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				For more than once dimly down to the beach gliding,

				Silent, avoiding the moonbeams, blending myself with the shadows,

				Recalling now the obscure shapes, the echoes, the sounds and sights after their sorts,

				The white arms out in the breakers tirelessly tossing,

				I, with bare feet, a child, the wind wafting my hair,

				Listen’d long and long.

				—From ‘Out of the Cradle Endlessly Rocking,’

				by Walt Whitman
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				DEEP IN THE black mountains, deep in the Romanian night, deep beneath the cold, dark waters of the ancient Olt, the river witches sang.

				Daughter of Merrow, leave your sleep,

				The ways of childhood no more to keep.

				The dream will die, a nightmare rise,

				Sleep no more, child, open your eyes.

				From her place in the shadows, the elder, Baba Vrăja, watched the blue waterfire, her bright eyes restive and alert.

				‘Vino, un rău. Arată-te,’ she muttered in her age-old tongue. Come, evil one. Show yourself.

				Around the waterfire, eight river witches continued their song. Hands clasped, they swam counterclockwise in a circle, their powerful tails pushing them through the water.

				Daughter of Merrow, chosen one,

				The end begins, your time has come.

				The sands run out, our spell unwinds,

				Inch by inch, our chant unbinds.

				‘Vin, diavolul, vin,’ Vrăja growled, drawing closer to the circle. ‘Tu esti lângă . . . te simt . . .’ Come, devil, come . . . you’re near . . . I feel you . . .

				Without warning, the waterfire rose, its flames licking out like serpents’ tongues. The witches bowed their heads and tightened their grip on one another’s hands. Suddenly one of them, the youngest, cried out. She doubled over as if in great pain.

				Vrăja knew that pain. It tore inside like a sharp silver hook. She swam to the young witch. ‘Fight it, dragă,’ she told her. ‘Be strong!’

				‘I . . . I can’t. It’s too much! Gods help me!’ the witch cried.

				Her skin – the mottled grey of river stones – paled. Her tail thrashed wildly.

				‘Fight it! The circle must not break! The Iele must not falter!’ Vrăja shouted.

				With a wrenching cry, the young witch raised her head and wove her voice once more into the chant. As she did, colours appeared inside the waterfire. They swirled together, coalescing into an image – a bronze gate, sunk deep underwater and crusted with ice. A sound was heard – the sound of a thousand voices, all whispering.

				Shokoreth . . . Amăgitor . . . Apateón. . . .

				Behind the gate, something stirred, as if waking from a long sleep. It turned its eyeless face to the north and laughed.

				Shokoreth . . . Amăgitor . . . Apateón. . . .

				Vrăja swam close to the waterfire. She shut her eyes against the image. Against the evil and the fear. Against the coming blood-red tide. She dug deep inside herself and gave all she had, and all she was, to the magic. Her voice strengthened and rose above the others, drowning out the whispering, the cracking of the ice, the low, gurgling laughter.

				Daughter of Merrow, find the five

				Brave enough to keep hope alive.

				One whose heart will hold the light,

				One possessed of a prophet’s sight.

				One who does not yet believe,

				Thus has no choice but to deceive.

				One with spirit sure and strong,

				One who sings all creatures’ songs.

				Together find the talismans

				Belonging to the six who ruled,

				Hidden under treacherous waters

				After light and darkness duelled.

				These pieces must not be united,

				Not in anger, greed, or rage.

				They were scattered by brave Merrow,

				Lest they unlock destruction’s cage.

				Come to us from seas and rivers,

				Become one mind, one heart, one bond.

				Before the waters, and all creatures in them,

				Are laid to waste by Abbadon!

				The thing behind the bars screamed with rage. It hurled itself against the gate. The impact sent shockwaves through the waterfire into the witches. The force tore at them viciously, threatening to break their circle, but they held fast. The thing thrust a hand through the bars, as if it wanted to reach inside Vrăja and tear out her heart. The waterfire blazed higher, and then all at once it went out. The thing was gone, the river was silent.

				One by one, the witches sank to the riverbed. They lay on the soft mud, gasping, eyes closed, fins crumpled beneath them.

				Only Vrăja remained, floating where the circle had been. Her wrinkled face was weary, her old body bent. Strands of grey hair loosed from a long braid twined like eels around her head.

				She continued the chant alone, her voice rising through the dark water, ragged but defiant.

				Daughter of Merrow, leave your sleep,

				The ways of childhood no more to keep.

				Wake now, child, find the five

				While there’s time, keep hope alive.

				Wake now, child, find the five

				While there’s time, keep hope alive.

				Wake now, child . . .
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				‘WAKE UP, CHILD! Suffering Circe, I’ve called you five times! Have you sand in your ears this morning?’

				Serafina woke with a gasp. Her long, copper-brown hair floated wildly around her face. Her eyes, darkly green, were fearful. That thing in the cage – she could still hear its gurgling laughter, its horrible screams. She could feel its cunning and its rage. She looked around, her heart pounding, certain it was here with her, but she soon saw that there was no monster in her room.

				Only her mother. Who was every bit as terrifying.

				‘Lolling in bed today of all days. The blood ceremony, the Dokimí, is tonight and you’ve so much to do!’

				La Serenissima Regina Isabella, ruler of Miromara, was swimming from window to window, throwing open the draperies.

				Sunlight filtered through the glass panes from the waters above, waking the feathery tube worms clustered around the room. They burst into bloom, daubing the walls yellow, cobalt blue, and magenta. The golden rays warmed fronds of seaweed anchored to the floor. They shimmered in the glass of a tall gilt mirror and glinted off the polished coral walls. A small green octopus that had been curled up at the foot of the bed – Serafina’s pet, Sylvestre – darted away, disturbed by the light.

				‘Can’t you cast a songspell for that, Mum?’ Serafina asked, her voice raspy with sleep. ‘Or ask Tavia to do it?’

				‘I sent Tavia to fetch your breakfast,’ Isabella said. ‘And no, I can’t cast a songspell to open draperies. As I’ve told you a million times—’

				‘Never waste magic on the mundane,’ Serafina said.

				‘Exactly. Do get up, Serafina. The emperor and empress have arrived. Your ladies are waiting for you in your antechamber, the canta magus is coming to rehearse your songspell, and here you lie, as idle as a sponge,’ Isabella said. She batted a school of purple wrasses away from a window and looked out of it. ‘The sea is so calm today, I can see the sky. Let’s hope no storm blows in to churn up the waters.’

				‘Mum, what are you doing here? Don’t you have a realm to rule?’ Serafina asked, certain her mother had not come here to comment on the weather.

				‘Yes, I do, thank you,’ Isabella said tartly, ‘but I’ve left Miromara in your uncle Vallerio’s capable hands for an hour.’

				She crossed the room to Serafina’s bedside, her grey sea-silk gown swirling behind her, her silver scales gleaming, her thick black hair piled high on her head.

				‘Just look at all these conches!’ she exclaimed, frowning at the pile of white shells on the floor by Serafina’s bed. ‘You stayed up late last night listening, didn’t you?’

				‘I had to!’ Serafina said defensively. ‘My term conch on Merrow’s Progress is due next week.’

				‘No wonder I can’t get you out of bed,’ Isabella said. She picked up one of the shells and held it to her ear. ‘The Merrovingian Conquest of the Barrens of Thira by Professore Giovanni Bolla,’ she said, then tossed it aside. ‘I hope you didn’t waste too much time on that one. Bolla’s a fool. An armchair commander. He claims the Opafago have been controlled. Total bilge. The Opafago are cannibals, and cannibals care nothing for decrees. Merrow once sent a messenger to tell them they were being sanctioned, and they ate him.’

				Serafina groaned. ‘Is that why you’re here? It’s a little early in the day for a lecture on politics.’

				‘It’s never too early for politics,’ Isabella said. ‘It was encirclement by Miromaran soldiers, the acqua guerrieri, that bested the Opafago. Force, not diplomacy. Remember that, Sera. Never sit down at the negotiating table with cannibals, lest you find yourself on the menu.’

				‘I’ll keep that in mind, Mum,’ Serafina said, rolling her eyes.

				She sat up in her bed – an enormous ivory scallop shell – and stretched. One half of the shell, thickly lined with plump pink anemones, was where she slept. The other half, a canopy, was suspended on the points of four tall turritella snail shells. The canopy’s edges were intricately carved and inlaid with sea glass and amber. Lush curtains of japweed hung down from it. Tiny orange gobies and blue-striped dragonets darted in and out of them.

				The anemones’ fleshy fingers clutched at Serafina as she rose. She pulled on a white sea-silk robe embroidered with gold thread, capiz shells, and seed pearls. Her scales, which were the bright, winking colour of new copper, gleamed in the underwater light. They covered her tail and her torso, and complemented the darker copper shade of her hair. Her colouring was from her father, Principe Consorte Bastiaan, a son of the noble House of Kaden in the Sea of Marmara. Her fins, a soft coral pink with green glints, were supple and strong. She had the lithe body, and graceful movements, of a fast deep-sea swimmer. Her complexion was olive-hued, and usually flawless, but this morning her face was wan and there were dark smudges under her eyes.

				‘What’s the matter?’ Isabella asked, noticing her pallor. ‘You’re as white as a shark’s belly. Are you ill?’

				‘I didn’t sleep well. I had a bad dream,’ Serafina said as she belted her robe. ‘There was something horrible in a cage. A monster. It wanted to get out and I had to stop it, but I didn’t know how.’ The images came back to her as she spoke, vivid and frightening.

				‘Night terrors, that’s all. Bad dreams come from bad nerves,’ Isabella said dismissively.

				‘The Iele were in it. The river witches. They wanted me to come to them,’ Serafina said. ‘You used to tell me stories about the Iele. You said they were the most powerful of our kind, and if they ever summon us, we have to go. Do you remember?’

				Isabella smiled – a rare occurrence. ‘Yes, but I can’t believe you do,’ she said. ‘I told you those stories when you were a tiny merl. To make you behave. I said the Iele would call you to them and box your ears if you didn’t sit still, as a well-mannered principessa of the House of Merrow should. It was all froth and seafoam.’

				Serafina knew the river witches were only make-believe, yet they’d seemed so real in her dream. ‘They were there. Right in front of me. So close, I could have reached out and touched them,’ she said. Then she shook her head at her foolishness. ‘But they weren’t there, of course. And I have more important things to think about today.’

				‘Indeed you do. Is your songspell ready?’ Isabella asked.

				‘So that’s why you’re here,’ Serafina said archly. ‘Not to wish me well, or to talk about hairstyles, or the crown prince, or anything normal mothers would talk about with their daughters. You came to make sure I don’t mess up my songspell.’

				Isabella fixed Serafina with her fierce blue eyes. ‘Good wishes are irrelevant. So are hairstyles. What is relevant, is your songspell. It has to be perfect, Sera.’

				It has to be perfect. Serafina worked so hard at everything she did – her studies, her songcasting, her horse-riding competitions – but no matter how high she aimed, her mother’s expectations were always higher.

				‘I don’t need to tell you that the courts of both Miromara and Matali will be watching,’ Isabella said. ‘You can’t afford to put a fin wrong. And you won’t as long as you don’t give in to your nerves. Nerves are the foe. Conquer them or they’ll conquer you. Remember, it’s not a battle, or a deadlock in Parliament; it’s only a Dokimí.’

				‘Right, Mum. Only a Dokimí,’ said Serafina, her fins flaring. ‘Only the ceremony in which Alítheia, the sea-spider, declares me of the blood – or kills me. Only the one where I have to songcast as well as a canta magus, the keeper of magic, does. Only the one where I take my betrothal vows and swear to give the realm a daughter someday. It’s nothing to get worked up about. Nothing at all.’

				An uncomfortable silence descended. Isabella was the first one to break it. ‘One time,’ she said, ‘I had a terrible case of nerves myself. It was when my senior ministers were aligned against me on an important trade initiative, and—’

				Serafina cut her off angrily. ‘Mum, can you just be a Mum for once? And forget you’re the regina?’ she asked.

				Isabella smiled sadly. ‘No, Sera,’ she said. ‘I can’t.’

				Her voice, usually brisk, had taken on a sorrowful note.

				‘Is something wrong?’ Serafina asked, suddenly worried. ‘What is it? Did the Matalis arrive safely?’

				She knew that outlaw bands often preyed upon travellers in lonely stretches of water. The worst of them, the Praedatori, was known to steal everything of value: currensea, jewellery, weapons, even the hippokamps the travellers rode.

				‘The Matalis are perfectly fine,’ Isabella said. ‘They arrived last night. Tavia saw them. She says they’re well, but weary. Who wouldn’t be? It’s a long trip from the Indian Ocean to the Adriatic Sea.’

				Serafina was relieved. It wasn’t only the crown prince and his parents, the emperor and empress, who were in the Matalin travelling party, but also Neela, the crown prince’s cousin. Neela was Serafina’s very best friend, and she was longing to see her. Serafina spent her day surrounded by people, yet she was always lonely. She could never let her guard down around her court or her servants. Neela was the only one with whom she could really be herself.

				‘Did Desiderio ride out to welcome them?’ she asked.

				Isabella hesitated. ‘Actually, your father went to meet them,’ she finally said.

				‘Why? I thought Des was supposed to go,’ said Serafina, confused. She knew her brother had been looking forward to greeting the Matalis. He and Mahdi, the crown prince, were old friends.

				‘Desiderio has been deployed to the western borders. With four regiments of acqua guerrieri,’ Isabella said bluntly.

				Serafina was stunned. And frightened for her brother. ‘What?’ she said. ‘When?’

				‘Late last night. At your uncle’s command.’

				Vallerio, Isabella’s brother, was Miromara’s high commander. His authority was second only to her own.

				‘Why?’ Sera asked, alarmed. A regiment contained three thousand guerrieri. The threat at the western borders must be serious for her uncle to have sent so many soldiers.

				‘We received word of another raid. On Acqua Bella, a village off the coast of Sardinia,’ Isabella said.

				‘How many were taken?’ Serafina asked, afraid of the answer.

				‘More than two thousand.’ Isabella turned away, but not before Serafina saw the unshed tears shimmering in her eyes.

				The raids had started a year ago. Six Miromaran villages had been hit so far. No one knew why the villagers were being taken, or where, or who was behind the raids. It was as if they’d simply vanished.

				‘Were there any witnesses this time?’ Serafina asked. ‘Do you know who did it?’

				Isabella, composed now, turned back to her. ‘We don’t. I wish to the gods we did. Your brother thinks it’s the terragoggs.’

				‘The humans? It can’t be. We have protective songspells against them. We’ve had them since the mer were created, four thousand years ago. They can’t touch us. They’ve never been able to touch us,’ Serafina said.

				She shuddered to think of the consequences if humans ever learned how to break songspells. The mer would be hauled out of the oceans by the thousands in brutal nets. They’d be bought and sold. Confined in small tanks for the goggs’ amusement. Their numbers would be decimated like the tunas’ and the cods’. No creature, from land or sea, was greedier than the treacherous terragoggs. Even the vicious Opafago only took what they could eat. The goggs took everything.

				‘I don’t think it’s the humans,’ Isabella said. ‘I told your brother so. But a large trawler was spotted in waters close to Acqua Bella, and he’s convinced it’s involved. Your uncle believes Ondalina’s behind the raids, and that they’re planning to attack Cerulea, our Royal city, as well. So he sent the regiments as a show of strength on our western border.’

				This was sobering news. Ondalina, the realm of the arctic mer, was an old enemy. It had waged war against Miromara – and lost – a century ago, and had simmered under the terms of the peace agreement ever since.

				‘As you know, the Ondalinians broke the permutavi (the peace agreement) three months ago,’ Isabella said. ‘Your uncle thinks Admiral Kolfinn did it because he wished to derail your betrothal to the Matalin crown prince and offer his daughter, Astrid, to the Matalis instead. An alliance with Matali is every bit as valuable to them as it is to us.’

				Serafina was worried to hear of Ondalina’s scheming, and she was surprised – and flattered – that her mother was discussing it with her.

				‘Maybe we should postpone the Dokimí,’ she said. ‘You could call a Council of the Six Waters instead, to caution Ondalina. Emperor Bilaal is already here. You’d only have to summon the president of Atlantica, the elder of Qin, and the queen of the Freshwaters.’

				Isabella’s troubled expression changed to one of impatience, and Serafina knew she’d said the wrong thing.

				‘The Dokimí can’t be postponed. The stability of our realm depends upon it. The moon is full and the tides are high. All preparations have been made. A delay could play right into Kolfinn’s hands,’ Isabella said.

				Serafina, desperate to see approval in her mother’s eyes, tried again. ‘What if we sent another regiment to the western border?’ she asked. ‘I listened to this conch last night . . .’ She quickly sorted through the shells on her floor. ‘Here it is – Discourses on Defence. It says that a show of force alone can be enough to deter an enemy, and that—’

				Isabella cut her off. ‘You can’t learn to rule a realm by listening to conches!’

				‘But, Mum, a show of force worked with the Opafago in the Barrens. You said so yourself five minutes ago!’

				‘Yes, it did, but that was an entirely different situation. Cerulea was not under the threat of raids then, so Merrow could afford to move her guerrieri out of the city to the Barrens. As I hope you know by now, Sera, six regiments are currently garrisoned here in the capital. We’ve already sent four to the western border with Desiderio. If we send another, we leave ourselves with only one.’

				‘Yes, but—’

				‘What if the raiders who’ve been attacking our villages attack Cerulea instead and we have only one regiment of guerrieri left here to defend ourselves and the Matalis?’

				‘But we have your personal guard, too – the Janiçari,’ Serafina said, her voice – like her hopes of impressing her mother – growing fainter.

				Isabella flapped a hand at her. ‘Another thousand soldiers at most. Not enough to mount an effective defence. Think, Serafina, think. Ruling is like playing chess. Danger comes from many directions, from a pawn as well as a queen. You must play the board, not the piece. You’re only hours away from being declared heiress to the Miromaran throne. You must learn to think!’

				‘I am thinking! Gods, Mum! Why are you always so hard on me?’ Serafina shouted.

				‘Because your enemies will be a thousand times harder!’ Isabella shouted back.

				Another painful silence fell between mother and daughter. It was broken by a frantic pounding.

				‘Enter!’ Isabella barked.

				The doors to Serafina’s room swung open. A page, one of Vallerio’s, swam inside. He bowed to both mermaids, then addressed Isabella. ‘My lord Vallerio sent me to fetch you to your staterooms, Your Grace.’

				‘Why?’

				‘There are reports of a another raid.’

				Isabella’s hands clenched into fists. ‘Tell your lord I’ll be there momentarily.’

				The page bowed and left the room.

				Serafina started towards her mother. ‘I’ll go with you,’ she said.

				Isabella shook her head. ‘Ready yourself for tonight,’ she said tersely. ‘It must go well. We desperately need this alliance with Matali. Now more than ever.’

				‘Mum, please. . . .’

				But it was too late. Isabella had already swum out of Sera’s bedchamber.

				She was gone.
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				TEARS THREATENED as the doors closed behind Isabella, but Serafina held them back.

				Nearly every conversation with her mother ended in an awkward silence or heated words. She was used to it. But still, it hurt.

				A slender tentacle brushed Serafina’s shoulder. Another curled around her neck. A third wound around her arm. Sylvestre, finely tuned to his mistress’s every mood, had turned blue with worry. She leaned her head against his.

				‘I’m so nervous about tonight, Sylvestre,’ she said. ‘My mother doesn’t want to hear about it, but maybe Neela will. I’ve got to talk to somebody. What if Alítheia tears my head off? What if I mess up my songspell? What if Mahdi doesn’t . . .’

				Serafina couldn’t bear to voice that last thought. It scared her even more than the ordeal that lay ahead.

				‘Serafina! Child, where are you? Your hairdresser is here!’

				It was Tavia, her nurse, calling from her antechamber. Sylvestre shot off at the sound of her voice. There was no more time to fret. Sera had to go. She was expected – by Tavia, by the canta magus, by her entire court.

				‘Coming!’ she called back.

				She started towards the doors, then halted. As soon as she opened them, she was no longer Serafina. She was Your Grace, or Your Majesty, or Most Serene Principessa. She was theirs.

				She hated the hot-spring atmosphere of her court. She hated the whispers, the glances, the toadying smiles. At court, she must dress just so. Always swim gracefully. Never raise her voice. Smile and nod and talk about the tides, when she’d much rather be riding Clio or exploring the ruins of the reggia, Merrow’s ancient palace. She hated the suffocating weight of expectation, the constant pressure to be perfect – and the pointed looks and barbed comments when she was not.

				‘Two minutes,’ she whispered.

				With a flick of her tail, she rushed to the opposite end of her bedroom. She pushed open a pair of glass doors and swam onto her balcony, startling two small sea robins resting on its rail. Beyond the balcony was the royal city.

				Cerulea, broad and sprawling, had grown through the centuries from the first mer settlement into the centre of mer culture that it was today. Ancient and magnificent, it had been built from blue quartz mined deep under the seabed. At this time of day, the sun’s rays penetrated the Devil’s Tail, a protective thorn thicket that floated above it, and struck the rooftops, making them sparkle.

				The original palace had been built in the centre of Cerulea. Its roof had collapsed several centuries ago and a new palace had been built high on a seamount – a baroque construction of coral, quartz, and mother-of-pearl – for the royal family and its court. The ruins of the reggia still lay preserved within the city, a reminder of the past.

				Serafina’s eyes travelled over Cerulea’s winding streets to the spires of the Kolegio – with its black-robed professors and enormous library (the Ostrokon), to the Golden Fathom – where tall town houses, fashionable restaurants, and expensive shops were located. And then farther still, out past the city walls to the Kolisseo, where the royal flag of Miromara – a branch of red coral against a white background, and that of Matali – a dragon rampant holding a silver-blue egg – were flying. The Kolisseo was where, in just a few hours, Serafina would undergo her Dokimí in front of the court, the Matali royals, the mer of Miromara . . .

				. . . and Mahdi.

				Two years had passed since she’d last seen him. She closed her eyes now and pictured his face: his dark eyes, his shy smile, his serious expression. When they were older, they would marry each other. Tonight, they would be betrothed. It was a ridiculous custom, but Serafina was glad he’d be the one. She could still hear the last words he’d spoken to her, right before he’d returned to Matali.

				‘My choice,’ he’d whispered, taking her hand. ‘Mine. Not theirs.’

				Serafina opened her eyes. Their green depths were clouded with worry. She’d had private conches from him when he’d first returned home, carried by a trusted messenger. Every time one arrived, she would rush to her room and hold the shell to her ear, hungry for the sound of his voice. But after a year had passed, the private conches had stopped coming and official ones arrived instead. In them, Mahdi’s voice sounded stilted and formal.

				At about the same time, Serafina started to hear things about him. He’d become a party boy, some said. He stayed out shoaling until all hours. Swam with a fast crowd. Spent a fortune on mounts for caballabong, a game much like the goggs’ polo. She wasn’t sure she should believe the stories, but what if they were true? What if he’d changed?

				‘Serafina, you must come out now! Thalassa, the canta magus, is due at any moment and you know she doesn’t like to be kept waiting!’ Tavia shouted.

				‘Coming, Tavia!’ Serafina called, swimming back into her bedroom.

				Serafina. . . .

				‘Great Goddess Neria, I said I’m coming!’

				Daughter of Merrow, chosen one . . .

				Serafina stopped dead. That wasn’t Tavia’s voice. It wasn’t coming from the other side of the doors.

				It was right behind her.

				‘Who’s there?’ she cried, whirling around.

				The end begins, your time has come. . . .

				‘Giovanna, is that you? Donatella?’

				But no one answered her. Because no one was there.

				A sudden, darting movement to her left caught her eye. She gasped, then laughed with relief. It was only her looking glass. A vitrina was walking around inside it.

				Her mirror was tall and very old. Worms had eaten holes into its gilt frame and its glass was pocked with black spots. It had been salvaged from a terragogg shipwreck. Ghosts lived inside it – vitrina – souls of the beautiful, vain humans who’d spent too much time gazing into it. The mirror had captured them. Their bodies had withered and died, but their spirits lived on, trapped behind the glass forever.

				A countess lived inside Serafina’s mirror, as did a handsome young duke, three courtesans, an actor, and an archbishop. They often spoke to her. It was the countess whom she’d just seen moving about.

				Serafina rapped on the frame. The countess lifted her voluminous skirts and ran to her, stopping only inches from the glass. She wore a tall, elaborately styled white wig. Her face was powdered, her lips rouged. She looked frightened.

				‘Someone is in here with us, Principessa,’ she whispered, looking over her shoulder. ‘Someone who doesn’t belong.’

				They saw it at the same time – a figure in the distance, still and dark. Serafina had heard that mirrors were doorways in the water and that one could open them if one knew how. Only the most powerful mages could move through their liquid-silver world, though. Serafina didn’t know anyone who ever had. Not even Thalassa. As she and the countess watched, the figure started moving towards them.

				‘That is no vitrina,’ the countess hissed. ‘If it got in, it can get out. Get away from the glass! Hurry!’

				As the figure drew closer, Serafina saw that it was a river mermaid, her tail mottled in shades of brown and grey. She wore a cloak of black osprey feathers. Its collar, made of twining deer antlers, rose high at the back of her head. Her hair was grey, her eyes piercing. She was chanting.

				The sands run out, our spell unwinds,

				Inch by inch, our chant unbinds. . . .

				Serafina knew the voice. She’d heard it in her nightmare. It belonged to the river witch, Baba Vrăja.

				The countess had warned Serafina to move away, but she couldn’t. It was as if she was frozen in place, her face only inches from the glass.

				Vrăja beckoned to her. ‘Come, child,’ she said.

				Serafina raised her hand slowly, as if in a trance. She was about to touch the mirror when Vrăja suddenly stopped chanting. She turned to look at something – something Serafina couldn’t see. Her eyes filled with fear. ‘No!’ she cried. Her body twisted, then shattered. A hundred eels writhed where she had been, then they dived into the liquid silver.

				Seconds later, a terragogg walked into the frame, sending ripples through the silver. He was dressed in a black suit. His hair, so blond it was almost white, was cut close to his head. He stood sideways, gazing at the last of the eels as they disappeared. One was slower than the rest. The man snatched it up and bit into it. The creature writhed in agony. Its blood dripped down his chin. He swallowed the eel, then turned to face the glass.

				Serafina’s hands came to her mouth. The man’s eyes were completely black. There was no iris, no white, just darkness.

				He walked up to the glass and thrust a hand through it. Serafina screamed. She swam backwards, crashed into a chair, and fell to the floor. The man’s arm emerged, then his shoulder. His head was pushing through when her nurse, Tavia, piped up.

				‘Serafina! What’s wrong?’ she called through the doors. ‘I’m coming in!’

				The man glared hatefully in her direction. A second later, he was gone.

				‘What happened, child? Are you all right?’ Tavia asked.

				Serafina, shaking, got up off the floor. ‘I – I saw something in the mirror. It frightened me and I fell,’ she said.

				Tavia, who had the legs and torso of a blue crab, scuttled over to the mirror. Serafina could see that it was empty now. There was no river witch inside it. No terragogg in black. All she saw was her nurse’s reflection.

				‘Pesky vitrina. You probably haven’t been paying them enough attention. They get peevish if you don’t fawn over them enough,’ Tavia said.

				‘But these were different. They were . . .’

				Tavia turned to her. ‘Yes, child?’

				A scary witch from a nightmare and a terragogg with freaky black eyes, she was about to say. Until she realized it sounded insane.

				‘. . . um, different. I’ve never seen them before.’

				‘That happens sometimes. Most vitrina are right in your face, but occasionally you come across a shy one,’ Tavia said. She rapped loudly on the glass. ‘You quiet down in there, you hear? Or I’ll put this glass in a closet!’ She pulled a sea-silk throw off a chair and draped it over the mirror. ‘That will scare them. Vitrina hate closets. There’s no one in there to tell them how pretty they are.’

				Tavia righted the chair Serafina had knocked over, then chided her for taking so long to join her court.

				‘Your breakfast is here. So is the dressmaker. You must come along now!’ she said.

				Serafina cast a last glance at her mirror, questioning herself already. Vrăja wasn’t real. She was of the Iele, and the Iele lived only in stories. And that hand coming through the glass? That was simply a trick of the light, a hallucination caused by lack of sleep and nerves over her Dokimí. Hadn’t her mother said that nerves were her foe?

				‘Serafina, I am not calling you again!’ Tavia scolded.

				The princess lifted her head, swam through the doors to her antechamber, and joined her court.
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				‘NO, NO, NO! Not the ruby hair combs, you tube worm, the emerald combs! Go get the right ones!’ the hairdresser scolded. Her assistant scuttled off.

				‘I’m sorry, but you’re quite mistaken. Etiquette demands that the Duchessa di Tsarno precede the Contessa di Cerulea to the Kolisseo.’ That was Lady Giovanna, chatelaine of the chamber, talking to Lady Ottavia, keeper of the wardrobe.

				‘These sea roses just arrived for the principessa from Principe Bastiaan. Where should I put them?’ a maid asked.

				A dozen voices could be heard, all talking at once. They spoke Mermish, the common language of the sea people.

				Serafina tried to ignore the voices and concentrate on her songspell. ‘All those octave leaps,’ she whispered to herself. ‘Five high Cs, the trills and arpeggios. . . . Why did Merrow make it so hard?’

				The songspell for the Dokimí had been composed specifically to test a future ruler’s mastery of magic. It was cast entirely in canta mirus, or special song. Canta mirus was a demanding type of magic that called for a powerful voice and a great deal of ability. It required long hours of practice to master, and Serafina had worked tirelessly to excel at it. Mirus casters could bid light, wind, water, and sound. The best could embellish existing songspells or create new ones.

				Most mermaids of Serafina’s age could only cast canta prax – or plainsong – spells. Prax was a practical magic that helped the mer survive. There were camouflage spells to fool predators. Echolocation spells to navigate dark waters. Spells to improve speed or darken an ink cloud. Prax spells were the first kind taught to mer children, and even those with little magical ability could cast them.

				Serafina took a deep breath now and started to sing. She sang softly, so no one could hear her, watching herself in a decorative mica panel. She couldn’t rehearse the entire spell – she’d destroy the room – but she could work on bits of it.

				‘Alítheia? You’ve never seen her? I’ve seen her twice now, my dear, and let me tell you, she’s absolutely terrifying!’

				That was the elderly Baronessa Agneta talking to young Lady Cosima. They were sitting in a corner. The grey haired baronessa was wearing a gown in an alarming shade of purple. Cosima had on a blue tunic; a thick blonde braid trailed down her back. Serafina faltered, unnerved by their talk.

				‘You have no reason to fear her, so don’t,’ had always been Isabella’s advice, but from what Sera had heard of Alítheia, that was easier said than done.

				‘The gods themselves made her. Bellogrim, the smith, forged her, and Neria breathed life into her,’ Agneta continued. Loudly, for she was quite deaf.

				‘Is there kissing during the Dokimí? I heard there’s kissing,’ Cosima said, wrinkling her nose.

				‘A bit at the end. Close your eyes. That’s what I do,’ the baronessa said, sipping her sargassa tea. The hot liquid – thick and sweet, like most mer drinks – sat heavily in an exquisite teacup. The cup had been salvaged, as had all of the palace porcelain, from terragogg shipwrecks. ‘The Dokimí has three parts, child – two tests and a vow.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Why? Quia Merrow decrevit! That’s Latin. It means—’

				‘“Because Merrow decreed it,”’ Cosima said.

				‘Very good. Dokimí is Greek for trial, and a trial it is. Alítheia appears in the first test – the blooding – to ensure each principessa is a true daughter of the blood.’

				‘Why?’ Cosima asked.

				‘Quia Merrow decrevit,’ the Baronessa replied. She paused to put her cup down. ‘The second test is the casting. It consists of a diabolically difficult songspell. A strong ruler must have a strong voice, for, as you know, a mermaid’s magic is in her voice.’

				‘Why is that?’ Cosima asked. ‘I’ve always wondered. Why can’t we just wave a wand? It would be sooo much easier.’

				‘Because the goddess Neria, who gave us our magic, knew that songspells carry better in water than wandspells. Danger is everywhere in the sea, child. Death swims on a fast fin.’

				‘But why do we sing our spells, Baronessa? Why can’t we just speak them?’

				The baronessa sighed. ‘Do they actually teach you anything in school nowadays?’ she asked. ‘We sing because song enhances magic. Why, song is magic! Cantare. More Latin. It means . . .’

				‘. . . to sing.’

				‘Yes. And from cantare come both chant and enchantment, canto and incantation, music and magic. Think of the sounds of the sea, child . . . whalesong, the cries of gulls, the whispering of the waves. They are so beautiful and so powerful that all the creatures in the world hear the magic in them, even the tone-deaf terragoggs.’

				The baronessa picked up a sea urchin from a plate, cracked its shell with her teeth, and slurped it down. ‘If, and only if, the principessa passes both tests,’ she said, ‘she will then undertake the last part of the Dokimí – the promising. This is where she makes her betrothal vows and promises her people that she will marry the merman chosen for her and give the realm a daughter of the blood, just as her mother did. And her grandmother. And so on, all the way back to Merrow.’

				‘But why, Baronessa?’ Cosima asked.

				‘Good gods! Another why? Quia Merrow decrevit! That’s why!’ the baronessa said impatiently.

				‘But what if Serafina doesn’t want to marry and rule Miromara and give the realm a daughter? What if she wants to, like, open a café and sell bubble tea?’

				‘Don’t be ridiculous. Of course she wants to rule Miromara. The things you come up with!’

				Agneta reached for another urchin. Cosima frowned. And Serafina smiled ruefully. For as long as she could remember, she’d been asking the same questions, and had been given the same answer: Quia Merrow decrevit. Like many rules of the adult world, a lot of Merrow’s inscrutable decrees made no sense to her. They still had to be followed, though, whether she liked it or not.

				Of course she wants to rule Miromara! the baronessa had said. But the truth was, sometimes she didn’t. She wondered, for a few rebellious seconds, what would happen if she refused to sing her songspell tonight and swam off to sell bubble tea instead?

				Then Tavia arrived with her breakfast and started to chatter, and all such foolish thoughts disappeared.

				‘Here you are, my darling,’ she said, setting a silver tray down on a table. ‘Water apples, eel berries, pickled sponge . . . your favourites.’ She slapped a green tentacle away. ‘Sylvestre, keep out of it!’

				‘Thank you, Tavia,’ Serafina said, ignoring the tray. She wasn’t hungry. She took a deep breath, preparing to practise her songspell again, but Tavia wasn’t finished.

				‘I didn’t get a chance to tell you this yet,’ she said, pressing a blue pincer to her chest, ‘but Empress Ahadi’s personal maid was in the kitchens this morning, getting tea for her mistress. I happen to know that she’s very fond of Corsican keel worms, so I made sure she got plenty. After her second bowl, she told me that the emperor is in good health and the empress is as bossy as ever.’

				‘Did she?’ Serafina asked lightly. She knew she must not betray too much eagerness for news of the Matalis, especially the crown prince. Her slightest reaction to any news of him would be noted and commented upon. ‘And the Princess Neela, how is she? When is she coming to my rooms? I’m dying to see her.’

				‘I don’t know, child, but Ahadi’s maid – the one in the kitchens – she told me more things . . . things about the crown prince,’ Tavia said conspiratorially.

				‘Isn’t that nice?’ Serafina said. She knew that Tavia – a terrible gossip – desperately wanted her to ask what the things about the crown prince were, but she didn’t. Instead, she practised a trill.

				Tavia waited as long as she possibly could, then the words burst out of her. ‘Oh, Serafina! Don’t you want to know what else the maid said? She told me that the crown prince’s scales are the deepest shade of blue, and he has an earring, and he wears his hair pulled back in a hippokamp’s tail!’

				‘Mahdi has an earring?’ Serafina exclaimed, forgetting for a moment that she wasn’t supposed to be interested. ‘That’s ridiculous. Next you’ll tell me he’s dyed his hair pink and pierced his tail fin. The last time I saw him he was skinny and goofy. A total goby, just like my brother. All he and Desiderio wanted to do was play Galleons and Gorgons.’

				‘Principessa!’ Tavia scolded. ‘Crown Prince Mahdi is heir to the Matali kingdom, and Principe Desiderio is a commander of this one, and neither would appreciate being called a goby! I should think you would at least be relieved to know that your future husband has grown into a handsome merman!’

				Serafina shrugged. ‘I suppose so,’ she said.

				‘You suppose so?’

				‘It makes no difference if he’s handsome or not,’ Serafina said. ‘The crown prince will be my husband even if he looks like a sea slug.’

				‘Yes, but it’s easier to fall in love with a good-looking merman than a sea slug!’

				‘Love has nothing to do with it, Tavia, and you know it. My marriage is a matter of state, not a matter of the heart. Royal alliances are made to strengthen bonds between realms and advance common interests.’

				‘Fine words coming from one who’s never actually been in love,’ Tavia sniffed. ‘You’re your mother’s daughter, that’s for certain. Duty above all.’ She scuttled off to chide a chambermaid. Serafina smiled, pleased she’d thrown Tavia off the scent. If she only knew.

				But she didn’t. And she wouldn’t. Serafina had kept her secret, and she wasn’t about to reveal it now.

				She took a deep breath again and tried once more to practise her songspell.

				‘Coco, stop pestering Baronessa Agneta, and try on your gown!’ a voice scolded. This time it was Lady Elettra, Cosima’s older sister, who interrupted her.

				‘Gowns are boring,’ Cosima said, darting off.

				Then Serafina heard another voice, secretive and hushed. ‘Is that what you’re wearing to the procession? You shouldn’t try so hard to outshine the princess.’

				There was laughter, throaty and low, and then a second voice, beautiful and beguiling: ‘I don’t have to try. It’s no contest. He’s only going through with the betrothal because he has to. Everyone knows that. He couldn’t care less about it. Or her.’

				The words cut like shark’s teeth. Serafina dropped a note and bungled the measure. She looked straight ahead, into the mica panel. In it she saw Lucia Volnero and Bianca di Remora, two of her ladies-in-waiting. They were at the far end of the chamber, holding up a spectacular gown and whispering. They didn’t know it, but the room’s vaulted ceiling channelled sound. Words spoken on one side of the chamber could be heard on the other, just as the ones speaking them could be seen in the mica panels.

				Bianca, the second lady, continued the conversation. ‘What everyone knows, mia amica, is that you want him for yourself,’ she said. ‘Better give up that idea!’

				‘Why should I?’ the first, Lucia, said. ‘A duchessa’s daughter is a catch, too, don’t you think? Especially this duchessa’s daughter. He certainly seems to think so.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				‘A clutch of us snuck out last night. We went to the Lagoon.’

				Serafina couldn’t believe it. The Lagoon, the waters off the human city of Venice, was not far from Miromara, but it was forbidden to merfolk. It was a treacherous place – labyrinthine, dark, and full of dangerous creatures. It was also full of humans – the most dangerous creatures of all.

				‘You did not!’ Bianca said.

				‘Oh, yes we did. It was totally awesome. We were shoaling all night. The Matalis, me, and a few other merls. It was wild,’ Lucia said.

				‘Did anything happen? With you and the prince?’

				Lucia smiled wickedly. ‘Well, he really knows how to shoal. He has some fierce moves and . . .’

				Bianca giggled. ‘And? And what?’

				Lucia’s reply was drowned out by a group of chattery maids bustling in with gowns.

				Serafina’s cheeks burned; she looked at the floor. She was hurt and furious. She wanted to tell Lucia that she’d heard every rotten word she’d said – but she didn’t. She was royalty, and royalty did not shout. Royalty did not slap their tails. Royalty did not lose control. Ever. Those who would command others must first command themselves, her mother often told her. Usually when she complained about sitting next to a dull ambassador at a state dinner. Or got caught fencing in the Grand Hall with Desiderio.

				She glanced at Lucia again. She’s always causing trouble. Why does she even have to be here? she wondered, but she knew the answer: Lucia was a member of the Volnero – a noble family as old, and nearly as powerful, as her own. The Volnero duchessas had the right to be at court and their daughters had the hereditary privilege of waiting upon the realm’s principessas.

				Lucia, with her sapphire eyes, her silver scales, her nightblue hair swept up off her shoulders. You could bungle a hundred trills if you looked like that, and nobody would even notice, Serafina thought. Not that Lucia Volnero would bungle anything. Her voice was gorgeous. It was said the Volnero were descended from sirens.

				Serafina didn’t know if that was true, but she knew that Portia, Lucia’s mother, had once enchanted Serafina’s own uncle Vallerio. Portia and Vallerio had wished to marry, but Artemesia—the reigning regina and Vallerio and Isabella’s mother—had forbidden the match. The Volnero had traitors in the branches of their family coral, and she hadn’t wanted her son to marry into a tainted line.

				Angry, Vallerio had left Cerulea and spent several years in Tsarno, a fortress town in western Miromara. Portia married someone else – Sejanus Adaro, Lucia’s father. Some said she only married him because he looked like Vallerio with his handsome face, silver scales, and black hair. Sejanus died only a year after Lucia’s birth. Vallerio never married, choosing to devote himself to the welfare of the realm instead.

				Portia has taught Lucia her secrets, Serafina thought enviously. She sighed, thinking how her mother taught her the correct form of address for Atlantica’s foreign secretary, or that Parliament must be convened only during a spring tide, never a neap tide. She wished that once, just once, her mother would teach her something merly – like which anemones to kiss to get those pouty, tentacle stung lips, or how to make her tail fin sparkle.

				Stop it, Serafina, she told herself. Don’t let Lucia get to you. Neela will know if Mahdi went to the Lagoon or not. Just practise your songspell. She comforted herself with the knowledge that her best friend would be here soon. Just seeing her face would make this whole ordeal easier.

				Serafina straightened her back, squared her shoulders, and tried, yet again, to practise her songspell.

				‘Your Grace, may I compliment you on your dress?’ a voice drawled from behind her. ‘I hope you’re wearing it tonight.’

				Serafina glanced in the mica. It was Lucia. She was smiling. Like a barracuda.

				‘No, I’m not, but thank you,’ she said warily. It wasn’t like Lucia to be forthcoming with the compliments.

				‘What a pity. You should. It’s so simple and fresh. Totally genius. Contrast is absolutely the way to go in a situation like this,’ Lucia said.

				‘Contrast?’ Serafina said, puzzled. She turned to Lucia.

				‘Your look. It’s a fabulous contrast.’

				Serafina looked down at her dress. It was a plain, light-blue sea-silk gown. Nothing special. She’d changed into it hastily, right after she’d swum into the antechamber.

				‘My look is all one colour – blue. And we’re in the sea, Lucia. So, it really doesn’t contrast with anything.’

				‘Ha! That is so funny, Your Grace! Good for you for joking about it. I’m glad it doesn’t bother you. Don’t let it. Merboys will be merboys and, anyway, I’m sure he’s given her up by now.’

				The whole room had gone quiet. Everyone had stopped what she was doing to listen. Blood sport was the court’s favourite game.

				‘Lucia, who’s he? Who’s her? What are you talking about?’ Serafina asked, confused.

				Lucia’s eyes widened. She pressed a hand to her chest. ‘You don’t know? I am such an idiot. I thought you knew. I mean, everyone knows. I – I’m sorry. It’s nothing. I made a mistake.’ She started to swim off.

				Lucia never admitted to making a mistake. Serafina saw a chance to best her, to pay her back for the mean things she’d said. And though a voice inside her told her not to, she took that chance.

				‘What mistake, Lucia?’ she asked.

				Lucia stopped. ‘Really, Your Grace,’ she said, looking deeply embarrassed. ‘I wouldn’t like to say.’

				‘No, tell me.’

				‘If you insist,’ Lucia replied.

				‘I do.’

				As soon as the words left her lips, Serafina realized she was the one who’d made the mistake. Lucia turned around. Her barracuda smile was back. She’d only been pretending embarrassment.

				‘I was talking about the crown prince and his merlfriend,’ she said. ‘Well, his latest one.’

				‘His . . . his merlfriend?’ Serafina said. She could barely breathe.

				‘That’s enough, Lucia! You’re going too far!’ Bianca hissed.

				‘But, Bianca, would you have me defy our principessa? She wishes me to speak,’ Lucia said. She fixed her glittering eyes on Serafina. ‘I’m so sorry to be the one to tell you. Especially on the day of your Dokimí. I was certain you knew, otherwise I would never have mentioned it. I only meant to compliment you by telling you that your look was a contrast to hers. All she has going for her is blonde hair, turquoise scales, and more curves than a whirlpool.’

				Lucia, triumphant, dipped her head. Serafina felt humiliated, but was determined not to show it. This was her own fault. She’d stupidly fallen right into Lucia’s trap and now she had to swim out.

				‘Lucia, thank you so much for telling me,’ she said, smiling. ‘It’s such a relief to know. I hope she’s taught him a few things.’

				‘I beg your pardon, Your Grace?’

				‘Look, we all know it – it’s no secret – the last time the crown prince visited, he was a bit of a goby and pretty hopeless with merls,’ Serafina said.

				‘You’re not upset?’

				‘Not at all! Why would I be? I just hope she’s done a good job with him. Taught him a few dance strokes or how to send a proper love conch. Someone has to. Merboys are like hippokamps, don’t you think? No fun until they’re broken in. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really do need to practise.’

				Lucia, thwarted, turned on her tail and swam away, and Serafina, a fake smile still on her face, resumed her songspell. The performance cost her dearly, but no one would have known. Used to the ways of her court, to its sharp teeth and claws, she was an expert at hiding her feelings.

				Sylvestre, however, was not.

				Crimson with anger, the octopus swam after Lucia. When he got close to her, he siphoned in as much water as he could hold, then shot a fat jet of it at her, hitting her squarely in the back of her head. Her updo collapsed.

				Lucia stopped dead. Her hands went to her head. ‘My hair!’ she screeched, whirling around.

				‘Sylvestre!’ Serafina exclaimed, horrified. ‘Apologize!’

				Sylvestre affected a contrite expression, then squirted Lucia again – in the face.

				‘You little sucker! I’ll gut you!’ she sputtered. ‘Avarus! After him!’

				Lucia’s pet scorpion fish zipped after the octopus. Sylvestre darted under the table where Serafina’s breakfast tray was resting. Avarus followed him. The table went over; the tray went flying. Sylvestre grabbed a water apple and fired it at Avarus. Avarus ducked it and charged. He swam up to Sylvestre and stung him. Sylvestre howled, and a few seconds later, Serafina’s antechamber was engulfed by a roiling cloud of black ink.

				Serafina could see nothing, but she could hear her ladies coughing and shrieking. They were crashing into tables, chairs, and one another. When the cloud finally cleared, she saw Lucia and Bianca wiping ink off their faces. Giovanna was shaking it out of her hair. Tavia was threatening to hang Sylvestre up by his tentacles.

				And then another voice, majestic and fearsome, was heard above the fray: ‘In olden days, royals had their unruly nobles beheaded. What a pity that custom fell out of use.’
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