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				The man’s hair was brushed back, and tied in a tail at the nape of his neck, where it curled a little. He hadn’t powdered it, like a fashionable noble, and it shone red-gold in the candlelight. He had hazel eyes that glittered as Colette gazed into them.

				‘Do you know who I am?’ he asked her gently.

				‘Ma said that you were dead,’ Colette murmured. ‘If you’re who I think you must be…’

				‘Since she refused to see me, after we parted, I might as well have been,’ the man said bitterly. ‘She and I did not agree, Colette. On many things, we discovered. But I am your father.’

				[image: MMD_Sceneimage.tif]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: MMD_Chapterheaders.tif]

				CHAPTER ONE

				COLETTE RAN HER FINGERS GENTLY over the silk. She flinched a little as her roughened fingertips caught, and swiftly tucked her hands away in the folds of her skirt. The silk was too precious to risk snagging the threads, but she wanted to touch. She wanted to wrap herself in it and feel the cool blueness shining on her skin.

				It shimmered so, glowing blue and green depending on how the light fell, how it was folded, how it shifted when she ran her fingers over its gleaming surface. But she mustn’t, even though she felt as though each thinner-than-hair thread was calling out to her.

				The tiny spells she worked with Ma jumped inside her, making her fingers tremble. They were old, worn charms, nothing grand. Just cantrips muttered against knots in the sewing silk or blunted scissors, magic that had been passed on to apprentice after apprentice, to smooth the hard life of a seamstress just a little.

				There was a richer magic in the blue silk, Colette was sure. It was from the East, Ma said. It had come off a ship, moored up at the mouth of the Grand Canal. Ma had tried to hustle Colette away as they heard the merchant cursing, but Colette had ducked under her arm. She had seen a glimpse of that shining blue, she told Ma later, but it wasn’t true. She had known it was there, inside the water-spoiled wrappings. It had called to her. They had bargained with the cloth merchant, who was glad to get something for the spoiled bale of cloth, and carried it home, lugging it along the little calli and bridges. When they’d opened it out, the great salty streaks that had so infuriated the merchant seemed to have seeped away. The salt water is inside the cloth now, Colette thought sometimes, looking at the watery dance of the sunlight on the silk.

				Oh, the dresses she could make, if the fabric were really hers… It was a waste, that all its colour and life should be buried under crystal embroidery, gold thread and lace.

				‘Colette!’ Her mother’s voice broke sharply into her thoughts, and her hands jumped inside the thin cotton of her skirt. ‘Colette, stop daydreaming! We don’t have time. Put that silk away. Tidy your hair. They’ll be here, any moment.’

				‘I know.’ Colette jumped up, and the silk spilled off her lap in a watery mass.

				Her mother clucked warningly, and reached out a hand to the precious stuff. Then she leaned back against her chair, caught by a spasm of coughing.

				Colette watched her worriedly, standing there with her arms full of silk and hating the way the bones of her mother’s shoulders stood out.

				‘The dust…’ her mother whispered at last. ‘Only the dust. All these trimmings and scraps and threads, Colette. It all makes dust.’

				‘I’ll sweep it up,’ Colette promised eagerly. ‘I didn’t sweep properly yesterday, that’s why you’re coughing. And I’ll wash the floor, Ma. There’ll be no dust left to catch in your throat then, will there?’

				‘They’re coming.’ Her mother sprang up, clutching at the back of her chair to steady herself. ‘I hear them… Get out to the shop, Colette, you’re faster than I am. Don’t keep Madame the Countess waiting!’

				Colette could hear them too, as she hurried out of the workroom, fixing her face into a subdued grimace of welcome. Madame’s page was stomping over the paving stones to hammer on the door, and she flung it open before he could damage the paintwork.

				The boy glared at her, and then stood back to usher in his mistress, who was edging irritably through the narrow door. Her dress was wide enough that she had to turn sideways, and her maid was fussing over the satin. Colette didn’t recognise the dress – it had come from another tailor. Ma would have sweet-talked the countess away from that heavy patterned stuff. She looked like a walking flowerbed. Even her delicate, gilded mask had jasmine clustered around the eyes.

				‘Where is your mother, child?’ the countess demanded.

				‘I’m here, my lady.’ Colette’s mother hurried in, dropping into a curtsey and tugging Colette down with her. Colette tried not to hear the faint wheeze in her mother’s chest as they bowed their heads. Ma always blamed the dust, or the constant damp that seeped through the stonework from the canals, or the wood fires they burned to keep the damp off the silks. It was no wonder she coughed, she kept telling Colette. She would be better in the spring. But it’s the spring now! Colette felt the words rising up inside her, even though she couldn’t bear to say them out loud. She could only hope and pray and close her eyes and pretend that Ma would get better.

				If the countess ordered a new court costume, Colette could buy the herbs to make a posset for Ma’s throat. Some eggs maybe, to make a custard to slip down easy. Colette would even be glad if Countess Morezzi bought the blue silk, though it made her ache inside to think of the workroom without its shimmering blue-green light.

				‘Would Madame like to see the dolls?’ Ma asked hopefully, as she struggled upright. ‘We have some entirely new fashions, straight from London. Very select. Very suited to Madame’s delicate colouring.’

				Colette fought not to let her lips twist into a smirk. They all knew that Madame’s delicate colouring came entirely out of the little pots on her dressing table, that Sofie the maid painted on her pretty blush with a rabbit’s foot. The countess would be unrecognisable without her towering puffed hair and painted face. She’d probably look like Ma, Colette thought, bobbing another curtsey and padding backwards to the shelves to fetch the new English dolls.

				The countess peered at them, fingering the fabrics as Ma twittered on about wider panniers, and Chinese painted silk, and double pleated ribbon trimming. The dolls lay limply on Colette’s outstretched arms, their faces painted with foolish little rosebud smiles. The countess poked them disapprovingly and her lips twisted in a pettish little smirk. ‘The same as everyone else’s…’ she murmured, and Colette heard her mother’s tiny sigh. She was not going to order a new dress. Perhaps Sofie would pick up a pot of rouge, or some ribbons, but there was hardly any money in those. They needed a new commission. Ma was one of the best dressmakers in the city, but their tiny shop wasn’t grand enough for most of the court nobility. And there were all the whisperings about Ma still. So few of the dressmakers in Venice were women, there was an assumption that Ma could never be as good as a proper tailor. It didn’t help that Colette’s father had died soon after she was born. It had taken a long time for the Tailors’ Guild to accept Ma for membership.

				Colette was quite sure that Countess Morezzi only came to Harriet’s because they were cheap, and convenient, in that her family’s palazzo was quite close by. And there was still a certain novelty in a London seamstress in Venice. The countess could be seen as fashionably eccentric, patronising such a little, out-of-the-way place.

				Colette wanted to plead with her, but there was no chance of that. Ma looked defeated, and more tired than ever as she took the pattern dolls from Colette and laid them gently back in their places. Colette could hear her wheezing again, and she turned back to the countess, curtseying low. ‘Would you wait a moment, Madame?’ she murmured. ‘We have some silk – very special. No one else in the city has anything like it. It would make the most fascinating dress for carnival, my lady.’

				‘No one else…?’ The countess looked sharply at Colette. ‘And why did you not show me this before?’

				‘It’s quite new, my lady,’ Ma put in, smiling worriedly at her. ‘And very dear… Perhaps only for the most special of dresses.’

				Colette sensed the countess stiffen slightly. There was a faint whisper of her satin skirts against the floor, and the silver flowers embroidered on the fabric glittered. Colette stared hard at the floor, twisting her fingers behind her back. Had Ma meant to do that? To suggest that the countess couldn’t afford an expensive new dress? Because either now she would storm out and tell everyone that Harriet’s was out of date, shoddy and not to be trusted, or she would order that dress, with every little extra that could possibly be squeezed onto it…

				‘Show me!’ the countess demanded, and Colette hurried back into the workroom, gathering up the blue silk with a sharp stab of regret. It slithered over her arms, watery-cool, and she ducked her head to rub it once against her cheek. Then she carried it out to show the countess, who would ruin it with spangles and knots of ribbon, and her pale, fish-like face.

				They needed the money. They needed Countess Morezzi to show off one of Ma’s dresses. The rent was past due. This had to work.

				‘Show her,’ Colette whispered to the blue silk in her arms. ‘Please.’ And she felt the shimmering threads tremble and warm against her skin. The silk glistened as she held it out to the countess. ‘For carnival, my lady,’ Colette murmured. ‘Perhaps with a grand headdress. We could make you the ornaments, my lady. Little ships, and – and mermaids…’ Her voice whispered to nothing in the silence.

				‘I could give a ball,’ the countess said suddenly. ‘A patriotic ball at the palazzo, celebrating our city’s mastery of the sea. Yes. With a most extravagant wig… I have something of the kind.’ She paced across the tiny showroom, muttering to herself, and then rounded on Ma. ‘You will make me this dress, for a springtime ball, before the weather grows too hot. I shall require it in three weeks.’

				‘Three weeks!’ Ma said faintly, and the countess stared down her long nose, like a seagull.

				‘Indeed.’

				Ma nodded, and curtseyed. ‘Yes, my lady, three weeks.’

				‘Send me the drawings. I shall come for a first fitting in a week.’ She stroked the silk again, even drawing off one fine kid glove, and nodded. Then she sailed majestically towards the door, so that the little page boy who had been half dozing in the corner had to leap across the room to open it in time, and guide out the absurd mass of her skirts. Then he hurried before her to the water, hastily shooing away a thin cat that had been nosing around the boatman’s ankles, and the countess was half pushed, half lifted into the narrow gondola.

				Ma stayed staring after her, half dipped in a curtsey, till Colette hauled her up. ‘She’s taking a dress,’ she murmured. ‘That silk. Oh, Colette, think of what we can charge.’

				‘But three weeks! I don’t see how—’

				‘We must.’ Ma hugged her, wrapping her arms around Colette tight. ‘We can’t not, Colette.’ She hunted in the little hanging pocket around her waist and pulled out a coin. ‘Give me the silk, dear heart, and go and buy some candles. We shall be working late.’

				Colette took the coin and went to the door, looking back at Ma cradling the bolt of silk like a baby, and murmuring to it. Perhaps it was only the blue-green glow of the fabric on her skin, but Colette thought she had never seen her look so pale.

				Still thinking of Ma, and worrying about three weeks of midnight work by candlelight, Colette hurried heedlessly across the stones, almost tripping over the skinny alley cat as she approached the bridge. The cat dodged out of the way with a hiss that told her quite clearly that she was a blundering fool. Colette, anxious and not thinking, said earnestly, ‘I’m so sorry. Are you hurt?’

				For a moment, she almost thought the cat would answer, it was staring at her so closely. Then it leaped up onto the balustrade of the tiny bridge, so it could peer even closer.

				It wasn’t a pretty cat, but it had a certain rakish pirate elegance, with its torn ears and mottled tortoiseshell coat. It had heavy black markings around its eyes, too, almost as if it were wearing a mask.

				‘I wasn’t looking properly. I was worrying about something. I’m very sorry if I trod on your paws.’ Colette gazed into the cat’s green-gold gooseberry eyes uncertainly, and decided to stop talking, in case the cat did answer her. There was something about this creature… It had been hanging around for a while, but Colette had never looked at it this closely before. Its whiskers were black on one side, and white on the other.

				Colette swallowed, to wet her dry throat. Everyone in Venice knew that Duchess Olivia’s maid had 
a magical cat, who walked among the court in a silver collar, and was widely believed to be a spy. But even he didn’t talk. Or at least, not so that anyone heard him.

				The cat nodded to Colette, and then sat down, head held high and its tail curled neatly around its paws, as if it were some pampered pet, and not an alley cat at all. Colette nodded back – she couldn’t not – and walked across the bridge to the market to buy her tallow candles, with the tortoiseshell cat watching her all the way.
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				CHAPTER TWO

				‘GO TO BED, COLETTE. YOU’RE yawning. You’re half asleep over that stitching as it is.’

				‘I’m not,’ Colette muttered thickly. ‘I’m awake, I’m sewing, look.’ She peered down at the little golden fish she was embroidering and sighed. The huge stitches were straggling down the fabric like a ladder. She must have been sewing in her sleep. Now she’d have to unpick the mess, and sweet-talk the threads of the silk into closing up all those ugly little holes. ‘It’s so nearly finished,’ she sighed. ‘And we need it, to show the countess tomorrow when she comes for the fitting. She’ll want to see the pattern. She said…’

				‘Then you can finish it in the morning.’ Ma sighed, and stretched out her cramped fingers. ‘Go, Colette. You’re only making more work for yourself.’ She leaned over and lifted the fabric out of Colette’s hands.

				‘She probably won’t come, after all this,’ Colette yawned, stumbling up out of her chair.

				But Ma shook her head grimly. ‘She will. You didn’t see her eyes, Colette, when she touched the silk. She wants this dress. There’s something about it, this cloth.’ She stroked it gently. ‘Even I don’t want to let it go, sometimes. And I’ve seen enough silk for a lifetime. I’m not even sure I like the colour. But still…’

				‘I wish we could keep it. I hate to think of her wearing it.’ Colette would never have said the words if she hadn’t been so tired, but they slipped out without her meaning to say them.

				Her mother was silent for a moment, and Colette dropped her eyes. How many times had Ma told her that the dresses they made were not for the likes of them, ever? That the grand, hoop-skirted dresses they slaved over were a prison, for rich, silly women who could afford to take five minutes to struggle through a doorway? Colette’s own clothes were simple, and neat, and plain, and that was as it should be. She would never wear blue watered silk.

				‘There’ll be scraps.’

				Colette looked up, surprised. She had expected her mother to round on her, to call her ungrateful. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘I know it isn’t the same as the whole bolt of cloth – the way it shines as it falls, that’s what makes it so striking – but I could make you a bodice, Colette. Or – or a cap. Or I could dress one of the dolls in it.’ Her mother laughed sadly. ‘You loved those dolls so much when you were little. I used to have to wrench them out of your hands to show the customers.’

				‘Did you?’ Colette didn’t remember. ‘Was that – a long time ago?’

				Her mother’s face closed over – as if she was waiting for what Colette would say next. But Colette only smiled at her, and kissed her cheek, and went to climb the little winding staircase up to her room.

				She knew Ma would never tell her what she wanted to know.

				Colette had first asked where her father was when she was very small – other children seemed to have one, though not all of them, by any means. She had been curious. Ma had explained that he was dead. He had died of a fever, shortly after Colette was born. Having never known him, Colette hadn’t felt this to be too much of a loss. She supposed that if she had had a father, Ma might not have had to work so hard – and she might not have had to start her own training as a seamstress so early. But then every other child she knew helped in their parents’ shop, or workroom. Even the little daughters of the nobility who came to be measured for their dresses had lessons, it seemed, in deportment and dancing and languages. Colette thought she would prefer to sit by her window and sew.

				What was strange was that Ma wouldn’t ever tell her any more about her father. Did Colette look like him? Did he have hair that curled too? Had he been able to sing? Was that where her own soft, pretty voice had come from, since Ma herself said she croaked like a heron? Had he been a tailor? A boatman? A maker of wigs?

				‘He’s dead, Colette. Dead and gone and best forgotten.’ That was all Ma would say. Colette had asked so many times and she always said the same. But hearing the words over and over again made them sound less like truth, not more. Over the years, as her mother grew more agitated each time he was mentioned, and more determined not to tell Colette anything, Colette had become convinced that there was some dark, hidden secret about her father.

				She would stare at her face in the dark surface of the canal, cursing as the wind ruffled the water. There was a glass in the showroom, of course, but it was old and mottled, and Ma would see what she was doing and know what she meant by it. The water was just as good, when it held still. She leaned over her reflection, staring at her face and trying to subtract those features that she recognised from her mother, to see what was left. Curling reddish fair hair, and hazel eyes, and perhaps the determined point of her chin?

				Colette curled up on the bed she shared with her mother, tugging the blankets up around her shoulders. As she fell asleep, her father’s voice whispered to her in the faint hissing of the night wind on the water.

				‘It’s beautiful, Colette,’ Ma murmured, turning the fabric this way and that to look at the dancing golden fish. Colette had used a scrap of old blue cambric, a fine cotton, as they couldn’t waste the precious silk for samples. Even so, the fish glittered in the dim light of the workroom, as if they would leap away from the faded material and make for the canal outside the door.

				‘Good enough to show to Madame the Countess?’

				Ma nodded, smiling, and Colette sat back, twitching her shoulders gratefully – she had been hunched over her embroidery ever since she’d got up that morning. She had crept out of bed at first light, hoping to leave Ma to sleep – who knows how late she’d stayed up the night before, cutting out the pieces of the blue silk, and tacking them together. There had been no time to make a toile out of calico as the countess was in too much of a hurry for her grand ball dress. The dress was on the wicker mannequin now, looming in the corner of the room. But Ma had come trailing down the stairs not long after her, to finish twitching and fussing with the deep folds of silk that draped down the back of the dress.

				Now, she heated a pan of coffee over the kitchen fire. They had crumbly, dry biscuits to dip in it, 
and Colette wondered if the countess would have biscuits too. Her maid would bring them to her in bed, a huge pile of them, with an eggshell-thin porcelain bowl of sweet chocolate. She would be wearing that lace-trimmed wrapper with the pink ribbons that Ma had made for her. Colette sighed, and licked the crumbs off her fingers enviously. She didn’t envy the clothes, or not all that much. But if no one had ordered a dress, she and Ma made do with the bread that the baker sold off at the end of the day.

				Carefully, they carried the wicker form out into the showroom, turning it this way and that, so as to catch the sunlight on the gleaming silk. Colette pinned her embroidered fish over the plain calico toile they’d made for the underskirt, and Ma sat limply in the delicate chair they kept for clients, staring at the dress. There was other work to be done – simpler dresses for less important clients – but neither of them had the energy to hurry back to the workroom. It was not the time to start on fashioning an outdated striped woollen robe into something more up to date for the grain merchant’s wife. It felt like too much of a comedown after the blue silk.

				The countess arrived later that morning, disembarking from her gilded gondola in a flurry of servants and onlookers.

				‘Is she really very rich?’ Colette asked, watching a group of women and children staring and curtseying as the countess stalked by. Their neighbour, Alyssa, caught her eye, and nodded to her encouragingly. A rich customer was good for all of them – if Colette and Ma had money, they’d have a little food to spare, perhaps, and maybe even some scraps of pretty fabric to make dresses for the children. ‘She’s part of the court, isn’t she? I’m surprised she doesn’t have her dresses made somewhere more fashionable. She must have the money to spend.’ She pursed her lips as the countess’s page boy flung a few small coins at the watchers, and the children scrambled and fought for the pennies.

				Ma shrugged. ‘Who knows, Colette? Perhaps her family’s vineyards have failed, or they’ve mortgaged away the estates? Or perhaps she just has a nose for a bargain. We don’t ask questions. She’s our only court client, and we must keep her happy.’

				‘Is it ready?’ the countess demanded, as she edged her way impatiently through the door, followed by her page and the maid. She had on the busy patterned silk again, and it made Colette’s teeth ache. It was open over a different petticoat this time, in a shade of pink that swore at the embroidery. But there were rose-pink pearls all along the petticoat hem, and in and out of the silver flowers on the stiff stomacher she wore – the dress might be horrible, but it screamed of money. She had a mask on too, a half-mask of pink, stiffened silk, tied with trailing ribbons. It made her eyes glitter, and Colette wasn’t sure if that was just the effect of the pink silk, or if the mask was spelled to make the countess look more beautiful.

				‘Yes, my lady,’ Ma murmured, moving aside the painted screen they’d put in front of the dress. As she pulled it away, the sun caught the silk in a blaze of blue light, and the countess’s maid, Sofie, stepped back with a gasp. Even the countess’s mouth fell open, though she didn’t make a sound. She cast the maid a disgusted look, then slowly paced around the dress, examining the cut of the sleeves.

				‘To be worn over a shift with deep lace cuffs, my lady,’ Ma murmured. ‘We could supply the lace, of course.’ There was a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

				‘Mmmm.’ The countess inclined her head slowly. ‘I will try it.’ She stood expectantly, waiting for Ma to bow her into the tiny dressing room behind the curtains. Colette whisked the dress from the mannequin, and then waited outside, poised, ready to fetch pins, or scissors, or whatever Ma called for. Sofie sank wearily onto one of the chairs, and glared at Colette as if daring her to comment. From behind the curtain there was a low rustling of silk, interspersed with irritable grunts from the countess as the dress was tugged and laced and pinned into place.

				Colette paced, biting at the skin on the side of her thumbnail. The dress had to be perfect, but a tiny part of her still hoped the countess would tear it off and leave the silk behind for them to keep. The leftover pieces were tucked lovingly in an old wooden press, scented with lavender and dried rose petals, waiting for Ma to have a spare moment to fashion something for Colette, but the dress itself still called to her.

				She could almost hear the threads whispering – the silk spoke to her as it rustled across the wooden boards, and the countess emerged from behind the curtain.

				‘My lady,’ the countess’s maid sighed, clasping her hands. Colette thought she would have said her mistress looked beautiful whatever the dress had been like – but that sigh of delight had been an honest one. ‘Oh, indeed, Madame is a picture.’

				The countess shook out the skirts of the overdress, and patted the silk. She swayed from side to side, and paced a few steps, all the while eyeing herself in the mirror. ‘You really should have a better glass,’ she complained, peering over her shoulder at the long falls of silk down the back of the gown. ‘This one is pitiful…’

				‘I know, my lady,’ Ma agreed, twisting her fingers. ‘But mirrors are so expensive. Are you happy with the embroidery, my lady? The little fishes?’

				Colette glanced down at her work – the countess had kept her pale pink stomacher and petticoat 
on, but Ma had tucked the embroidered piece under the open front of the dress. Colette smiled to herself as she watched the fish sparkling – they looked as if they were moving, their tiny fins flickering to and fro.

				Then her throat seemed to close, and her heart thudded painfully in her chest. They were moving. They swirled their tails lazily against the limp blue cambric – except that now the cambric had the same rich, blue-green tint of the silk, and rippled like waves.

				Colette fought for breath. It was happening again. Her very best work seemed to move sometimes, but never so clearly as this. She had always convinced herself that she was imagining it, before, but this time she was certain it was real.

				No one else could see it – or they hadn’t noticed. Ma was politely haggling with the countess about the first payment for the dress, explaining that she needed the money to pay for the silk. Sofie and the page boy were yawning in the corner. Colette clasped her hands tightly behind her back. She wanted to touch the fish, to stroke the fabric and see if it was watery. Her fingers were twitching. But she couldn’t, of course.

				The fish twirled and looped and fluttered their tails, and Colette gazed at them hungrily, wondering how it had happened. What had she done to make the stitches move? It has to be something about the silk, she thought vaguely. It had swallowed up that sea water. Perhaps it had taken in some of the city’s water magic, and bound it up with its own strange powers from the East? There were many deep magics practised there, Colette was sure, somewhere so strange and different from Venice.

				The whispering of the silk filled Colette’s ears again, and she glanced anxiously at the overdress – what if the countess heard? But she was too busy peacocking in front of the mirror, admiring the curve of her arms in the elbow sleeves and interrogating Ma about the cost of trimmings.

				It wasn’t only the whispering, Colette saw, digging her fingernails into her palms. There were pictures. Strange little images fluttered across the fabric: Colette’s tiny golden fish sparkled and glittered and swam onto the skirts of the dress, then they turned into coins, a cascade of gold pieces that were swallowed up into the darkness of the silk. And then – Ma! Colette stifled a gasp. Her mother shimmered on the surface of the fabric, shaking like Colette’s own reflection had in the dark waters of the canal. She was snatching at the coins, but they slipped out of her fingers, again and again, and then she pressed her hands against her face, and faded away.

				‘I will send Sofie with the money,’ the countess said, waving a hand vaguely, as if money was something with which she did not concern herself. ‘Soon…’

				No, you won’t… Colette thought grimly. She was sure the pictures on the silk were right – the countess was intending to cheat them somehow. The dress was reflecting her darkest thoughts. She wondered if anyone else would be able to see them – did the silk speak to her alone? Because she loved it? Because she had spent so long with it in her arms?

				She reached out at last, pretending to straighten the pleats across the countess’s shoulders. She had to touch the fabric.

				Colette felt the magic like a delicious coolness as her fingers brushed over the surface, a coolness that shivered over her skin and made her smile. Then the smile faded as the countess turned to stare at her, and so did Ma, and the magic settled inside her as a ball of ice, a premonition of something dreadful that was coming, all too soon.

				‘But what were you doing?’ Ma asked again. ‘I can’t understand it, Colette. You know what an important customer she is! And now she thinks you’re touched, or rag-mannered at best. What were you doing, standing there staring at her like that? You know we can’t risk offending her.’

				‘I know,’ Colette muttered dully. The silk was stretched out over her lap – now that the countess had approved the pattern, she could start stitching the thousands of tiny fish that would dart over the dress.

				‘Honestly, Colette! You must have had a reason.’

				Colette hung her head over the icy smoothness of the silk, remembering that cold foretelling. She could hear Ma breathing beside her, each breath ending in the faintest rattle. ‘It’s this silk!’ she whispered at last. ‘It’s strange. There were pictures in it…’

				‘Pictures? Don’t talk nonsense.’

				Colette sighed faintly. Ma didn’t trust magic – even in a city like Venice, which was practically built on it. She muttered the old sewing spells in a gabble, and more out of habit than anything else. ‘You said yourself there was something special about it,’ she pointed out.

				‘But not magic. We don’t have anything to do with real magic. Only those old rhymes, that’s all. Proper work, that’s what goes into our dresses. No silly, flighty spells.’

				‘Well, this dress has got something in it,’ Colette muttered. ‘And I pity the countess when she’s wearing it, Ma, because I don’t think it likes her.’

				‘Don’t say things like that!’ Ma’s voice rose into a hoarse shriek, and she coughed painfully, her sides heaving. ‘Honestly, Colette, never! She’ll have us up before the law. Don’t you dare.’

				‘I didn’t do anything!’ Colette wailed. ‘It’s in the silk!’

				‘Oh, I’ve no patience with you!’ Ma turned away, settling back in her chair and snatching up the bodice she was seaming. Colette looked over at her miserably. Ma wouldn’t understand – she didn’t want to. Colette didn’t see why her mother was so dismissive of magic. She seemed to hate it, almost. Colette set a few more stitches, and then leaned against the window, cooling her burning face against the greenish glass. The street outside was busy, and she watched the passers-by, wishing for once that she could be out there on the calle with them. She loved to sew, and she felt herself lucky, working as an apprentice in her own mother’s workshop, instead of slaving for a stranger. But today the atmosphere in the sewing room was close and angry, and Colette longed to hurry away and lose herself among the crowd, just for a little while.

				There was no time, of course. Two more weeks until the dress was to be finished. The countess had sent out invitations to her grand evening party – all of Venice’s nobility had been invited. The dress must be finished, or Ma’s business would be ruined. Colette sat up straighter, and sewed two more tiny fish. Then she straightened the fabric, to check that she hadn’t puckered it with her stitches, and the fish fluttered over her fingers in a chilly wisp. She shivered, and pushed it away a little, leaning back against the window.

				There was a girl strolling by, not a common shop-girl like Colette, but not a noblewoman, either. A merchant’s daughter, Colette decided, with a practised look at her dress and cloak. Colette glanced up at the girl’s face and flinched. She had on a mute mask – a black velvet mask that covered the central part of her face, even her mouth. It had no strings to tie it on – the girl was holding on it with her teeth, biting on a button on the back of the mask, so she couldn’t open her mouth. Only her eyes shone through the choking velvet, gleaming pale blue against the darkness of the mask. It made Colette shudder just to look at her. How could she wear such a thing? Colette could only suppose that her family made her, so that when she went out into the city there was no chance of her speaking to anyone she shouldn’t.

				Masks were everywhere in Venice, but Colette had never liked them. She had seen her ma in one, just once, a thin golden mask that, looking back, Colette realised must have been quite valuable. It was some sort of fabric, perhaps even lace, and it had been cobweb-thin, and glittery. It had hung on the wall in the workroom, gathering dust, until one year’s carnival, when Alyssa and some of the other neighbour women had persuaded Colette’s ma out to join a late-night dance along the canal. Ma had shaken her head at first, and said she was too busy, but they’d begged and wheedled, and in the end she had laughed, and snatched the mask down from the wall. Colette had watched from the stairs, wide-eyed, as the gold ribbons seemed to tie themselves behind her head, and she had begun to dance. Just one foot tapping, to start with, but then the other, and her fingers fluttering as she glided to the door.

				She had glanced back once, as the door swung shut behind her. Colette could see the eyes glittering behind the golden lace, but they were not her mother’s. She had crept back up the stairs weeping, and hidden herself under the blankets. In the morning her mother had been back, and Colette had watched her cautiously for the whole day. She was the same as she ever had been, but the mask had disappeared. She had never dared to ask where it had gone. She hadn’t wanted to know.

				Since then, even the plainest papier-mâché half-mask had made Colette suspicious. Why not just wear your own face? she always wondered. What are you hiding? There were a few places in the city where masks were compulsory – some of the votes for elected officials were held masked, to make the ballot truly secret. Because no one would dare admit who they had voted for, Colette thought sadly, in case the losing candidate decided to pay them a visit.

				All the partygoers at the Ridotto, the largest and most luxurious of the casinos, went masked too. Duchess Olivia, the ruler of the city, had let it be known that she disapproved of the dangerous habit of gambling. Especially after so many of the young men from her court had devastated their family’s fortunes in the Ridotto’s shadowy gaming rooms. So now the nobility slunk through its doors cloaked and masked, and the sense of danger and intrigue and forbidden excitement had made the place busier than ever.
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