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				CHAPTER ONE

				‘MARIANA! COME OUT OF THERE!’

				Mariana whirled around guiltily. Her stepmother was standing at the door of the workshop, hissing at her. She had lingered – she should have known that Mama would have noticed. She hurried to the doorway, hearing the apprentices sniggering behind her. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder to scowl and cross her eyes at Rafa and Giorgio, but they were already back stoking the furnace and didn’t see her.

				‘Stop that!’ Mariana’s stepmother caught her by the wrist and yanked her out of the workshop. ‘What were you doing in the workshop, you stupid girl?’

				‘I only wanted to watch,’ Mariana muttered. ‘I wanted to see Papa. I wasn’t doing anything wrong.’

				‘I need you helping in the shop.’

				‘Dusting!’ Mariana twisted in her stepmother’s grip, trying to pull her arm away. ‘Again?’ Then she caught the angry glitter in Mama’s eyes and subsided, not wanting a slap.

				‘You can go into the city for me, then. I’ve a list – go down to the boats and find someone to take you over.’

				Mariana nodded, swallowing a sigh. A trip across the lagoon to Venice was better than hours dusting and polishing the glittering glass vessels and ornaments stacked in the windows of the shop. But she knew what would be on the list. More expensive, useless spells. More incredible cure-alls that her stepmother had heard whispered about in the market. More promises.

				None of it would work. Mariana and her father still hoped, of course. They hadn’t given up, they never would. But for them it was a faint chance and nothing else, a tiny wisp of hope at the back of their minds. Mariana’s stepmother blazed with certainty. Mariana suspected that it was because she couldn’t allow herself not to believe. If she once admitted that Elizabetta might not recover, she would collapse, like a puppet with slashed strings.

				It had been so subtle at first – Eliza had been such a healthy baby, big, with honey-brown curly hair and the clear skin and pink cheeks of an expensive wax doll. Mariana had been six when her little half-sister was born, and for a few months, she and her stepmother had united in adoration of the tiny girl. Eliza had been dressed like a little princess. The Vetrario Galdini was one of the best glassmaking workshops on the island, so Bianca Galdini could afford silk and lace dresses for her baby. But Eliza had been less than a year old when she started to sicken. The delicious plumpness of her cheeks wasted away, and though she grew, she was smaller than all the other children, slower to crawl, and then to walk. She scurried after the others, chattering like a little parrot, until she ran out of breath. Then Mariana or one of the older boys would scoop her up, carrying her piggyback while she wheezed and squeaked with joy.

				Eliza was four years old now, but a stranger giving her a chance look would assume that she was a toddler, two or three at the most. Then they would see the waxy pallor of her skin, the strange flush of her cheeks when she tried to run with the others, the way she pressed her hands wearily against her chest. She spent much of her days curled on a sofa in the corner of the shop, playing with her dolls, and the glass trinkets her father conjured up to entertain her. Visitors to the shop would smile at her at first, the sweet baby, and then they would hear the catch in her breath, and note the thin little fingers combing through the dolls’ hair, and look away uncomfortably.

				‘What is it this time?’ Mariana muttered. She dropped her eyes as her stepmother glanced up from her money pouch with a sharp look. ‘I mean, where do you want me to go?’

				‘Can I go too?’

				‘Little Eliza! I thought you were asleep!’ Mariana’s stepmother thrust the pouch of coins at her, and hurried over to the corner of the shop, fussing at the fine wool blankets that were swathed around her daughter. ‘Rest, dearest. You shall have a few spoonfuls of soup later, and then I’ll carry you out to watch the seagulls. Mariana is going to the city, to find a tonic to help you breathe a little better, darling.’

				‘Please can’t I go too? I’d like to see the shops. Won’t you take me with you, Mariana?’ The little girl reached out to Mariana, stretching out her claw-like fingers.

				Mariana leaned over the arm of the sofa and smiled at her little sister. ‘I wish I could take you, sweetness. But it’s a long way, and in a little cockleshell boat, I expect. Probably that battered old thing of Leo’s. It’ll take an hour at least. And it’s so chilly out on the water. You rest like Mama says, and I’ll bring back the medicine.’

				Eliza struggled to sit up straighter, as if she wanted to argue, but then the colour seemed to leach out of her face, and her lips looked tinged with blue. She swallowed, gulping air, and then glared sternly at her sister. ‘You have to tell them to make it taste nice! The last one was horrid. It burned my throat.’

				‘I’ll tell them,’ Mariana promised.

				‘Here.’ Her stepmother pressed a tiny scrap of paper into her hand. ‘Signor Nesso’s shop, on St Mark’s Square.’

				Mariana sucked in her breath with a hiss – St Mark’s Square was the most expensive place in the city. Even though the workshop was doing so well, Mariana and her stepmother still never shopped there. It was a place for courtiers, for nobles, for those who did not need to work. A spell from a magic shop on the square would cost twice as much as one from anywhere else.

				‘You don’t think your sister’s worth it?’ her stepmother snarled, rounding on her. Mariana stepped back hurriedly.

				‘I only meant—’

				‘Just go!’

				Mariana sighed, and waved to Eliza. But her little sister didn’t wave back – she was wriggling as her mother wrapped her tighter in the blankets. Mariana darted up the back stairs to fetch her hooded cloak from her bedroom, and then let herself out through the yard at the back of the shop, so as not to end up arguing with her stepmother again. Bianca had loved her once, Mariana knew she had. They’d adored Eliza together, when she was still well. Sometimes that closeness seemed still to be there, especially on the days when Eliza was a little stronger, or in the evenings, when she was peacefully sleeping upstairs. But when Eliza struggled to breathe, and couldn’t move from the sofa, every step Mariana took seemed to infuriate her stepmother. Why should Mariana be so alive, when her own baby was slipping away? Mariana knew that it was only because Mama was so worried about Eliza, but they didn’t seem to be able to stay in the same room for five minutes without snapping and snarling now.

				She slipped out of the little side passage on to the Fondamenta, the wide quay running down the side of the canal, lined with a thicket of tall mooring posts. Crowds of little boats were tied up all along the bank, several of them with their owners dozing in the sun, curled up half under the canvas covers.

				‘Leo!’

				One of the smallest boats, a fragile-looking thing moored to a disintegrating wooden stump, rocked violently as the boy inside it woke up. ‘What? Oh, it’s you.’

				Mariana crouched down at the edge of the stone quay. ‘Leo, could you take me to the city? Close to Piazza San Marco? I know it’s the wrong side of the city from here, but please… Or do you know anyone else who’s going over? I’m on an errand for my stepmother.’

				‘Again?’ The boy sat up, yawning. ‘Didn’t she send you out searching for some amulet just a few days ago?’

				Mariana scowled. ‘Yes, again. The amulet didn’t work – of course it didn’t. It was just a pretty purple stone. My father’s apprentices could make more convincing amulets out of bits of spoiled glass. I might even suggest it to them, they could earn some money.’

				‘Didn’t it do anything?’ Leo pulled back the canvas cover and stuffed it into the little locker in the bows. He dusted the rough wooden bench in front of it with his hand, and bowed mockingly to Mariana.

				‘It sparkled a bit when Mama gave it to Eliza to hold,’ Mariana said distractedly, as she scrambled from the quay into the boat. ‘But that was all.’

				‘What did she say? She didn’t send you back to the pedlar to complain?’

				Mariana shook her head. ‘You know what she’s like. She’s scared of magic. She’d never dare. All the cures, she thinks they’re real, it’s just that she hasn’t found the right one for Eliza. She’ll never stop. She thought all the sparkling meant that it was a most powerful enchantment.’

				‘Mmm.’ Leo grunted. ‘A glamour. Like brightening up the eyes on a fish that’s past its best. Not that I’d ever do that.’ He busied himself fussing over the mooring rope.

				Mariana eyed him narrowly. ‘Well, you’d better not sell one of those to me, anyway.’

				‘I wouldn’t dare,’ he muttered back. ‘Who’s doing who a favour, Signorina?’

				‘I can pay!’

				‘I didn’t ask you to!’ He glared at her, his face reddening, and Mariana sighed, and patted his hand on the oar.

				‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that…’

				She shouldn’t have said it – they had been friends since they were small, too small to understand that she was the daughter of a prominent glassmaker, one whose glass was made even more strange and expensive by the magic he breathed into it. Leo’s mother was a widow, who scraped a living mending clothes, for Mariana’s family among others. As soon as Leo was strong enough to handle his father’s boat, he had gone out fishing each morning. He’d inherited his father’s small magic, coaxing the fish into his nets and lobsters into his pots. Leo sold his catch wherever he could, often to the kitchens of the great Venice palazzos, but even with the money from the fish, he was still a great deal poorer than little Signorina Galdini.

				‘I brought you a bag of honey drops to say thank you,’ she murmured, pulling them out of the pocket of her cloak. Leo didn’t ever have the money spare for sweet things, and he loved them, far more than she did.

				His eyes brightened, and he forgot to be offended. ‘A bagful! That’ll last me for a month, Mariana!’ He grinned at her. ‘That’s worth the trip all round the city. And your passage back as well, if you want. Will you be long, finding whatever spell it is she wants this time?’

				Mariana looked sideways. ‘Well… No. Probably not. But I might tell Mama it took longer, if you see what I mean.’

				He snorted. ‘She won’t believe you. Not if you go off exploring for hours again.’

				‘I’ll just tell her they had to brew more of whatever this stuff is.’ Mariana shrugged. ‘It might even be true.’

				‘I’ve got people to see in the city. I’ll come back for you, when you’ve finished nosing around the artists’ workshops, and the maskmakers. Just don’t get yourself covered in paint, or she’ll know where you’ve been.’

				‘Thank you, mother.’ Mariana rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. Venice was full of painters and sculptors, maskmakers and jewellers. Shop after shop filled with every kind of craft, most of them shaped with magic as well as skill. Mariana loved wandering there. She was surrounded by magic at home at the glassmaker’s shop, but she was never allowed so much as to touch a blowpipe. Her father was old-fashioned that way. Traditional. No girls were glassmakers, it just wasn’t the way; however much his daughter pleaded, he knew that it was so. Mariana ached to use the magic that she was sure she could feel inside her – but she was starting to understand that in Murano, that would never happen.

				They gossiped idly for the rest of the journey, Mariana leaning over the side of the boat to peer into the greenish-brown depths of the lagoon. Dark shapes followed the boat, the fish wallowing up from the seabed, called by Leo’s strange hunting magic. Every so often, she saw him flick his fingers on the oars, dismissing the confused creatures back to safer, deeper waters.

				The city glittered in the autumn sunlight as they drew closer. Mariana caught her breath as the domes and towers grew taller, rising out of the water like some fantastical jewel. Murano was pretty, with all the houses painted in bright colours, and the boats bobbing at the jetties, but it wasn’t grand like the city. It was a place of glassmakers and fishermen, friendly and bustling. Mariana loved the drama of the great palazzos and churches that crowded along the canals in Venice itself. Around every corner was another gorgeous marble frontage, carved and gilded, with nobles in absurdly perfect clothes dancing and feasting inside. The city was like a fairy tale – even the grubby back alleys only added to the strange glamour of the place.

				Leo tied up at a long jetty out in front of Duchess Olivia’s palace. ‘I’ll be rowing back before it gets dark,’ he said, handing Mariana out on to the jetty. ‘Don’t be late.’

				‘I promise.’ She huddled her cloak around her shoulders against the wind and hurried away, leaving Leo staring after her.

				The scrap of paper said that Signor Nesso’s shop was on the Piazza San Marco, but not exactly where. Mariana stood in the middle of the huge square with her back to the cathedral, peering uncertainly into the colonnades of shops. The piazza hummed around her, full of beautifully dressed nobles, either on their way to the church or the palace, or simply out to be seen, parading their fine clothes on this sunny afternoon.

				A flock of tiny golden birds suddenly appeared from one of the archways that ran along the sides of the square, and Mariana smiled. The little creatures went spiralling up into the sky, singing in sweet, unearthly voices. They were a spell, she was almost sure. They would probably disappear once they were half a mile from their master. They were an advertisement – a very good one, judging by the admiring glances and cooed compliments from the crowds all around her. Mariana began to weave her way through the knots of people, making for the stone archway the birds had fluttered from. She paused at the line of pillars, looking into the shaded portico. She hadn’t expected to be nervous – she had been to so many of these places now, on the hunt for a cure. But the archway looked dark against the glittering sunlit marble of the square. There was a faint, musky smell of magic, and the singing of the golden birds was still swooping in and out of the chattering crowd. The backs of her palms itched, and a cold sheen of sweat started up around her hairline. She wanted desperately to walk into the shop – to see what was in there, to feel herself surrounded by magic, and magical things. But at the same time she could hardly bring herself to move.

				‘It’s for Eliza,’ Mariana whispered to herself, pushing her foot over the line of shadow, and shivering. ‘This time it might even work.’ She could feel the magic glowing in the stones of the walls, shimmering in the air. She could feel it calling to her, and something inside her rising up to answer. Surely magic so strong must be able to help mend her little sister?

				In the cool dimness under the arches, she found a shop that looked surprisingly like her father’s. Shelf after shelf was lined with glass bottles and stoppered porcelain jars. It was a cross between her father’s shop and the provision merchant where she went with her stepmother sometimes. There were even sacks in neat rows around the walls, though Mariana suspected they were not filled with rice and dried beans. The hope inside her flattened. It was only a shop, after all. It was meant for making money. The spells would be pretty toys, like the others that her stepmother had bought.

				‘Yes, Signorina?’

				Mariana jumped. She hadn’t seen the man approach – he seemed just to have appeared out of the shadowy curtains at the back of the shop, without moving. She bobbed a neat curtsey – it would certainly do no harm to be polite, even if she suspected he couldn’t help.

				‘I might be able to.’

				Mariana stared at him, her mouth dropping open a little. Then she snapped it shut, and scowled. ‘That’s just as rude as eavesdropping on a conversation that you weren’t meant to hear,’ she announced frostily.

				‘Something I’m sure you never do,’ the old man agreed, smiling at her. ‘But sometimes, Signorina, one can’t help but eavesdrop. If your mother and father are having an argument outside your bedroom door, for example.’

				‘But I wasn’t—’

				‘Believe me, my dear, you were thinking uncommonly loud.’

				‘Oh…’ Mariana eyed him sideways, still a little suspicious. Still, if he could read minds, he was truly magical in one way at least. Perhaps the magic really was as strong as she had thought, and his spells would be better than the others. She dropped another curtsey, wanting to begin again. ‘Good morning, Signor. My stepmother sent me, to ask if you have any potions that might cure my little sister. She heard of a tonic that you gave one of our neighbour’s children, I think. It cured his headaches.’

				‘Your sister doesn’t have headaches, though, does she…?’ the old man murmured, coming a little further out into the shop. His black velvet robes shifted around him. Shadows – that was all it had been. His black robes had sunk into the darkness of the curtains. It wasn’t some magical appearance. ‘You don’t believe that any spell of mine – or anyone’s – could mend her. Why?’

				Mariana swallowed, and felt tears burn at the backs of her eyes. ‘She’s been ill ever since she was little. But now she’s getting worse, all the time. She finds it hard to breathe, and she can’t walk alone any more. She’s weaker every day, I think. I looked at her this morning, when I was helping her to dress, and she’s so thin and pale. It – it was almost as if I could see through her skin. I hadn’t noticed the change.’ She looked at the old man, wondering how to explain. It didn’t make sense, even to her. ‘I suppose because I see Eliza all the time, and she’s just been a tiny bit worse every day, I haven’t realised how ill she is. Today I saw, properly… It was as if I looked at her for the first time in ages.’

				The old man – Signor Nesso, the shop’s owner, Mariana assumed – gave a sigh. He pulled two stools out from under a shelf and sat down, patting the other stool to tell Mariana to sit too. ‘I understand, child. My poor wife failed in much the same way, a few years back.’ He shook his head gently, watching Mariana’s stricken eyes. ‘No. I couldn’t cure her either.’

				‘You cured Nico,’ Mariana whispered. ‘I saw him yesterday – playing about on the quay with his brothers. He looked well.’

				‘I gave his mother a mild sleeping draught for him, to ease the pain and let him rest. The attack passed on its own.’

				‘That isn’t what Nico’s mother said.’ Mariana stared at him stubbornly, as if she could make him change his story, if she only argued enough. Even though she’d called her errand a waste of time, there had been that little seed of hope after all, deep down inside her. ‘She said it was a miracle.’

				‘Everyone wants to believe in magic.’

				‘But you’re a magician! You read my mind, you’re real!’

				‘There are some things even magic can’t mend, child. I’m so sorry. If your sister is weakening as you say she is, I can brew spells to ease her breathing, or to make her sleep, to give her sweet dreams, even. But I can’t give her life back by magic.’

				‘There are all those stories, about wishes, and – and girls waking up from glass coffins, and spells that can do everything! So why can’t anyone help my sister?’ Mariana whispered.

				‘If there’s something deeply wrong with her, something that wasn’t caused by magic in the first place, then it can’t be cured by magic,’ the old man explained. ‘There are some spells…’ He sighed. ‘Not all magic is kind. It can be dangerous. Cruel, even. There could be ways to make your sister better, for a few weeks or months, but only by hurting someone else. Do you see?’

				Mariana nodded. ‘I’m not asking for that.’

				‘And even if you were, I would say no.’ The old man’s eyes glittered angrily in the dim light of the shop, and Mariana drew back a little, suddenly frightened.

				‘I know you weren’t, child. Don’t be afraid.’

				‘Do people often ask you to cast those sorts of spells?’

				‘More often than you would hope. But that’s not something that you should be worrying about. Shall I brew you something for your sister?’

				Mariana sighed. ‘Could you make it taste nice? I know it shouldn’t matter, but she did say the last tonic she had was horrible. Mama will make her drink whatever medicine you send, and it doesn’t seem fair if it spoils the taste of her food, she hardly eats anything as it is.’

				The old man chuckled. ‘I can do better than that.’ He got up, and began searching the shelves, humming happily to himself as he gathered ingredients from the jars and bottles into a small stone bowl. Mariana watched him curiously, her nose twitching as she caught the scents of the spices and powders he was stirring together. This magic was so different from her father’s. The glassmaker breathed his magic into his creations, joining the spell and the molten glass together in the darkness of the workshop. It was an ancient tradition, and deeply valued in the city – her father was an important man. His apprentices were boys chosen for the spark of magic deep inside them. Rafa and Giorgio would spend years working with her father, mostly doing the boring, menial tasks, in the hope that their magic would one day develop the same way his had, and they would be great glassmaker-magicians themselves. There were no spells, though, not like this. Mariana’s fingers shifted; she realised that she was twisting her hands together in excitement.

				‘You can come and watch.’ Signor Nesso glanced up at her. ‘You’re not afraid of magic, then.’

				‘My father is a glassmaker-magician,’ Mariana explained, hopping up and leaning over the bench to peer into the bowl. ‘This looks like – like a recipe. Like our cook pounding herbs. It’s so different. It’s exciting,’ she added shyly.

				‘A glassmaker. Lucky child, to be so surrounded with beautiful things.’

				Mariana sniffed. ‘Beautiful things that sing with magic for other people. All I’m allowed to do is dust them. Is this a spell? Do you have words for it? Or does it just happen by itself, the way my father’s magic does?’ She peered eagerly into the bowl. Her fingers were itching again – she wanted to stir them through the glittering powders, to feel the glow of the magic against her skin. It made her feel so happy – she could feel laughter, bubbling inside her.

				‘There are words, but they don’t matter so much,’ the old man explained, smiling down at her. Mariana wondered if he was lonely. He seemed to be enjoying the chance to show off the spell. As though he wanted someone to talk to. She glanced around the shop, suddenly realising how empty it was. She had expected a shop on the Piazza to be far busier than this.

				‘People don’t linger in magic shops. Not usually. They sneak in, and hurry out.’

				Mariana blinked, and then thought very hard about fish, to see what would happen. She didn’t like the old man sifting through her thoughts.

				‘Yes, very nice.’ He lifted his hand from the marble pestle that he’d been using to grind the ingredients together, and twisted it swiftly in the air in front of Mariana. A tiny, silvery fish appeared gasping on his palm, and Mariana squeaked.

				‘Well, you’d better catch the poor little thing. Put it in a jar. There’s a jug of water on the end of the bench.’

				‘You made him!’ Mariana snatched the little fish, and dropped it into an empty glass jar, watching guiltily as it writhed about, desperate for water. She almost knocked over the jug, as she raced to fill the jar, but then she felt it lifted out of her hands, pouring a stream of water over the tiny fish. The silvery creature righted itself immediately, gliding through the glittering cascade with dreamy sweeps of its long fins.

				‘From your thoughts, yes. As I said before, child. I can’t help it, when you’re right beside me, practically yelling in my ear. But you may give the fish as a little present to your sister. I imagine your father can make her a bowl to keep him in, something more interesting than a plain old jar.’

				‘I’m sorry…’ Mariana whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude.’

				‘Nor did I.’ He smiled at her as he dipped his gnarled fingers into the bowl, and stirred. ‘As you suspected, I don’t have many people to talk to. Most of the city hurries past my door as fast as they can.’

				‘Even the children?’ Mariana frowned. ‘Even when you make such beautiful things, like this fish, and the birds I saw fly out from under the arches before?’

				‘They lurk around the portico, and peer inside. Dare each other to run and stick a toe over the threshold. But very few ever come right in.’

				‘I would.’ Mariana sighed. ‘There aren’t any shops like this on the island. We have pedlars who come over by boat with a few spells and amulets, and there’s the glassmakers, of course, but I’ve never seen anyone do this sort of magic. Why are you mixing it with your hands like that?’

				‘Your father breathes magic into his creations; I have to touch.’ He lifted his fingers out, stained purplish with the mixture. ‘Pass me that little green glass bottle there.’

				Mariana handed it to him, and the old man cupped his hands, whispering. Then he poured a fragrant violet liquid out from between his fingers into the bottle, stoppered it swiftly, and handed it back to Mariana.

				‘It smells of berries!’ She stared at his hands, and then at the bowl, all perfectly clean.

				‘You said she wanted it to taste nice.’

				‘What will it do?’ Mariana asked, cradling the tiny bottle between her palms.

				The magician closed his hand over hers, and sighed. ‘Not enough. I wish I could do more, but it will help. A little more life inside her. Less pain. Quieter sleep.’

				‘That’s more than I hoped for,’ Mariana murmured, but she could feel her eyes filling with tears. This was magic she believed in. If Signor Nessi had told her Eliza would recover, she would have trusted him – far more than any of the other travelling mages, with their outlandish claims. She trusted him now, when he said that he couldn’t mend her sister. That no one could. It felt like the beginning of goodbye.
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