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				She watched it glide away, a long white shape cutting gracefully through the water. Bubbles foamed back from its strong shoulders, and what she had taken for weed was hair, she realised now. A mane… It was a horse! A swimming horse. A water horse, galloping away down the canal.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				THE GIRL IN THE KINGFISHER blue dress dipped and swirled and spun across the floor, with the young boy laughing and twirling after her. Her mask was a glittering bird, to match her feathered dress, and his was a fox, sharp-nosed, with silver wire whiskers. He didn’t know who she was, but he had asked her to dance after he saw her swipe a fingerful of cream from the top of one of the elaborate trifles on the supper table. She had seen him watching, and she’d looked so guilty, even under the mask, that he’d laughed out loud, and she had laughed too.

				‘Shall we dance the next one?’ he asked her eagerly, and brushed a kiss across her hand.

				But then her dark eyes behind the mask clouded, and she muttered an excuse and hurried away, leaving him standing in the middle of the floor.

				Had he offended her, asking for another dance? He watched her dart through the crowds and away into another room and sighed. He would go and wait by the supper table, to see if she came back.

				But the girl in the kingfisher dress had flung herself through the laughing, dancing partygoers to a discreet little side-room. It was reserved for ladies who found themselves caught short, and needed help with their hundred-layered petticoats, and stiff satin skirts. She shut the door, and leaned on it, wishing she hadn’t let that boy swing her round and round so fast. All that cream, on top of crystallised fruits. She should have been more careful. It was just so exciting not to be a princess, for a night. Everyone wore masks on New Year’s Eve, it was the tradition, and Venice was a city that lived by its traditions.

				If he’d known who she was, he would have treated her like the blown glass from the islands. He wouldn’t even have dared to touch her hand – let alone kiss it.

				The young servant girl left in charge of the room didn’t recognise Olivia for the princess either, not in her jewelled bird mask, topped with its crown of gleaming feathers. There were several other little birds dancing in the halls, and the girl dipped a sketchy curtsey, and smirked as Olivia snatched at a basin, and sank into a chair, gulping painfully. It was no good. She fought at the ribbon ties and tore off her mask to be quietly sick.

				Then she caught the maid’s eye as she looked up, and saw the expressions flit across the girl’s face. Shock. Fear that she had been rude. And was that excitement, just a little, at being so close to the princess?

				But mostly there was a sharp, undisguised look of dislike.

				Why did the girl hate her so?

				Olivia blinked, and the maid suddenly busied herself tidying away the basin, and fetching a delicate glass of cool water with lemon peel, and a bowl of warm water for the princess to wash her hands. She didn’t look up at Olivia again.

				The strangeness of that look hid what had happened for a moment, but as Olivia lay back in the chair and watched the girl scurry about, she realised that she felt quite odd. Not ill – this was a clearness in her head. A sharpness to her thoughts – perhaps it was why she had noticed the girl’s angry face. Usually she wouldn’t even have cared. She didn’t look at servants, why would she?

				As she patted her cheeks with a scented cloth, and dabbed perfume in the hollows of her neck, Olivia realised that everything felt different. Things were…brighter. It was the only way she could describe it – as if a layer of dust had been swept away. Pretty, glittery dust, but dust that had still softened and furred the edges of her thoughts.

				A dust that had bewitched her since she was tiny. A spell – lots of spells – floating away into the air like glittering dust motes. She had broken free, when she’d never even known that she was bound…

				The water closed over her face, jade green, milky and warm, and she breathed bubbles. Her lungs burned, and she gasped in water, choking and struggling as the sunlight drifted further away…

				‘My lady?’

				Warmth – a strong body, pushing her back up to the surface…

				Someone was standing outside the thick, embroidered curtains and whispering. They were only whispering very, very quietly, of course. It would be most improper for anyone to raise their voice to the daughter of the duke.

				Olivia surfaced slowly, dragging herself from deep, watery dreams. She stretched out a pale hand, wafting it vaguely at the heavy brocade. At once, the maid drew the curtains aside. She looked relieved, Olivia thought, trying not to smile. Poor Etta had to make sure Olivia got up, without actually being so rude as to wake her. Sometimes, on those days when she felt bored before she’d even got out of bed, and she knew that there would be an endless round of audiences, and lessons, and council sessions, Olivia pretended she was still asleep, just to see what Etta would do. The servant girl’s best effort so far was to waft the scent of Olivia’s morning chocolate in through the curtains with one of her own fans.

				‘Chocolate, my lady?’ Etta murmured, balancing the heavy tray on one hip, while she deftly looped back the curtains.

				‘Please tell me there are biscuits…’ Olivia said, wriggling up in bed and blinking. Her eyes felt sticky, and her dreams had been distinctly odd. Unpleasant, she thought, although she couldn’t quite remember. She felt as though she’d hardly slept at all.

				‘Here, my lady,’ Etta cooed, passing her a delicately painted plate, laden with scented golden wafers.

				Olivia dipped one in her chocolate, and sighed. ‘Is it raining?’

				‘No, my lady.’ Etta glanced at her sideways, as though trying to gauge the princess’s mood. Would she get snapped at, if she dared more than a straight yes or no answer?

				The little princess sucked at the biscuit, and dipped it in again, peering thoughtfully at the curtains on the other side of the bed.

				Etta hurried round to pull them back and tie them up out of the way. ‘It’s quite sunny, my lady,’ she murmured. ‘Warm.’ She darted over to the window shutters, and laid a hand on them questioningly.

				Olivia nodded. ‘I suppose you’d better,’ she said gloomily.

				As Etta unlatched the shutters and drew them open, a dancing golden light shimmered over the walls, and caught the gilding on the furniture. Etta smiled as the warmth eased her aching shoulders, but the little princess squirmed and moaned, shielding her eyes from the light. ‘So bright, ugh. Still, I suppose we won’t be soaked, like last year. It was dismal.’

				‘My lady, speaking of the ceremony, we should start to get you dressed. If you please,’ Etta added hurriedly. ‘That gown…’

				‘Yes, I know, it’ll take hours.’ Olivia twisted her shoulders, feeling the weight of the dress already. ‘At least I only have to wear the stupid thing once a year.’

				She sipped her chocolate, watching as Etta bustled around, filling a golden basin with perfumed water, and sprinkling the steaming bowlful with pink rose petals. One poor gardener’s boy with a touch of magical talent had to lavish all his attention on those rose bushes, so that there were petals for the princess’s washing water all year round, whatever the weather.

				It was stupid, really, Olivia thought, as she dipped her fingers into the warm water, and splashed it over her face. Quite useless. The rose petals didn’t really do anything.

				But at the same time, if Etta offered her a bowl without the petals, she would be furious. Certain things were just bred into princesses. Certain expectations.

				Etta was opening the door of her wardrobe room now – the size of some of Olivia’s dresses meant that a whole room for them was quite necessary. She staggered out with the jewel-encrusted overskirt that Olivia would have to wear today. It was the same one that she had worn for the ceremony the year before, but it would still fit, with a new set of petticoats to make it look a little different. She had not grown much. Or at all. Etta, who was the same age, was at least a head taller.

				Olivia climbed down the two steps from her huge, curtained bed, carrying her cup of chocolate, and went to look at the dress. She didn’t like it. It made her think of the long, chilly, rather boring ceremony, which she had attended every year since she’d been born. A whole day of ritual and dreary hymn-singing, and smiling, smiling, all the time. This year the Wedding of the Sea would be worse, of course. Olivia dug her nails into her palms, as she found herself thinking wistfully of all the years before, when she had floated through the ceremony half in a dream. It would be so much easier to listen to the spells. To give in. Then she wouldn’t feel the heavy brocade of the dress. She’d hardly notice how breathless the corset left her, or the dull aching of her scalp under her ornately dressed hair. It would be easy to smile.

				I could go and visit my aunt’s rooms, Olivia thought to herself, frowning as she picked at the jewels on the skirt, and sipped chocolate. It would be simple, I could just say I had a headache, or my throat was sore, and did she have anything that would help. I’d just have to look at her, and let her look at me, and I’d forget again. It would be like it used to be. All the sharp edges smoothed away. Everything gentle and sweet…

				But even though the dress would hurt her by the end of the day, Olivia knew she wouldn’t go to her aunt’s. She set down her chocolate hard, so the thin china bowl rang against the marble-topped table. It still made her angry, thinking of all those years that she hadn’t known what her aunt was doing. And if she hadn’t felt so ill on New Year’s Eve, she might never have found out.

				Someone had given her a box of crystallised fruits, and Olivia had eaten them, all of them, while she was supposed to be lying down and resting, so as to be fresh for the masked ball that night. She had been reading, and she hadn’t quite realised that she was eating her way through the box – suddenly there just weren’t any left. As the slow, stately dances gave way to a twirling, stamping mass, she had turned greenish-pale behind her mask, and she’d had to slip away to one of the antechambers. And after that, everything had changed.

				Olivia had puzzled over it, ever since. How had she broken the spell? Especially since her aunt was so strong – Lady Sofia was the sister of Olivia’s father, part of the royal bloodline. Her magic shone in every move she made, every word she spoke. Although only the duke and Olivia, his heir, carried the water magic that was so vital for the city, all the family were strong magicians. Venice was full of people with a touch of magic, like the boy who grew the roses, but the duke’s family was far stronger, these days. Their magic had grown as the city grew around them. The great magic of the duke had protected the city, and his people; and the people of Venice had let their own strong magic fade away to pretty tricks and knacks. Now they relied on their rulers for protection instead.

				Olivia’s father drew his power from the city – the walls were steeped in his magic, and it moved and strengthened with every tide that flowed in from the lagoon. But then the tides flowed out again.

				Olivia’s hand shook a little as she ran her fingertips over an embroidered bird on the ornate skirt, and its sapphire eyes glinted at her. She would not think about the tides draining out, and sucking the magic away with them.

				She wrenched her thoughts back to Lady Sofia. She would not let her aunt slip any more spells around her. She would have to be strong today, be on her guard through the long hours of the ceremony.

				Lady Sofia’s great strength was a sort of charm, Olivia had decided, over the last few months. She could make people do what she wanted, so easily, and without them realising that they’d ever considered doing anything different. It was immensely powerful.

				Olivia had decided eventually that it was pure luck that she had slipped out of her aunt’s spell. If she hadn’t over-indulged on crystallised cherries, and had to tear away her mask to be sick… If it hadn’t been New Year’s Eve and nearly midnight, when the magic of the masks was stronger than any charm… If she hadn’t let that dark-haired boy from Lord Paolo’s household swing her round and round…

				She had torn off the mask in a hurry, and her aunt’s years of sticky-sweet charms had torn away too. Olivia had been her own self again – not spelled to be quiet and well-behaved and obedient, as she had been ever since she’d emerged from the nursery.

				There was a certain way that Lady Sofia used to look at her. Very clear-eyed, so that Olivia felt she would look through her aunt’s amber irises, and see beyond to something else. Something so fascinating that she would never look away, just in case she missed it.

				I don’t look at her now, Olivia thought, twitching the fabric, so that the flower of yellow diamonds under her fingers glittered and glowed in the sunlight. I know enough to smile, and look the other way, and pretend that that everything’s the same. That I don’t know what she did. How many times has she done it? I wonder…

				Would a spell like that have worked upon a baby? A tiny child, just walking? It seemed wrong to bewitch a child so small. But then Olivia sighed. Lady Sofia could hardly have let her scream her way through the service, could she?

				Not for the first time, Olivia wondered what it was like to be a normal child. Not a princess. Not the heir. It would be…

				No. She couldn’t actually imagine what it would be like to be Etta, who was still quietly piling up petticoats, ready for Olivia to put on. Or one of the ragged children she might see for only a moment today, before someone whisked them away. Princesses were only allowed to see the beautiful people, and beautiful things – if the royal gondola floated past a scruffy house with peeling paint, someone would probably slide a flower-decked skiff in front of it, before Olivia could be upset.

				‘My lady?’ Etta murmured patiently, holding out the first of the layers of petticoats, and Olivia turned to her, wondering if she could ask her maid what it was like not to be special.

				She turned too swiftly, reaching out for the stiff, lace-edged petticoat, and caught the little inlaid table with the sleeve of her chemise – the table she had put her half-empty cup of chocolate on, so she could play with the jewels on the precious overskirt, stretched reverently over a chair just next to her and Etta.

				The dark, grainy chocolate slopped out towards the jewelled fabric, and Etta caught her breath in a gasp – she was too well-trained a servant to scream, but Olivia could see that she wanted to. If the dress were ruined, it would be Etta who suffered, not her careless mistress.

				‘I’m sorry!’ Olivia gasped – it was probably the first time she had ever said the words to Etta – and then she closed her eyes, and flicked her fingers at the chocolate.

				Etta watched, her cheeks pale.

				Of course, Etta knew that the princess was a skilled magician. She saw the princess have lessons in magic every day, along with deportment, and Talish, and needlework, and Venetian history and diplomacy. But Olivia didn’t tend to use magic very much at all, and her maid had grown used to thinking of her only as a spoiled, pettish little thing, who hated getting up in the mornings, and had to be helped to dress.

				Now the spoiled little girl had silvery fire shimmering around her fingertips, and she had stopped that great disastrous spill of chocolate in mid-air. It was floating – gurgling and swirling about, like smoke, or, or dust. Etta gaped at it, and Olivia opened her eyes, and smiled at her maid.

				Etta was the only companion she had, Olivia realised suddenly. She didn’t want to lose her because of her own carelessness.

				She cupped her glowing hands under the chocolate, and patted at it, as any normal child would pat dough to help shape a loaf of bread. She dabbed at it with delicate, feathery little strokes of her glittering fingers, laughing to herself. And then she handed the end result to Etta.

				It looked up at her and mewed.

				‘A kitten, my lady!’ Etta’s cheeks flushed pink with delight, as the little creature rubbed its face against her reddened hands. ‘Is it…is it real?’

				Olivia frowned at the kitten thoughtfully. ‘What an odd question… He’s made of magic, of course. But he’ll eat and drink and mew to be let out. I don’t know if he will ever grow any bigger, though. He’s for you. But if the Lady of the Chambers says anything, you’d better tell her that he’s mine, and you’re just looking after him because I’m too lazy.’ She lifted one eyebrow at Etta, and Etta went even pinker. Olivia looked down at the kitten, and tickled him behind the ears. Etta probably thought that she could read minds, or that she had little fairy spies planted all through the palace to hear her moan. Olivia didn’t, though of course she could have listened to the maid’s thoughts if she wanted to. But Etta must think that she was lazy, sleeping late in a gilded bed, while her maid ran about lighting her fires, and fetching her breakfast. And whatever else it was that servants did. Olivia didn’t actually know. They were just there, they always had been.

				Olivia rubbed the tiny creature under his chin. ‘Perhaps you had better call him Coco.’

				It was lucky she had eaten the biscuits, Olivia thought, wincing as Etta laced up her bodice. The jewelled overskirt was almost too stiff to sit down in – she had to sit carefully, in stages – and she could hardly breathe, let alone eat. Actually, now it was laced so tight, she was almost sure she could see the biscuits, stuck in a lump in her middle, and making the embroidered stomacher bulge. Olivia didn’t care. She should have had a couple more, to cheer herself up – even though she was already feeling sick, just a little. And anyway, they’d fed the leftover biscuits to the kitten.

				Until now, the ceremony of the Wedding of the Sea had just been a yearly bore, something to be dreaded for uncomfortable clothes, and repeated lectures from Aunt Sofia and the other ladies of the court, on proper behaviour for a princess.

				This year, Olivia was frightened.

				It had been creeping up on her for a while, ever since New Year, when she’d lost the gentle cushion of her aunt’s spells, but it had taken her ages to work out what the feeling was. It was unfamiliar to her. What would she be frightened of? Olivia understood being angry – she was, often – but fear was new.

				There had been a coldness growing deep inside her for weeks now, a stony frightened cold that seemed to spread through Olivia a little more each time she saw her father. It squeezed her insides, and made her gasp. He was paler, slower, more insubstantial whenever they met – which was less and less often now, as though Duke Angelo knew that she could see he was wearing away. Olivia was not sure if her poor, faded father could bear the weight of the city’s hopes and fears for much longer. But it was his magic that bound all the many little magics of the city together, and held it all in place. And when he died, it would be passed on to Olivia, that deep power that was the city. It was something that Olivia had always known – it had never worried her before. It was just the way life was – like rose petals in her washing water.

				Today the duke would be leading the Wedding of the Sea, the most important ritual there was. And this in a city that was truly built on ceremony and tightly woven magic, like a thin gilding over water and marshland. If the wedding went wrong, the city’s fortunes would be blighted for a year, if not for longer. Without the favour of the sea, the city would be lost. Especially now, with the great bulk of huge, power-hungry Talis lurking so very close. The Talish empire was growing every year, swallowing up smaller countries on the borders. They had been wanting to annex Venice for centuries, but the duke’s tiny island state had the magic to protect her – that and a fleet of huge warships.

				But it was all bound up with the sea. Without the favour of the sea, the magic would lose its salt, and the ships would founder. The Talish would leap at the chance to make Venice part of their great empire, and take her rich trading port and mighty ships for their own.

				Olivia frowned as she paced slowly, grandly down the tapestried passageway towards the Grand Chamber. She couldn’t have paced fast if she wanted to, the dress was too heavy, and she still couldn’t breathe all that well, even though she and Etta had compromised on letting the bodice lacing out a good three-fingers’-width. Etta had been distracted by her pretty Coco, or she wouldn’t have given in – she knew her duty, and Lady Sofia was more frightening than the little princess. Olivia hoped she wouldn’t be punished for sending her mistress out not looking her best.

				The Talish ambassador would be there at the ceremony today. He would be most favourably placed on the royal barge, close to the duke, where everyone could keep an eye on him, nasty old snake that he was. The Talish probably thought that if they invaded Venice, the sea-magic that made Venice so strong would be theirs too, but it wouldn’t. Would it? Surely the city’s magic was too much its own – and the duke’s. Without her father – or her – the Talish would have nothing. Venice would crumble back into mud and marshland within a generation. Or so Olivia had always been taught.

				What is wrong with my father? Olivia thought angrily, as she padded, snail-like, into the Grand Chamber, and ignored the trumpeter who was blowing a fanfare for her.

				The chattering hiss of the crowd died away as the court bowed or swept great curtseys as she passed. The room was full, so tightly packed that the ladies’ huge dresses pressed against each other as they curtseyed. Every highborn family in the city was there, together with ambassadors from all the courts in Europe. Olivia smiled graciously at the Talish ambassador as he bowed and flashed his yellow teeth back at her. He was placed close to the throne, as she had expected.

				Olivia paused to curtsey deeply to her father. The duke sat rigid on his throne, his hands tightly clenched over the lion-heads carved on its arms, so tightly clenched that the bones stood out as pale lumps through his thinning skin.

				If only it was easier to talk to him on her own. But it never had been. He had come to her nurseries occasionally when she was little, to see how she was, and he would try awkwardly to play. But he wasn’t very good at it, and after a few minutes he would slip away, leaving his young page boys to entertain her instead. Olivia had always wondered if things would have been different if her mother had lived. The duchess had died a year after Olivia was born, and she had no memory 
of her at all.

				But even though they hardly spoke, Olivia had always felt close to her father, through the magic they shared. She could feel him loving her, and that had always been enough. The love hadn’t weakened, but the magic had. She had been pouring her own magic in to fill the gap between them for months, Olivia admitted to herself, as she looked at her father properly, and tried to gulp back her gasp of dismay.

				He smiled faintly, and waved her to the smaller throne that had been placed next to his. Olivia was his heir, and one day, she would rule the city – or her husband would, anyway.

				Olivia returned his smile with a gracious princess curving of the lips, and lowered herself carefully on to the chair. Bending was not easy, and Etta had to twitch and pull at the skirts so that Olivia’s feet didn’t stick straight out in front of her. Then she ducked back behind the throne to wait until Olivia had to get up.

				‘You look beautiful, my dear,’ the duke told her, with a little quirk at the corner of his mouth that made Olivia think he shared her opinion of the dress. He turned his head regally to consult with one of the lords of his council, who was standing on the steps. Olivia stared straight ahead, smiling and smiling, and trying not to bite her lips with worry.

				‘Your dress is exquisite,’ a voice murmured beside her.

				Olivia smiled thinly at her aunt, who was posed formally on the steps of the dais with her son and daughter, Olivia’s cousins. Lady Sofia was quite good at compliments – she managed to be wonderfully polite, and somehow slightly insulting at the same time. No one could possibly object to being told that their dress was lovely – but Lady Sofia hadn’t said anything nice about the girl who was in it.

				Lady Sofia was the closest thing to a mother that Olivia had, and she wasn’t very close at all. She had directed Olivia’s dressmakers and her governesses and her dancing masters for years. Olivia’s father saw to her magical education, but everything else was down to her aunt. But all Lady Sofia’s affection was lavished on her own two children, Zuan, who was a little older than Olivia, and Mia, a golden-haired toddler, who was standing unnaturally still, her fingers wound in Aunt Sofia’s brocade skirt. Mia’s eyes were fixed on one of the swirls of woven gold in the fabric, Olivia could tell. If she crouched down next to her little cousin, and looked carefully, she would be able to see the spell that was holding her. It made her shudder, thinking of all the times Lady Sofia had sweetened her the same way, turning her into a biddable little puppet.

				Olivia carefully did not look into her aunt’s eyes, or Zuan’s. She didn’t expect Zuan to attempt to enchant her – he was too stupid to try – she just didn’t want to be forced to talk to him. They had never liked each other, and as far as Olivia could see, her cousin was only getting worse as he got older. Lady Sofia thought he was perfect, of course.

				‘Olivia, dear one, is that a little smudge of dust, by your nose?’ Lady Sofia purred. ‘Look this way for me…’ Her voice was lovingly gentle now, and Olivia longed to do as she was told. Her aunt hadn’t said anything, in the months since New Year. She had never even given Olivia a sharp look, let alone asked her what she had done to break the spells. She couldn’t, Olivia supposed. If Lady Sofia tried to find out what had happened, it would be obvious that she had been trying to control the heir to the throne – trying and succeeding. But she hadn’t given up. Olivia guessed that her aunt knew the spell had been broken by accident, and she was hoping that Olivia didn’t know what she had done, that it was just coincidence that her niece wouldn’t look her in the eyes any more.

				‘Olivia…’ Her aunt sounded so kind, and sweet, the way a mother would sound. When she spoke like that, Olivia had always done as she was asked.

				Except that she was almost sure that Lady Sofia’s honey-voice would smooth away the fear inside her. Olivia had the strangest feeling that the fear was important. She did not want it gone.

				‘Is the court assembled?’ Duke Angelo murmured to the counsellor, and the man bowed and nodded. He would have done the same even if the room had been half-empty, as soon as he saw that the duke wished to be gone. The duke’s power was so absolute – on the surface at least – that no one would dare to stand up against him.

				Olivia smiled again at her aunt, without looking at her, and brushed away the dust that wasn’t there. ‘I’m sure it’s gone, Aunt,’ she murmured.

				The trumpeter struck up again, and the whispery chatter died away to watchful silence. Olivia was not the only one who had noticed the duke’s recent weakness, and his few public appearances. Now his court wanted to see him standing.

				Duke Angelo stood, a glorious figure in his purple coat, and long, dark-gold mantle. He offered his arm to Olivia – Etta had given her a discreet push to help her out of the chair – and the pair of them paraded slowly down the steps. In front of them, the royal court divided, drawing back to bow low before their duke, and leave a pathway across the elegant mosaic tiles.

				Olivia and her father paced towards the doors that opened out on to the quayside, where the royal barge was moored, ready to take them out into the lagoon. Olivia’s heart beat faster, and she felt a flutter of excitement in her stomach as they came out on to the marble steps, and she saw the great sheet of black water before her. She left the palace so rarely – only every month or so, for a ritual. There were the services in the great church, but that was just a walk through the palace to their own private entrance. She didn’t get to go outside. Even though she walked out in the enclosed courtyard for an hour a day, it wasn’t the same as being out in the city, or on the water. There were walls, all around, and eyes. It wasn’t really like being outside, and on the lagoon, even if she was only going to stand still and wave like a princess.

				Her father patted her arm with his thin fingers, and beamed down at her, as though he shared her love of the water. Together, they walked through the crowd of admirers, nodding and smiling as fathers held up their children, and young girls threw flowers under their feet. Here and there a fist was shaken, and Olivia drew back from one grimacing woman, who shouted something angry, about not being able to pay. But the old woman was whisked away by the guards.

				‘What did she mean?’ Olivia whispered, still smiling sweetly, as she had been taught. She didn’t remember ever seeing anyone shout at them like that before. But then – what else might she have forgotten? What else had she been spelled into not seeing?

				‘Nothing…’ Her father’s own smile stretched a little, and the lines on his face deepened. ‘Nothing, my darling. Look, we’re there…’

				The golden magnificence of the barge should have driven every other thought from Olivia’s mind, but she was used to eating from golden plates, and wearing a fortune of lace on her petticoats. Precious metals did not impress her. Besides, it was only gold leaf laid over wood – a ship made of solid gold would sink. So although she beamed and curtseyed to the crowd as they reached the gangplank, she was still remembering the old woman’s twisted face.

				It reminded her of the girl in the antechamber, the night the spell had been broken. And certain faces she had seen around the palace since, in those moments she stole to wander away from her ladies. Angry faces. Frightened. Distrustful. And always serene and adoring the second she turned back to look, so that she was never quite sure if she’d imagined them.

				She walked over the gangplank distractedly, forgetting to be scared as she usually was when the wood creaked and flexed under her feet, and followed her father to the throne under the canopy in the stern of the barge. There she sat, just a little behind him, and looked out at the hundreds of little boats pushing and shoving and darting around the great barge, like puppies trying to play with a huge old dog. The rest of the royal court were coming aboard the barge now, their best clothes sparkling in the sunlight, twittering and whispering like suspicious birds.

				Olivia watched them sidelong, seeing the anxious glances directed at her father – anxious but calculating – and then every time a second glance, at her. She had never felt the weight of being a future duchess so heavily before. She didn’t want to be the heir. All it meant was that before she got to do anything interesting, her father had to die.
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