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    To my dear father. I know we don't talk alot anymore but know that whatever you create, there is hope coming.

      

    

ACT I — THE SUMMONING

Chapter One: The Door That Was Expected

The city smelled of river water and burning wood.

Anthony became aware of himself all at once—the way one does when dropped suddenly into a body that was never quite one's own. He stood in a narrow street in Florence, in the year 1497, wearing linen that was slightly too large and sandals that fit perfectly, as if someone had anticipated the size of his feet and found that amusing.

He had one instruction.

Find Leonardo da Vinci.

That was it. Nothing about what to say when he arrived. Nothing about why. Nothing about how long he was meant to stay, or what would happen after. Heaven, when it gave orders, tended toward the minimal. Anthony had learned not to ask.

He was seventeen by appearance—broad-shouldered in the way that suggested recent growth, with dark hair that fell past his jaw and eyes the colour of winter clouds, pale grey shot through with silver, the kind of eyes that made people instinctively lower their voices. He moved through the city carefully, the way a child watches where he puts his feet, though the motion was more habit than caution. He was not afraid of Florence. He was simply paying attention.

The house was not difficult to find. He asked a woman selling bread at the corner of a wide square, and she pointed without hesitation, as if she had been asked before.

"Da Vinci's workshop," she said. "Second lane past the church. Knock firmly—he doesn't hear soft."

Anthony thanked her. She pressed a small roll into his hand before he could leave. He took it, puzzled, then remembered that he was supposed to look like a boy who needed feeding. He ate it on the way.

The workshop door was heavy oak, dark with age, banded in iron that had started to rust at the corners. There were faint marks near the handle where someone had pressed their palm repeatedly over many years. Anthony looked at these for a moment. Then he knocked.

The sound seemed too loud for the size of his fist.

A long pause. Then footsteps—unhurried, deliberate, the walk of a man who had decided long ago that urgency was for other people.

The door opened.

Leonardo da Vinci was sixty-five years old, and he looked exactly like the kind of person who would spend sixty-five years becoming exactly this. His beard was long and silver, his eyes deep-set and very dark, his hands—visible even now—covered in the particular ink-stain that never quite washed out of a working artist's fingers. He was taller than Anthony had expected. He wore a plain linen robe, and he was holding a piece of charcoal.

He looked at Anthony.

Then he smiled.

Not the smile of a man surprised by an unexpected visitor. Not polite. Not cautious.

The smile of a man who has been waiting for something, and has just watched it arrive.

"There you are," said Leonardo da Vinci.

Anthony opened his mouth, then closed it. He was not sure what he had expected—some confusion, perhaps, or the need to explain himself—but not this. Not recognition.

"I was told to find you," Anthony said.

"Yes," said Da Vinci. He stepped back from the door, gesturing inward with the charcoal as if it were a conductor's baton. "Come in. Mind the second step—the board is loose and I haven't had time to fix it."

Anthony stepped inside.

The workshop was exactly what he had imagined, and completely different. Tables everywhere, covered in papers and sketches and objects he couldn't name. Lamps burning in the corners even though it was only mid-morning. The smell of linseed oil and something faintly metallic. And along every wall—drawings. Studies of hands, of faces, of birds' wings, of water in motion. Hundreds of them, layered and pinned and stacked, overlapping like the pages of a book that had been living inside out.

Anthony stood in the middle of it and turned slowly, taking it all in.

"Do you like it?" Da Vinci said, watching him.

"It's a lot," Anthony said honestly.

Da Vinci laughed—a genuine sound, warm and slightly surprised, like he had not expected the answer to be so direct. "It is," he agreed. "I have been told this repeatedly and have not managed to care." He moved to a worktable and set down the charcoal, then turned back to look at Anthony with the same attentiveness he had given the door.

"You look tired," he said. "Sit."

"I'm not—"

"Sit," Da Vinci said again, not unkindly. "You have just arrived somewhere you don't understand yet. That is always tiring, even when you don't notice it."

Anthony sat.

Da Vinci poured him water from a clay jug, set it on the table in front of him, and then settled into the chair across with the practised ease of someone who spent most of his life in chairs. He folded his hands on the table.

"I have a project," he said. "It requires assistance. Specific assistance." He paused. "You are not quite what I imagined."

"What did you imagine?"

"Something more..." He searched for the word. "Certain. You look like a boy who is still deciding what to do with himself."

Anthony considered this. He thought about Heaven, about the way everyone there had always known exactly what he was—a child that death had interrupted, a permanent ward of the celestial, something to be loved collectively but never particularly. He had never been uncertain there, because uncertainty required a self to be uncertain about.

"I'm deciding," he admitted.

Da Vinci smiled again, slower this time. "Good," he said. "That's better than I hoped." He rose from the chair and moved toward a door at the far end of the workshop—another room, darker than this one. "Come. I'll show you what we're working on. And I'll introduce you to my other assistant."

"You have another?"

"He arrived three days ago," Da Vinci said. "He also came alone. He also didn't quite know why." He glanced back over his shoulder, and something in his expression was quiet and deliberate. "I suspect you two will have a great deal to talk about."
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Chapter Two: A Name Given

The second room was smaller and smelled of beeswax and old paper. It was darker too, the single window covered by a half-drawn cloth that turned the afternoon light amber. Everywhere—more sketches. But these were different in character from the ones in the main workshop: more precise, less exploratory. Diagrams, almost. Geometry laid over anatomy.

Anthony studied them while Da Vinci moved about the room with the particular efficiency of someone who knew every surface by memory. He was aware that he was being watched doing this.

"What do you see?" Da Vinci asked.

Anthony looked more carefully. Wings—but not birds' wings. The proportions were wrong for birds. Too large, too structured, the feathers arranged in a pattern that suggested less flight and more something else. Function, maybe. Architecture.

"Wings," he said. "But they're built for something other than flying."

"Yes." Da Vinci came to stand beside him. He was close enough that Anthony could see the fine silver lines in his beard, the ink beneath his thumbnail. "What else?"

"People," Anthony said, looking at the next sheet. "The same person, drawn in different positions. Always at the centre of something." He traced the air over the image with one finger, following the concentric circles that radiated outward from the figure at the middle. "Like they're a point."

"A fixed point," Da Vinci said softly. "Yes." He moved away. "You are observant. That's good. I need observant people." He picked up a small bound notebook from the corner
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