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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.’
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				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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