ And my father would 
splutter and shake his head, and tell her to go to hell. At the 
time, I just assumed that they were talking about politics. 
But looking back, I wonder.  
 Then one night – the night before Lucia, quite literally, 
fell out of my life – my father came into my room. 
 I was just going to bed. 
 ‘Are you going to tell me a story?’ I asked, hopefully. 
 ‘No,’ said my father shortly. ‘I wanted a brief chat.’ He 
perched uncomfortably on the edge of my bed, then 
exclaimed, ‘Oh, for God’s sake Hana, have you been eating 
biscotti in here again? You’ve got crumbs everywhere.’ 
 I tried to look innocent, but I think that I just ended up 
squinting. 
 ‘Perhaps it was Joram,’ I said, afraid that I would scare 
my father away from this rare moment of intimacy. But my 
father just grunted, and brushed the crumbs from the 
sheets. 
 ‘Hana,’ he said. ‘Do you remember your seventh 
birthday?’ 
 I screwed up my face in thought. ‘Was that the one 
when I got so excited that I ate too much cake and was sick 
everywhere?’ I asked. 
 ‘No –’ 
 ‘Was it the other birthday when I got so excited that I ate 
too much cake and was sick everywhere?’ 
 ‘No.’ 
 ‘Was it the one where I wanted a swiftball racquet like 
Lucia’s, but you bought me a pair of shoes instead, and I 
cried a lot?’ 
 ‘No – look, it doesn’t matter –’ 
 ‘I still don’t understand why you wouldn’t buy me a 
swiftball racquet.’ 
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 ‘Hana, please, just listen to me. I want you to know that 
if anything is worrying you, you can come to me. I realise 
that I haven’t always been there for you, but –’ He pulled 
up his sleeve. ‘Remember our birthmark?’ 
 We both had exactly the same birthmark on our wrists, 
shaped like a little brown leaf. 
 I pulled up the sleeve of my nightshirt and compared 
arms. 
 ‘That means we’re family, right?’ I said. 
 For a moment my father looked very sad. It was as if all 
the cumulative cares and worries of his life had been 
deposited onto his brow in one moment. ‘It means that 
you’re more my daughter than you could ever realise,’ he 
said. ‘Is there anything that you wish to tell me?’ 
 For a moment, I was tempted to tell him about the 
wicker crown, and about the Green Men, and about Signora 
Pontecorvo’s weird shout that she would never forgive him. 
But then I remembered that I’d stolen the wicker crown 
from his study, and that I had spied upon his meetings, and 
I was afraid that he would be cross, so I pulled the bedsheet 
up over my mouth, and shook my head. ‘No, everything’s 
fine, father,’ I said. ‘Are you alright?’ 
 My father rubbed his face. ‘I do hate it when you remind 
me of your mother,’ he said. 
 And that immediately ruined the moment for me. 
 I’d spent so much of my life trying not to be like my 
mother, that to be compared to her now was the gravest of 
insults. 
 ‘Well, good night then,’ I said, grumpily, and I pretended 
to go to sleep. 
 

 
 
I have often wondered if things would have gone differently 
had I told my father the truth at that point.  
 Would he have been better prepared? 
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 Could Lucia have been saved? 
 But that, of course, is something that I will never know. 
Because all the parts of my story were now in motion, and 
the greatest tragedy of my life was only a few, short hours 
away. 



 

 
 

11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

fter the Ball, I waited, edgily, for something to 
happen. 
 But nothing did. 
 I realise that this is pretty bad for the tension of 
my story, but there were good reasons for this delay, 

and they will become clear very shortly. 
 Elene went back to her Halls of Residence. In the wake 
of her departure, my father ransacked his office, muttering 
angrily about ‘ungrateful students’ and trying to work out 
what information she’d stolen from him. I couldn’t share 
his fury. I’d only known Elene for a couple of days, but she 
had reminded me that, with a bit of effort, I could be a 
better person, and I found myself missing her earnest 
presence. It didn’t help that my mother had started to ask 
me pointed questions about how long I intended to stay at 
their apartment. I told her that I’d sent my references off to 
the Guild of Domestic Servants in case any upper class 
families were looking for a governess, even though I didn’t 
actually have any references to send (my departure from 
Went had been, shall we say, abrupt). I then spent most of 
my time in the local cafés and bars, drinking coffee and 
limoncello, and trying to pluck up the courage to pay Elene 
a visit. However, the one time I did make my way over to 
the University, I caught a glimpse of her walking across the 
leafy quad with her student friends – her nice student 

A 
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friends, with smart clothes, and intellectual manners – and 
my courage failed me. I fled to the nearest bar, and tried to 
reassure myself that I was happy that she had people to 
protect her if Elyas did something stupid.  
 But really, I just felt jealous. 
 As for Elyas himself, he appeared to have vanished. No 
one in the neighbourhood knew where he’d gone – not 
even the Rossi Brothers, who were rather angry about his 
absence, because he owed them a lot of money. I told 
myself that it would serve Elyas right if the Rossi Brothers 
decided to track him down and administer a couple of 
broken legs as punishment.  
 I just hoped that they would leave his face alone. 
 But to be honest, Elyas wasn’t really at the forefront of 
my mind during those hot, tense days after the Ball. I was 
more disquieted by the fact that the Green Men seemed to 
have disappeared too. I had seen no sign of them since the 
night in Signor Nasato’s garden, and that worried me. What 
were they after this time, I wondered? And why had they 
reappeared again, only to abruptly vanish? I started going to 
the Maze Gardens regularly, looking for answers. But 
although I searched among the collapsed walls and 
disorientating foliage, I found nothing out of the ordinary. I 
began to wonder if my sighting of the Green Man at the 
Nasato Ball had just been a trick of my brain, like those 
optical illusions that convince you that you are seeing a bent 
line when it is actually straight. 

The rest of the city, meanwhile, settled into the routines 
of the new financial year. The gold reserves were checked 
by a ceremonial procession of guild leaders, arrayed in their 
feathered headdresses of office and conveyed through the 
streets on the backs of donkeys. The Duchessa authorised 
the issue of a new tranche of government bonds, printed 
with pictures of the city’s blue flamingos, to finance the 
building of a new railway into the city’s hinterland. And the 
telegraph workers joined forces with the telephone workers 
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to finally set up their own guild, outside the control of the 
Guild of Printmakers. Life went on as normal. 
 But then, two weeks after the Ball, the Green Men 
suddenly reinserted themselves violently into my life. 
 And nothing would ever be the same again. 
 

 
 
The day began so well. 
 I’d managed to finish my breakfast without getting into 
an argument with my mother. I’d even exchanged a few 
words with Joram as he searched for his schoolbooks, 
which probably constituted the longest conversation that 
we’d had since I’d got home. Then, just as I was putting my 
hat on to go out, there was a knock at the door. It was 
Giuesppina, the butcher’s daughter. Somebody had paid her 
a couple of bronze coins to deliver a letter to me, even 
though the Guild of Letters and Correspondence would 
have had a fit if it heard. 
 I was startled. Nobody ever sent me letters. 
 I flicked the fold of paper open, and scanned my eyes 
over the neat, slanting handwriting. ‘Sorry for resorting to 
skulduggery,’ it said. ‘But I suspect that your family won’t 
want to see me just now. In fact, I suspect that you won’t 
want to see me, either. But just in case you do, and you 
fancy a coffee, I’m sat in an establishment called Rinaldo’s 
on the corner.’ 
 It was signed, Elene. 
 I grinned, and paid Giuesppina another bronze coin for 
her troubles, not caring if it broke the law. For the first time 
in weeks, it felt as if my life was looking up. 
 I should have known that it was too good to be true. 
 

 
 
By the time I arrived at Rinaldo’s, it was all over. 
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 I turned into the piazza and saw that the red and white 
striped awning of the bar had been torn from its frame and 
was now flapping in the hot wind. Shattered glass lay strewn 
across the pavement, as if somebody had dropped a very 
large ice bucket, whilst the window frames splintered and 
jack-knifed out of the building at jagged angles. Whatever 
had attacked the place had done so in a frenzy, because 
chrome-topped tables and openwork chairs were scattered 
from the cab-stand to the fountain at opposite ends of the 
piazza. Even the building’s guttering had been bent, as if 
some creature had tried to climb up it, but had proven too 
heavy. A crowd of shopkeepers and passersby was gathered 
about the scene, partly to help the injured, who were sat on 
the curb with bleeding foreheads and lacerated arms, but 
mainly just to gaze in awe at the destruction. It looked as if 
the place had been hit by a bomb. 
 But I knew that no bomb had done this. 
 I frantically shoved my way through the crowd, ignoring 
the cries of, ‘Hey – watch out!’ and ‘That one never has any 
bloody manners.’ 
 ‘Where is she?’ I demanded. ‘Where is Elene?’ 
 ‘Who?’ somebody asked. 
 I was too scattered to formulate a proper description. 
‘You know – the nice girl,’ I said, desperately. ‘Her name is 
Elene, and she’s really very – nice.’ 
 One of the Rossi boys – the young brother, Marcello – 
looked up from where he was sat on the cobbles, holding a 
reddened tea-towel to his cheek. His eyes had an oddly 
vacant look, as if his lifetime’s experience of kicking down 
doors and beating up people with crowbars hadn’t quite 
prepared him for the sight that he’d just witnessed. 
 ‘If you mean the university student,’ he said, ‘then they 
took her with them when they left.’ 
 ‘Who took her?’ I demanded, although in truth I already 
knew. 
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 Marcello Rossi stared disbelievingly at nothing in 
particular. 
 ‘I-I don’t know,’ he said. ‘All I know is that they were 
green.’ 
 

 
 
I was living in a circular nightmare. 
 As a child, I’d made a friend, and the Green Men had 
taken her. 
 Now, as an adult, I’d made another friend, and the 
Green Men had taken her too. 
 I turned on the spot, hands on my head, my bonnet on 
the ground, not knowing what to do. 
 The Green Men had snatched Elene, just as they had 
snatched Lucia a decade before. I would never see either of 
them again. I was doomed to spend my life mourning 
people who had been stolen away from me before their 
time. Elene’s absence would haunt me just as Lucia’s did, 
slowly screwing me up tighter and tighter until something 
within me snapped, and I –  
 A passing tram bell made me jump. 
 I forced myself to get a grip. I wasn’t a child any more, 
powerless to do anything in the face of sudden threats. I 
was an adult now, with an adult’s experience, and an adult’s 
resources. 
 If Elene had been snatched by the Green Men, then I 
could do something that I hadn’t been able to do when 
Lucia had been snatched. 
 I could try to get her back. 



 

 
 

12 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

his, then, is the real story of what happened to Lucia 
Tosetti. 
 In those final hours before tragedy struck, 
everybody at the Academy was feeling sluggish, as if 
they were drugged up with opiates, or were heavy with 

cold. Our health and gymnastics lesson was a disaster, full 
of irritable, under-slept girls who didn’t have enough energy 
to vault the pommel horse, but who did have the energy to 
squabble about who got the best lockers. Lucia and I were 
more alert than most, simply because we were still high on 
adrenaline from our fear of the Green Men. We were slowly 
packing our kit bags, dreading the moment when we’d have 
to leave the safety of the Academy, when Carmela said, 
‘Look! Look! The birds are dropping out of the sky!’ 
 We all pushed our way to the door of the changing 
rooms, and peered out over each others’ shoulders, along 
the covered walkway that flanked our school hall. Carmela 
was right. Crows, thrushes, foxwings, pigeons and doves 
were dropping out of the sky, like soft, fat raindrops – if 
soft, fat raindrops caused a bone crunching thud each time 
they struck the ground. Some of the birds made an effort to 
pick themselves up again, flapping lethargically against the 
grass for a few minutes as they strained to get airborne; but 
after a while even these fighters went still.  
 ‘Is there poison in the air?’ asked Carmela. 

T 
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 Nobody knew. We grabbed our bags and fled the 
Academy grounds, breathing shallowly to try and avoid 
getting toxins in our lungs. But outside the school, more 
bird corpses littered the road – and they crunched horribly 
as dazed wagon drivers drove their carts over them. I 
looked around urgently for Lucia’s nanny and the family 
barouche, but neither of them were in sight. With the threat 
of the Green Men still hanging over us, I told Lucia that we 
shouldn’t hang around in open, and so, after a quick 
consultation, we decided to take shelter in Signora Fermi’s 
sweetshop. 
 We’d barely stepped into the street when a Green Man 
came lurching into view. 
 I looked around frantically, shocked that he would walk 
so brazenly in the open with so many people around to see 
him. But whatever had made everybody sluggish, had also 
numbed them to the appearance of strange apparitions, and 
even the sharp-minded lawyers on their way to the financial 
courts barely looked up at the Green Man as he strode 
towards us. 
 ‘Run!’ I shouted at Lucia. 
 We threw ourselves through the doorway of the 
sweetshop, and slammed the door shut behind us. 
 ‘Do you think he will follow us inside?’ asked Lucia. 
 I didn’t know. I quickly pulled the bar across the door, 
not caring if Signora Fermi told us off for shutting out her 
customers. Then I turned to explain what was happening to 
Signora Fermi. 
 But it turned out that Signora Fermi had her own 
problems to worry about. She was slumped against her 
counter, breathing heavily, and looking sick. 
 ‘It’s the air,’ whispered Lucia. ‘Whatever’s killing the 
birds is also affecting her.’ 
 I took the opportunity to help myself to some sweets. 
‘Should we call a doctor?’ I asked. 
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 Lucia, overwhelmed by the responsibility that had been 
thrust upon us, said, ‘Perhaps I should make her a cup of 
tea?’ 
 So whilst Lucia vanished off into the back of the shop, I 
hovered by the door, afraid that the Green Men would try 
to break in at any moment. I had no idea what I’d do if they 
did – I wasn’t exactly built for holding back doors. So, 
when a knock on the glass came, I very nearly ran away. But 
from somewhere deep within me, I found the courage to 
peer between the rows of sweet jars that filled the window – 
and I saw the face of Signor Rocco, from the Post Office 
Guildhouse, looking back at me. 
 I quickly opened the door. 
 ‘Please, Signor Rocco,’ I said. ‘You have to help us. 
Signora Fermi is ill.’ 
 Signor Rocco took a strange, lurching step into the 
shop. To my dismay, I realised that his eyes were glassed 
and black. They looked frighteningly like the eyes of a 
Green Man. ‘Thieves,’ he croaked. ‘Thieves.’ 
 I realised that he’d been possessed by whatever force 
was looking for the wicker crown. 
 ‘Lucia!’ I cried. ‘Lucia we have to go!’ 
 I ran into the back of shop, and dragged Lucia out of 
the rear entrance. We stumbled into the lamp-lit dusk, 
behind the Court of Commercial Appeal. Everywhere I 
looked, I could see clerks and barristers and apprentice-
solicitors slumped in the street, as if they’d fallen asleep 
where they stood. The bells of horse-drawn ambulances 
rang somewhere on an approaching road, but we didn’t 
dare wait for them to arrive. Instead, we fled up the hill, 
towards Lucia’s home. I don’t know how much hope we 
had of finding safety there. It felt as if the Green Men could 
follow us anywhere, and I had horrible visions of Lucia’s 
parents being possessed like Signor Rocco. But we didn’t 
know where else to go. 
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 It was as we were running past the gates of the Rimini 
Palace that a second Green Man caught up with us. His 
vine-fingers sprang out of nowhere to wrap themselves 
about my arm. 
 ‘Stolen,’ he hissed. 
 I screamed. ‘We don’t have the crown anymore!’ I cried. 
‘We buried it in the garden.’ 
 ‘Thieves,’ hissed the Green Man. 
 I struggled to pull myself free, and Lucia – dearest Lucia, 
who’d never been a particularly brave girl, Lucia who could 
have got away had she kept on running – was suddenly 
ripping at the Green Man’s back. ‘Let go of her!’ she 
screamed. ‘Let go!’ But the Green Man had learnt from his 
unfortunate brother, and his composition was woodier and 
hardier than the Green Man we’d previously defeated. It 
was thus a lot harder to pull him apart with our bare hands. 
I kicked and I bit, desperately trying to twist myself free. 
But the Green Man dragged me inexorably through the 
gates of the Rimini Palace, and towards the entrance of the 
Maze Garden. 
 ‘Help us!’ screamed Lucia. ‘Help us!’ 
 But the people lying slumped on the Street of Floating 
Flowers were too drugged up to do anything in response to 
her cry. 
 I continued to fight as the Green Man dragged me 
through the overgrown Gardens. But I was wearying now. 
Lucia stoutly kept up her barrage of fists, but the Green 
Man paid her no attention. When we reached the central 
garden, the Green Man hauled me over to the gardener’s 
hut and shoved me inside. In the middle of the hut, there 
was a circular hole in the floor. I had seen it before on 
many occasions, covered by an iron grate. But the grate was 
lying to one side now, and I could hear the sound of 
rushing water below us. I screamed as the Green Man 
heaved me towards the hole, convinced that I was about to 
die – and suddenly a figure appeared in the hut’s doorway, 
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wearing a gas mask and gloves, and with a machete in his 
hand. He pushed Lucia out of the way, and hacked at the 
Green Man until the creature was forced to let go of me 
and defend itself. There was a bit of scuffle, an exchange of 
blows, and then the gas mask was knocked aside, and to my 
utter surprise I saw that it was my father who had come to 
our rescue. With a last, heavy swipe, he somehow managed 
to decapitate the Green Man. ‘Don’t just stand there 
gawping!’ he bellowed. ‘Run!’ 
 I stumbled over the shrub-like body, making for the exit 
– but now three other Green Men had appeared, all leafy-
heads and woody limbs. They crowded into the hut, their 
vine fingers twisting towards us. My father tackled the first 
one to the floor, smashing at it with the butt of his axe. But 
one of the creature’s vine hands had nonetheless managed 
to grab hold of my ankle, and suddenly I found myself 
being dragged towards the hole again. 
 ‘Father, help me!’ I screamed. 
 My father raised his machete to begin another strike. But 
we were clearly outnumbered, and there was only so much 
damage that his axe could do in the close confines of the 
shed.  
 So, after a split second of hesitation, he dropped the axe 
and grabbed Lucia by the arm. 
 ‘Here!’ he yelled, ‘have her instead!’ 
 And he threw my best friend down the well. 

 


