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				Introduction

				MIA WATCHED AS THEY walked away from her, the golden embroidery on her mother’s dress glinting in the low morning sunlight. She didn’t understand where Mama and her elder brother were going, or why her mother had stroked her cheek and wound her fingers so tightly in Mia’s hair. Mia had traced her fingers over the embroidery again, and rubbed her face against its beautiful roughness.

				They were far away now, making for a boat pulled up at the jetty, a dark-cloaked soldier standing by to hand them in. Mama was leaning on Zuan as though she was too tired to walk, and his head was hanging. A sudden panic seemed to rise up inside Mia, and she took one stumbling step forward, before she was caught and held on the palace steps.

				The glittering threads of the embroidery pulled at Mia, tugging at something deep inside. Then they stretched, thinner and thinner – almost too slight and delicate to see, but still there, wrapped around her heart.

				‘Stay here with me, Mia,’ her cousin Olivia murmured, wrapping Mia in her arms. ‘You can’t go with them, I’m so sorry.’

				‘Mama…’ Mia whispered.

				But her mama didn’t look back, and the boat crept away across the shining water of the lagoon, swallowed up into the white sunlight.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				M IA DREAMED, AND THE COLD green water swirled around her, around and over, deep and dark. When she’d been little, the white and gold and silver horses had taken her riding through the floods. She had laughed and screamed in childish joy as she raced with the waves, digging her heels into Lorin’s glimmering sides, begging the silver mare to gallop faster.

				But even then, when she had still let herself play in the water, she had never seen the sea like this. This sea was only for her dreams, the journeys she made in the deep dark of the night.

				She scooped her arms through the water, slow and sleepy, feeling the delicious shiver as the silky cold brushed over her skin. Mia swam down deeper, slipping between the heavy ribbons of black weed. The sunlight from the surface was fading now, just a faint whitish bloom along the top of the water. Bubbles trailed up past her like a silver necklace, and she twisted lazily to watch them go.

				A pale hand dabbed at a bubble, and Mia laughed. She hadn’t seen them! She’d been looking so hard! But now they were all around her, their tails flickering in the dimness.

				She stretched out her hands to them and saw them smile and reach for her. Mia smiled. She knew this game – she reached further, launching herself through the water, slow and heavy compared to the mergirls with their jewelled tails. Always they whisked away from her at the last moment. It had made her so cross, when she was smaller!

				A clear image of herself as a little girl – a true memory rather than a dream – flashed behind her eyes, and Mia halted, blinking, the seawater suddenly stinging her eyes. She was dreaming now – she knew she must be, even though the sea felt so real. Surely one didn’t have memories in dreams? Then the chill of the deep sea washed over her again, and as more memories rose around her Mia forgot how strange it was to know she dreamed.

				She remembered herself, so small. A tiny child, left behind on the fine white sand of the sea bed, stamping her little feet. She had torn angrily at the waterweeds until her fingers bled from their sharp edges. One of the mermaids had swum back to Mia then, her dark eyes wide and worried, her long swathes of red hair swirling around her face. It was the first time any of them had ever touched her.

				The mermaid unwound the weeds with glass-cool fingers, and bound Mia’s hands again with different plants, soft and soothing. The mermaid had been older than Mia, but not that much older. Like a sister. Mia remembered her cloud of red hair as she lay cradled against the mergirl’s shoulder. The soothing murmur, like the lapping of little ripples. Her hands hadn’t even been marked when she woke next morning – but for a day or so there had been a faint stiffness across her fingers, as of a long-healed scar, aching in the cold.

				She looked eagerly for the red-haired mergirl now, but they swooped and darted around her so quickly it was impossible to tell them apart. Mia dived after them, but they were too fast for a mortal child with no tail, all wound up in a lace-trimmed nightgown. Instead, she hopped here and there, putting out her hands almost at random, in case she could catch a mermaid by accident. She longed to feel their smooth, chill skin again.

				She caught a fingerful of lace-like tail fin – and then it was gone. Two mergirls swung, darting back past her, their hands stretched out to tease. Mia gasped, and reached. But her fingertips brushed theirs, and then they were gone, and she was suddenly, heartbreakingly awake again.

				Mia sat up, gasping, and wrapped her arms around her middle. There was a hole inside, where something had been ripped away. If she didn’t hold tight, she’d fall apart.

				‘Come back,’ she whispered, peering out into the darkness of her room. In the dream, the light had been shimmering on the water, and it still glittered and burned at the corners of her eyes. But there was no one there now, only shadows.

				Mia shook her head. Who was she whispering to? The mergirls dancing in the water? Or her mother and brother, their little boat vanishing into the bright sunshine? She blinked and shuddered, and remembered that she was awake, and she was horribly, desperately alone.

				She gasped in a breath, and the golden threads of her mother’s embroidered dress sealed up the hole inside her, covering it over with a hard, armoured shell.

				Or perhaps a scar, Mia thought sadly, staring down at her fingers, folded on her knees. Could you have a scar, inside? This was a scar that was only half-healed. It stabbed and burned, whenever someone knocked against it.

				Sometimes, Mia thought that her dreams were the most real thing about her. They were stronger and brighter than the dim days in the palace, where she had to pretend she couldn’t hear the rumours, and they didn’t hurt.

				She didn’t dream every night – it happened more when she was upset. The dreams were a refuge. The deep stillness of the undersea world soothed her, after she’d spent hours at some diplomatic ceremony, enduring the tide of whispers as she stood by Olivia’s throne. When she felt lost and alone, the golden ties to her mother made her feel loved again – that she did belong to someone, after all.

				The dreams about her family were always the same. She would be standing by the water, as she had been that last time she saw them. Way out across the lagoon she could see a tiny boat, black against the silent water, and so far away that she could never follow after it. She was crying, and calling out, and then the golden threads would appear around her wrists, glittering and fine. She could never tell where they had come from – from somewhere inside her, perhaps? They stretched out across the water, hard to see against the sunny ripples, but strong. They pulled tight.

				They hurt, sometimes. She woke up gasping, her wrists pressed against her heart. Once or twice she had even found herself out of bed, pressed up against the window, as though she had been trying to get out and go – where? She didn’t know.

				She loved the dream, even when it hurt her. Her mother and brother were like characters in a story now. It was a book that belonged only to her, a story that she read to herself in secret – but real, or it had been once. She knew, really, that she would never see them again except in dreams. They were in exile, banished from the city for their treachery against her cousin and her uncle. Mia had been left behind, but she felt like an exile too, separated from the rest of the court by the whispers, and the worried way her cousin Olivia sometimes eyed her.

				Mia climbed out of bed and pulled open her window shutters, letting in the sharp honey-golden light. So much had changed, since the day her mama had left her there by the water…

				She had always missed her mother, of course she had. But even before Mama and Zuan had gone, the Lady Sofia had been so busy with affairs of the court that she hadn’t had much time to play with her little daughter – except once or twice, Mia remembered, when she had conjured up some pretty spell.

				There had been a golden ball that Mia loved. She remembered clapping her hands in excitement as Mama shaped it in her long, thin hands, and it shone from deep inside, like the sun. The ball had rolled and bounced along the palace corridors, while tiny Mia trotted after it and chuckled.

				Mia shivered, and peered through the dim morning light towards the great wooden chest that stood in one corner of her bedroom. The ball was still there, buried in a corner somewhere, under a pile of broken dolls and a sailing boat with tangled rigging. It was dull now, and heavy, and it made her sad to look at it.

				Moments of happiness with her mama had been rare, Mia admitted to herself. She was a child of the palace, reared to stand quietly by her mother as she took part in the ceremonies and rituals that were demanded of the royal family. Mostly she remembered her mother as a shining, rustling, scented creature, in one beautiful dress after another – always in the finest fabrics, embroidered with gold. She had spent hours standing by Mama’s side, tracing her fingers over the patterns. It was all she remembered from when they took her mother away.

				After they’d gone, it was Mia’s cousin Olivia, who led the city. Olivia’s father was still the duke, but he was so ill, so worn out by a lifetime of magic, that Olivia – not even a teenager – had to rule for him, with her council. But she’d still played with Mia, far more than Mama ever had. Olivia’s magic was so strong and so beautiful, and Mia adored her. One day, she too would be able to call the waters and protect the city from the floods, just like her big cousin.

				Olivia had been the one to find the creatures in the water again. She had fallen in the canal and been rescued by one of the white and golden horses that had been companions to the people of Venice since the city had been built – although they hadn’t known it for so many years. The horse – his name was Lucian – had saved Olivia, and between them he and Olivia had restored the love of magic to the city. It was hard not to believe, not to see the power of the water, when the horses went tumbling up the canals, tossing their manes in excitement as they plunged through the flood waters.

				Until Olivia had made the city and the grand old gentlemen of her ruling council see the power of the water horses, the royal family had been trying to control the floods with their magic alone. They had been forcing them back with pure power, instead of channelling the waters and accepting that building a city on marshland meant that occasionally one had to get wet. It was the constant, exhausting use of that power that had finally killed Olivia’s father.

				Olivia had brought the waters into the palace, deeper in than they had ever been before. A whole new suite of rooms had been created, built right out over the edge of the water, furnished with floating platforms that simply rose up over the floods. It was almost like living on a boat, and it meant that the water horses could be part of her council too. Lucian and several of the other horses slept there, drowsing on the floating platforms, each with one foreleg trailing in the water.

				Mia had loved to play there, and Olivia had played with her, laughing as Mia and her favourite horse, the mare Lorin, chased each other through the shallows. Mia was her cousin’s darling, she knew it. Only Mia could run into a meeting of the council and seize her cousin’s hand and drag her away. Then they’d go splashing in the shallow water that lapped across the marble floors. They could kick up great clouds of spray and watch Lorin and Lucian dance through it after them. Mia and Olivia would lie stretched out along their strong, shining backs and fall asleep, lulled by sunlight on the water. It had been blissful – and when Mia had cried for her mother, Olivia held her, and rocked her, and brushed her tears away.

				So although Mia missed her family, she had been happy – so happy. But as she grew older, she began to see that there was something in the way that Olivia’s councillors and the other members of the court looked at her. A watchful wariness that she didn’t understand.

				‘Why doesn’t she like me?’ she’d whispered once to Olivia, after one of the ladies-in-waiting twitched away the figured silk of her skirt. Mia had only wanted to stroke the pattern – something in the twisted threads reminded her of her mother.

				‘Oh, Mia. She does. Perhaps she didn’t want you to mark the silk,’ her cousin murmured, smiling. ‘Look at your dirty fingers!’

				Mia had nodded, but she wasn’t sure that Olivia was right. She wasn’t sure that Olivia even believed that herself. And it went on – years of whispers, and sideways looks, and turning away.

				It was a statue that explained it, in the end. Her cousin, on a stone plinth in the piazza, looking out over the water where Mia’s mother and brother had disappeared. Her face was hard and gleaming in bronze, and her enamelled eyes glittered. There were other statues of Olivia and portraits too, with softer, sweeter gazes. But to Mia now, that hard, bronze face was the one that seemed the most like her – now she knew what her cousin had done.

				The inscription read: Her Most Serene Highness, Lady Olivia, with gratitude, on the occasion of the banishment of the usurper.

				Mia had walked past it for years, only smiling at her cousin’s fussy hairstyle and the way there always seemed to be a huge seagull sitting on her shoulder. The statue was spelled not to let them land, but the seagulls didn’t care. They ate everything, and Mia suspected they had simply eaten the spell.

				Mia was seven, only a few years younger than Olivia had been when the statue was made. She had been reading court documents with her tutors, and now she stopped and read the inscription properly for the first time. ‘What’s a usurper?’ she asked her lady-in-waiting, as they passed the statue. ‘And what did Cousin Olivia do to him?’

				The lady-in-waiting was a dim, pretty girl from a good family, and she didn’t know what to say. She stuttered something, and tried to hurry Mia away, but Mia stood her ground, even more determined now.

				‘Well? What does it mean?’ She looked the statue up and down, and her cousin’s stubborn, serious face glared back at her under those silly curls.

				‘A usurper is someone who steals the throne, Lady Mia,’ the lady-in-waiting whispered at last.

				‘And Olivia stopped them?’

				‘Yes, my lady.’

				‘Oh…’ Why would that make the girl blush and stammer so? Mia frowned, and then the whispering and indrawn breaths she had heard for so long seemed to shift and settle again inside her head.

				Poor child…

				I’m amazed the duchess was gracious enough to let her stay! For all they say she was too young to know, she was bewitched by her mother, wasn’t she?

				Who knows when she might decide to betray her cousin?

				Bad blood, it always comes out.

				With the hurt anger of a seven-year-old, Mia ran straight to her cousin, begging to be told that it wasn’t true. That it was a mistake – Olivia hadn’t sent her mother away.

				Her cousin swept her up, abandoning the council meeting that Mia had burst into and hurrying her down to the rooms on the water. They’d sat there together for ages, staring out at the sea, both of them with faces streaked by tears.

				‘How could you?’ Mia whispered. ‘You sent her away! I miss her so much, and I know nothing about them! I don’t even know if they’re still alive!’

				‘Mia, she was plotting against me and my father. She wanted me to marry Zuan, so she could rule through us both.’

				‘Maybe she just thought you’d love him!’ Mia argued. She hardly remembered her brother – only as a tall, angry presence in her mother’s rooms. ‘I don’t believe you! I won’t!’

				But why would everyone else believe, if it wasn’t true? Perhaps her mother had been a traitor.

				‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she whispered, leaning against Olivia’s arm. ‘I never knew! That stupid Lady Maria had to explain it to me. I never knew why they went away. I should have asked!’

				‘I was going to tell you. I wanted to wait until you were a little older and you’d understand more.’ Olivia stroked Mia’s hair. ‘I knew how angry you’d be. I didn’t want you to be angry with me, Mia.’

				‘Everyone knows, don’t they?’

				‘Yes…’ Olivia admitted.

				‘Do you think my mother bewitched me?’ Mia shook Olivia’s hand away. ‘Are you waiting for some bad magic to take me over? Do you really think I’d betray you?’ She laughed a little, a sad laugh, but she expected her cousin to hug her and tell her of course not.

				Olivia only paused, frowning out at the sea.

				‘You do!’ Mia jumped up, staring at her in horror. ‘You think I would…’ Then she gasped, and ran back into the palace, splashing blindly through the water, as her eyes burned with tears.

				Mia had been almost ready to believe what Olivia and the court said about her mother, although she was sure that it had been exaggerated somehow. That there had been some sort of misunderstanding. But then to find that Olivia suspected she was involved too had cast all that away. Mia knew she wasn’t a traitor. She had loved and trusted Olivia so deeply, and she had assumed that her cousin trusted her.

				Olivia and the water horses, and all the city’s magic – it was tainted now for Mia, poisoned by suspicion and hurt and anger. Water now was Olivia’s. Water was for the horses, who had made Mia into an outcast. She would never allow herself to love the water. She would never let herself see the creatures from the canals, or the deeper, slower, more fascinating things that lived out in the dark lagoon.

				From then on Mia’s meetings with her cousin were almost silent. Mia seemed to see her through a glittering mist of fury and resentment. Olivia looked hard, like her statue, and they never again danced together, or even touched hands.

				When Olivia sent for her, Mia went reluctantly to the water chamber. She would stand in front of her cousin, hating her, and hating the water that she had made her own. Lucian, the greatest of the water horses, would stoop over her and let his silver-white mane trail around her shoulders. Lorin would nuzzle at her plaintively, whispering words of love, pleading with Mia to love her back.

				Every time, Mia longed to fling her arms around Lorin’s smooth neck and feel the magic and the love reaching out to her from the waters of the city. But she stood still, not even flinching away. She pretended that she couldn’t see the horses, and it was the hardest thing she’d ever done.

				Then her cousin would sigh, kiss Mia’s marble-cold cheek, and send her away.

				If Olivia and the horses had seen her dreams – the deep-sea dreams, the ones Mia loved so much but tried so hard to forget – they would know that it was all an act. When she woke up and remembered the glinting water, and the tails swirling in the deep, she hated herself. But in her dreams the horses saw her, and they spoke to her, and Mia suspected angrily that those dreams of the sea were even more real than the golden threads that bound her to her mother. She tried so hard, but she couldn’t stop herself dreaming.

				She was torn…
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				Mia leant on the sill now, closing her eyes and feeling the pink glow of the sun through her eyelids. But the sense of the dark water swirling around her limbs lingered, and she could feel the pull of the canal two floors below, the water sparkling in the early-morning sun. It called to her, the silken water folding itself slowly against the stones as a boatman sculled past. The magic in her blood quickened and rose, and Mia crushed it back down. She did no magic. She had no magic. She was nothing – nothing – like her stone-hard cousin.

				Olivia was so strong, everyone said so. The cleverest water magician there had been in centuries. Her advisor Signor Jac and the others who had been part of his gang were all mages too. Even though they lived on a barge moored out in the lagoon, like poor sailors, they were some of the most powerful people in the city.

				Mia should be like them – and so without ever really allowing herself to think about it, she had made herself not, clutching at the growing magic and squashing it down, burying it deep inside. She sealed it away, so that she could never be cold and cruel like her cousin.

				The magic was in her blood – but then as all the whisperers said, so was treachery and deceit. The rest of the court were delighted that she seemed to be growing up with no magic. She was ten years old now, most definitely the age by which her magic should be spilling out of her, causing her to explode with fountains of glittering light, or summon flights of tiny birds to swirl around her in the courtyard.

				But there was nothing, and the watchful courtiers dismissed her for a failure – thankfully. Many of the ladies-in-waiting seemed to think that her mother had damaged her, by laying spells upon her as a baby. It was just another thing they whispered about, and Mia tried not to listen. In the dark of the night, though, she wondered if they could be right. There was the niggling memory of her mother’s tawny-golden eyes, and that pattern of gold embroidery. What had her mother been doing to her, seven years ago?

				Mia tried so hard to deny that her mama was a traitor. It must have been her uncle’s fault – Olivia’s father. He had been a weak magician, and her mother had been trying to protect the city.

				‘It wasn’t a plot…’ she murmured, but her voice was carried away in the splashing of the water below. She had spent the night watching the figures darting in and out of the weed forests. She’d stroked the pearly shells on the sea floor, and felt the fine sand shifting between her toes. The cool depths of the sea had cleared her mind.

				It was true. Her mother had wanted to rule. Everything she had done was about seizing power for herself and Zuan.

				But Mia had only been a little girl! It had been nothing to do with her! Why did everyone think of her as her mother’s daughter still, and not Olivia’s cousin?

				‘But they do,’ Mia whispered miserably to the water. ‘They all do. Even she does. She doesn’t trust me.’

				The ripples glittered, and slapped against the stones, and Mia sighed. No one had said anything for a while, or at least she hadn’t heard them. That had made yesterday all the harder…

				She had been sitting on a stool by Olivia’s side, watching as her cousin received the Talish ambassador yet again. His visits were always long, and meant hours of pretty speeches back and forth. Horrible rumours were chasing round the palace, threats of war and talk of the Emperor and his son, and the ambassador looked grander and sleeker every time Mia saw him.

				Mia had been daydreaming – but now the words of a plump, elderly contessa crawled in between her dreams. ‘Why don’t they send her away? I declare, it makes my skin crawl to look at her. Her Grace is far too forgiving.’ The voice hissed in her ears, dry and snake-like, and Mia burned inside. That contessa had smiled sweetly at Mia for years and fed her sugared almonds. Had everyone been lying to her, always?

				She ducked her head, staring down at her pretty embroidered slippers, biting her lip till it bled, so she wouldn’t let them see her cry. When the audience ended, she hurried back to her rooms and dismissed her maids. She cut the strings of her tight bodice herself, with a paperknife, tearing away the stiff shell of the dress so she could breathe again. She was gasping for air, sucking in great sobbing gulps of it as she listened to the voices over and over in her head. Her mouth was filled with the cloying sweetness of those almonds.

				Then Mia sensed something shift and open inside her. She could almost hear the cracking of the shell, feel the magic seeping out. For a glorious moment, she let it spill through her. Was this what it felt like to be a magician? To be like Olivia and Signor Jac, and all those other mages of the court?

				Then she whirled round, kicking away the spoiled dress and clutching her arms across her chest in a sudden burst of fear and horror. She would not! She couldn’t! She would never be like Olivia and the others – and not like her mother, either. Everyone was waiting, and watching for her magic – her treachery. Let them watch.

				Mia crouched down by the side of her bed again, kneeling on the floor. She curled up like a tight, dry seed, clenching her fists, her teeth. Even her eyes were screwed tight shut.

				Go away. Go back. Never, never, never, never—

				She broke off, gasping, shivering all over in a strange fit, like the ague that had come drifting in off the sticky summer waters the year before, when half the court had taken to their beds. She felt sick, and shuddered – but the unfurling, growing magic inside her was gone.

				Mia lay on the floor in her bedchamber, hidden by the great carved bed, in case someone should peer around the door looking for her. A few thin bars of afternoon sunlight crept around the cracks in the shutters and glowed sharp and golden on the embroidered rug by the side of the bed. Mia watched them move, so slowly, her eyes unfocused and still a little swollen from tears. She felt so ill, so weak, that she couldn’t move from her curled shape on the floor.

				When her maids discovered her at last, they were convinced that it was indeed some fever that had gripped her. She was put to bed, fussed over and dosed…and left to dream of mergirls, and a frantic, hopeless game of chase.
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