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1
ELARA



Elara knew better than to hope, yet there she stood within a crowd of other doe-eyed fools gawking at the same flyer. They’d been pasted around the Quarter this morning, and the crowds amassed because magie like this rarely made it south across the Joyaux.

Upon shiny white paper, an eerie likeness of the late Souverain of Arts Culinaires smiled and waved at her audience as if she hadn’t died last week. Like all Souverains in the Counseil des Sept, she was decked entirely in white: shimmering dress, dyed hair, long eyelashes, and manicured nails. When she wasn’t preening for the crowd, she recited the information at the bottom of the poster.

“The time has come to host the Objet d’Art Contest!” she called. Children in the front row squealed, clapping their hands at the rare magie that made the painting move. “With my unfortunate passing, a successor must be chosen, and it could be you!”

Elara walked away. She’d heard it a dozen times already that morning. The posters were everywhere, and they droned on about the same bullshit that always ended in the same useless question:

Will you be one of the Favored?

No.

Elara would not be chosen to compete, and she knew better than to let the stubborn pang of disappointment break her focus. She had a more sensible task ahead of her.

Turning a street corner manned by an Anespérer officer dressed in black, she thumbed the three coins in her dress pocket. Four years and Elara still couldn’t walk past them without hunching her shoulders or averting her gaze.

The narrow street stretched between leaning tenements and emptied out into what used to be the heart of the Restes neighborhood—The Market. There were stalls to represent most of the seven Sociétés that ran Anespérer, though the Restes didn’t see much Arts Spectacle yellow, Arts Littéraires purple, or Arts Humains red.

People who lived in the Restes Quarter south of the Joyaux River couldn’t break into a Société even despite some being magie-abled, leaving them for more undesirable work—sewage, laundry, garbage. Jobs the rich deemed “talentless,” which really meant work they knew the city needed but didn’t want to dirty their own hands doing.

Those jobs were noble and necessary, but they paid next to nothing.

Once upon a time, five years ago to be exact, The Market flourished. People shopped, gathered at crates to play cards, and bartered with homemade goods, and children played while the neighborhood kept watch.

Now it was flooded with more officers than customers.

Elara made her way past the market’s only artist from Arts Visuels, who poured molten metal along the edges of a broken wine bottle, fusing it with scraps of other shattered glass. With a breath, it cooled and the stained-glass bird flitted to life, alighting upon the artist’s shoulder.

The largest line was to the silver canopy of Arts Manufacturiers, where iron sang against steel. The blacksmith’s hammer rained sparks with every blow as he worked a wrench back into shape. Soot-stained workers in bleached coveralls waited for their tools so they could return to the factories in the adjacent Fumée Quarter.

Elara ducked beneath a canopy made of sickly-looking squash vines. Jeanine, the Arts Nécessaire farmer who tended these crops, shouted, “Squash grown with magie to fill the belly for hours. Onions that keep their flavor in any broth all season!”

As a duo of officers moved by, Elara ducked behind another customer and plucked a basket of strawberries from the shelf. They were too small, too green, too pathetic, and most certainly not worth a single som.

She had no choice. “I’ll take these.”

Jeanine’s voice answered, “Sure thing, dear. That’ll be…”

The customer moved away, taking Elara’s hiding place with him.

Jeanine’s wrinkled face tightened. “No.”

“Jeanine,” Elara muttered, eyes on the guards, “it’s just me.”

“And you bring trouble. Like your boyfriend.”

Jeanine didn’t even drop her voice. The police hadn’t noticed, but they would soon if she kept squawking. Elara’s last boyfriend, like some stains, couldn’t be removed with time and scrubbing alone. They had to be scorched out like gunk at the bottom of an oven. Unfortunately, Fernand was the most stubborn mess she’d ever had to try and burn out of her life.

“I haven’t seen him in months,” she argued.

“Spreading ideas like the fool he is, he went and got my Colin arrested.” Jeanine jabbed her finger in the air to an empty stall down the line. “Got it in his head he had the right to perform magie without Société approval.”

The guards had stopped to light a smoke.

Colin was every bit the opposite of Jeanine. He’d been bright-eyed and desperate for change, which made him an easy target for Fernand Travers. He made his schemes for a better world sound charming, easy. But rebellions took more than that. So much more.

“I’m sorry,” Elara said and meant it, “but I’m not with him anymore.”

“Sure. And what’s this about you getting fired?”

Elara’s gut sank. “How did you know?”

Jeanine scoffed. “Everyone in the Restes makes it their business to keep up with Corinne Rousseau’s girl.”

Like hounds who finally caught her scent, the police lowered their cigarettes. One man, with a severe jawline and more than enough scars on his face to tell Elara he never backed down from a fight, cocked a brow, then whispered to his partner.

It didn’t matter if Elara was innocent or not. There were other people and bigger mistakes in her past that could never be purged.

Before the police could investigate, she placed the strawberries back, shot Jeanine a strained smile, then ducked away. Beyond the humiliation, the worst part was she couldn’t defend herself with the truth. She had no idea why she’d been fired. The head baker had released her at the end of her shift and refused to answer any questions as he shoved her out the door.

No matter. She didn’t need the overpriced fruit anyway. Ingredients didn’t make a recipe; chefs did.

She followed the smell of sourdough along the river all the way to the open bay doors of the bakery. Inside the low-ceilinged kitchen, three bakers shuffled around overcrowded shelves lined with dirty bowls in a quiet dance of shaping, loading, and unloading swollen loaves and crisp baguettes. This week marked the longest she’d been away from a kitchen, and she was screaming to get back in.

“Shop’s around the front,” groused one of the bakers, a tall man in a dingy brown suit.

“I actually have an appointment.”

His head shot up, eyes narrowed as sweat dripped down his brow. “You from the bank?”

“No. I’m Elara R—” Nope. Not making that mistake again. “I’m looking for work.”

The man whipped back to his busy station, upturning bannetons of dough onto a too-heavily-floured surface. The little mounds rapidly lost their shape as he tossed them too early onto the baking tray.

“Those need a bit more work.” She moved inside and took one of the dough balls in hand. It was much too soft, but some of the structure could be saved with a bit of tucking and rolling. Quickly, she stretched the edges, flipping them to the center, then turning the whole thing over onto a clean surface. With a few quick tucks, the dough came together. “It won’t save the crumb structure entirely, but—”

“Does it look like I have the time to give a damn about crumb structure?” He snatched the dough back. “I got a line filled with hungry customers wrapped around the street, and all I have is this shit to pass off as bread.”

The other two bakers had stopped their work to watch.

Their judgment stifled the room.

Elara breathed deep, trying to find her way back to the reason she was here today. She wasn’t here to prove how much she knew about baking to this man. It didn’t matter what he thought.

“Gaetan doesn’t have room on the payroll for anyone, much less for a show-off who hasn’t got a clue about the real world.”

To hell with breathing. “Listen here, you piece of—”

“He’s right,” another, familiar voice rumbled. Elara faced Gaetan, who stood just inside the doorway to the front of house. “You’re just like your mother, an idealistic, insufferable know-it-all.”

“I’m nothing like her,” Elara retorted primly. “There’s not an optimistic bone in my body.”

Gaetan’s laugh rumbled, as comforting as summer thunder. Just like that, the tension melted away from her shoulders. She was safe.

It had been months, maybe longer, since she’d seen him this close. His eyes were shining, and his cheeks were red. He reeked of wine and sweat beneath his dirty Arts Culinaires uniform that had once been beige, and there was far more gray in his copper beard than she remembered. Personal hygiene had never been high on his list, but this? This was bad.

“Little early to hit the bottle, isn’t it?” she asked.

“And you’re too young to be so judgmental.” He leaned against the counter. “And too jobless. How’d that happen?”

“No idea.”

“Ellie…”

She tossed her hands in the air. “It’s true! They paid me for my last shift and sent me on my way.”

“And now you want back in to have a shot at being one of the Favored?”

Because you had to be working in your discipline in order to be considered for the Objet d’Art.

As if on cue, Souverain Lisette Plouffe’s voice filled the bakery. The three baking assistants stopped their work to gawk at the poster above the prep station.

“The time has come to host the Objet d’Art Contest! With my unfortunate passing, a successor must be chosen, and it could be you!”

“Please,” Elara huffed. “In the history of Objet d’Arts, no one from the Restes has ever become Souverain. Ever.”

One assistant shushed her.

Plouffe went on, “Right now, magied chef coats are making their way to twenty lucky chefs who’ve been chosen to compete for a place as one of seven finalists in Objet d’Art. Three grueling trials will help the Counseil des Sept choose the next Souverain of Arts Culinaires.”

“Don’t they only choose the upper ranks?” the greasy head chef asked.

“Aspirants have competed before!” piped up the girl returning to her baguettes. “Souverain Lafontaine was an Aspirant during the last Objet d’Art.”

“Sixty years ago.” Elara rolled her eyes. “This right here is what they want from us. Witless hope.”

It was the most dangerous weapon the Counseil des Sept used against the Restes. Some people held on to hope that they could fix the Sociétés by following the rules and earning their place of power. When hope died, they turned to violence, which never worked. Elara’s mother might agree if she hadn’t bled out on the cobblestones years ago.

The Objet d’Art was just another way to dangle that hope. Whenever one of their self-serving Souverains finally croaked, a contest was held rather than a funeral. Through celebration and unhealthy, cutthroat competition, they decided the replacement Souverain. Anyone could rise, they said. Lies.

Gaetan clapped her shoulder. “If you’re done sucking all the joy out of the air, I think you owe me a demonstration.”

“Gaetan,” the head baker said. “We don’t have—”

“No harm in seeing what talent is out there.”

Given the looks between them, Elara felt a prickle of guilt. Gaetan wasn’t giving her a chance because he wanted to test her talent. He was giving her a chance because of their history. Beyond her mother, he was the first person who took her interest in the kitchen seriously, and when her mother became preoccupied, he’d stepped up to guide her education.

When everything blew apart, they’d gone their separate directions.

This was an apology.

“Right.” She whipped an apron from the hook. “Can I have a look at your pantry?”

His eyes darkened.

She swept past him. “I don’t need much. Besides, I know my way around. That should make it easy for me to start work sooner.”

The barren shelves brought her to a halt.

In a pantry large enough to feed the whole quarter, the shelves were bare. Two sacks of stale flour, a few vials of half-used spices, and a dozen eggs. The icebox wasn’t much better. Butter, milk, and cheese, but not enough to last the week.

She could work with it.

“I can whip something up that you and your customers will love.”

“Ellie…” Gaetan rubbed his mustache.

She dismissed him with a wave. “I won’t take much, and I guarantee it’ll be the thing you need to turn this place around.”

“My bakery is doing just fine,” he grumbled.

It wasn’t his. Not really. It might have his name on it, but as a Professionnelle, Gaetan—like everyone else in a Société—was beholden to a superior. Across the Joyaux River, some Directeur owned this bakery and at least half a dozen others. Those Directeurs operated under the observation of supreme power: the Souverains.

Gaetan was nothing more than a glorified manager. He baked the bread, repaired the roof, and paid the bills, but the Directeur could replace him, at any moment, with some other Professionnelle and send him packing.

Elara had no interest in claiming power, but becoming a Directeur meant she could open her own bakery. She wouldn’t have to scrape for a job, because her last name wouldn’t matter. Owning her own business would give her the tools to be happy. For once.

Gaetan was the first step to climbing her way up.

In a pan she combined milk, sugar, and butter.

She rushed back to the pantry, scanning and skimming. Choux pastry wasn’t enough. It had to sing. It had to pop. It had to … aha! She found a small vial tucked near the back, almost hidden except for the scant pinch of shimmering embers. Blister bark was one of the rarest ingredients, and this was a measly portion, but she could draw the magie out.

The granules dissipated into the steaming liquid. To this, she added flour and stirred with a wooden spoon until it came together into a thick dough.

Upon adding the eggs, she began to work her magie.

As an Aspirant, she shouldn’t be able to create anything worthwhile, but she’d had a great teacher. The key, her mother had taught her, was to imagine what you wanted that first bite to feel like. Powerful intention mixed with powerful emotions yielded powerful magie.

Mama had been more than some baker working the line. She’d accomplished what few Restes ever could: Professionnelle status—the middle tier of Arts Culinaires. Where Aspirants, like Elara, followed recipes for months on end, Professionnelles could create. Mama had been able to imbue tarts with memories, and infuse truth-telling magie into pillowy madeleines. Elara’s mother had the ability to carry people away from their troubles.

And there were plenty of troubles in the Restes.

Once the dough was cool enough, she poured it into a paper cone and squeezed even dollops onto a tray. With another sprinkle of sugar, she tossed the tray into the oven and started piping another set.

For the first time in two weeks, she felt perfectly at ease.

Until Lisette Plouffe started her speech again.

“The time has come to host…”

Except this time Elara’s thoughts snagged on the words glimmering at the bottom of the poster.


OBJET D’ART CONTEST

Across Anespérer, twenty chefs will be invited to Maison de Guérison, where they will have one chance to impress the Counseil des Sept and earn a coveted spot as one of the seven finalists in Objet d’Art. Through three rigorous trials, finalists will have to display awe-inspiring talent, cutting-edge magie, and unshakable nerve if they want a chance at becoming the next Souverain des Arts Culinaires.

Invitations arriving soon.

Will you be one of the Favored?



Elara knew the truth: No Reste would ever be chosen.

But her previous boss … Had he thought, even for a moment, that she might have a chance of receiving one of those chef coats? Of being whisked away across the river to dine with the upper class and compete for a position the Counseil had no intention of giving to a Reste?

The rapid pulse of her heart doubled, not with the joy of creation but the fury of injustice. The timing was too perfect to be coincidence. Plouffe had died, she’d been kicked out the door, and the flyers had gone up. You couldn’t be a Favored if you weren’t working for Arts Culinaires, and you couldn’t maintain your status in a Société if you couldn’t keep a job.

Elara snorted.

Had she really been fired because her boss was threatened by her? What a fool.

When the dough ran out, she made a new batch. This one nearly burned in the pot, and she beat it too hard against the sides of the bowl. She couldn’t stop glowering at the late Souverain’s prim face as she winked and smiled, as she mouthed those same damn words again and again and again …

The choux buns were done.

The first batch was perfect.

The second was lumpy and too crisp.

It might not be worthy of the Favored, but it’d do just fine for a forgotten bakery in the Restes.

She piled the buns into a basket, tossed her hair back, and put on her best smile for Gaetan. “There. The perfect little bite to spice things up around here. Quick. Simple. Brimming with magie.”

Gaetan eyed them. “We can’t afford those ingredients.”

“You will after people demand to have them.” She waltzed through the door to the front of house with her basket. “Specialty free pastries! One per customer.”

Shouting free was the easiest way to cause a riot in the Restes. People surged forward, surrounding the glass counter. Elara handed each customer one crispy, fresh choux puff.

“Wait.” Gaetan tried to get at the basket, but it was already empty. “What kind of magie is in those?”

“Just a little spark of something.” She winked. “Nothing to worry about.”

The pastries were bite-sized, perfect for the little bit of power she’d given to them. But the magie didn’t concern her. She focused on her customers’ faces, absorbing the way their brows tucked as they worked through the textures, crunchy then soft. Some licked their fingers, sucking away the caramelized sugar. Others savored the warm flavors with their eyes closed.

Elara beamed. They liked them.

“Oh.” A woman in green touched her chest. “Oh my. What is happening?”

Then, without warning, she tipped her head back and breathed a small, whipping flame. It was little more than a flash, but it lit up the dingy dining room.

The customers gasped as flickers of fire belched into the air. Children giggled, their eyes illuminated as they reached for the cinders that crackled and disappeared. A man blew smoke rings for them to chase around the room.

And there was laughter. More than she’d heard in a long time.

“What did I tell you?” She turned back to Gaetan and punched his shoulder. “It’s exactly what this place needs.”

The joy didn’t last. It never did.

Laughter turned to screaming.

“Help! Water! We need water!”

The harmless flames she’d intended were now pluming, devouring the curtains around the windows. Screams filled the room as people watched yet another building in their neighborhood burn. Some of the children were too young to remember the smell of ash and cinders, but everyone else? Like Elara, they would never forget. Now she would be responsible for destroying Gaetan’s livelihood and a staple in the Restes.

This wasn’t right.

Where had she gone wrong?

The answer came as she watched Lisette Plouffe’s beautiful face curl into ash. Powerful intention yielded powerful magie, and Elara had poured all her anger at her boss, the contest, and Lisette Plouffe into that second batch of pastries.

Now that magie was destroying her last chance at owning her own bakery.

“Out of the way!” Gaetan shoved her aside, dousing the flames with a bucket of river water. The fire hissed out.

The front door slammed open, sucking the smoke out and around the form of a black-coated officer.

The room fell silent.

“What’s all this?”

Elara hadn’t moved from her spot, throat horrifically dry and eyes wide as the guard came closer and closer. Her heartbeat tripled to the agonizing stalk of his bootsteps.

“I…”

“An accident.” Gaetan stepped in front of her. “Cigarette caught the curtains.”

The officer took him in, raking him from head to toe before approaching the burnt window. The customers shifted, not a pastry in sight as the man inspected the damage.

Eventually, he turned, gave them all one lasting glance, and left.

Gaetan faced the window, silhouetted in murky sunlight filtered through the ashen panes.

“Gaetan…” She reached for him.

“This,” he seethed. “This is why you can’t keep a job. Why no one will hire you.”

“It was a mistake,” she pleaded.

“I warned you, but you didn’t listen. You never listen. That’s how you ended up with Fernand. It’s how your mother ended up…”

Her nostrils flared. The ringing of screams echoed in her ears. A memory she couldn’t shove away.

“Say it,” she hissed. “Go on. Say it.”

“How she ended up dead.”

“You think I don’t know that?” Elara refused to let her voice crack. “Ever since she died four years ago, I’ve been trying to fix the mess she made.”

“You call this fixing?” Gaetan roared.

Elara recoiled.

In all their years together, he’d never yelled at her. Not once. Elara had come to expect people like Jeanine or the officers to turn against her, but never Gaetan. Not the man who first taught her how to make the perfect loaf when everyone else was too busy to remember she existed.

“I can do better tomorrow,” she said quietly. “I’ll just make bread.”

“You won’t be making anything.”

The world shifted.

“What?”

“You heard me.” He rubbed his face. “I’m not hiring you.”

“But … I need this job. Gaetan, the Société will kick me out. I’ll lose my apartment, income, everything.”

He turned his back. “You need to go.”







2
NIK



It wasn’t Nik’s place to say whether the corpse on the gurney was hideous or not.

But it was.

Basset had, once again, butchered the application of rouge, and the undertones were more beige than yellow. The shade of lipstick was far too dark, and the more sculpted aspects were gloopy, not smooth. The old woman looked like she was melting more than sleeping.

Sleeping.

What a ridiculous concept created by the living in order to cope with the inevitable.

Anyone who’d seen death firsthand knew it wasn’t as simple as falling asleep. It was excruciating. Which was exactly what the family would think once they saw their dear grandmother at tomorrow’s funeral.

“My best yet,” Basset crooned. She dropped her makeup brush into the sink. Rouge smeared all over the surgical pan Nik had nearly gotten clean.

The other Aspirants gathered around the gurney, remarking on her handiwork, lying through their crooked smiles because they thought kissing Basset’s ass might mean they could ride her lab coat up the Société ladder.

If all Nik cared about was climbing his way from Aspirant to Directeur in Arts Humains, he would have been there too, cooing over every fumbled brushstroke. There was more to life than titles, and while Souverain Lafontaine might appreciate him quickly graduating from Aspirant to the next level of Professionnelle, Nik knew he would despise him more than he already did if he got there by crawling on his belly like a worm.

For now, he would scrub every utensil in the processing room. He would polish every surface, organize every vial, and prep every syringe until he earned the title of Professionnelle.

He’d barely cleared two more plates when the double doors burst open. A new gurney shoved through, the body beneath covered with a sheet. Professionnelle Chambon fluttered behind it, his crimson coat stark against the clean white. Starker than the mottled maroons Nik and the other Aspirants were forced to wear.

“Aspirants!” he cheered. “Gather round. Quickly. Quickly.”

They all flooded forward, eyes wide with hope. Nik found his place in the back, able to peer over their shoulders at the slight form beneath the sheet. Tall. Long arms and legs. Lithe as a surgical thread.

“We have quite the lesson and opportunity before us today,” Chambon said. He pushed his golden frames up. “Several other wings fought to get at this one, but I managed to steal it just in time.”

Whispers floated all around. Plouffe, they all said. Lisette Plouffe.

Nik would gladly go kiss the old woman’s corpse if someone like Chambon managed to get his fumbling fingers on the Souverain of Arts Culinaires. Sure, this funeral home operated out of one of the wealthier quarters, but no one handled a Souverain’s body except the Souverain of Arts Humains himself.

That didn’t stop Nik’s peers from nudging one another with greedy eyes trained on the sheet.

Their joy died the moment Chambon ripped it away to reveal not the porcelain skin of a Souverain but the emaciated body of a boy. Raw pustules surrounded his mouth, his hair had thinned even before death, and the discoloration around his neck, face, and hands was enough to churn the strongest stomach.

Nik leaned in closer. This wasn’t their usual clientele. Pompes Funèbres de Belleplace didn’t cater to the exceptionally rich, but it also didn’t cater to the exceptionally poor. It served the more middle-class neighborhoods north of the Joyaux. And the boy stretched before them was a Reste.

If the sunken cheeks didn’t give him away, the bleached, hand-me-down clothing did.

“Fantastic, no?” When no one agreed, Chambon clicked his tongue. “Come now. We haven’t had the opportunity to discuss adequate preparations for a body in such poor condition.”

“You can’t mean we’ll be working with cases like…” Basset waved her manicured hand as if the body on the cart was a broken chair or lamp.

“Those who have expired due to dehydration caused by sickness? While it is rare here, it does happen.”

“I’m not talking about the cause of death,” Basset replied.

Chambon perked a brow. “Then what?”

“He was a Reste.”

Nik didn’t realize the words were out of him until every head whipped in his direction. He stiffened beneath the heat of attention, choosing to keep his focus on the corpse’s face as he worked the remaining bit of saliva around his mouth.

“Basset is concerned about having to work in the Restes,” he continued.

“Ah.” Chambon waved his hands. “A common fear among Aspirants. Only those who fail to reach our academic standards are sent there.” When he said it, his eyes were on Nik. “Nothing you should worry about, Basset.”

A few years ago, Nik would have shown Chambon how a Reste handled threats. He would have jumped across the gurney, body and all, to beat that hypocritical smile off his smug face. Thankfully for him, Souverain Lafontaine had taught Nik to behave with a bit more civility.

“Now.” Chambon clapped. “Review time. What are the components of our arterial chemicals?”

Hands shot up in the air.

“Formaldehyde, glutaraldehyde, and phenol.”

“Good. And what percentage of that is then diluted?”

“Nineteen percent.”

The questions continued with facts flying until Nik was dizzy with all the information his brain could not hold. It wasn’t for lack of trying. Most nights he fell asleep with the embalming textbook on his chest, and he’d worn down the wood floor in his study pacing, trying to recite the names and purposes of various chemicals, but none of it connected.

Slow. Thick. Stupid. He’d been called it all, but the one thing he rallied against was lazy. People like Chambon and Basset could call him whatever they liked, but he wasn’t behind due to his lack of effort.

“Dupont?”

He blinked. “Yes?”

“Care to answer the question?” Chambon huffed.

“Repeat it.”

Chambon rounded to the head of the gurney, hands clasped tightly behind his back. “I wished to know if you could enlighten us as to the cause of death for this individual.”

Basset wriggled her hand in the air. “Professionnelle, he won’t know.”

“Patience.”

Nik’s heartbeat quickened. For once, it wasn’t the threat of humiliation that made sweat break along his hairline.

“Come now,” Chambon jeered, knowing very well the trap he’d set. “I know you’ve seen a case or two of it in your youth. A rash upon the arms, legs, and trunk. Swollen, red tongue. Lines around—”

“Scarlet fever,” Nik blurted.

The room was quiet now.

“Good. And to begin the embalming process, where would we start?”

Basset’s hand shot up again. Nik remained silent.

“Dupont.”

“Basset has her hand up.”

“But I am asking you.”

He kept his gaze locked on Chambon. This wasn’t a simple review. This was a game, and Nik refused to lose. Souverain Lafontaine had taught him a thing or two about manipulation, and the key to beating someone at their own game was to reveal nothing. He forced his gaze to soften, his shoulders to release.

“We assess the corpse for discoloration and water content,” Nik answered.

“What then, Dupont?”

“There are other Aspirants, Professionnelle. I’d hate to see you waste all your good education on me.”

Chambon’s glasses flashed as he pushed them back up. “A waste it would be. But I’m a patient teacher. What. Next?”

“Wash the corpse.”

“Very good.” Chambon stepped aside, motioning to the hygienic cabinet. “If you would.”

This was where he expected Nik to break. Beyond the complicated terms and chemical equations, this was the hardest part about being an Aspirant in a mortuary. Unlike his peers, Nik had seen his fair share of dead bodies. He’d clung to one longer than any boy ever should, and when they’d tried to pry him off, he’d fought like a feral cat, scratching and biting until a stern voice and a strong hand pulled him away.

He remembered every cold, rigid muscle pressed against his too-warm skin.

That was the problem. No matter how much he focused on the present and the future, the past was a scar not even the Souverain of Arts Humains could remove.

And Chambon knew it.

“Well?”

The Aspirants parted, leaving him a pathway he marched with his head held high. He collected sponges, disinfectant spray, and gloves. Without a pause, he turned back to the body he was now forced to acknowledge. He started with the hands because it was easier to think of the body as parts of a machine: hands, arms, feet, legs. All covered in the dark discoloration scarlet fever left behind. All long and spindly, eaten away by dehydration and hunger that likely started long before the sickness took hold of the man.

Boy.

By the time he reached the face, Nik had no choice but to acknowledge that the corpse was nothing more than a young man maybe a few years older than him. Once he’d looked, it was impossible to stop studying the pustules around his tightened mouth, the sunken hollows of his cheeks, the dingy locks of blond hair.

Water sluiced down the boy’s skin from overhead, washing grime down the drains.

Chambon paced, analyzing the boy’s armpits, neck, and fingers.

“Disappointing at best, but it will suffice,” he said. “Now, what shall we use to renew some life and hydration to the poor parched soul?”

Basset’s hand was up once more, waving above the crowd, but Chambon’s trap had been set. Not only had he forced Nik to do the one thing he despised above all else, but he’d placed him in a position to be ridiculed. To show how little he truly knew.

“I don’t know,” Nik muttered.

“Pathetic, Dupont. Here for six months, and you are just as abysmal as the day you walked in.” Chambon heaved a sigh and turned back to the other apprentices. “Basset, if you would.”

The lesson continued, allowing Nik to retreat. He didn’t look away as Basset worked to restore the boy on the gurney. Long ago, he’d promised to never look away again.

Chambon watched him, searching for weakness. Let him. He could suggest Nik return to the Restes, but it would never hold. Souverain Lafontaine wouldn’t allow it. He’d pulled Nik from the gutter four years ago and made him his direct apprentice, his ward. Nik’s failures were his failures, and Lafontaine refused to be anything less than perfect.

Nik would remain in Arts Humains, and Lafontaine would disappointedly help find him a new apprenticeship, restarting the abysmal process of trying to please him all over again.

He wished it could be different, wished he could be sharper, or at least half the suck-up Basset was.

“Dismissed. Back to your stations.”

About time. If he had to listen to one more—

“Dupont. A word.”

The others filtered away, throwing glances and whispers over their shoulders until there was only Nik, Chambon, and the boy in the center of the room.

“There is one difference between you and this corpse,” Chambon said.

“A pulse?” They were both lucky the quip was all that slipped from Nik.

“Lafontaine.” The Professionnelle’s voice dropped low; beady brown eyes narrowed over the rims of his smudged glasses. “This boy never had Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine in his life to save him from himself. This boy died as all Restes filth should, quietly and alone.”

The words took their time sinking in, syringes digging deeper and deeper past skin and muscle until they hit something harder than bone.

“How is it,” Chambon continued, “that you managed to give such a fate the slip?”

“My stunning personality, sir.”

The vein that emerged on Chambon’s forehead only when he was particularly flustered appeared.

“Luck,” he clarified. “Luck is the one thing we all seem to lack these days. What makes you deserving of it? I wonder. And if that luck runs out…” He sucked his teeth. “You might join our newest test subject here.”

All of Lafontaine’s lessons were to teach Nik that life across the river was … different. Food was plentiful, so he didn’t have to sneak apples in his pocket. Water was always clean, so there was no need to boil it for safe drinking. Deep gashes could be healed with a simple spray. None of these lessons prevented Nik from saving half his meal or sniffing his water, and he always let his cuts heal naturally.

But the most valuable lesson was the one that came to him now, the one that stuck: There were different threats here, and Nik’s enemies would require weapons stronger than his fists. And there was no greater weapon than knowledge.

Nik collected secrets, little details that coalesced into stories—ones people didn’t like getting out. It made him invaluable to the most powerful man in Arts Humains.

It was time to remind Chambon of that.

“No, Professionnelle.” He lifted his chin, extending his body to tower over the squat man who glared up at him. “My luck won’t ever run out. And from what I understand, you’ve run into a bit of luck recently too.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he sputtered.

“Really?” Nik feigned shock, tapping his lips. “Didn’t your family face ruin a few years ago? Your father lost everything to his gambling debts: the estate, the bank coffers, even your promised future in Arts Humains. Little difficult to make it big here when you don’t have something Directeurs and Souverains want.”

That vein twitched. The heat rushed from Chambon’s cheeks.

“But your tragedy ended somehow,” Nik continued. “Right about the time you became Professionnelle, the bank was repaid, the house was secured, and you…” He reached out and straightened the lapels of Chambon’s crimson coat. “This is an original Morin, no? Very expensive taste.”

Chambon wet his lips.

“I wonder if your luck has anything to do with the inconsistencies in the mortuary’s account books?”

“Now you listen here!”

Nik stepped forward, casting a long shadow over the pitiful man with spittle running down his wobbling chin. Such a child.

“I think it’s you who should listen,” he said quietly. “If you want to keep your newfound fortune, you’ll tell Lafontaine the truth: Dupont is trying. Understood?”

The pathetic creature had the audacity to look confused. “What?”

Before he could clarify, the door opened again. This time, two Directeurs in Arts Humain ruby colors stepped in.

“Dupont.” It was not a question.

“Yes?”

“Souverain Lafontaine requests your presence.”

Lafontaine didn’t make requests, and he rarely called upon Nik while he was at work. Something had happened.

Nik ripped off the gloves and tossed them at Chambon’s feet before turning away.

“Dupont,” Chambon called.

Nik didn’t answer.

“Dupont!”

The panic in Chambon’s shrill voice as he chased after him would have been enough excitement for the day.

But it couldn’t overcome the thrill of facing Lafontaine.







3
ELARA



The door to Gaetan’s Boulangerie slammed, taking the smell of ash and Elara’s hopes for the future with it.

For a long moment, she couldn’t force herself to move.

It’s how your mother ended up dead.

Gaetan might have been right. Elara wasn’t satisfied with the way things were, and she craved a new tomorrow like she craved decadent, mind-bending treats. And sure, she might’ve ended up in the wrong company a time or two, but it wasn’t the reason her mother was gone. That honor went to an entirely different, foolish belief.

The telltale whispers of a curious crowd surrounded her.

You know who she is, right?

Corinne’s girl.

I would’ve thought she’d learned her lesson.

“Well, I haven’t.” Elara spun around. “I’m a Rousseau; what do you expect?”

She’d thrown the name out in spite, but she hadn’t expected the crowd to physically recoil from it. Any pity she’d seen was replaced with fear.

“Move!” The crowd parted for her. “Show’s over.”

If it weren’t for her last name, the crowd would’ve heralded her a hero. Powerful magie wasn’t something the Restes saw often, and when someone managed to beat the odds and learn it, they gathered like moths to the flame.

But not for Elara.

Not for a Rousseau.

Even if she managed to make a life across the Joyaux, it would haunt her there too. Most civilians didn’t know all the rebels, but they certainly kept the ringleader—Corinne Rousseau—in the front of their minds. Four years ago, she and her band of terrorists had risen up and, unsuccessfully, attacked the Senate, an austere marble eyesore atop the highest hill where it could be seen from every quarter. A building of power where the Counseil des Sept doled out laws and regulations.

Except their original target, the Souverains, hadn’t been in the meeting hall that night. Instead, the only people the rebels managed to kill were themselves, a few Senate guards, and a gathering of Directeurs who’d occupied the room instead.

Only a handful of Rebels, Elara’s mother included, managed to escape.

The vicious attack sent a shock wave through the city, and the aristocracy cried for justice.

Police descended upon the Restes in full force. People disappeared from their beds, never to be seen again. Buildings burned during searches for supposed rebel sympathizers. Entire families were slaughtered.

It was enough to cause someone in the Restes to break.

Elara’s mother and a handful of the escaped rebels had been found laid out in The Market, throats slit. Their blood coursing through the cracks of the cobblestones was a message: Enough. Leave us alone.

It barely worked. The murders and disappearances diminished, but arrests continued to rise. The curfew never lifted, and access to quality food mysteriously vanished. The Restes was never the same. People retreated to their tenements and avoided gathering, too afraid of each other and the police.

At first, Elara hadn’t believed one of their own could’ve slit her mother’s throat. They’d eaten her food, delighted in her magie. They’d loved her.

But the treatment Elara had endured these last four years had been enlightening. People who’d once doted on her and given her pretty ribbons now turned from her.

Fernand had crept into that absence of affection. He’d sharpened her rage into something dangerous and turned her and the other lost children who’d idolized the rebels into a new family.

Now she was jobless, and the thought of returning to those piled-up eviction notices in her apartment made her sick.

She hooked a right down a crooked bend.

The architects of Société des Arts Visuels hadn’t put any effort into the construction of the Restes. All innovation had gone into the elegant châteaus in Galerie. A neighborhood with wide-open street corners, sprawling parks filled with trees and flowers, and restaurants. Real restaurants that served decadent pastries and sumptuous meals rather than the bare necessities for survival. After that, the architects moved into the districts reserved for the wealthy, both in name and power: La Diamant and Belleplace. Elara had visited Belleplace once as a child because it was directly north of the Restes, and her mother could get quality ingredients if she wore her best Professionnelle dress and charmed the grocer well enough.

Places like the Restes and Fumée quarters were for industry—at least that’s what the Souverains had declared centuries ago. Those quarters would be the home of progress, the backbone to keep the city running.

Well, the city’s back was breaking. The Restes was cramped with deteriorating tenements. People were packed in so tight the bricks were beginning to buckle, folding in on one another like the bones of the overworked people who called them home.

Elara kept to her path despite the pain shooting up her tired legs.

It meant passing by the rubble of one of those ruined tenements. Charred beams collapsed inward like splintered bones. The smoke and ash had long since cleared, but the scorch marks up the bricks remained.

The police had set fire to it in the weeks after the attack—the family inside accused of harboring rebel fugitives.

Her mother had agreed to give herself up that night, but someone came for her first.

The next alley dead-ended at the face of an abandoned shop.

The last rain hadn’t been kind to the roof, which looked close to collapse. Elara shuffled a few fallen shingles against the cobblestones, only to freeze at the glistening rivulets in the grout.

It was rain, she knew that, but it was hard not to erase the image of blood.

Unable to find her mother, who’d been hiding for weeks, Elara had run out in search of her only to find an unusually large crowd in The Market. When they saw her, they shuffled away, treating her like the plague rather than the orphan she had just become.

The rest of the evening was a collection of images and sounds: a piercing wail, the pain of the street as she collapsed to tuck her mother close, warm blood, sickening gurgles.

It was Fernand who scooped her up and carried her away when the corpse grew cold.

No one would save her now.

Her own fault, really. If her mother’s death had taught her one thing, it was to trust no one.

The rebellion hadn’t failed by accident.

They’d been betrayed by one of their own. Someone on the inside who’d sold them out to the Counseil.

When Fernand’s last scheme ended with half their friends in prison, she knew his rebel cause would face a similar fate. She’d applied for Arts Culinaires—a way out, and an homage to her mother.

Corinne Rousseau had been the Restes’s most prized baker not only because she was kind and generous, but because she’d fought and scraped for every success. The day she’d beaten the Restes odds and become a Professionnelle? Even the neighborhoods across the Joyaux heard the Restes celebrate. It took a rigorous audition to make it into a Société—a process of bringing in several tests of your skill to a board of Directeurs.

For Elara, it had been truth-telling tarts, a cake that changed your mood with each layer, and eclairs that increased luck. It had been the most difficult test of her life, not only as a test of her skill, but a test of her patience. The Directeurs had recognized her name and immediately thrown her out.

She’d returned.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Until she’d broken down and begged them. She only wanted to bake. They only needed to make her an Aspirant, and she’d be happy.

Elara had left with a title and sore pride.

She hadn’t known they’d take her offer literally. In the last year, she’d gone before the Directeurs to try and rank up with no luck.

Elara touched the front pocket of her apron, where her mother’s recipe book had lived all morning. The cover was stained and the edges soft from age and use. Her mother had spent years crafting everything from mood-lightening custards to muscle-strengthening baguettes.

But her direction changed after ranking up.

She couldn’t overlook droves of hungry children begging at her door, so she collected like-minded fools.

The rebels had met in places like this: cafés and bistros where they could recklessly shout declarations over wine and forge plans for a new tomorrow. Elara had met Gaetan during those meetings. Too young to help the rebels, she was relegated to the kitchen, where Gaetan prepared meals for their gathering crew.

It’s weak, he’d told her once as she fumbled with a dough ball. Stretch it like this, until it’s thin enough to see light through.

It’ll break, she’d protested.

Then it’s not strong enough yet.

He’d walked away before the bombing and spared himself the murderer’s knife. He’d supported the people—not some impulsive decision made by a bunch of drunk fools with far-fetched dreams of rebellion.

She removed a square paper from the back of her mother’s recipe book. The edges were soft from years of being folded and refolded, and the page itself stained with coffee rings, oil, and charcoal smears.

Elara smoothed it open against her chest.

Her mother had sketched the building with a clumsy hand and a keen eye on the possibilities. New pillars, clean glass, enough tables for artists to gather. When Elara had found it at five, she’d added the purple coloring and gold trim. She’d even added ideas for new desserts.

Her mother hadn’t been angry. Instead, she’d placed Elara on the counter with a fresh stick of charcoal, and they dreamed of the rest together.

The largest mark on the blueprint ruined everything. Elara stroked the ruddy splotch, which had once been bright red. Corinne had carried this dream with her, even on the night she’d died.

This hadn’t been the end for Elara.

And losing her job wouldn’t be the end now.

If Gaetan didn’t want to risk his dingy shop to help her, she would find another way.

And as if summoned, that way appeared.

A prickling sensation—dormant for months now—scraped at her collarbone. What started as a pin scratch turned into the spark of kindling embers, and it would only continue to blister until she answered.

I don’t call often. The words echoed, smooth as a song, in her head. A voice only she could hear. A voice she knew too well.

Elara ripped open the top buttons of her dress and pressed against the matchstick tattoo. A flame had devoured the top, flickering in tune with Fernand’s call.

And Elara was finally ready to answer.



Elara found herself in a tailor shop on the westernmost end of the Restes, an area that bled into the Fumée Quarter. The shelves were lined with coveralls, the lower racks filled with working boots. In the back, there were displays of ugly, bleached clothing for those not in a Société.

The tailor, a woman in an emerald-green pantsuit that might’ve been considered lavish if it weren’t for the stiff fabric, laced a tape measure around her neck.

Her brow ticked the moment she looked at Elara, the only break in her cheery demeanor.

“What can I do for you?” she asked.

“My Aunt Blanche needs her favorite dress hemmed,” Elara intoned.

“How soon does she need it?”

“Four weeks.”

The tailor waved. “Come to the back and let’s see what we can do.”

Elara followed into a room filled with bolts upon bolts of bland fabric.

“Thought you’d never be back,” the woman grunted as she shoved one of the walls just enough for Elara to wriggle behind and into a darkened space.

“Just a visit, Madame Landry.”

“That’s what they all say.”

The wall slid closed, blocking most of the light and concealing Elara in a noise-smothered hallway. It ran far back enough to cut into a new building, the wood of the tailor shop turning to the brick of the next. Stairs took her down to a familiar green door.

There, Elara inhaled deeply and stepped in.

Music overwhelmed the silence, swirling around her, lifting her hair and the folds of her brown skirts. It lightened her spirits, caused her to stagger out of the stairwell and into a world that had once been intoxicating to a rage-filled fourteen-year-old orphan.

The parties had been an escape, and the endless drinks and dark booths perfect for kissing to numb the pain. Étoiles was where she’d tried to outrun her grief with Fernand.

A thick arm blocked her path, yanking her from the revelry and to the tall man in an ill-bleached gray suit.

“Invitation?” he asked.

Elara’s brow rose. “What?”

This was new. Étoiles was a mediocre dance club conveniently hidden beneath a loyal and well-paid tailor. It was a place Fernand and his would-be rebels could gather and get drunk.

“Elara?” a sharp voice called from behind the man’s shoulders.

“Nicolette,” Elara muttered. “You’re still here?”

“Never left.” She was still as slender as a knife, with shining black hair cropped at a severe angle around her powdered cheeks. She’d taken Fernand’s approach to dressing, however. Her bleached trousers were sharply pressed and a too-large vest draped to her knees. The blouse beneath gave her a romantically unkempt look that would’ve been disastrous on anyone else. High fashion from what was supposed to be degrading.

Nicolette floated an arm around the guard to reveal a flash of wrist and a sparkling red tattoo. Something Elara would definitely not call jealousy flared in her chest at the sight of it.

“Here.” Elara tugged her lapel, and the man stepped aside immediately.

The tattoos had been an experiment from one of Fernand’s artist friends, who wanted to test a new type of magie that would remain dormant until the ink was activated. In theory, all she or Fernand would have to do was think of the other and touch it, and it would send out a flare. Elara had found the permanent connection romantic.

Then Nicolette got one. And Jacques. And another half dozen of Fernand’s cronies.

Electric lights dangled overhead like stars against a midnight canopy made of bleached fabrics. Dancers and patrons whirled around one another, laughing as they passed booze and cigarettes.

Onstage, the band thundered out a fevered tune while a singer belted about a drunken painter falling in love with his own creation. Their golden dress flickered like stardust in the light, the fabric elegantly bleached in stripes.

The newness spread to the wall opposite the lounge seats. There, more tents were set up, but they weren’t color coded as The Market above was. These were also bleached and dyed in swirling colors: purple and gold, red and green, beige and silver.

Elara passed by slowly, taking stock of the signs and wares.

In one, an old man hunkered over papers, glasses so low they looked near to falling off his gnarled nose. He swept a fountain pen delicately, etching out letters that re-formed into perfect swirls. Forgery magie.

“Fade and forget?” a woman asked to her right.

In her open palm rested dried flowers and leaves.

“What?” Elara asked.

“A quick tea to help you relax. To let the world slip away.” Beneath her canopy, people lounged on pillows, drawing invisible shapes in the air with their fingertips. They were high. Or drunk. Or both.

“No thank you.” Elara pulled away, shoving through the sweaty bodies to make as much distance between herself and the illegal market as possible.

It wasn’t the legality she cared about.

It was the nature of what could happen if this place was found.

Elara focused on the back booth where she and Fernand used to curl up together. Tonight, it was full. The small crowd wore similar patchwork suits and bleached dresses, with smoke weaving intricate patterns in the air above their heads. A smoldering light lit them from above, gilding their silhouettes.

Fernand sat in the center, and Elara hated the way her traitorous heart still flipped at the sight of him. Gaetan was right. Fernand was trouble. The delicious kind, like a box of lemon madeleines or too much icing for too little cake. He was exactly the sort of trouble Elara couldn’t keep herself away from no matter what she did.

Right now, he was leaning forward, tapping the table impatiently as he spoke, a cigarette smoldering between his fingers. The golden light above made his warm brown skin molten, and his hair was haloed in the same light, the dark curls perfectly spiraled thanks to the sponge brush he used every morning. He prided himself on his appearance, and pride did not belong to a Reste.

Tonight, he wore a soft suit the color of violets in summer, and the white, bleached splotches seemed to move, swirling and changing their patterns. Elara was used to his daring persona in the safety of Étoiles, but he’d graduated in the year she’d been gone.

This was treason. He’d be arrested on sight.

Elara waited.

“You seem lost,” Fernand drawled, finally canting his chin in her direction. “Can I help you?”

Anger flared up her spine, but she pushed it down.

“Actually,” she called above the music, “I’m looking for someone. He’s hard to miss.”

“Go on,” he murmured.

“Tall,” Elara replied.

“Uh-huh.”

“A scoundrel.”

“Sounds promising.”

“Ideas of grandeur.”

He tapped the ashes of his cigarette into a tray. “Sounds like a stray. Might need a home.”

“I’d rather not get fleas.”

A boy to his left snorted, and Elara took in this new crew. There was something edgy about them all, a coldness she could understand but felt a little too nervous to be on the outside of.

“Why’d you call?” she asked.

“I have a little proposition. A business arrangement if you will.” He raised his palm to stop her. “Before you go storming off. Hear me out.”

He waved.

Without a word, his company stood, took their wine bottles, and left. From the dance floor, others followed, almost falling into regimented lines. Nicolette was last to disappear into a dark hallway Elara knew well.

She sank into the space opposite Fernand. As if a table between them would stop the urge to touch him, to remember exactly what it felt like to be loved by him.

“What happened to Colin?” she asked. “Jeanine is beside herself.”

“Fool got it in his head he could perform illegal magie in the open.” Fernand shrugged.

“Wonder where he got that idea.”

“Why can’t someone create art without a license?” He took a long drag and at least had the decency to exhale away from her. “If you ask me, he’s a hero.”

“Heroes die in stories, Fernand.”

“Sometimes that’s necessary.” He ran his fingers absently around the rim of his glass. “Speaking of heroes, I heard you almost burned down Gaetan’s today. One hell of a job interview.”

“How’d you know it was an interview?”

“If I said I was keeping tabs on you, would you find it sweet?”

“More like overbearing and obsessive.”

He laughed, and it was music. “I look out for my neighborhood. Especially anyone who’s fired over such a ridiculous reason as a contest to become Souverain.”

Elara rolled her eyes. “Everyone’s fired up about a contest we won’t even get to see.”

Because there was no record in the history of Anespérer that any round of the previous Objet d’Arts were held in the Restes Quarter. They were, and always would be, forgotten.

“But you were a threat.” He smirked.

“Now you’re just trying to butter me up.” It was working. Her cheeks felt hot and tight. “What’s the real reason you asked me here?”

“You could’ve ignored me; you always do. What changed?”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

She watched a shimmer of mirth die in his brown eyes.

“Come with me.” He offered his hand.

Elara didn’t take it, choosing to follow behind as they threaded through bodies in the crowd. It was all too familiar, like a nightmare she couldn’t shake. Thundering music. Oppressive heat. The press of dancers and the smell of perfume as she found herself, once again, heading back to the hallway.

They entered the meeting hall Fernand had named the Cradle because it would be the birthplace of a new revolution. Elara had helped pick the round table and richly dyed curtains that suffocated all noise in and out. The bar cart was still stocked, though with more expensive liquors than they used to afford, and there were traces of false hope everywhere: a map of Anespérer covered in strategy marks, a knife buried in the Senate, wads of soms donated to the cause.

On the table was a large white parcel.

Only seven people in the city were permitted to possess anything this shade.

Seven very powerful people.

Dread roiled her belly, but she reminded herself she was here to turn whatever scheme he had for her in her favor. Not his.

“I need a chef,” he said.

Elara smirked. “Tired of eating stale bread like everyone else?”

“Not for me. I’m talking about Objet d’Art.”

“What is it with everyone and this contest?”

“It gives people hope.” He cast his hands through the air, painting the same picture the Counseil des Sept crafted with their obnoxious Lisette Plouffe posters. “Imagine a poor Aspirant from the Restes winning it all.”

“I don’t delude myself with fantasies,” she replied flatly.

“Then think of the reality.” He went to the bar cart and poured two tumblers with an inch of amber liquid. “You and I both know the contests are a sham. The Favored are hand-selected by Directeurs only because they can give their Société something if they win: a territory to move into, a business connection, anything for them to claim more power. If a Favored were chosen in the Restes, it’d be a bone thrown to starving dogs.”

He held out a drink.

She took it, cautious of that dangerous, hopeful spark in his eyes.

“What if,” he continued, “we took that bone, sharpened it into a knife, and struck back?”

The parcel loomed larger. “What have you done?”

Fernand brushed the embossed top, fingers dipping into the grooves of the Arts Culinaires crest: a crossed whisk and rolling pin wreathed in herbs.

Whatever waited inside was official. Important. Valuable.

And he’d stolen it.

“What is that?” she practically whispered.

“Your ticket in.”

She should have told him where to shove this ticket and climbed up the stairs to start her job search anew. But there was nowhere else to go, no one else to turn to. And she was deeply, horribly curious.

She winced as he removed the lid, expecting it to explode as some treacherous trap, but nothing happened. It was a normal parcel filled with tissue paper that peeled away like petals to reveal the cleanest chef’s coat she’d ever seen.

It was inlaid with golden thread around the collar and down the front line of buttons. Across the breast pocket shimmered a name she almost recognized.

Elouise Auclair.

Elara stared at the first name, the drink burning against the nerves in her belly.

A blank envelope sat atop it all.

“I present to you,” Fernand declared, “the invitation of the Favored for this year’s Object d’Art. Only twenty in existence, and this one is yours.”

She stared at the shimmering thread, desperate to find a way out, to stop even the first spark of hope before it turned into a rolling boil.

“No,” she protested. “It’s Elouise Auclair’s.”

“Semantics. I figured Elara Rousseau, who should be Professionnelle by now, would never be welcome in the contest, but Elouise Auclair? Well, she’s just a lowly Aspirant with no history. A blank slate, if you will.”

Fernand always painted everything in the simplest shades. I found this key from a friend who swears the owner is away on holiday. Don’t worry. It’ll be just a small detour.

The owner happened to be one of the most powerful Directeurs in Arts Visuels, and they had not been away on holiday.

If the coat was real, it meant he had to be in contact with a Directeur in Arts Culinaires and somehow bribed them to put her name—no, Elouise Auclair’s name onto the list of Favored. No one would do that. And if they had, this was much bigger than anything Elara wanted any part of.

Elara tentatively reached for the envelope. Again, nothing happened. Not even as she unfolded the crisp paper to read the brief inside:

CONGRATULATIONS, ELOUISE AUCLAIR!

You have been chosen as one of the twenty Favored for Objet d’Art. On this week’s end, you will prepare and present a singular dish to the Counseil des Sept, who will determine if you are truly Souverain material.

You will have one hour to create something with spectacular magie, bold flavors, and unique textures. More than that, your dish should tell a story of who you are and why you’re destined to become Souverain. If you are lucky, you will be one of the seven finalists chosen to officially enter the Objet d’Art!

All the best,

THE COUNSEIL DES SEPT

“It’s faked,” she said. “I saw the forgery stand out there.”

“Andre is good, but no one can forge a Counseil document.” He brushed a finger across the cursive embroidery. “The threads have been magied to determine the wearer’s identity. If I wanted to take your place, the coat would kill me.”

She glared. “And the name? It’s my mother’s middle name.”

He shrugged. “I hadn’t noticed. Whatever the case, you’ve already turned your back on what she died for. Here’s your chance to leave everything behind. You’re free.”

With a flourish, he removed an envelope from his pocket and held it out.

Inside were two papers. Elouise Auclair’s acceptance into Arts Culinaires, signed by the board of Directeurs, and a birth certificate marked with the Arts Humains stamp.

All of it hummed with authority.

Elouise Auclair was, for all these documents told, real.

“How’d you get these?”

“One of my connections created it as a fail-safe.”

Great. Another connection. “A fail-safe for what?”

“Do you really want to know?”

It was a rare invitation from him. She could take his offer without knowing anything more, but Elara knew better. Her mother and the previous rebels hadn’t thought of everything when they bombed the Senate. They hadn’t thought of the Counseil moving their meeting, and they certainly hadn’t thought of their own devastated families when someone claimed vengeance for their failure.

“Why do you need me to enter?” she asked.

“The Exposé will be held in Souverain Lafontaine’s château. I need a distraction while I look around for a bit.” Fernand code for stealing. “Nothing big, but I need all focus on you for a minute while I slip away.”

“No.” She staggered back toward the door she should’ve never walked through. “No one messes with the Counseil and lives. I’m not one of your naïve little faithfuls anymore, Fernand. I won’t sacrifice everything just so you can line your pockets.”

“Damn it, Elara! It’s not about that. We have a chance to really change things this time!” He raked a hand through his curls. “Lafontaine has something important, something he doesn’t want to get out. If I can find it, maybe I can—”

“Enough! I don’t want to know anything anymore. This isn’t a game!”

Dangling her dreams in front of her as a way to feed his own selfishness was ruthless even for him.

His shoulders drooped, softer. Like the lover he used to be.

“I know it’s not.” Slower this time, like a question, he reached for her fingers, and—damn her—she let him take them and twine them with his own.

“Help me, and you’ll see. We’ll finally be able to turn the tide for the Restes. I just need everyone at the Exposé to look away for five minutes.”

Gaetan would want her to deny him, to get back out there and try to find someone who would take her in. But Gaetan wasn’t starving with nowhere else to go.

The pristine box glimmered just behind Fernand, a clean slate.

And it wasn’t an unreasonable task. Everyone at the Exposé would be looking to impress with their most powerful creations. The Counseil would spend the night being dazzled and distracted. Elara just needed to be a little more head-turning. No. Elouise Auclair had to be a little more head-turning. The documents were solid. Real. The backstory just plausible enough to work and keep her real identity away from anyone who so much as looked twice.

“No one’s asking you to win,” he added. “We both know you won’t even make it through the Exposé into the real rounds.”

The truth stung, especially hearing it from him.

“What if the coat doesn’t work?” she heard herself ask.

He motioned. “Try it.”

“Now?”

“All you have to do is believe you’re not Elara Rousseau.”

He said it like a taunt, and that’s what made her grab it. The sturdy material was heavy yet soft. It was smooth and rich, the finest fabric she’d ever seen, let alone held.

This was the only way she could preserve her mother’s real legacy. Corinne Rousseau had also been a brilliant chef, and the only way Elara could share that with the world was by abandoning the name she’d destroyed.

The coat. The papers. They were her way out.

Elouise Auclair was an untested recipe, capable of being anything.

If she performed well at the Exposé, her name—her new name—would spread, and she could find an apprenticeship across the Joyaux. She could leave behind the unpaid rent, the curse of Rousseau, and all the troubles she’d amassed. And one day, when she finally became Directeur, she could build her mother’s dream bakery.

If this damned coat didn’t kill her first.

The fabric slipped over her arms, shaping and reshaping to fit her wide frame and bold curves. It stretched around her middle and hugged her close and warm. No more rashes from hand-me-down clothes, no more buttons bursting off their strings.

It fit perfectly.

The name, Elouise Auclair, flickered as if trying to discern whether she was its true owner.

This was her way out. Forever.

“If I do this, I’m gone.” He went to reply, but she held up a finger. “I won’t come back until I’m a Directeur and able to buy the café.” She kept his gaze locked as she gently pulled the neck of her dress down, just enough to reveal the tattoo. It was ablaze now, licking orange and red flames across her chest. “No more calling for me. I’ll have this removed. We’re finished.”

Of all the reactions, she never expected to see pain across his furrowed face. It was a glimpse past the hardened Restes vagrant to the boy she’d once loved.

Tender. Daring. Protective.

Which made it all the more painful to watch his expression sharpen to ice. “Deal. Try it. Say your name.”

Her mother’s name.

Her new name.

Elara took a shaky breath, closed her eyes, and let the past go, holding on to only the things she wanted to carry forward. Goodbye to secret rebel meetings and the memory of clutching her mother’s dying body. Goodbye to stolen kisses with Fernand as they crafted plans by candlelight.

She tried to envision the things Elouise Auclair might need: bread lessons with Gaetan, discovering flavor profiles with her mother, a stunning enrollment season performance, the struggles of being a Restes baker.

“I … am … Elouise Auclair.”

She waited, but the collar didn’t cinch her throat; the threads released no poison. Her new name glimmered up at her, content.

Fernand turned on his heel to pour another drink. “One night, and you’re free.”

Carefully, she folded the coat back into the parcel.

Then she faced him, drink raised for one final toast.

“Deal.”
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NIK



Nik followed the Directeurs out of the morgue and into a dusky afternoon where the gabled rooftops of Belleplace were gilded with sunset golds and oranges. Upper-story windows reflected clouds purpling like old bruises, which gradually darkened to the same shade as the rashes on the boy’s body.

Enough.

Whatever work awaited him tomorrow could be addressed then.

Now he was being summoned by Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine, the most powerful man in all of Arts Humains. The man who’d scooped Nik from the gutter and found promise in him.

The carriage made its way farther north, and the rumble of rocky Belleplace cobblestones gave way to the glide of smoothly paved Galerie stone paths. Out the window, the buildings thinned until there were more shops, café houses, and theatres. Théâtre Mesmer glowed in starlight, electric beams piercing the air to guide the city’s wealthiest to tonight’s performance.

One of Nik’s earliest apprenticeships had been there, and it had given him his first taste of what power and money could truly buy. Champagne flowed day and night, people bought their way backstage to meet the prima ballerina, and the ballet magie was always strong enough to make the impossible come true.

Fairy tales. Beautiful stories, but still … lies.

Farther down the road, buildings disappeared entirely, giving way to long stretches of manicured lawns where elegant riders pushed their horses to breakneck speeds and over obstacles. Wasteful. Every inch of land they used for sport was another inch that could be used for farming or safer tenements for the booming population.

Nik inched forward, craning his neck to get the first glimpse of the Senate upon the hilltop. It was a strange building, crafted to look like an embrace from the front. The central structure, which served as a grand meeting hall, rounded outward with sloping pillars on the first and second level. Two long wings extended to the left and right. There, the Souverains conducted business in their own offices.

The Souverains could keep their fields and horses. Nik was playing for something much bigger.

The carriage’s progress slowed. A crowd had gathered around the gates to leave whisks, flowers, and rare ingredients on candle-bedecked altars for the late Souverain Lisette Plouffe. No one actually cared about her. They just hoped their sudden signs of devotion might be enough to gain them favor—or a chance to replace her in the Objet d’Art.

A better man might have feigned sympathy, but Nik was too caught up in the puzzle of her death.

There were only seven Souverains in the city, one for each Société. Unparalleled magie, money, governing powers, hosts of doctors at their beck and call, food to nourish their bodies and extend their lives—the Souverains were unmatched. They ruled Anespérer together as the Counseil des Sept, the Council of Seven.

They weren’t supposed to die early.

Yet Lisette Plouffe had.

The carriage slowed at the towering double doors. Nik climbed out after the Directeurs, who were allowed to pass with ease. However, the police scrutinized Nik’s mottled burgundy suit.

Rather than take a left up the marbled staircase toward Lafontaine’s wing, the Directeurs turned downward, descending into the bowels of the Senate. Anticipation was a poorly stitched wound in Nik’s belly, irritating and persistent.

The winding stairs ended in a long, suffocating hallway dimly lit by warm electric lights dotted along the walls. Ahead, a small group of Directeurs in scarlet huddled outside one of the dozens of black doors.

“Dupont,” one of them called, motioning him through the door.

It closed behind him, leaving him alone.

Not alone. There was another body on a gurney, except this one was uncovered and in much better shape than the Restes boy back in Pompes Funèbres.

Chambon, Basset, and those other sycophants would kill Nik for what he was looking at.

Who he was looking at.

Souverain Lisette Plouffe was laid out, her slender figure covered by a slip that reflected the brilliant overhead light. The Restes boy had been frozen in agony, while Plouffe looked truly asleep, a graying sleep but peaceful nonetheless.

The preparation room was stocked with jars, syringes, and vials, but Nik’s shoulders released when he saw no sponges or operating kits prepared.

The door opened, and he spun to face the lone pale figure.

While Nik never felt shame compared to the Directeurs in their expensive red fabrics, he couldn’t deny the urge to brush his dingy suit clean again. Souverains were the only citizens allowed to wear pure white. Their clothes were always designed with accents of their Société colors, but their wardrobes were filled with snow-white everything: dresses, trousers, hats, gloves. Every article of clothing was a chance to demonstrate their class, their power.

Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine was no different.

Today he wore a long, flowing coat designed to represent a doctor’s frock, but the buttons and hems were threaded with thousands of rubies. As usual, his graying hair was slicked back to perfection, his short beard trimmed close to his angular cheeks. Everything about him screamed authority, from his stare to his confident stride as he approached the table.

“Your apprenticeship has been going well?” he asked.

“Yes.” It wasn’t a lie. Chambon would tell the truth, Nik was trying.

“Show me.” He motioned. “Tell me everything you notice.”

Shit. Lafontaine was no weak-minded Chambon, and this was a test.

Nik approached the table and pulled back the shroud.

At fifty-two, she was young for a Souverain. Her pale face was comfortable in death, her white-bleached hair fanned behind her as if each strand had been delicately placed. There were no obvious wounds or bruises, no sign of attack. Nik had found the headlines in the papers strange, but the proof of no obvious sign of death confirmed his suspicions: She’d been murdered.

Souverains never died of natural causes this young. Age was the only disease Souverains succumbed to, because Arts Humains was paid handsomely to have a doctor in every Directeur and Souverain home. They tended to paper cuts and coughs, conducted weekly checkups for their families, and ensured all blood tests were perfectly healthy. Only the best for Anespérer’s social elite.

“Well?” Lafontaine asked.

Right. Focus.

He removed the leather pouch from his coat and readied a syringe with a hair-thin needle. He’d been assured this part would become easier with practice, that his mind would compartmentalize and adapt.

He understood all those things.

But he didn’t feel them.

Yes, the world needed doctors who could reset bones, stitch skin, and heal invisible ailments. Those people saved lives.

The truth was, the syringe never fit his large hand, and he fumbled for veins, causing more harm than good.

He lifted Souverain Plouffe’s arm, grateful his rust-colored gloves blocked the feel of her cold skin as he inserted the needle. Plouffe’s vein rolled several times before he managed to draw blood. Next, he added drops of solution to the white pads inside his kit, followed by a sample of blood. They turned green immediately.

“It wasn’t a heart attack,” he said. “Her blood lacks the cardiac enzymes.”

“Then what happened to her?”

One cause down. Thousands more to go.

He went for a physical examination, analyzing her fingernails. “No tissue present. No abrasions or bruises.”

Lafontaine stepped aside, motioning to a collection of delicate crystal jars and decanters filled with lotions and makeups.

“Her effects.”

Nik took a sample from each and added the solution.

Green.

“No detectable poisons,” he muttered.

Other Aspirants like Basset would have a dozen more tests they could conduct, but Nik only had one more idea. He withdrew a set of spectacles from his pocket and hunched over the body. He flipped the first lens, then the second, increasing the magnification until he could see the individual small hairs upon her fingers. Observation was a powerful tool. It had kept him alive better than any book ever had.

He was near to giving up when a mark near her throat caught his attention … the jugular vein? It was a minuscule point, smaller than any intravenous wound he’d ever seen. The skin around it lacked signs of irritation or bruising. Strange.

“She was injected with something that left behind no trace.” Nik looked over the top of his glasses.

“Continue your examination. What could have done this?”

His mouth dried. The truth, he had learned in these last four years, was something Lafontaine coveted above all else. He did not suffer fools who tried to con their way into his good graces, and he would not abide liars.

“I don’t know,” he admitted quietly.

“Then it is some new poison,” Souverain Lafontaine said. “Who could have done it?”

New? Lafontaine was the medical expert of Anespérer. Nothing was new to him.

Lafontaine offered a white file, which Nik took hungrily. According to the coroner notes, she’d been found in her bed by a servant sent to wake her. Even the coroner admitted Plouffe looked as if she’d simply fallen asleep and refused to wake. There’d been no signs of forced entry, no evidence of a struggle.

Meaning her killer had been someone she knew well or …

Someone she feared enough to never turn away.

Someone with ample knowledge of new, untraceable poisons.

Nik shoved his nerves down, hiding any shake of his hands by removing his glasses.

“You killed her.”

Lafontaine nodded. “Well done, my boy.”

The glow he’d been chasing rose above his disgust. Lafontaine was driven and ruthless, but those two words—well done—erased Nik’s trepidation. None of those fools at Pompes Funèbres would hear those words, because Lafontaine didn’t trust them as much as he did Nik.

He forced his tone into careful neutrality. “Why?”

“The poor dear put her nose where it didn’t belong.” He gave a regretful sigh, as if what had befallen her was simply an unfortunate accident. “She was a liability to our plans.”

Of course. Lafontaine didn’t kill without reason, and everything they’d worked for was more important than some snobbish Souverain poking around.

“What did she do?” he asked.

“She was a bacterium growing in the very heart of Anespérer.” Lafontaine’s tone darkened, and his thin lips twisted into a taut snarl. “Poor Lisette Plouffe didn’t like our plans to upheave the Counseil, so she turned her back on us entirely.”

Lafontaine stroked Lisette’s long white hair. He wasn’t thinking of her. He was thinking of the city. It needed their protection, but part of Nik yearned for such affection. To be gazed upon with the same parental love. Guarded rather than pushed to the breaking point.

But Lafontaine’s trust was not easily given, and for good reason.

Nik would earn it.

“She’s been helping the rebellion,” Lafontaine said.

Fury exploded in Nik’s belly like oil to a fire.

“Impossible,” he retorted. “The rebels are gone.”

“It seems we treated the symptom, not the disease.”

Nik shot a dark glare at the corpse growing stiffer by the second. Lisette, with all her finery and power, had been nothing more than a traitor. The rebels had been eliminated and the rebellion brought to heel when their first attack upon the Counseil ended in abysmal failure. Had someone else taken up the mantle?

“It’s in its infancy, but thanks to dear Lisette, it might have grown legs.” Lafontaine snarled the words, catching them like stones between his teeth. “She’s been siphoning money and information to someone in the Restes, and they’ve managed to infiltrate the Sociétés. For all we know, they could be Directeurs or even more of the Sept.”

“Then your plan is more important than ever,” Nik said. “We need to act quickly.”

Unrest would lead to violence, and violence would destroy the city, which had barely begun to heal from the last attempted uprising.

“Appointing a Grand Souverain was, and still is, the first step,” Lafontaine mused. “The city needs someone to take control. Thankfully, Plouffe’s death allows me the perfect opportunity to seize this moment. The Counseil will happily reshuffle power to a single leader if it means unifying us against a common enemy: rebels capable of killing Souverains.”

A smile tugged at the edges of Nik’s lips. “Pin this on them.”

“When the time is right,” Lafontaine mused.

Long ago, Nik sympathized with the previous generation of rebels who’d craved justice in a system clearly stacked against them. The Sociétés had made it possible for all citizens to earn a place in a guild, but it wasn’t probable unless someone had time and money to commit to a skill. People of the Restes neighborhood were lucky if they ended up in a factory line assembling furniture or textiles. They’d never get close to creating something of their own, and without a basic understanding of an art, an artist couldn’t develop magie.

His sympathy had died when his mother was killed in their cross fire.

He’d let the Restes boy die in order to become something new, something better than those miserable roots.

With this new power, he craved revenge. He craved change. Supporting Lafontaine was about more than earning his place; it was about ensuring no other child, poor or rich, felt the same crushing loss he’d endured.

“But you needed Plouffe’s vote,” Nik said.

Hard to earn that when her treasonous blood was turning cold.

“I can find a replacement in Objet d’Art,” Lafontaine answered. “Find me the perfect Favored.”

A gullible, willing pawn. They didn’t need an expert baker with a flair for powerful flavors or inventive recipes. They needed someone who could slide or cheat through a brutal contest—with a bit of help from bribery—to nestle perfectly in Lafontaine’s pocket.

“I’ll find someone,” Nik promised. He shouldn’t press it. Lafontaine had offered him so much already tonight that it was foolish to ask for more. But he couldn’t help himself. “And your plans for the Restes?”

Stillness answered him.

Then Lafontaine opened his arm. “Come here.”

Nik inwardly chided the flutter in his stomach as he stepped into Lafontaine’s one-armed embrace. The sure squeeze at his neck was an anchor to this moment.

“You’ve done so much to prove yourself, and loyalty is rewarded. But you, more than most, have much to repent for. Much to overcome.”

It was true, but it didn’t make it hurt any less.

“What must I do?” he asked.

“I will be hosting the initial Exposé of talent. Disguise yourself as a Patron, and select us the perfect puppet. With their vote, we’ll be able to end the violence, hunger, and turmoil for good.” His grip tightened enough to make Nik’s bones creak. “Then you will be my true son. Not only in blood, but by name.”

Nik started.

True son.

Lafontaine had pulled him from the wreckage after his mother’s death, and Nik had tried to take his father’s name. Lafontaine had refused. That, he’d said, needed to be earned.

So Nik had adopted the name Dupont, a blank space he could write over when he was finally worthy to become Nikolas Lafontaine.

This was his opportunity. All he had to do was manipulate some gullible chef through a rigged contest, and deliver them into Lafontaine’s control.

He flashed a smile.

“Consider it done.”
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It wasn’t until Elara stood face-to-face with one of the grumpiest-looking members of Anespérer’s official police that she realized this was a colossal mistake.

“Name?” the officer droned.

This was Elara’s first time seeing one of them across the river. The woman was on guard, her uniform as crisp as her attention to detail. Fernand swore the papers would work, that they were as legit as fraudulent documents could be, but what if it was another one of his boasts? He wouldn’t hesitate to let her go to jail to save whatever inane mission he was on.

No one else had looked at her twice. All evening, she’d stood with the other Favored in the back gardens of Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine’s grand estate. During the arduous process of waiting their turn, they were allowed to stroll the illuminated paths or sit near the fountains. Elara had never seen this much grass in all her life. The urge to flop down and roll had almost overtaken her.

She’d been good, though, and waited with the others near the kitchen door. Blending in like all the other chefs who belonged here.

“Favored Seventeen?” the woman droned again.

The collar tightened only when her mind wavered to memories belonging to Elara Rousseau—her mother’s face, the time she’d taught Elara how to roll dough, the early mornings when Elara sat on a stool to watch her work. If she so much as slipped tonight, she’d be dead.

The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Get her out—”

“Elouise Auclair.”

They both waited for her face to turn blue, but the golden thread of her new name glimmered, content.

Sweat collected in her collar as the woman glared, flipping the chart at an agonizingly slow pace.

“Elouise Auclair?”

Her stomach tightened. “Yes.”

“From the Restes?”

Her mouth dried. “Yes.”

The officer’s face twisted, shoulders somehow tightening even more in defense. Ah. It wasn’t about her name. It was where she was from that put the woman on alert.

“Your time in the kitchen begins now,” the officer recited. “You have one hour to present a dish to the Counseil des Sept. You may only use the ingredients provided. Use of outside ingredients will result in your immediate arrest. Magie intended to destroy or harm the Counseil and their guests will result in your immediate arrest. Approaching the Counseil before being acknowledged will…”

“Result in my immediate arrest,” Elara intoned, forgetting herself.

The woman stepped closer, towering above her.

Elara nodded. “Yes, chef.”

They released her into Lafontaine’s home.

The contrast between the dark garden and the brilliant, sterile room was dizzying enough, but the size staggered her. Gaetan’s whole shop could fit twice over. Four ovens crackled with fire, two sinks burbled in constant use by washers with their heads down, and polished cabinets contained every utensil, pot, or pan a chef could ever want.

This was the kind of life Elouise Auclair could live.

Elara scurried to the empty station, where she found her reflection on the polished metal counter. She’d washed her face raw, which had only made her swollen and red in places. The kohl around her eyes had smudged with the summer heat, and the black curls she called hair might serve better as a nest.

Favored Fifteen and Sixteen wore tall, pleated toques, worked with specialty knives, and shuffled across the marble in shining shoes. Unlike the bakers in the Restes, every move was intentional, and they were never idle. Pots were stirred, pans flipped, herbs chopped. And they tasted everything as they went.

The double doors that must have led to the dining hall swung open, and the waiter shouted, “Favored Fifteen on the pass!”

“Order ready!”

Elara snagged the waiter’s bright, clever eyes. Fernand dared to give her a wink as the chef finished his plates.

Favored Fifteen, a gray-haired man, removed a pair of tweezers from his pocket and began adding delicate peach-colored petals to seven individual cakes. All it took was a final push, and the flowers came alive. They blossomed and rippled in an unfelt wind, cascading up and down the small cakes like water.

Elara had never seen such art.

This was what an education across the Joyaux could get you.

The double doors burst open again, and Fernand’s reappearance reminded her of what this really was—a job. No one across the Joyaux knew her or Fernand, and they were invisible in their costumes. This time, he barely spared her a glance as he deposited a stack of dirty dishes into the sink before loading Chef Fifteen’s cakes onto his trolley.

Reality set in. It didn’t matter if her shoes were polished or if her bakes were beautiful. If the board of Arts Culinaires Directeurs wouldn’t advance her, neither would the Counseil des Sept—even if she changed her name. The Favored weren’t just vying for the Counseil’s approval, they were competing for a Patron to invest in them, and no one advanced without one. Who would stoop so low as to host a girl from the Restes?

“Five minutes gone, Favored Seventeen,” Fernand called.

Fifty-five minutes to go.

She didn’t belong here, especially when she eyed the table laden with ingredients. The flour was weevil-less and the chocolate dark. There were also fruits and herbs she’d never seen before, staples the other chefs grabbed with wild abandon.

“Favored Seventeen!”

Her head snapped up, and Fernand’s eyes widened. Get to it.

“On it.”

When she turned back to the table, she tried to see this moment for what it really was: an opportunity. She might never get a chance to work with some of these ingredients again, and she was here to create a dish that told a story—her story.

Her attention lingered on a bowl of dark, shining cherries. They would pair well with something rich like chocolate or warm like cinnamon. Or … a particularly rare, expensive rum sitting forgotten in a crystalline decanter. It was unused, as if it weren’t one of the most expensive liquids in all of Anespérer. Most liquors were made by distilling between a range of temperatures, but for umber rum? A single degree off could destroy an entire facility in a massive explosion.

It was powerful, yet here it sat, forgotten.

Because Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine, like all the other Souverains, could afford to leave rarities like this collecting dust.

Elara might not get to work with ingredients this fine again, but she would never return to the Restes, even if it meant sleeping on the streets. Even if it meant taking out the trash for a restaurant in Belleplace or Le Cœur. Elara would make something of herself.

Tonight would be a toast to her new future, wherever it took her.

She snatched the umber rum and the cherries.

She took sugar and cinnamon; she grabbed almonds and flour.

At her station, she meticulously picked through each ingredient, finding only the best. No more half-rotten fruit or spoiled milk.

She pitted and sliced the cherries, leaving them to soak in a bowl of umber rum. And, because the rules said nothing about feasting on her own product, Elara poured herself a glass.

It warmed her insides, burning molten hot all the way to her toes until she felt alive. Crackling with energy that made her recipe blur by. She sliced the almonds and put them in a pot with the cherry pits to boil in more umber rum. It would help draw out the almond flavor, and a hint of cyanide that she could twist into a harmless magie.

Long after the umber rum wore off, Elara was still buzzing. She danced around, whisking and pouring, humming and tasting.

Gaetan’s bakery had been the familiarity she wanted, but this? This was freedom.

With more than half her time to go, she mixed the cherries with the custard and popped it into the oven. But why stop when everything was possible? What was clafoutis without chantilly cream? And why couldn’t that cream be salted caramel?

All her life, Elara had been limited. If it wasn’t money, it was time; if it wasn’t time, it was her rank; if it wasn’t her rank, it was her neighborhood. Experimenting with recipes meant sacrificing a day’s wage for ingredients, which left little room for error. A wasted cake was wasted money. Too often she’d been forced to stomach burnt cookies, and soggy pastries that roiled her belly for days after.

Here, Elara lost herself to the different flavors of cream: caramel, apricot, sage. She even swirled some together, finding a perfect marriage of caramel and sage. It was robust, herbaceous, with the perfect sweetness that made her laugh.

And laugh.

And laugh.

The Counseil wouldn’t remember her after tonight. She would fade away like the other rebels.

But tonight was for Elouise Auclair.

“Favored Seventeen on the pass!”

This time she answered with gusto. “Coming!”

Fernand met her at the double doors. His eyes narrowed on the large dish of custard, still bubbling cherry red, then drifted to the piping bag filled with swirled cream.

“This is it?” he asked.

“Simplicity can make a dish more powerful.” She stacked seven plates with seven spoons onto the cart.

“Of course, but”—he lowered his voice—“nothing is ever simple with you.”

“Don’t you forget that.” She winked.

It was enough to stall him for the moment she needed to snatch the cart and push it toward the door.

“I’ll take it from here.”
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The lights inside Souverain Lafontaine’s dining room lifted, followed by another round of timid applause. Some of the most prestigious Directeurs and Professionnelles from every Société were gathered at the Exposé. They chattered politely in their like-colored pods: yellows, blues, purples, reds, greens, beiges, and silvers.

Nik sat near the back, apart from the other Arts Humains, where he’d lurked all night, idly sipping champagne and nibbling the canapés that circulated.

Favored Sixteen, a young Professionnelle chef in a cream-colored suit, bowed to them, then to the Counseil des Sept established at a long table in the front of the room. He was the ideal candidate with his infectious joy and boyish smile. The crowd already buzzed with Patrons ready to vie for his attention. Nik inched forward, eager to be the first to offer when the Souverains accepted him as one of the seven finalists.

All of this was too much drama for Nik’s taste. The Counseil sat upon six gilded ornate chairs behind a table overflowing with fresh flowers and wine. They’d each dressed in their best finery, which meant long lace trains upon which Perrault of Arts Littéraires allowed her poetry to flow; a wide-brimmed hat that rained dollops of cobalt paint upon Souverain Tremblay of Arts Visuel’s flowing pantsuit, and so much more. Other than their jeweled ornaments, the Counseil were a beacon of white amid the vibrant room. A reminder of their so-called perfection.

Nik set his napkin aside, eyes narrowed on the chef.

“Easy.” Blai touched his wrist. “Not this one.”

“Why not?” Nik muttered.

“Because he won’t make it.”

They’d been at this all evening; Nik would jump to place his bid, and Blai would pull him back. The Souverains had filled up four of the seven spots already, which meant there were only three more opportunities to find someone—no. Not just someone. The perfect puppet to obey his father and vote him in as Grand Souverain, a role that could destroy the rebels forever and restore order to Anespérer. His father would use this power to create a new system where everyone would have a chance to learn an art. No one would ever be orphaned and overshadowed like Nik ever again.

And Blai was wasting every opportunity.

“He’s perfect.” Nik motioned to the chef eagerly awaiting his fate. “The Counseil liked the meal and the magie was strong.”

“You and I both know the Counseil is after more than skill in the kitchen.”

“They want connections,” Nik agreed. “Favored Sixteen has worked in some of the best kitchens, and he’s the son of one of the wealthiest families in—”

Blai waved an impatient hand. “Apprenticeships, wealth, family. Blah, blah, blah. Sure, that delectable meal of a chef has connections, but not the right connections.”

On cue, Lafontaine shouted, “Next!”

Favored Sixteen gawked, blinking rapidly before being tugged out of the dining hall and back into the kitchen along with all the other rejected contestants. If the Souverains couldn’t find three more candidates by the time they reached the end of the Favored, the chef would get a second chance.

“Told you.” Blai winked, then returned to flirting with the other guests nearby.

Nik watched, envious of how easily they could change their shape to fit right in. Blai was resplendent in a yellow suit that also served as a dramatic, billowing dress with a long train they swirled at every opportunity. The mustard yellow sang against their rich brown skin, but nothing could distract from their smile and the way they wielded a fan in conversation.

Annoying as Blai could be, this was why Nik had invited them. They could work a room, glean information from a simple chat that would take Nik days of sneaking around to figure out.

When he’d told Blai about his real purpose tonight, they’d still jumped at the opportunity. It didn’t matter to them if Lafontaine had plans to uproot the Counseil. Blai wanted connections and a chance to tell a good story.

That’s all this is, Nik, Blai had said as they laid out their outfits. You need a chef people will root for.

“Dupont.” Blai tapped a long, canary-yellow nail against Nik’s cheek. “No one will want to work with you if you keep scowling like that.”

“I don’t understand these rules,” he grumbled.

“Social rules or those of the Counseil?”

“Both.”

“Four have already been accepted, right? Where did they come from?”

Nik hadn’t thought of that. All evening, he’d been trying to figure out what made someone worthy of competing in Objet d’Art? They had varying levels of experience, their dishes were all unique, and their family names ranged from Anespérer fame to unremarkable nobodies.

Blai smiled. “Not a single one of them comes from the richest districts. They’ve come from Le Cœur, the Fumée Quarter, even across the seas in Cael.”

Nik puzzled it out for a moment. “Places they still need control in.”

In Le Cœur, for example, Visuels took up most of the shops with their painting, architecture, and furniture stores. If Souverain Faucher of Arts Spectacle made the right move, she could open new theatres furnished by Arts Visuels and fed by Arts Culinaires.

“Expansion opportunities,” he muttered. “Places the other disciplines don’t have as much control.”

“Points for the smart boy.” Blai pinched his cheek.

Nik batted them off.

“A drink, Blai?” a woman in green asked.

“Absolutely.” Blai winked after her. “Be there soon, love.”

The crowd shifted between contestants, a chance for the Sociétés to do business. Blacksmiths met with factory owners who met with tailors, and suddenly the biggest shop in the city had a corner market on the newest fabric. A woman in Arts Nécessaire with ample land on the edge of the city whispered in the ear of a man in Arts Spectacle for a new theatre opportunity.

“We’re running out of contestants,” Nik said.

Even if Nik had defied Blai to compete as a Patron for any of the previous contestants, they would’ve turned him down. Everyone here had more money, more supplies, and more advancement opportunities. Nik’s burgundy suit, nice as it was thanks to Blai’s costume closet, still screamed Aspirant inferiority.

These chefs couldn’t waste their chances on him. Objet d’Arts didn’t come around often. With magie extending Souverain lives well beyond normal, it might be another forty or fifty years until the next one keeled over. If they wanted power, money, and the right partners, they needed to think big.

For the Patrons, they would become part of their Souverain’s inner circle if they succeeded in backing the winning chef. It was the biggest win-win of the century, and Nik needed it more than anyone else here.

“Blai, what do you think about—”

But they were already gone, leaning against a Directeur of Arts Littéraires who would’ve been difficult to spot in a crowd of peacocks. The massive purple quill feathers upon her head kept shaking with laughter the more Blai charmed her.

“I find her acting positively dreadful,” Blai cooed. “She butchers your beautiful words nightly!”

“That’s what I told Moreau,” the woman cried, “but no one listens to me.”

Blai’s face changed. Literally. The makeup shifted, sharpening their soft cheekbones, narrowing their lips, and carving out their nose. They were a feral cat about to pounce, and the woman delighted in the malevolence.

“I can’t imagine why. Is Moreau here tonight? I’ll tell him myself!”

“You wouldn’t!” The woman slapped Blai’s shoulder gleefully.

Blai shot upward. “Introduce me, and I’ll show you.”

The two got up, but before Blai could follow, Nik grabbed their elbow.

“What are you doing?” he hissed.

“Making connections of my own.” They tapped their fan in the direction of a man in a golden robe. “That is Directeur Moreau, and he’s next to take over the Labelle Theatre.”

“You can’t write plays anymore,” Nik warned.

“True, but Blai Lozano can avail their makeup and costuming skills to him, and if he so happens to be charmed by me, maybe I can help him find real playwrights to work with.”

“The Counseil only needs three more Favored. What if—”

“You brought me here to do a job, and I always deliver.” They produced a slip of paper from inside their low V-neck blouse and pressed it into his palm.

It was a list of twenty names. The Favored, in order of appearance with careful notes scrawled along the margins: people the chefs had pissed off, people they’d been seen having coffee with, dishes they’d made for impromptu guests at restaurants they worked in.

“Did you do this in a few hours?” Nik asked.

“One, to be exact. People here are very messy with their gossip.”

“This is…”

“Impressive?”

“Terrifying.”

Blai tapped one of the lower names on the list. “Word from the kitchen says Favored Seventeen is worth sticking around to see. No one has ever heard of her, and she was dancing in the kitchen, like this is just another day for her.”

He read the name again.

“Auclair?” Nik snorted. “It’s fake.”

“Then she’ll be in good company with us.” Blai glanced up at Lafontaine, who was finding his way back to his seat with the rest of the Counseil. “Care to dig into those daddy issues yet?”

Nik scowled.

“Lighten up.” Blai bopped his nose with the fan. “You’re at one of the most enviable events of the decade. This Auclair could be good for you.”

“This isn’t a holiday. I’m working.”

“Why not mix business with pleasure?”

Before he could even remind Blai that this was not his idea of pleasure, the double doors opened and the crowd fell quiet. A waiter with tight curls on the crown of his head entered without a cart.

“Introducing Favored Seventeen!”

Blai leaned in, voice soft and warm in Nik’s ear. “Trust me, you’ll know once you see her. Fight like hell to get her, and daddy will be kissing your cheeks and tucking you in with a bedtime story.”

They pulled away just as the chef sauntered in.

Nik got his first glimpse of Elouise Auclair.
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Color.

It exploded from every corner. Elara had never seen such vibrant shades, had hardly known they could come in as many brilliant hues.

Nowhere, not even among the servants, was there a trace of bleached fabric.

Everything was brighter, bigger, louder. Effervescent green dresses with billowing, gauzy fabrics. Blues like the ocean in long silk trains. Lemony blouses with billowing sleeves of glitter. All of it shimmered with life and magie.

The closer she looked, the dizzier she got. A woman’s dress was art. It covered her in writhing vines because they were vines. A man in a silver jacket, opened to reveal his sculpted chest, leaned in and plucked a ripe berry from the end of one of the vines and ate it. When his eyes caught Elara’s, he made sure to lick his fingers.

This was another world.

The kitchen door shut, trapping Elara inside it.

Begging in the streets would be better than standing in the center of a room filled with such wasteful decadence. Especially when people dressed in actual food glared at her as if she were a disease. Elara had needed those strawberries barely a week ago—would’ve given her last soms to have them—and they were a fashion statement?

Holding tight to that anger, she refocused on the mission. Distract the Counseil, lose with grace, then get the hell out.

She pushed the cart forward, making the long trek toward the dais.

Elara had never seen the Souverains before. Not in person. They never visited the Restes before the uprising, and they sure as hell steered clear after. Only their likenesses had been captured on propaganda plastered to brick walls.

The real subjects were haunting.

While each Souverain was different in skin color and size, they were all … perfect. Not a blemish or scar, not a blush or a dark shadow beneath their eyes. It was if some delicate hand had sculpted each of them from the purest stone and polished their features to ethereal smoothness. Some, like Souverain Gabriel of Arts Manufacturiers, looked ageless despite their white hair, but the eyes gave them away. Each of them looked down at her with indifference, gargoyles upon a parapet. Of time and beyond it. One of the people and nothing like them.

A final seat at the end remained open: a somber prize.

Elara approached.

“Please state your name clearly for the Counseil,” Souverain Lafontaine called.

Elara’s mouth dried. She couldn’t fail. In order to help her mother’s recipes live on, she needed to let her name go.

“I … I am Elouise Auclair.”

She didn’t know her heart could beat so loud until Souverain Lafontaine muttered a terse thank-you.

He turned over a crisp paper filled with very few words: Auclair’s acceptance into Arts Culinaires. “You are quite the mystery. We’ve checked with the board of Arts Culinaires’ Directeurs, and none recognize your name.”

“I doubt they remember everyone they’ve ever admitted.” The line she’d practiced with Fernand came easy. “Did you not find my name in the records?”

“Indeed we did.” Lafontaine’s fingers stroked the paper in thought. “How did your name come to be in the pool of Favored? A Restes Aspirant in the Objet d’Art? Quite uncommon.”

“That abysmal place across the river?” The comment came from someone in a brilliant yellow dress flapping an annoyingly loud fan. “The poor thing!”

Some snickered. Worse, others pitied her.

“Chef?” Lafontaine prompted.

She released her fists. “I was just as stunned when the coat arrived. Perhaps my Professionnelle recommended me to the board of Directeurs?”

“So you have formal training?” Souverain Tremblay of Arts Visuels asked.

“Enough to have earned my Aspirant colors.” She indicated her brown skirts. “Unfortunately, Professionnelle Prevel passed recently, and I was let go from my newest position.”

“Whatever for?”

“My innovation, Souverain.”

Fernand was ready near the doorway to the foyer.

Showtime.

Elara ascended the dais and laid her porcelain dish upon the table. Any other party would lean forward to inspect the sweet dessert. The Counseil were as statues, barely letting their eyes swoop down as she scooped the still-bubbling cherry and custard mixture onto individual plates. Elara made sure each Souverain had enough crunchy topping because texture was just as important as taste.

“What is this?” Souverain Gabriel asked.

“Clafoutis,” Elara replied. “Cherries marinated in—”

“You’re dishing it out like we’re hogs to a trough,” Souverain Cormier sneered.

She managed to smile through clenched teeth. “I intended to feed you like I would anyone else at my table. My apologies if such compassion isn’t custom here in Galerie.”

Gasps whispered around her, followed by the person in yellow muttering, “Oh, I like her.”

They were probably alone in that.

Elara placed each helping before the Souverains. “I present cherry clafoutis made with umber rum and almond crumble. Enjoy.”

She’d been wrong to think they’d tuck in. Instead, they ate as if forced, dipping the prongs of their forks into the liquid before begrudgingly going back for a granule of crumble.

That didn’t stop her from holding her breath.

Restes or not, food was food. They’d either love it or hate it, and the truth would be in their reactions. Even the most powerful people couldn’t deny their tongues. The Souverains’ eyes dilated, their nostrils flared, and their expressions took on that of children consuming their first taste of sugar—wonderment.

The simple truth of knowing they’d enjoyed it would have been enough, but they surprised her by taking more. It wasn’t the ravenous hunger of the Restes, but the slow, savoring enjoyment the rich could afford.

“A unique marriage of flavors,” Cormier said.

“And the textures are interesting to explore,” Faucher added.

All said as if they were performing for a packed audience rather than offering feedback.

Lafontaine, the only Souverain who let his wrinkles show, patted his mouth with a napkin. “And the magie?”

Elara couldn’t contain her smile when the audience burst into giggles.

“You tell me, Souverain,” she replied.

He turned his head down the line and recoiled.

Six different Elaras stared back at her, each stretched or narrowed to fit the original owner’s body. Their faces, though, were entirely her, from the smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks to the little scar at her eyebrow from when she’d sloshed a drop of hot oil on herself. Perfectly imperfect, just the way she liked it.

One of the Elaras glared into the crowd. The moment they locked eyes with someone else, Elara’s dark hair extended into beautiful scarlet locks, her full cheeks caved inward, and her eyes sparkled brilliant hazel.

“My goodness!”

The chaos began.

The Souverains broke into cackles, taking turns to gaze at one another, changing their forms. They found ways to entertain themselves, winking, flirting, and picking at hard-to-reach body parts.

As planned, the audience moved in, eager to be the next face the Counseil impersonated. Curious servants collected from other rooms, and the police gravitated closer to protect the Counseil.

Fernand saluted from the darkened foyer and darted upstairs, out of sight.

Done. All he had to do was get out without being caught.

When Elara turned back to the revelry, she felt … different. With her part of the deal finished, she could enjoy this moment. For all their pomp and authority, the Counseil were laughing like children. Deep belly laughter and rolling giggles as they played and delighted in the magie, eating more bites to keep their games going.

This was what Elara wanted to do for the rest of her life. She wanted to bring the joy of food to everyone. Tonight, she could start that journey again with a clean slate—her job for Fernand now complete. Hell, someone here could invest in her. Offer her an apprenticeship on her way out. It was more than she’d ever allowed herself to hope for before.

“Amusing,” Lafontaine said.

Elara choked back a gasp.

He wasn’t himself.

He was a boy with dark hair slicked back, perfectly controlled save for the little curls at the base of his neck. His nose was wider and cheekbones fuller, with eyes like shards of glass. Striking. Elara could think of no other word to describe him.

She turned back to find the original boy in the crowd, and warmth flooded her body.

All that intensity in those blue eyes was narrowed on her.

Not the powerful Souverains.

Not the chattering aristocracy.

Her.

His brow ticked, eyes darting over her shoulder. She spun back to Lafontaine, who was himself again.

“Unfortunately,” Elara said, “the effect doesn’t last long.”

“While your trick is amusing, we cannot ignore the potential of this magie,” Lafontaine murmured to his colleagues, who hummed in response, all the joy replaced by business.

Elara waited for someone else to speak.

Anyone else.

Time to make a graceful exit.

She did her best to look dismayed as she collected the plates. “Thank you for the opportunity—”

Lafontaine stabbed his fork onto the porcelain, pinning it to the table. His face was close enough to see the age he refused to hide, the little scar at his hairline, a blemish on his cheek.

“That was not a dismissal.”

She didn’t let go. “Excuse me?”

But they’d already forgotten her. The Souverains returned to their hushed conversation, which was some kind of sign for the crowd to begin their own deliberations. Elara spun, foolishly searching for the boy who’d truly acknowledged her presence.

He was gone.

None of this should be happening. It was all wrong.

“Congratulations, Chef Auclair,” Lafontaine declared. “You’ve been selected to move on in the Objet d’Art.”

No one hid their outraged commentary.

Her?

A Restes in our kitchens?

She doesn’t stand a chance.

“I-I’m sorry?” Elara stammered.

“Whatever innovation your previous mentor didn’t see in you is our gain,” Lafontaine said, like it was a secret she was supposed to interpret. “We look forward to more of your creativity.”

“I … I…”

Her chest beneath the tattoo burned, pulling her attention away.

Get out of there, Fernand’s voice warned. Get out.

She knew she should. If she wanted to survive, she should run and run fast.

The other part that wanted to see how long this dream could last longed to stay.

“I am flattered,” she managed to say. “But I couldn’t possibly—”

“Nonsense,” Souverain Tremblay snapped. “You’d bring welcome entertainment to this stuffy affair.”

Souverain Faucher of Arts Spectacle stood, gold chains glimmering as she spread her arms wide to the crowd. “Elouise Auclair will be among our Favored. Let those who wish to bid for Patronage step forward.”

This wasn’t happening. Couldn’t be happening.

No one moved.

No one so much as breathed.

Get out of there! Now! The tattoo burned almost as much as her shame in thinking this could have ever worked.

Elara curtsied, as low as she could this time. “I’m sorry to have wasted your—”

A chair scraped the floor behind her.

“I will be her Patron.”
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“I will be her Patron.”

Nik repeated the claim if for no other reason than to disrupt the crushing silence.

They laughed.

This time, it was horrible, malicious laughter from every corner of the dining room. Their beautiful, smug faces twisted in vicious glee. Beside him, Favored Seventeen—Elouise Auclair—scrunched her brows at him.

“An Aspirant Patron,” Souverain Gabriel murmured.

“Do you know the term for two contradictory words spoken in conjunction?” Souverain Perrault leaned forward. “An oxymoron.”

Nik’s temper flared to the tune of their laughter.

“It’s nonsensical,” Souverain Tremblay added. “You’re but an Aspirant yourself.”

The crowd murmured their agreement for the ill-made match. He was Arts Humains’ most doomed Aspirant. He and Auclair’s partnership would be humiliation for their entertainment.

Elouise took in every word, her stance shrinking at the attention. A moment ago, she’d been the liveliest thing Nik had seen in years. She’d sauntered in with soft curves swaying, bright eyes filled with wonder, and a charming, red-lipped smile that sent heat down his spine. Now she looked ready to run.

Across the room, a flash of Blai’s fan caught his eye.

They were right. Favored Seventeen was perfect in every way. Skilled, theatrical, and beautiful. She would capture the crowd’s heart as well as their curiosity.

Sell it, Blai mouthed.

Right. Nik forced himself to look away from the girl and up to the Counseil. This was a story, and all he had to do was convince his father she was the perfect leading lady.

“Then someone else come forward,” Nik challenged.

He turned, tucking his shaking hands into his pocket.

“Someone else offer their Patronage.”

For once, Nik was in control. The crowd did exactly as he wanted, exchanging quiet looks as if daring one another to meet his challenge.

He waited.

Oh, he waited. Letting the moment drag on until the truth was painfully obvious.

“No one?” He scoffed. “All night, we’ve endured a parade of chefs with enough accolades and prestigious apprenticeships to put us to sleep, yet none of them could drag any real emotion from the Counseil.” He pointed to Elouise. “Except for her.”

She looked down.

“She made the austere Counseil des Sept laugh,” he continued. “I’d forgotten they could do that.”

The Counseil were unresponsive.

Nik faced the crowd again. “You were ready to go to war for the other Favored, but you’ll let this one go because … why? Because she’s from the Restes?”

He turned back to the Counseil. “That I find nonsensical.”

Nik had spent his first apprenticeship in the theatre, so he knew applause generally came after a performance.

They offered him nothing.

“He’s got a point,” Tremblay finally said. “I haven’t heard Faucher’s donkey chortle in some time.”

“Excuse me!” Faucher swatted her.

“You said you wanted entertainment,” Nik added. “What is more thrilling than watching two Restes Aspirants fight through the Objet d’Art together?”

As expected, Elouise snapped her eyes to him, filled first with shock, then apprehension. But he swore, buried deep, there was a glimmer of trust only they could share. It was the hesitant relief in finding an ally among an ocean of sharks.

“It’s not the Counseil you must convince, Dupont.” Lafontaine leaned forward, a warning, a message. “It is your Favored.”

On the surface, he meant Elouise. Patrons had to prove they were perfect for their desired chef by flaunting their money and status.

Underneath, Lafontaine meant himself. He was Nik’s true favored.

If—when—Elouise won, Nik would become part of Lafontaine’s inner circle, and he would be that much closer to proving he was capable, that he could be trusted.

He faced Elouise and spoke the words he would want to hear, the same Lafontaine wanted to hear.

“This room doesn’t see you for what you really are,” he said.

“And what is that?” she asked quietly.

“Opportunity knocking,” Nik answered. “You and I both know these people don’t know real work.”

She flashed a brief smile amid the offended scoffs.

Reminding himself it was all an act, he took her hands and turned them over. They were small, so much smaller than his own, but they were scarred from a life she’d probably fought hard to escape, a life Nik never wanted to know again. “You’re covered in burns and cuts, there’s flour in your hair, and I saw the way you watched the Counseil as they ate. It didn’t matter if they accepted you or not. All you cared about was the art.”

Passion. Desire. Drive. All the things that would make Lafontaine the perfect person to save this city. All the traits Nik would prove he had as well. Someday.

Warm air brushed his cheeks as Elouise exhaled. On the outside, they were likely a vision of intimacy only Restes orphans could re-create. For Nik, it was a jarring contradiction between wanting to pull away and wipe his sweaty palms or clench her tighter to convince her of his lies.

Elouise stared at their palms, and she trembled like a leaf. Blai was right about her. The story would tell itself, and she would be the perfect pawn.

“Let me help them see you.” He dipped his chin to meet her eyes. “See us.”

It stole his breath when she finally looked at him. Nik had grown so used to staring into lifeless pupils, milk white and empty. It was the only part of the dead he found comforting—they couldn’t look back. They couldn’t see through him.

Elouise was living, breathing, and responsible for his future, and she was looking at him for a lifeline. This girl, as weak as an ill-carved stitch, held his future in her warm hands.

“Fine.”

Her voice was hard as she pulled away.

Nik didn’t have a moment to rejoice before Lafontaine barked orders.

“Then it’s settled,” he declared. “Elouise Auclair will be entered into the Objet d’Art under the Patronage of Nikolas Dupont, Aspirant of Arts Humains.” He faced Nik, eyes cold and detached. “Favored are to be kept sequestered from the public eye for the duration of the contest. During this time, you are to offer any support you can in the form of lodgings, practice, presentations, and other requirements set forth by the Counseil.”

The rest happened so cleanly, so quickly it was damn near medical. A servant rushed forward with a silver domed tray. He removed the lid to reveal one of the black envelopes reserved for the Patrons. It was heavy and crisp and his name appeared upon the front in delicate white cursive. Beneath it, Elouise’s name followed with brilliant loops, threads of letters overlapping.

“This magied parchment will reveal information to you and your chef throughout the contest.”

Two officers broke through the crowd, ready to escort them out. Elara flinched, drawing close enough that her skirts brushed his trousers.

Nik stepped between them.

“Expect guidelines for the first round in the morning. For better or worse, Dupont,” Lafontaine said, fingers steepled beneath his chin, “your fates are tied.”

It was the final warning before the police herded them through the crowd and into the empty foyer.

Elouise jerked away from their touch, then buried her hands in her apron, making herself as small as possible, though the effect was more like a child throwing a temper tantrum.

“They’re taking us to a carriage,” he explained.

She didn’t respond as they were guided down a short hallway to a section of wall. If Nik were here on his own, he would’ve pulled the sconce himself, but the less she and anyone else knew of his ties to Lafontaine, the better.

The wall parted, shifting aside noiselessly to reveal the darkened hallway of a servants’ passage. Nik followed the first officer down, and he was grateful to hear Elouise’s shuffling steps behind.

Eventually, they exited through the eastern garden door, where the summer heat broke upon him like a wall. Three black carriages waited in the drive: one for each of the remaining Favored.

Nik offered his hand to help her up into their carriage but was grateful when Elouise hauled herself in.

He followed after and didn’t breathe until they were past the gates of Lafontaine’s estate.

“Well,” he said, opening his eyes. “That was—”

Something cold and sharp pressed against his throat. Elouise was leaning across the gap, a knife glinting in her closed fist.

“What the fuck do you want with me?”
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By the time the carriage rounded the corner onto the main road, Elara knew two things about Nikolas Dupont:


	He was a liar. A beautiful liar, but a liar nonetheless.

	He wasn’t fazed by her violence.



A dangerous combination.

“Stop the carriage.” When he didn’t move, she banged her fist, the one not holding the knife, on the roof. “Stop!”

“There is no driver, and the horses have been trained to follow orders.”

Magie-trained horses. Of course the Souverains had access to such wonders.

Fine. She’d just jump.

Except there was no handle. No door.

The panel they’d come through was a solid wall with no seams and a full, darkened window. She pressed along the edges, even wedged her knife into where the door should’ve been.

“It’s magied shut,” he droned again. “We’re to be sequestered, remember? It’s not likely to open until we reach my home.”

He was annoyingly curt and sounded more bored by her antics than anything else.

She tightened her grip on the knife.

“Sequestered is a fancy way of saying imprisoned,” she shot back.

“It seems that we’re both trapped.”

“Then you have plenty of time to answer my question. What do you want?”

“I think I made my intentions clear.” He waved a hand toward the window as the brilliant mansions and greenery of Galerie passed by. Light bloomed from the estates, windows illuminated in gold, gardens wreathed in strings of flickering bulbs, fountains shimmering as they shot high into the air. Each lawn could hold the entire Restes Quarter twice over. Elara had gawked at at it all on the less comfortable carriage ride Fernand had purchased for her way up.

“Remind me,” she spat.

“Aren’t you tired of being cast aside based on some arbitrary status?”

“A contest won’t change that. They’ll still hate the Restes when summer is over.”

“But they might love you.”

She snorted, leaning back into the cushion that was far too comfortable. “I don’t need their love.”

“But you’d like it.” With that tone, she expected a toothsome grin. It was the coy tease of a flirt that heated her blood. Except he was dead serious. “Don’t look so offended. You can’t tell me you weren’t having fun back there. Plus, the dining hall was buzzing with talk about Favored Seventeen who turned the kitchen into her own personal dance hall.”

Elara’s cheeks flamed. That was meant for her and her alone, and she wasn’t supposed to be in a carriage explaining it to some smug Arts Humains boy.

He leaned in, pressing his elbows upon his knees. “It’s addicting, isn’t it?”

The truth didn’t dare leave her lips.

But there was no denying how it had felt to have untethered access to all those ingredients. To indulge in the freedom to create her mother’s recipes in their greatest forms with rich flavors and powerful magie.

Moreover, the Counseil had actually enjoyed her food. It didn’t matter if they only thought of her as entertainment; they’d seen something in her. Lafontaine had called her magie powerful.

No one had ever used that word for her before.

“That is why I offered to be your Patron,” Dupont added.

“Out of the goodness of your heart?” she shot back.

“Certainly not.” He crossed his long legs, tapping the envelope against his knee. “You’ve made it this far, so you know that no one does anything in this city for free.”

“Then what do you get?” she asked.

“Influence.” His fingers stroked the lettering on the envelope, long digits sticking to the curling font of his name, avoiding anything that crossed with hers. “I will win a place in Souverain Lafontaine’s inner circle. I will move from a lowly Aspirant to one of his most trusted.”

“Is that all the Patrons get? A seat at the dinner table with their Souverain?”

“And a seat at their chef’s table when they become Souverain.”

Elara smirked. “Ladder climbing at its finest.”

“Galerie knows nothing else.”

Elara laughed, and his expression melted like warm icing.

“I get it,” she said between gasps. “You’re delusional.”

A muscle in his jaw pulsed, a first glimpse at the truth of who Nikolas Dupont really was.

“There are a few flaws with your plan.” She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward, motioning her rationale with the knife. “One, being elevated to some inner circle—whatever that means—doesn’t ensure Lafontaine will listen to you.”

Aha. There was the real crack she’d been looking for. It began with the tightening of his brows and fled down to the grinding of his teeth. Nikolas Dupont wasn’t just another bored aristocrat. She’d seen how he hid his shaking hands with practiced motions. And from the moment they’d entered the carriage, he’d been buzzy—jostling his legs, scratching the material of his trousers, fiddling with the envelope. He was just another anxious Reste boy pretending to be something he wasn’t.

“And two,” she continued, “they’ll never let anyone like us win.”

It took him a second to breathe through whatever nerve she’d struck, but he managed to reply, “I’ll determine the worth of a new title on my own. As for your second issue, people from the Restes have won other Objet d’Arts before. If you look back a century—”

“A lot has happened in a century. I. Won’t. Win.”

“Strange,” he said, brow perking for once. “I didn’t take you as someone who sells herself short.”

“I don’t!”

The carriage jolted, sending her up and out of her seat. Nikolas met her in the air, bodies colliding, foreheads cracking together. She hissed and he cursed. Through it all, his hands at her sides were the only things keeping her from hitting the floor. For being a slip of a boy, he was strong, and his hands were firmly clasped into the soft curves of her skin, fingers spread and pressing deep enough to make her heart flutter.

When he realized how close they were, he shoved her backward and flopped into his own seat. This time, he tucked his knees to the side of the carriage as if he were sharing the car with a wild animal.

Outside, Galerie’s theatres were releasing their audiences, who flocked to the cafés.

“I just don’t want to be played by a system that will never truly consider me,” she muttered as the brilliance of Galerie gave way to the subtle charm of Belleplace. “Besides, can you really see me as Souverain?”

He skimmed her form like an appraisal of an antique. She added “literal” to her information about Nikolas Dupont.

She heaved a sigh and turned to the window, shutting him out for a moment.

While Galerie was standard for luxury, Belleplace was what Elara dreamed a new life could be. A humble living in one of the apartments or houses buttressed against the streets. They were crammed together in long lines, their ancient stone browned from time. An architect years ago had chiseled beautiful, living designs into the stonework archways above each door. Flowers crawled up and down balconies, raining endless petals upon the streets below.

And there was life everywhere. From the cafés to the restaurants where people could sit down and experience real food? A haven. And what she wouldn’t give to be one of the people dancing down the streets too narrow for carriages, streets filled with music and market stalls.

“If you don’t want to be Souverain, why are you here?”

The dream faded behind a dark building, forcing her back to the carriage and the surly boy in front of her.

He didn’t deserve to know that. Not yet. Not ever.

“The same reason you joined Arts Humains, I suppose,” she said. “How did a boy from the Restes end up here?”

“The same way a girl from the Restes did, I suppose.”

She laughed. “Fair enough.”

The carriage twisted down another street, the horse’s pace slowing. Without the abundance of streetlights, her situation became alarmingly clear.

“I can’t back out, can I?”

“Would you really want to?”

They both knew her answer. Despite his discomfort at breathing the same air as her, he’d seen her tonight. Really seen her. From the scars to her passion for a good meal, he’d noticed it all. Maybe it was for his own gain, but it came at the cost of tying his name, however fake it was, to hers. For the rest of the summer, all the city would talk about was Nikolas Dupont and Eloise Auclair, two Restes Aspirants daring to do the impossible.

And while Fernand had gotten her foot in the door, each burn of the tattoo and echo of his voice screaming in her head drove her further out of his clutches. Toward Nikolas.

Don’t! They’ll figure out who you are, and they’ll use you to get to me.

You won’t make it.

They don’t want someone like you!

“I don’t plan on winning,” she said.

The carriage halted before a nondescript Belleplace home.

“Try,” he said. “That’s all I ask.”

A small price to pay.

“Fine.” She waved the knife. “No more need for this, I guess.”

His brow perked. “You couldn’t do anything with it.”

“Because you don’t think I can fight?”

“Because it’s a butter knife.”

She smirked. “You should see what I can do with a spoon.”
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ELARA



The sun crept through an unfamiliar window and onto the rumpled sheets of an unfamiliar bed. Elara bolted upright. This was not her apartment. There was no cracked plaster or stains upon the ceiling. The air didn’t smell somehow stale and moldy all at once.

Because she was in Nikolas Dupont’s spare room, and she was one of the seven Favored in the Objet d’Art.

She flopped back.

This had not been the plan.

But … the silk pillow pressed to her cheek and the quiet morning was almost enough to convince her it was a good one. Sun filtered through the lace curtains, warming the sage walls decorated in barely visible flowers. It wasn’t wallpaper. Someone had painstakingly painted each petal in gentle strokes, creating a wall of nature.

Elara got up and pulled aside the curtain, finding high stalks of lavender blooming in the window box. Nature was everywhere, which warred against her previous impressions of Nikolas Dupont. He was Arts Humains. His world was medicines, surgeries, and bones—not flowers and fine materials.

It was thinking of her Patron that pulled her from the warm sheets into last night’s dress and downstairs.

The kitchen is down the hall on the right, Nikolas had told her. I’ll see you there tomorrow.

Except he wasn’t there yet.

Rather than wait, she began opening cupboards. It would’ve been irresponsible of her to not take stock of the tools and ingredients she’d be practicing with. If she just so happened to learn something more about Dupont in the meantime, well, that was a coincidence.

It didn’t take much snooping to realize Nikolas did not ascribe to the belief that the kitchen was the heart of a home. It was beautiful, sure, with painted tiles and shining pots and pans. But only the teakettle was burnt from use, and the cupboards held basic staples that she could work with today, but after? They’d need to go shopping.

For ready-to-eat foods, Nikolas had stale bread, cheese, and cured meats. If he ate at home, he did so like a mouse.

Never again. Not while she was here.

Elara dug for an apron that fit, washed her hands, and began her work.

The morning slipped by as she folded dough and butter into pillowy sheets, then cut them into neat triangles for croissants. Pastry wasn’t something she’d had much experience with, as it required tons of butter and an icebox.

Now she could do whatever she liked.

So she shaped and reshaped croissants and turnovers. When the oven was ready, she pulled a batch from the icebox and got started on the next thing—savory tarts. This morning was just as much about proving her worth to Nikolas as it was about practicing.

“Oh,” a voice said from the doorway.

“Good morning!” Elara spun with a tray of flaky croissants. “I hope you don’t mind, but I made some—”

It wasn’t Nikolas.

A tall girl barely older than Elara smiled back at her. Her dark skin glowed in the morning sunshine, and she radiated joy as brilliant as her honey-colored dress. She was a Professionnelle in Arts Spectacle. And oddly familiar, though Elara knew she’d never met anyone as beautiful or elegant before.

The girl leaned upon an intricately formed cane, tipping her pointed nose into the air. “It smells divine.”

“Thank you.” Elara set the tray on the counter. “I didn’t think anyone else would be here.”

“I didn’t know I’d be here until a very persistent boy wouldn’t leave my doorstep last night.” Her eyes settled on the fresh pastries. “May I?”

“Of course.” Elara turned, searching the cupboards for plates. “I’m practicing a new recipe, and I—”

The girl was already sinking into a steaming croissant. Her lithe form melted against the counter, eyes rolled back. “You made these? This morning?” She took another bite, crumbs speckling her beautiful dress. “If the whole Souverain thing doesn’t work out, you can come cook for me anytime.”

Elara laughed. “I’ll hold you to it when I lose.”

“Nonsense. These are better than Boulangerie Pascal!” She went directly to a cupboard and removed a mug for the café Elara had brewed earlier.

“Do you live here?” Elara asked.

“From time to time. Nik keeps a bedroom open for me.” She took a deep sip. “Forgive my manners. Chantal Maran.”

It was the name that made it all click. Elara had seen this girl on posters that had made their way into the Restes, contraband from little thieves longing for a taste of life across the river. Except in those posters, Chantal had been dressed in a tutu that shimmered like starlight as her likeness swirled upon her toes.

“You’re the Chantal Maran. The city’s prima ballerina.”

“I was. Yes.” She didn’t elaborate, choosing to take another drag of café.

Elara took it as a sign not to pry.

“You said Nikolas keeps a bed open,” she said instead. “It sounds like an inn.”

“An inn for those who might need an escape. Nik was the assistant to our onsite doctor, and he was there when I fell.” She tapped her cane. “And he was there when my parents rejected me for being broken.”

“Oh.” That didn’t sound like the same boy from the carriage.

“Anyway,” Chantal continued, “Nik asked me to help you prepare for the trickier parts of upper-class Anespérerian society.”

“Like how to resist attacking anyone who looks at me like shit stuck to their boots?”

She laughed and shook her head. “Where’s the fun in that? No, I’ll teach you how to redirect the conversation so you can insult them in front of all their friends without them knowing.”

“Perfect.” Elara grinned.

The timer rang on the oven.

“Though Nik told me your performance last night will have you in the spotlight for some time.” Chantal plucked a turnover from Elara’s passing tray.

“I still can’t tell if they loved it or hated it.”

“Tell me about it. I once put them to sleep with a solo. Now, why do you want to become the next Souverain of Arts Culinaires?”

Elara returned to slicing shallots for the tarts. “That won’t be happening.”

“Because you don’t believe it will?”

“Because I don’t want it.”

Chantal was quiet. “Then why in the world are you here?”

Elara arranged the vegetables in even layers: potatoes, onions, and mushrooms. “I want someone to pick me for an apprenticeship so I can become a Directeur and go back to the Restes and open a shop. That’s it.”

Chantal sucked jam from her finger. “You have an opportunity to become one of the most powerful artists in the city, a leader who could dictate new laws for the Restes and all of Arts Culinaires. A woman who could open doors that were previously closed, and all you want is … a bakery?”

It sounded silly when she put it like that. But it was the best she could hope for. It was more than she’d thought possible a week ago.

Besides, she was a baker, not a leader.

“A sensible choice if you ask me,” a new voice called from the doorway.

Again, it was not Nikolas but another beautiful member of Arts Spectacle.

“You were there last night,” she said.

“Indeed I was.” They held out an artfully manicured hand. “Blai Lozano. Costume designer and makeup artist. You may have heard of me?”

Elara had not.

They scoffed. “For a native of a city built on art, you severely lack culture.”

“I’m sorry,” Elara sniped. “I must have confused you for all the other costume designers in the Restes. My bad.”

They sneered and clutched the frills of their yellow robe tighter against their throat as they took in the wretched mess across the counters.

“Are you feeding an army?” they asked.

Chantal strode between them to sit at the table near the window. “Forgive Blai. Vasomarians don’t quite understand how prickly we Anespérerians can be.”

“Were you sent to acquire an apprenticeship?” Elara asked.

Blai grabbed a mug and helped themselves to a pastry. “No. I sent myself.”

People coming from other countries to be trained by one of the famed seven Sociétés was becoming more common by the month. Anespérer was an isolated city-state, which meant the Counseil and their Directeurs could only claim so much power and money onshore. Offshore? They could entice new talent, train them, and send them back to their countries to open businesses in the name of their Souverain. It gave them status and money, which were just as good as power.

“Then why are you both here helping me?” Elara asked.

They glanced at each other before Blai replied, “Chantal will help you survive elite society, and I’ll ensure you look the part.”

She perked up. “A new wardrobe?”

“Among other things.” They pulled a sketch pad from a random shelf and a bit of charcoal from a cluttered drawer and went to work. “Picture this.”

Oh, she could. Blai had been one of the most fashionable guests last night. What would they dream up for her? Lace collars? Tall boots? Embroidered corsets?

Elara leaned forward, eagerly following every swoop and mark.

No angular shoulder pads. No gravity-defying trains. No scandalous breasts clad in gauzy material.

It was her exact dress, except cleaner and with a brown vest.

It was … disgustingly plain.

Blai’s charcoal moved to the top of her head.

“If you so much as add a bonnet, I’ll poison your next meal,” she threatened. “What is this?”

“A costume,” they declared, as if it weren’t obvious. “You’re playing a part. The Exposé was all about the Souverains’ choice. From here on out, you’ll be performing for larger crowds eager for a good story.”

“Win the crowd,” Chantal added, “win the Souverains. Even if you slip up, they’d have to think twice about getting rid of you if the audience loves you.”

“And that means looking like this? Like a fool? This is exactly how they picture people from the Restes looking.”

“Less dingy, I’d say,” Blai shot back.

“More humiliating.”

Blai turned to Chantal. “Help me.”

“I refuse.” Her nose wrinkled as she pushed the drawing aside. “This is wretched.”

“The point isn’t to be glamorous.” Blai leaned back with a huff. “After last night’s performance, all eyes will be on you. The Counseil want you around as entertainment, so we’ll give them that. If you show up dressed to kill with the kind of magie you can perform, that makes you a … a…”

“A threat,” Chantal said.

“Exactly! Thank you!”

Elara glowered at the mockery of a design.

She’d thought becoming Elouise Auclair would free her from her past, but she would always be a Reste.

“What’s your plan?” she mumbled.

“Present you as a humble, demure Reste orphan,” Blai answered, “skilled with a whisk and highly impressionable.”

“A pawn,” Chantal added, though her tone hinted at more than disgust.

“I’m not exactly a delicate flower.” Elara motioned to her flour-coated apron.

“Which is why I called upon Chantal and Blai to help you.”

Finally, Nikolas had joined them.

Whether it was the domestic setting or the morning light, it felt as if she were seeing him for the first time. His suit, while less fashionable than the previous one, was pressed with the top button fastened and the collar pinched around his slender neck. The linen material fit him … perfectly. He’d slicked his hair back again, and there were dark circles beneath his eyes as if he too hadn’t slept.

Elara found herself tracing the line of his body down to his polished shoes and back up until she realized what she was really looking at, the color she was looking at: dark red, the sickly kind of old blood dried upon paper.

Elara shook off her anxiety. “I understand acting a part, but this is ridiculous.”

“You said you’d try.” He cast her a long look she couldn’t read as he passed the mounds of breakfast trays she’d made to fill the kettle with water.

“Try to win, not be some walking farce of a doll they can pity.”

“Who cares if they do?”

“Maybe that’s how you got here with this house and those clothes, but I refuse to be something I’m not.”

Blai snorted café.

Chantal’s brows shot up. “I like her already.”

Nikolas gave her a flat look. “Because she’s as tenacious and reckless as you?”

“I have to prove what I’m worth.” Elara offered him one of the trays. “What better way than through my magie?”

He didn’t take a single pastry.

The room fell into awkward silence.

“What?” she asked.

“The Counseil care about a Favored’s magie and skill with a whisk far less than what they can offer them,” Nik replied.

“Connections to Directeurs in other disciplines,” Chantal explained.

“A neighborhood they can further expand into,” Nikolas added.

“Another country they can trade with,” Blai finished.

Elara suddenly felt foolish holding a dozen useless turnovers. “I don’t have any of that.”

Nikolas took a step forward. “You have something else.”

“Nik…,” Chantal warned.

“It’s the only angle we have.”

“But it will ruin her start as Souverain.”

“What will?” Elara asked.

Nikolas ignored her. “She can make changes after she proves herself to the Counseil.”

It was standing in the dance hall with Fernand all over again. It was Gaetan telling her to tone down her magie, to conceal her ambitions, to play a game in the most cowardly way possible.

“You want me to be a naïve Reste girl they can manipulate,” she said darkly. “To be whatever they want, to vote however they want…”

“Only for the contest and a few years after you’ve won,” Nikolas explained. “Once you gain true power and followers, you can do whatever you like. Even save the Restes.”

Chantal stomped her cane. “She can make changes the moment she’s crowned Souverain.”

“They would fight her at every turn or assassinate her at best.”

Elara withdrew. “At best?”

It was Blai who looked out the window and said, “There are worse punishments than death.”

They all looked in different directions as if they knew this to be true.

A small, muffled sound, like the ting of metal on metal, rang from somewhere. It took a moment before Nikolas seemed to realize the noise was from his pocket. Elara stood on tiptoe to read over his shoulder, watching as golden letters appeared upon the black parchment:

Chef Elouise Auclair,

Congratulations on earning a spot as one of the seven Favored in this year’s Objet d’Art. We the Counseil are most excited to see your tantalizing creations. As a reminder, there are three rounds in which the Counseil will consider your magie and your skill in a kitchen. Should you make it past rounds one and two to become a finalist, then we will take the time to hear your story during the traditional interview. Below, you’ll find the instructions for the first round as well as a countdown to the event.

Sure enough, a timer ticked away at the bottom. Six days, three hours, and thirty-seven minutes.

“An interview?” she asked first.

“Standard procedure,” Chantal replied. “No one is eliminated, but it gives them a chance to get to know the finalists.”

Elara’s stomach tightened. She was nobody. Literally. Elouise Auclair had no past to speak about, and all her hopes and dreams were pinned on memories that belonged to Rousseau. If they dug deep enough, they’d figure that out, then they’d realize she was a fake and …

Instead of spiraling, she focused on the first round.


ROUND ONE: APPRAISAL



To have an item appraised is to determine its worth. At a prestigious garden party, you will have two hours to create a dessert of your choosing that best demonstrates your magical prowess. However, in order for us to appraise your skills with magie, you will be required to use two ingredients from a random assortment during the contest. How you manipulate their magied properties will reveal your adaptability as well as your ingenuity.

“Magical prowess,” she repeated. “See! I can’t pull any punches!”

“You can dazzle them with illusionary magie,” Nikolas declared flatly.

“Any Aspirant can do illusionary magie.”

Elara pulled out the recipe book, quickly flipping past the first couple of pages. “My mother has a recipe for a mille-feuille that heightens the senses, allowing people to hear even—”

“No,” Nikolas replied.

Elara turned another page. “Then I could make soul canelé and boost the healing properties.”

“No.”

“It’s a good recipe, and the magie is strong. I think it could—”

“I said no!”

“Then what?” Elara slammed the book shut and waved it in his face. “Do you want me to steam some milk and call it a day? Or maybe I should show up with raw ingredients and tell them to make it themselves?”

Nik pinned her with a withering stare filled with heat that spread through Elara’s chest and down her spine.

“I don’t care if it’s cake or if it’s custard as long as the magie isn’t too strong.”

“But the brief says—”

“Damn the brief!”

It was the reality kick she needed to remind herself exactly where she was and who she was with. Nikolas Dupont was a liar and he wasn’t afraid to snap if pushed too hard. But he was also her Patron, her lifeline.

Besides, maybe he was right. She couldn’t afford to draw the same attention she had last night. Attention meant interest, and interest meant questions. And she didn’t need to win.

“Fine,” she muttered and returned to the letter.

However, the Counseil continued, we won’t leave you to face this monumental task on your own. You are welcome to invite a mentor from your past to assist you. This mentor will be able to speak to your abilities as well as attest to how far you’ve come.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

Sweat beaded at her neck, slicked her palms, pooled in her back. She stared at the words, pretending to still be reading because she couldn’t let them see her panic. Elara Rousseau had a mentor, but Auclair? She was no one from nothing.

The two least impressive Favored chefs will be eliminated. Best of luck!

“We have time,” Nikolas said, rereading the letter before finally looking up. “Spend today making a list of ingredients you’ll need for whatever you want to create. The magie must be catching yet simple. Aim for fourth.”

“Fifth is better,” Blai suggested. “Better to be the bottom after last night’s dish.”

“It’s too risky,” Chantal said. “She could be eliminated. I doubt the chefs will enter that contest and play nice. Artists never do.”

“Fourth or fifth is acceptable.” Nikolas decided. “Simple magie, and I’ll work on the rest. Who is your mentor?”

“There’s no one,” Elara muttered.

“What?”

“I don’t have a mentor.”

Nikolas scoffed. “Everyone has a mentor if they’re in a Société.”

Heat blistered around her neck. Rousseau or Auclair, it didn’t matter. Her mentor, her mother, would always be Corinne Rousseau, and she would always be gone and too complicated to talk about. Sometimes, Elara wondered if it would be easier to forget she’d ever existed at all.

“The brief doesn’t say I have to have one,” she argued.

“It’ll be terribly difficult to do it alone,” Chantal said gently.

“I can manage.”

Blai added, “The others will be at an advantage.”

“I said I can manage.” Her voice was brittle as the restlessness that had crawled beneath her skin begged to be let out.

“Then leave.” Nikolas stepped into her space, forcing her to look up into his icy glare. “Go back to the Restes and die in obscurity like everyone else.”

“Nikolas Dupont,” Chantal snapped.

He didn’t move, and neither did Elara. At least this felt familiar, the thrumming of her heart in her ears, the itch to fight and be met with the pressure to work harder, try harder, think harder. Nikolas would push her, and he was a fool if he thought she wouldn’t push back.

Up close, he was as handsome as ever, but the cracks were showing. The stress sinking in. He didn’t just want this; he needed it. His breath, lavender and mint, feathered across her cheeks, and his fingers twitched, close enough she could feel their heat.

“You’re an ass,” she hissed.

“An ass who will help you win.”

Unfortunately, she believed him. Which was why she lowered her shoulders with a breath, and gave in.

“Fine. But I really don’t have anyone,” she said. “My mentor is dead, and I barely had a job before this.”

Half-truths. Half-lies.

“I’ll hire someone, then.” He slid her a piece of paper. “Make a list of ingredients you’ll need, and I’ll have them by this afternoon.”

As Elara wrote, every letter felt like a death sentence pushing Rousseau further and further into the grave.
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NIK



“I can’t take it anymore.”

Nik’s office door slammed, rattling the books and trinkets upon his shelves. Blai flopped into the overstuffed chair near the window, threw their legs over the arm, and buried their face in a daisy-yellow scarf.

“She’s insufferable!”

“Still no progress?” Nik asked.

“Two days, Nik! Two days and she still can’t go five minutes without cursing, fumbling, or barging her way through the kitchen like some flea-bitten ox!”

Elouise’s compliance with their plan did not equate to startling success.

She tried but couldn’t bake anything simple. One illusionary tart involving snakes had been bad enough to make Chantal crawl on top of the kitchen counter, and another had caused Blai to burst into tears—something about seeing a beloved sister again.

She was too powerful.

To top it off, she questioned everything.

Why do I have to wear an apron under my chef coat?

Why can’t I ignore the Counseil?

Why are you so damn interested in what they think?

Nik had stormed from the kitchen after that, determined to dig up a mentor who might be able to knock her down a step.

He laid down the Arts Culinaires dossier and rubbed his face. Even with his eyes closed, her fierce gaze stared back, the constellation of her freckles burned into his memory.

What started as a plan to find her a mentor in the Restes had evolved into a search of a different kind. Something had been scratching his thoughts since the night he’d been trapped in the carriage with her, and it had only grown since then.

At the Exposé, she’d mentioned how Professionnelle Prevel had died recently, and it was true enough, instantaneously penned with magie only a few months ago in the Arts Culinaires ledger. On that same ledger, Elouise Auclair’s name sat—one of its newest additions.

As far as documents declared, she existed. Barely. Every bit of information was filled in just enough to satisfy requirements, but not enough to satisfy Nik.

He’d written to the board of Directeurs for Arts Culinaires, inquiring about her admittance, and they’d written back a sharp reply:

Check the ledgers.

Their laziness was in Auclair’s favor.

The name, one of the most common in the city and clearly a fake, meant clear. Light. She was anything but.

“She still hasn’t opened up?” Nik asked.

“Even Chantal can’t drag the past out of her.” Blai laid their head back to soak up the sun. “The girl is intent on remaining a ghost.”

He should leave it alone. Elouise had slipped beneath the Counseil’s notice, and her paperwork appeared legitimate. She was at least trying, and failing, to adhere to their plan. Despite them not knowing a thing about her, she was perfect. Obedient.

Too obedient.

“She’s running from something,” he said.

“We all are,” Blai mumbled. “She can bring snacks to our monthly club meetings.”

Nik pushed his chair back and began pacing the well-worn track behind his desk until the sound of a door and clear voices called him to the window. Below, Elouise stormed into the shared garden between the houses and flopped into the grass, the summer sun beating down on her sweat-sheened face. Her black hair was a wild tangle, her apron covered in filth, and she was—

Stroking blades of grass, eyes widened in wonder. She melted, frazzled edges giving way to perfect softness. Nik couldn’t look away as she broke a blade off to stare at it closer.

Nik had done the same thing the night his father gifted him this place. The house had been too big and too empty for his comfort, so he’d retreated to the garden, where he lavished in the greenery.

“We’ll take care of what she’s running from,” he heard himself say.

Blai peered over the sill.

“How will you do that?” they asked.

Nik shrugged. “Money. Blackmail. The usual.”

Below, Chantal stepped into view, watching Elouise for a long moment. Nik waited for her to use the cane to nudge her up. Instead, she lowered herself to the ground and fell backward. They lay like that for a moment, talking. Then giggling.

“Some problems,” Blai muttered, “like poor orphaned boys, can be solved that way. Others, like running from a past that could kill you at any moment, can’t.”

Because that was Blai’s existence. They gave up their passion in exchange for safety in a new country. If their real name ever got out; if they ever dared to return? They’d die.

“I doubt her past is so dramatic.”

Chantal and Elouise absorbed the sun while in gentle conversation. Elouise laughed, and a moment later, Nik heard the sweet sound again. Why was it so easy for Chantal to earn the girl’s trust?

Nik turned back to his desk and frowned at the amount of parchment and ledgers he still had to go through.

“You’ll need to cross the river to find out.”

Across the rooftops, a small strip of the Joyaux gleamed. When he was a child, the name had never made sense to him. All he knew were the murky depths that served as the Restes’s only water source—both food and sewage. When he’d crossed the river four years ago to filtration and automatic taps, he’d vowed not to return unless he had a way to save the Restes.

From this view, it really was a stream of gemstones, each wave refracting the light.

Elouise and Chantal got up and disappeared back into the house. A moment later, there was a calm rush of water and the quiet clink of dishes as she started practicing again.

If she could keep going, so could he.

“Blai,” he said. “I’ll need a disguise.”



Nik had braced himself for unruly crowds and people huddled on stoops. The last time he’d visited, even before the bombing and the bloody aftermath, the Restes had been a hub of constant activity. Now street corners were manned by police rather than buskers trying to earn a som.

The Restes had never been a dangerous place, just one where you needed to stay alert. They might be afraid of each other, afraid of another uprising, but the Restes were also afraid of the confines the Counseil had been forced to issue: curfews, identity checks across the bridges, search and seizure. It was the price paid to keep the rest of the city safe.

The Restes was sick, and only he and his father could provide the cure. When Lafontaine was ready, he would share the news of Lisette Plouffe’s treason and murder at the hands of the very rebels she helped. The ensuing panic would cascade their plan into motion. The Counseil would realize they needed someone to protect them, and who better than the greatest doctor in the city?

But to set any of this in motion and succeed, Nik had to verify who Elouise really was and keep her safe from whatever it was she was trying to escape.

Except, his plan wasn’t working. Two bakeries later, he still had no clue if Elouise Auclair even existed. There were only so many in the southern quarters, and he was quickly running out of leads. It sent him farther downriver.

Despite the heat hammering from the stones, a chill raced down his spine.

The tourists staying in artsy Le Cœur had no idea this side of Anespérer existed, let alone how cruel the winters under the bridges could be. Ice clung from the arches, and you had to huddle close to the middle to avoid being impaled come morning. And frost had a way of creeping through every tattered hole in your sweater, scraping skin sharper than any scalpel.

He rolled his shoulders back, shedding the memory as he came to the next bakery.

“—join me in wishing a hearty congratulations to our seven Favored officially entered into the Objet d’Art!”

A beautifully rendered sketch of Lisette Plouffe cheered from a poster plastered to the brick wall. The paper was magied to withstand the elements, but that hadn’t stopped someone from marking her face: x’s over the eyes, fangs for teeth. It was impressive considering the artist’s magie matched her grand gestures.

“They herald from all parts of our beautiful city, including a rare Restes gem. I’ve been told she’s a natural talent.”

The morbidity of a dead woman’s sketch relaying gossip as if she were still alive was almost too much for Nik. Almost. She was a traitor and deserved this humiliation.

“I’m getting ahead of myself! Let’s recap the wondrous Exposé of talent witnessed at Souverain Lafontaine’s château. First, a Professionnelle from Belleplace dazzled with…”

Despite the urge to wait around for what the crone had to say about Elouise, Nik refocused on the task at hand.

Gaetan’s Boulangerie was half the size of the others and twice as dingy, but it had the longest line, which stretched around the block. Mothers hugged their children to their hips, workers rubbed grime from their faces, and a few Aspirants from Arts Nécessaire or Arts Manufacturiers stayed quietly to themselves. Even if their uniforms were as faded as the Restes’s bleached clothes, they were different. Better off.

Nik excused himself up the line and into the building. People parted for his fresh cream chef’s coat and squared shoulders.

“Hey!” a wiry man behind the counter snapped. “These people have been waiting half the morning. Get to the back like the rest.”

Nik offered an apologetic smile. “I’m not here for a purchase. I wish to speak to the head baker.”

“We’re a bit busy for that.”

“I understand, but it’s about business in Le Cœur.”

That caught the grouch’s attention. His eyes narrowed before he shuffled away to the back.

The people exploded with complaints.

“My apologies,” Nik said. “It’ll take just a moment.”

The boulangerie was barely more than a place to make and sell bread. There were chairs and tables, but very few customers sat to read their papers or gnaw on their baguettes. The lighting was too dim for that. It wasn’t for lack of windows. It was because one was covered in ash, the wood around the glass charred and sooty.

“You wanted to see me?” a gruff voice said.

“Yes, I’m looking for—”

Before him was the largest man he’d ever seen, both in height and muscle. Nik would have laid money he was a blacksmith if it weren’t for his dingy beige apron. The man’s fingers were gnarled with calluses and covered in burns, and scars stretched along his muscles, which bulged against his coat.

His mouth folded into a miserable frown beneath his graying ginger beard.

“I’m here as a reference call,” Nik continued, “for an applicant I’ve had to my bakery.”

“I’ve had the same employees for years now. You got the wrong place.”

He turned to go back to work.

“That’s strange,” Nik said, following, “because they claimed to know you. Elouise Auclair.”

It was a gamble. One that paid off.

The hitch in the man’s step would’ve been imperceptible to most. Weakness showed many signs: shifty eyes, pale cheeks, or … a softening of the shoulders in a very large, very guarded man.

“Auclair. Elouise Auclair?”

“The very same.”

The man turned back, and the change almost made Nik retreat a step. The aloof, drunken veneer had sharpened into something lethal, and he had a feeling those muscles could do much more than knead bread.

Those beady eyes searched Nik up and down before he said, “Come on.”

Nik followed through to the back and into a small broom closet. No, an office. The shelves were lined with recipe books, extra ingredients, and spare uniforms. Papers crowded the desk, many spilling over with blaring red ink: UNPAID and OVERDUE. It made sense why the man had a collection of empty wine bottles spilling out from every corner.

“Gaetan Arnaud.” He offered his paw of a hand.

“Jean Escoffier.” Gaetan’s fist swallowed Nik’s, but it was gentle despite the calluses.

“Elouise never formally worked here. Happy to see she’s done well enough to end up in the Objet d’Art. Plouffe keeps babbling about her changing-faces act.”

“She was impressive! I simply want to be the first in line to offer her a job should she…”

“Not make it.”

“Precisely.”

“Then why do you need to talk to me?” Gaetan asked.

“You’ve no doubt had countless interviews. People can present themselves like beautifully decorated cakes on the outside. It isn’t until you cut them open that you find the truth.”

Gaetan whistled low. “An intense hiring process.”

“I am nothing if not thorough in knowing who I’m working with.”

“And what do you think of her so far?”

Frustrating. Exceedingly tedious. A tantalizing puzzle.

“Talented with her art,” he decided to say, “though she struggles under public pressure. Rough around the edges, but she could be polished with time.”

The man let out a great howling bark of laughter.

“Say that to my wall out there!”

“She did that?”

Gaetan blanched, as if he’d made a mistake. “No real harm done. She’s just a bit … eager.”

“Would you say she’s unreliable in that regard?”

“No.” His expression softened as he glanced upward. “She’s young, and life hasn’t been particularly easy for her. That stubbornness and pride comes from a place of wanting to do great things, to uphold a legacy that died a long time ago.”

Nik understood that longing.

“El … ouise is afraid to break cycles,” Gaetan added.

“Is that why she presented clafoutis? It’s an old recipe.”

Gaetan’s lips pressed tight.

A knock sounded at the door, and another baker poked their head in. “The baguettes are losing their shape, and the customers are about to riot.”

Gaetan stood with a bolstering grunt. “Duty calls.” He turned when he reached the door. “If she loses, hire her. Get her as far away from the Restes as possible and don’t ever let her turn back. She deserves as much.”

He clapped Nik on the shoulder with a tight squeeze before disappearing down the hall.

Nik stared after him, more lost than before.

Gaetan knew her, that much was true. Whatever connection they had was powerful enough for him to support the lie of her name change, enough to cover up whatever she was running from.

It was a secret worth hiding.

And Nik would find out what it was.

When the sound of pans and oven doors resumed, Nik started picking through the shelves Gaetan hadn’t been able to look away from. He flipped through recipe books, dug through boxes, and held his breath as he peeled through the piles of stale clothes. Something had to be here.

His fingers flipped over a thick piece of paper.

A photograph.

The technology was fairly new, having only been invented in the last two decades by Arts Visuels, which meant they were expensive. Most houses sported them in gilded frames on mantels, yet this one was shoved away to be forgotten.

Within the frame, a small crowd smiled joyously back at him. The majority of the party, who grew increasingly familiar the longer Nik looked, would seem to have nothing in common with the two people in the center. How could they, when the two wore their brown Aspirant Arts Culinaires uniforms with pride?

Gaetan was a few years younger, his beard less whitened by age—or stress—and he stood proudly beside a woman whom the city could never forget. Nik never would. She and so many others in the frame haunted his nightmares. He’d never known her personally, but her black hair and freckles were unmistakable because she’d passed them down to the little girl clinging to her skirts.

The same girl who’d crashed into Nik’s life like a storm.

Blai had been entirely wrong.

Elouise Auclair wasn’t some poor Restes girl with an unfortunate past.

She was the daughter of Corinne Rousseau—a rebel and a murderer.
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ELARA



The morning of the first contest dawned strawberry-icing pink before burning an angry red path through her bedroom. Elara didn’t often see sunrise from the comfort of blankets and pillows. For as long as she could remember, she’d always been up and in a kitchen by dawn.

She’d been encouraged to sleep in as preparation for—how did Blai put it?—the living nightmare she was about to go through. All week, she’d prepared not only to complete an awe-inspiring bake within two hours but also to entertain the Counseil and their guests while also keeping her cool while also … while also … while also … The list of demands never ended.

Whatever. She’d just be grateful to make space from Nik, who’d spent the last few days breathing down her neck. He’d stormed into the kitchen red-faced and more demanding than ever.

Don’t glower.

Is this how you plan to keep your station?

A child could move quicker.

Elara had refused to cave to what was an obvious attempt to break her. Rather than throw boiling water at his face or exchange salt for sugar in his morning tea, she kept her head down and agreed to every single fucking demand.

Then the insults got personal.

You’ll be back in the Restes by next week if you can’t follow directions.

Life gave you a second chance, and this is the best you can do?

If you just had a mentor—

“Enough!” She’d slammed a pot, sloshing molten sugar everywhere. “I won’t let you talk to me like that!”

“Sooner or later, you’ll have to trust me! I am your Patron!”

“I don’t give a damn who you are.”

For some reason, that had shut him up, and he’d spent the remainder of the afternoon glowering at her from afar as she practiced the outdated dessert they’d agreed upon for the week’s end: île flottante. Worse, she would only demonstrate emotion manipulation magie. Child’s play.

The constraints and endless rules—smile, don’t flirt, keep your apron clean but not too clean, and most importantly come fourth or fifth, no higher—almost made her miss Fernand. It had been a week since the break-in at Lafontaine’s.

Where was he now? Had their risky scheme paid off?

A gentle knock scattered her thoughts, and Chantal poked her head in. “I figured it was my turn to bring breakfast.”

Elara sat up. “You cooked?”

“Boulangerie Pascal did.” Chantal deposited a tray onto the bed and poured them both a cup of café. “Time to compare and prove you’re better than the best pastry chef in Galerie.”

The pastries were beautifully puffed and golden with delicate, flaky layers. Chantal was obviously being kind. Except the pastries were lacking in flavor and the whole thing was a dry, crumbly mess.

“Blai’s gone ahead to get us seats,” Chantal added. “I’ll help you get ready.”

“Please don’t make me wear that awful thing.” Blai’s designed dress hung from the back of the door. It was just like the sketch. Terrible. Plain. Itchy.

Chantal grimaced. “Think of it as a costume. Like in all the greatest operas … Julian the Valiant. Elizabeta the Brave!”

“Operas don’t make it south.”

“Well.” Chantal patted the chair in front of the vanity. “We’ll go the moment you’re crowned Souverain.”

Elara studied her burnt fingertips.

Her plans hadn’t changed. She had no interest in becoming a leader. Even if she did win, what the hell would she do with all that power? Running a Société for an entire city was different than running a bakery.

“What’s wrong?” Chantal settled on the bed.

“This isn’t how I thought it would go,” Elara replied.

“What did you imagine?”

“I don’t know … I just didn’t expect so many rules. To be so … trapped.”

“If I’m honest, I hate it too.” She got up and patted the chair again. “Come. Let’s get ready.”

“Why do you listen to Nikolas?” Elara asked, settling in. “He’s an ass.”

“Ah, so that’s what your foul mood is about. Fair.” Chantal twisted Elara’s curls into smooth ringlets. “Nothing excuses his behavior, but he’s had a hard life. It’s not easy being Lafontaine’s—”

Elara glanced up. Chantal tried to recover, but it was too late.

She breathed out and said, “Being Lafontaine’s direct apprentice isn’t easy.”

“He … what?”

Chantal nodded. “Like every other Patron, he wants to prove himself to his Souverain. He thinks this is the best way.”

“Is it?”

This, she didn’t answer. She resumed pinning Elara’s hair and brushing her skin with a light layer of makeup. “Nik has a lot of pain, but it’s no excuse to make you feel anything less than what you are.”

“Which is?”

“Powerful.”

Elara flushed. “Blai and Nik are in it for power, but what about you? What do you get out of this?”

“I was the first ballerina in the Maran family. Did you know that?” Elara shook her head, and Chantal continued, “A long line of business moguls in Arts Nécessaire, and I broke it the day I entered Arts Spectacle. I had to work twice as hard to prove myself. Extra rehearsals, staying late, arriving early, private lessons, anything to get ahead. It was worth it when I became prima ballerina.”

She smiled as she dusted Elara’s cheeks with rouge.

“I became a role model, a doll they could parade around for publicity and I loved it. It made me push myself, to be better than the rest. I even conditioned myself for a new style of leap the instructors had designed specifically for me.”

It wasn’t difficult to imagine Chantal’s lithe body flying through the air, weaving magied spells across her captive audience.

“Did you learn it?” Elara asked.

“Of course! It was a spectacular opening night of a spectacular run. I was the best in the field, Anespérer’s darling, and the pride and joy of my family. Until the next opera season began.” Her voice darkened.

“One trick wasn’t enough,” Elara answered.

“The higher you climb, the narrower the ladder rungs become. They wanted more and more, again and again … until I broke. Just as they intended.”

The cane leaning in the corner became clear now. There were good mornings and bad, days when the rain settled in and she leaned upon it more. Her Société had done that to her.

“I’m so sorry, Chantal.”

“Don’t be.” She lowered the makeup brush. “It took me a long time to realize I’m not broken. They are. Maybe my new powerful Souverain friend will help me make a ballet studio that caters to all needs.”

“Chantal, I…”

“Being Souverain isn’t just about running Arts Culinaires and baking pretty things. You can make a difference.”

A knot bruised her throat. “How?”

Chantal nudged her chin to the side, forcing Elara to look at her face in the mirror. Chantal hadn’t covered her freckles but she’d applied a dark red lip. It was as if she’d highlighted all the aspects of her face that Elara loved—her nose, her dark brows, and her full cheeks.

“Think of why you started in the first place.”



The black carriage rounded the circular drive of Château des Visages, Souverain Faucher’s home. Ribbons representing every Société waved along the road leading to the front gardens, where the other carriages were parked. The trees sparkled with shimmering garlands, and flowers burst from glass spheres that floated through the air. Magie, Elara realized, was everywhere.

Outside was a world of wonderment.

Inside, Nikolas was a storm cloud. An antsy one that couldn’t stop fidgeting.

Was he nervous? Excited?

As soon as the carriage parked, Elara jolted toward the door only to be snagged by a sharply muttered wait.

“Remember,” he said, “no surprises, no mishaps, and no drawing attention to yourself.”

“And my mentor?” she asked.

He scratched his pant leg again, lips turning up sharply. “Someone I dug up. Pretend to like them.”

She mock saluted before springing from the carriage.

“Fourth or fifth place,” he called after her.

But she was already headed to a tent where little sandwiches and drinks had been prepared. The other chefs gathered in the shade, where they were deep in conversation.

Because they already knew one another.

Elara was an outsider.

A fraud.

No. She deserved to be here. Fernand got her the invitation, but her talent secured her place as one of the seven Favored. Elara had earned the right to eat fancy tarts and sip champagne like the rest of them.

She squared her shoulders and approached.

“Are we ready for today?” she asked.

The circle fell quiet. Some found sudden fascination with their drinks while others looked at one another for a hint as to how they should proceed with the Restes filth.

A woman with dark hair cut at the chin eventually said, “We’ll see, won’t we?”

“We were just discussing what we’d do if we made Souverain,” a man with a cloud of curly blond hair said. “What about you? What would be your first order of business?”

“Oh.” Her stomach tightened, but she passed it with a laugh. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. Free bread for the day?”

Some of them laughed, releasing the tension in her shoulders.

“Free bread?”

A woman with black hair plaited in a neat braid down her back canted her sharp chin. The golden rings pierced up her ears shimmered, matching the same gold on all their Favored chef coats. Berina Savi, her name tag read.

“You’re in the running to lead our Société, and your first act would be … bread?” She sneered.

“Berina.” A man Elara’s height, which was astonishingly short, stepped into the circle. She knew him immediately. “Let’s not be rude.”

Hector Vidal, one of the greatest chefs Anespérer had ever seen, was defending her. Elara remembered the first time her mother had sneaked home a slice of galette from his shop. They’d shared it together, picking each flavor and texture apart to find out what made it perfect.

He was older now than on the poster in her bedroom. His deep brown skin was still bright, but it bore heavy wrinkles—mostly around his mouth, which matched the smile that seemed to come so easily. His hair was cut close and mostly gray, and his hands—still strong—tremored a bit at his sides.

“None of this is a joke,” Berina snarled, turning on Elara again. “People would kill to take your place.”

The others were staring at her now.

She hadn’t expected to be backed into a corner before the competition even started.

“Many across the river kill for a loaf of bread,” she said, “and maybe I didn’t ask for this.”

She regretted the words immediately.

Berina scoffed, face twisted in disgust. “What a waste.”

Hector pressed a hand on Elara’s shoulder. “Forgive Chef Berina. I think it’s fair to say she’s our most ambitious competitor this year.”

“It’s not a bad thing,” Berina argued.

“No one’s saying it is.”

Berina considered him as if she might fight back, but she decided against it, instead offering a curt, respectful nod to Hector before spinning on her heel. Three other chefs followed after her.

Elara exhaled. “What the hell was that?”

Hector rubbed his smooth chin. “Berina has had to fight more than most. I think you know this already, but Anespérer is slow to adapt to new cultures. For example, Vasomarian cuisine can now be found only because a few chefs crawled out of their own egos to try paella and realized the wonder of flavors that exist beyond our shallow city. Now imagine someone with roots from Taravol trying to do the same.”

Elara had never tasted either of the cuisines, but she knew it had taken a while for the city to accept the bold flavors and spices of Vasomar. She’d never heard of a place serving Taravol’s food.

“Berina pushed for years to make Souverain Lisette Plouffe see the value of her ingredients and flavors.” Hector smiled at the woman now standing apart from the others, fingers twiddling anxiously.

“She could do that as Souverain,” Elara said.

“And open up trade with Taravol, which Anespérer has sorely neglected.”

Elara closed her eyes. “And I’m the ass who said free bread.”

Hector patted her shoulder again. “People wouldn’t mind that decree either. Hector Vidal.”

Elara stared at his extended hand before taking it, cursing her sweaty palms.

“I know. I stole a magied poster advertising your newest restaurant when I was a kid.”

He laughed, warm and rich. “I’m honored. Us old guard don’t get much respect these days.”

“Nonsense,” a lilting voice called out from the refreshments table. “You’re the fan favorite this year, I think.”

“Ah. Chef Fiona. Another rising star in Arts Culinaires.”

Fiona was young, maybe a few years older than Chantal, but she carried herself with the poise of royalty. Her red hair was braided into a crown, and her pale skin would easily burn if today’s competition was outdoors as the current setup suggested.

“Hector,” she sang. “You’re making me blush.”

There was a familiarity between them that made Elara want to step away. It was a reminder of how far out of her depth she was, and it made her think of the mark upon her chest, of Fernand and the people she’d known back in Étoiles.

“Don’t you worry about Berina,” Fiona said. “She’s just grumpy she had to step away from her restaurant for this. She’s such a workaholic.” She set her champagne glass down on the table. “Now. You must tell me how you produced that magie at the Exposé.”

Elara opened her mouth. It was a question Chantal had prepared her for, but the chaos of the conversation and the overwhelming anxiety had snatched the answer away. In search of something to ground her, a reassurance of any kind, she found Nikolas standing amid the other patrons, looking just as awkwardly on the outside as her. This is a competition, he would remind her, and you need every edge you can get.

Maybe the edge she needed was the truth. Chantal had said as much.

“Their transformations were real,” she replied.

“And it was based on who they looked at, yes? How did you manage that? Transforming the body is extremely dangerous and painful.”

“Not if you use umber rum and cherry pits.”

They both thought for a moment before Hector snapped his fingers.

“The rum amplifies energy,” he said, “which gives your magie the boost to work quickly, and the cyanide in the pits…”

“Dulls the pain,” Fiona cried. “Genius!”

“It also shortens the duration.” Elara shrugged. “There has to be a way to increase the efficacy.”

“Astonishing,” Hector said, and it felt like he meant it.

“Well!” Fiona clapped her hands in delight. “You’ve certainly got the skill to be here. Let’s catch you up.”

According to Fiona, Directeur Charles Renard was only selected because he was Souverain Lisette Plouffe’s personal chef and to not accept him would’ve been a slight. However, Hector suggested Professionnelle Manon Gavreau actually had remarkable skill with fish and sharp flavors, though she didn’t have a clue when it came to baking. They both agreed that Aspirant Lyana Bellamy was like Elouise, a wild card. Except they all knew she’d been chosen because of her connection with a powerful Directeur uncle in Arts Manufacturiers.

Elara’s mood darkened. “Was everyone chosen because they had a connection?”

“Unfortunately,” Hector said with a sigh, “it doesn’t hurt.”

The Counseil care about a Favored’s magie and skill with a whisk far less than what they can offer them, Nik had said that first day.

Elara turned to Fiona. “And you?”

“Came from Cael a year ago and earned an apprenticeship with Directeur Hugo Pascal.”

“Of Boulangerie Pascal?” Elara had to stifle a laugh.

“That’s the one.” Fiona beamed, and Elara didn’t have the heart to shatter her pride.

“And you’re from Cael?” she asked. “The main continent?”

For years, Anespérer had struggled to build relationships with the major power across the sea. Cael had their own system for training magied artists, and Anespérer refused to open trade or negotiations with them let alone allow their artisans to apprentice in a Société.

Fiona sighed. “To be honest, I was summoned by Anespérer to try and mend the bond between our countries. Seems your city is running out of farmland, and we have plenty of it.”

“I see.” More power grabs.

“I hate politics,” Fiona lamented. “I’d just rather bake all day, you know?”

Elara found herself giving her first genuine smile in days. “That’s the most sensible thing anyone’s said to me in weeks.”

“Then we should have drinks after this round.” Fiona winked. “To celebrate our successes and get to know each other more.”

Elara’s smile dropped. What the hell could she say to Fiona that would make any sense? Berina was fighting for her country, Fiona was opening trade negotiations, and Elara? Elara wanted free bread. A worthy cause, but not the one she was currently chasing. Which made her the biggest fraud here.

Thankfully Souverain Faucher set her free with a grand entrance from the garden gates.

She was more elegant than the flowers waterfalling from the hedges. Her dramatically wide alabaster hat blocked the sun, and the sleek white dress fit snugly against her gentle curves. However, she spun a wide circle and a train of flowers exploded from her shoulders, rippling down her back and several feet across the grass behind her.

The chefs applauded.

“A bit of theatre magie,” she said. “I can’t help myself. Now, welcome to my humble home! In a few moments, we’ll proceed through the gates and into the heart of my gardens. Your job is to smile—or scowl, your prerogative—but drama, my friends, drama is what we’re looking for. Collect your Patrons and prepare to be presented.”

Any joy Elara felt evaporated as she stepped beside Nikolas in the line.

All the other chefs looked cheery with their Patrons. Hector beamed at a young Directeur from Arts Viseuls who had his same nose, rounded chin, and brilliant smile. A daughter? Granddaughter?

This morning’s longing magnified.

“Here we go!”

Nikolas said nothing as Faucher led them through a tunnel swathed in sumptuous red fabric, illuminated by thousands of glittering lights. It was like being transported into …

Paradise.

A massive green field covered in wildflowers stretched all the way to a perfectly manicured tree line. They followed along a tall hedge to their left with various bushes on their right. They’d all been carved into beautiful statues. A woman was frozen mid twirl, her parasol held high. A juggler waited for a green puff ball to fall into his awaiting palm.

“Amazing,” Elara whispered.

“Magie,” the topiary replied.

Elara gasped as the ball finally fell and the ballerina spun.

“Chefs.” Souverain Faucher stopped them where the hedges parted in an archway, but she turned their attention upon the field of flowers. “Your audience.”

Like a veil ripped from her eyes, the tulips and violets and marigolds became people. They shivered and shed their petals until an audience of at least a hundred sat before them, scattered upon picnic blankets and lounging beneath tents. This time, they were all Directeurs and they gathered with their families. Children chased dogs and blew bubbles against the summer air. Couples lounged, heads leaning together as they shared sips of wine.

Police were stationed around the perimeter and a couple more inside the hedged structure behind them, which, despite being few in number, did little to calm her pounding heart. One mistake would be enough for someone clever to realize she was a liar, that Elouise Auclair didn’t exist. Those guards would descend upon her in seconds, and she would disappear like Colin from The Market.

“The Counseil!” Souverain Faucher motioned behind them.

Through the archway, a dais of draping, purple wisteria rose into the air. Upon it, the Souverains sat in thrones made of intricately woven vines, where they smiled and waved at the cheering crowd.

“Friends,” Souverain Faucher trilled. “Welcome to Château des Visages and the first of three tantalizing events designed to test these remarkable chefs. Today, two more will be eliminated on our quest to find the one most deserving of the title of Souverain des Arts Culinaires!

“They will select two ingredients and prepare a dish within two hours. It must display impressive power both in magie and in technique.” Faucher’s voice dropped dramatically low. “But they will not do so unassisted. Past mentors await them. Together, they will triumph or they will fall.”

Elara felt sorry for the poor chump Nik had conned into being her mentor. They were probably waiting with the others, high on the hope they’d win and become something great.

“Off you go, chefs! Into the labyrinth to pick your stations!”

Elara cast Nik one final glance, and he ticked a brow.

All the reminder she needed. Fourth or fifth. Not first. Blend in. Smile like a little fool.

Elara followed the other chefs into the labyrinth, which twisted once or twice before opening into a space that felt more like an arena than a garden. The Counseil sat above the hedge opposite the audience, where they could see and be seen at all times. But the setup drew Elara’s envy, and she wasn’t the only one.

The cooking station at the center was … massive. An island of ovens, burners, and sinks awaited with more than enough space to move. It was everything a chef could ask for and more.

“I claim one,” Berina muttered.

“Two,” Hector.

On and on until Fiona turned and smiled. “We’ll get along fine. Six.”

That left Elara seven, opposite her.

“Chefs! Your mentors!”

Beyond the hedges, the doors opened and steps crunched along the gravel. Elara tried to look indifferent as she studied her station, opening cupboards and inspecting what tools she had to work with.

Steps halted at her side, and she popped up with a brilliant smile for her old friend.

“Nice to see you again—”

Her smile dropped.

“Hello, Ellie.”
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“Gaetan?”

He wasn’t supposed to be here. No one from her past was ever supposed to be in her life again, yet here he was in the freshest-looking Professionnelle uniform she’d ever seen on him. And his eyes, aside from a little redness, were entirely clear. And he smelled … clean.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

“I heard you needed help.”

“From who?”

“Curly-headed chef from Le Cœur. Said his name was Escoffier. At first, he said he was wanting to hire you, then he said he was your Patron. Well, Elouise Auclair’s Patron.”

There were only a handful of Professionnelle bakers in the Restes. Had Nikolas accidentally selected Gaetan, unaware of their connection?

Elara found Nik watching her over a glass of wine. His frosty eyes gave nothing away.

Gaetan was a staple of the Restes, a man people looked to for comfort and stability. Perhaps that was part of Nikolas’s plan, too. He wanted the Restes to rise, and what better way to prove that than having someone like Gaetan rise with them?

“Does he … Did you…”

Someone would hear. Either the contestants or the Counseil. She couldn’t trust that they wouldn’t have eyes and ears everywhere.

Gaetan touched her shoulder, leaning in to make them look as if they were having a moment like all the other chefs. Maybe they were. It seemed unlikely considering she’d almost burned down his bakery the last time she’d seen him.

“Restes stick together.”

Her lip wobbled, but she nodded.

“Thank you.”

This had to be a horrible coincidence.

Still, Gaetan Arnaud didn’t have the luxury of a name change. He might’ve walked away from the rebellion before the bombing, but he’d been an accomplice until the week before. The Counseil wouldn’t have mercy on him if they figured out his past. And if they did? It’d be a quick trip to discovering her own. They’d both be thrown in prison … Or worse.

Gaetan slapped the table. “Let’s get to it!”

Elara took out her recipe book. “You quit drinking.”

“I was reminded there are reasons to be sober. Let’s win this.”

He was too chipper. Too eager to dance to the Counseil’s tune.

“Gaetan … What did they tell you? About winning and losing today?”

“I rank up if you win first place today.”

A ringing echoed in her ears.

“And if I lose?”

He grimaced. “Don’t worry about it.”

“And if I lose?” she pressed.

“I lose my position.”

The ringing grew until the world tilted. Gaetan would get everything he’d ever wanted if she defied Nikolas and won. No more piled-up bills, no more scraping by. He would own Gaetan’s Boulangerie in more than just name. He would become a real baker and not some puppet on the end of a Directeur’s string.

“What if I place in the middle?” she whispered.

“I stay where I’m at.”

Fourth or fifth place, then. She had no other choice. She wondered, then, if perhaps it wasn’t a coincidence Gaetan was here—if Nik knew who he was to Elara. Was this all a ruse to manipulate her into placing lower in the contest?

Not like she had a chance of beating Anespérer’s greatest chefs and bakers. Mama’s recipes were good, but they could only carry her so far. Fernand had been right. There was no hope of winning.

Souverain Faucher’s voice carried across the garden. “In five minutes, we’ll begin. Chefs, you’ll find an overabundance of staple items at your stations. Flour, eggs, salt, sugar. But here”—she motioned to a table placed near the dais at the center of the labyrinth—“you’ll find a limited amount of rare, powerful ingredients.”

A servant removed the cover, revealing a few jars and baskets with spices and produce. She recognized only a handful of ingredients; among them she singled out glace mint and blister bark, perfect for the dull magie Nik wanted her to perform.

“You will have five minutes to discuss which two ingredients you will work with.” The vines atop the crest of the dais shifted, revealing a clock. “After, your assistants will rush forward to claim your ingredients. Begin.”

The rest of the chefs started immediately, chattering and brainstorming together like old friends.

“What are we choosing, Ellie?” Gaetan asked. “I see some ripe—”

“We’ll make îles flottantes,” she said flatly, flipping to a page in her recipe book with little floating islands of meringue on lakes of custard. “The meringue will be made with glace mint and the custard warmed by blister bark.”

Gaetan snorted. “The last time I made îles flottantes, I was your age. It’s outdated.”

“It’s classic.”

“It’s old.” He tapped the book. “Your mother was damn good, but—”

“Say another word about her, and I’ll forfeit,” she hissed, glaring up at the dais, where the Souverains were blissfully ignorant.

A terse, quiet moment passed between them before Gaetan spoke again.

“Reconsider this dessert. Illusionary magie is an amateur’s game. You’ve been doing that since you were ten! What happened to the girl so desperate to prove herself?”

She’d been crushed by this week. Broken by every rule, social stigma, or harsh reality doled out by the Counseil and their upper elite. She also wanted to keep Gaetan out of the Counseil’s targets.

“TIME!” Faucher shouted.

The other contestants readied their partners to run.

“You have two hours to create something truly spectacular.”

The air went still.

No breeze.

“GO!”

Gaetan offered one last look before he took off, barreling forward, broad shoulders blocking anyone who tried to duck around him. However, he wasn’t ready for the assistants to descend upon the table like dogs to scraps. They scratched, punched, and bit until their coats were splattered with blood.

Elara’s jaw dropped. Fiona took her hand in a tight grip.

“It’s barbaric,” she whispered.

Gaetan disappeared under a heap of bodies. Elara tried to move forward, but Fiona pulled her back, shaking her head. The assistants were meant for this job. Not them.

By the time Gaetan returned, one eye was beginning to swell, and he had scratches all along his arms and face.

And he had only one ingredient. A small basket of nuts she didn’t recognize.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“A little dustup. That’s all.” He frowned at the basket. “I couldn’t get two.”

But they needed two if they wanted to fit the brief.

“What are these?”

“Calmante seed. They’re damn near impossible to open, but they heighten the senses. Not enough to taste colors or anything, but they’re a bit of a trip.”

Great. The last thing she needed was to drug the Counseil.

“Where did the rest of the ingredients go?” she asked.

From the piled-up tables down the line, the answer was clear. Several chefs had three or four ingredients to choose from while Berina had half the fucking table scattered on her station, her assistant standing guard to keep everyone else away.

“Hey!” Elara snarled. “What the hell is your problem?”

“Some of us want to win.” She didn’t even look away as she measured flour into a bowl. “Clearly, I’m not the only one.”

Only Fiona had the two allotted ingredients.

“Restes,” the curly-haired chef called.

Elara looked up in time to catch a gnarled root of some sort.

“Some of us want a fair fight.” He glanced at Berina before going back to his work.

No one looked up again.

Elara studied the ugly vegetable. It would have to do, because she refused to slit someone’s throat over produce.

“What’s this?” She held up the root.

“Never seen it before,” Gaetan muttered.

Then there was only one way to find out. She sliced a tiny hunk, popped it into her mouth, and chewed.

Her Anespérerian palate was not ready for the fire that scorched across her tongue. Fire was a mild way of putting it. It felt like she’d chewed on a pincushion with a thousand needles prickling her tongue and cheeks. She leaned over the counter, waiting for it to subside. It never did. Even after spitting it onto the gravel, she felt dizzy from pain.

“Easy, kid.” Gaetan was there with a towel at her mouth. “You’re bleeding.”

Sure enough, it was blotted in red.

“What the hell is that thing?” she muttered.

“No idea, but we can’t use it.”

“We have to,” Elara argued. It had to be up there for a reason. “Let me try again.”

This time, she sautéed a piece until it was tender and the edges crisp. The pain was just as bad as before, but something had changed. Beneath the sick roiling in her belly and the blisters blossoming across her tongue, something called to her.

A whispered promise.

She retched onto the gravel before she could latch on to the idea.

“Here.” Fiona knelt beside her, holding a mint-green liquid. “It’s scorpion root, and the burning won’t stop until you find a way to cool it.”

Elara took the glass with a whispered thanks and threw the liquid back.

As promised, it rushed like ice over the swollen contours of her mouth. She imagined steam coming from her ears and wondered if they could all hear the telltale hiss of ice in a pan. Eyes closed, she let the sensation take over.

Frost spread down, down, down into her belly and farther to her legs and her toes. It caused every nerve in her body to dance and spark like starlight in the winter sky.

“Better?” Fiona’s voice came from far away.

Elara giggled. “Perfect.”

The garden and the chefs came back to her, and they were dancing. They moved to a beautiful rhythm as they twisted around each other, dropping ingredients into pots and cutting with a beat Elara tried to mimic with her fingers on the table. One, two. One, two. One, two, two.

When Berina scowled over at her, the crispness of winter fell away. Berina was angry. All the chefs were. Dark circles cupped their eyes, and they snarled at her with fanged teeth.

Elara wrenched away only to face six fearsome gargoyles upon the dais. Their sharp wings spread as blood dripped from their talons. Their victims lay at their feet. Elara recognized all of them.

When she saw her mother in the last gargoyle’s mouth, she screamed.

“Elouise!”

She scrambled toward her, but someone caught her middle.

“Elouise!”

When she tried to scream again, something was shoved into her mouth, and pain like her mother must have felt the night she died ripped through her. Rusty blades cut her cheeks and tongue until she retched again.

The vision cleared.

She was on the ground, back against the cabinets, sweating profusely from more than the summer sun. Gaetan knelt beside her, one hand pressed against her forehead.

“Easy, Ellie. Easy.”

“What happened?” she croaked.

“That … that … trou du cul drugged you.”

Elara clawed her way up to glare at the chef who’d given her the damned root.

“That son of a—”

“Not him,” Gaetan said.

Fiona smirked, wriggling her fingers in a teasing wave.

“Berina’s right. Some of us want to win.” She tipped her knife to the dais, where the clock was ticking. “Better get a move on.”

Nearly half their time was gone. Wasted.

Nikolas, Blai, Chantal … They’d all been right. In the Restes, people did what it took to survive, but they weren’t cruel. Here, people would do anything if it meant getting ahead.

Fuck that. Elara could fight back in her own way.

She pushed up her sleeves and picked up the root.

“Boil this monstrosity, then dehydrate it into a powder,” she said.

“Then what?”

She flipped to a new recipe. “We elevate Mama’s parfait.”

Together, they penned out a revised recipe using the new ingredients. Gaetan was the perfect partner because he didn’t let her run wild but he didn’t inhibit her vision either. When they found something they both agreed upon, they went to work.

Gaetan smashed the calmante seeds with a hammer until the insides broke free. This he turned into a purée using only three of the seeds, because four, he said, would render the Counseil unconscious.

Elara and Gaetan created their own beautiful rhythm until the contest faded away.

Oven on.

Roots smashed and dried from a low and slow bake.

Calmante whipped into a delicate mousse.

A gel made from sweet raspberries and warm, honeyed vanilla.

“This might not work,” she reminded Gaetan.

He never wavered. “We’ll know soon enough.”

They brought the layers together, alternating and chilling each in perfect ratios of mousse, gel, and crumble.

“Five minutes!” Faucher called.

Elara sealed seven identical chocolate spheres.

“One!”

Gaetan plated them with crumble.

“TIME!”

Elara squealed as she laid the last curl of caramel atop the final dish, then tossed herself into Gaetan’s arms. He caught her and twisted her around. It was the first time she’d felt free enough to hug him as she used to. The first time she’d heard him laugh in four years.

Over his shoulder, she laid eyes on Nikolas, who was … scowling? If he was angry their plan had gone awry, surely he would understand once she explained everything. Except he wasn’t looking at her. He was glaring at Gaetan.

Faucher’s voice bellowed, “You will be called up one at a time to present your creations. After, the top five will be announced in order of their performance. First up, Charles Renard.”

The curly-haired chef who’d thrown her the repulsive root approached with delicate-looking desserts already melting in the heat.

Elara didn’t hide her smile when he received scathing feedback and left sobbing all the way back to his station.

Bellamy, with the uncle in Arts Manufacturiers, did the same.

Manon Gavreau had opted for a summer tart and floated by with mild comments.

Fiona delighted them with some rare Cael pastry.

Berina and Hector also walked away with positive remarks.

Then it was her turn.

She and Gaetan presented their chocolate domes, which were decent. They were identical, shiny, and sat perfectly upon a sprinkle of crumble.

“What is it called?” Souverain Faucher asked.

Elara threw a glare back at Fiona. “Un Instant de Force.” A Moment of Strength.

“If you would.” Lafontaine motioned to the seventh plate.

Elara tucked in, cracking the chocolate shell to reveal the calmante mousse and raspberry, vanilla center. She took a bite with the root crumble. Flavors and sensations burst through her mouth—none of them pain. The texture was delicately smooth, the magie warm and inviting. The calmante amplified her vision again, but this time it wasn’t unpleasant. It was soothing and made way for the burst of power in her veins from the root.

“Enjoy,” she said, voice soft.

The Counseil tucked in quicker than they had any other dish.

At first, nothing happened.

Then Faucher stood, head bowed as if in pain.

If Elara hurt the Counseil, there’d be no recovering. The police would put a bullet straight through her and Gaetan’s hearts.

Suddenly, Faucher threw her head back and … sang.

The notes trilled high into the blue sky. From nowhere, ash and smoke burst in great plumes that descended upon the crowd, plummeting everything into darkness.

Then there was chaos.

Strangled shouts echoed all around her, followed by piercing, wet screams. Metal sang against metal like swords and armor clashing.

“Gaetan!” Elara reached for him only to find air.

A light burst upon the horizon, clearing the area in an aftershock of wind.

The arena was gone, and Elara stood in the center of a battlefield surrounded by soldiers. Faucher, no longer dressed in white, raised a broadsword high as more soldiers cascaded over a hill.

“Watch out!” someone shouted too late.

Pain ripped through Elara’s arm. She screamed and clamped down on the wound. Blood wept between her fingers, warm and sticky. Too real to be magie. Her boots slipped against the mud, and she crashed onto the ground just as a sword raised above her head.

Hands grabbed her, pulling her back to reality.

The battlefield was gone. The sky clear. The chefs were huddled with their mentors, and the crowd beyond the hedge cowered for their lives.

Gaetan grabbed both her shoulders. “What was that?”

“No idea,” she whispered.

It was supposed to amplify their magie, but only by a fraction thanks to the calmante seed. Unless she’d been wrong or … put too much emotion into it. Shit.

The gash in her arm ached. The gash. In her arm. It was bleeding … it was real.

Faucher collapsed into her chair, face bloomed with manic delight. “Absolutely wonderful! That was the final battle of Elizabeta the Brave! More real than any stage production could conjure. Bravo!”

The Counseil were silent.

No one said a word. Not about the flavor. Not about the magie.

“Dismissed,” Lafontaine said.

Elara looked back to Nikolas, whose scowl hadn’t shifted.

She’d messed up. Terribly.

“That’s it?” Gaetan huffed. “All that, and you can’t even offer feedback?”

Elara stomped his foot. “Forgive him, Souverains. He—”

“The crumble was powerful, but the flavor was lacking,” Lafontaine cut in. “The raspberry gel was nothing inspiring.”

Gaetan tightened his fists, but Elara tugged him back to their station, where he wrapped a kitchen towel around her wound.

“Those bastards have no taste,” Gaetan muttered. “No wonder progress is impossible in this city.”

Elara’s laugh was cut off by a hiss as he cinched the knot tight.

“What did we do?” Gaetan asked.

“The root amplifies magie. I tried to dampen its power with the calmante seed, but it wasn’t enough. It was…”

“Magnifique.” He squeezed her hands. “I meant what I said about your mother. For the life she’d been given, she was amazing.” He leaned in. “But you weren’t given her life, no? You were given your own.”

Elara blinked up at him.

As the weight of his words settled, the Counseil’s final plates were cleared, and the chefs gathered before the dais for judgment.

This was fine. If she lost, she’d walk away proud she’d risen above Fiona’s treachery. Losing also meant Gaetan was kept from the limelight, even if it meant losing his job.

“We have seen and tasted some culinary wonders this afternoon.” Faucher’s voice was considerably weaker. “This is turning out to be a contest beyond our imagining. In first place, we have someone who showed a Souverain’s cunning and an artist’s tenacity. Someone who was ready to win no matter the cost.”

Elara shot Fiona a glare. She winked back.

“Our victor for the day is…”

She took Gaetan’s hand. “I’m so sor—”

“Elouise Auclair.”
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The ride back to his apartment took hours, days, centuries. Time was meaningless the longer he had to suffer being in Elouise’s—Elara’s—presence. Elara Rousseau. A rebel’s daughter.

Today could not have gone worse.

First place meant every eye would be fixed on her. First place meant people digging for juicy gossip. First place meant powerful, and his father had no use for someone like that.

Then there was the issue of Gaetan. Nik knew he shouldn’t have chosen him, but he’d done so as a way to ensure she stuck to the plan. And, if he was being honest with himself, a way to push her farther from the old life that had scorned her and closer to him. A rash miscalculation that had backfired horrendously. In attempting to control her, he’d made it that much easier for people to discover who she really was.

If that happened, Nik’s hopes for the future would be destroyed. And his father wouldn’t just eliminate Elara from the contest. He’d eliminate her entirely.

Despite everything, he couldn’t stop staring at the rag on Elara’s arm. She kept fiddling with it and cursing in pain, but she never asked for help. It would only take a bit of ointment and a fresh bandage to fix, but she wouldn’t speak to him let alone look at him.

Only hours ago, she’d commanded the audience’s attention without even knowing it. She’d produced the most powerful magie without blinking, and stood confidently before the Counseil even when she’d been shoved onto the defensive.

Now she was a wilting flower.

Where were her easy smiles?

As soon as the carriage rolled to a stop, she leapt out and scampered to the door.

Chantal was there to sweep her into a dramatic hug and escort her down the hall, leaving Nikolas abandoned in his own damn foyer.

If he were more like his father, he’d put them all in their place. But he wasn’t his father. He was a coward.

“You were brilliant!”

“Brilliantly reckless,” Blai muttered from somewhere in the kitchen.

Nik crept closer to listen.

“I don’t even know what happened,” Elara said.

“You ruined our plan, that’s what happened!” A cork popped as Blai grumbled. “What were you thinking?”

Two items clunked to the ground followed by a grateful moan from Elara. “What was I supposed to do? Fight someone else for other ingredients?”

“Yes,” Blai muttered. “That oaf Nik found could’ve tried harder.”

“That oaf just helped me win. Be nice.”

Nik peeked around the doorway to find Chantal doling out slices of cake. Elara, who’d kicked off her shoes, curled and uncurled her toes in a chair by the window.

“What you did was beautiful, magnificent, and wonderful!” Chantal kissed the crown of her head. Another moment of affection Elara let in so easily.

She took a large bite. “I don’t understand. What is scorpion root anyway?”

Nik’s jaw hit the floor.

The girl had no idea.

A new feeling—that was definitely not envy—reared its head.

“Scorpion root is a vile abomination.” Chantal started the kettle. “Directors made us chew it all the time back at the opera. It increases magie, but they could only make the side effect tolerable if they dried it out.” She shuddered. “It was tough as leather and made your gums and cheeks raw. And for what? An extra turn of a pirouette?”

Elara grimaced. “That’s awful.”

“What’s awful is that you stood out.” Blai pinched her ear. “Somehow, you prepared it in a way that made the most powerful person in Arts Spectacle even more powerful.”

“Shouldn’t that make me look better?”

Nik snorted, then withdrew.

Too late. Chantal had caught him lingering in the doorway. Her eyes sparkled with mischief, but she didn’t give his position away.

He was done listening anyway.

Upstairs, he slammed his office door and paced. No matter what he did, he couldn’t stop the shaking of his hands, the pounding of his heart, and the wretched twisting of … something in his veins. It had started the moment he’d seen her embrace Gaetan.

No. Before.

When he saw the look of humiliation on her face when she realized Fiona was just as wretched as the rest of them. She’d looked so helpless, and that didn’t suit her at all.

It had taken Nik years to learn how cruel people could be in the cushier quarters. At least disagreements in the Restes could be settled with a quick fist to the nose and a bottle of liquor over cards. Here? People found your softest places, and they ripped them to shreds.

That stubbornness and pride comes from a place of wanting to do great things, to uphold a legacy that died a long time ago.

Gaetan wasn’t lying about that at least. Elara was trying to leave her past behind, which was exactly why Nik had invited him to be her mentor. He’d wanted to torture her with a face she was supposed to be running from, to see her run further away and into Nik’s … plans.

Gaetan was someone she should scorn, yet she’d called out for him during the battle and sought comfort in his arms after. And she smiled so damn freely for him.

Nik slammed his fist on the desk.

Her smiles didn’t matter.

Elara had lied to him. But if he thought about it, he understood why. If she could be believed, she was escaping her past and trying to build some new future.

Had their roles been reversed, Nik wouldn’t have told anyone his name either.

The real problem was Lafontaine. He’d hated the display. Nik hadn’t spoken with him yet, but he didn’t need to. After the ceremony, he’d refused to meet Nik’s gaze. They’d only awarded her first place because they couldn’t give it to anyone else without causing a riot. She was powerful.

More powerful than any Reste should be.

Lafontaine would call upon him soon, and it would be hell.

“Nik?”

Chantal stood in his doorway.

“I’m not in the mood,” he grumbled.

“Because whatever scheme you had with Gaetan didn’t work out?”

His head snapped up. “You’re too perceptive for your own good.”

“And you’re too obvious. You were positively giddy when she saw him.” She frowned. “She knows him. Which means you figured out who she is.”

He collapsed into his chair with a huffed laugh. “How did you figure all that out?”

“I’ve known you too long. You’re only excited when you have a scheme.” She stepped inside, shutting the door gently behind her before sitting in the chair by his desk. “Which is why I think you need to tell her.”

“Tell her what?”

“Everything. Elouise, or whatever her name is, is smart, and she’ll figure it all out. You. Lafontaine. The plans for Grand Souverain.”

“No. She’s difficult enough to handle already. Can you imagine if she knew what my father really had in mind for her?”

Chantal’s face hardened. “Which is why Lafontaine keeps secrets from you. We both know it.”

“I will earn those secrets,” he said darkly.

“When will Elouise earn yours?”

“When I think she’s ready!”

Chantal sat back for a moment, appraising him. “You’re not the only one whose future rides on this plan, Nik. Don’t screw it up for all of us.”

Then she left, shutting the door with a quiet shick.

The crawling beneath his skin began again—a wild animal, scratching to get out. It wouldn’t stop until he let it free.

His eyes landed on his top desk drawer.

One night, he told himself, one night wouldn’t hurt.

He sat down and took out a book he’d sworn he’d never touch again.

It was faded, the binding beginning to break, and the edges of the paper were soft with use. He flipped it open and took in his sketches, the earliest of which were copies of designs of buildings he’d admired when he first moved in. The later drawings were originals, with various subjects that had caught his attention: flowers, animals, portraits.

Distractions cause mistakes, Lafontaine had lectured him more than once. Nik still felt phantom cramps from the first time Lafontaine made him copy the medical primer textbook—a favored punishment. Mistakes cannot be permitted for people like us. We must prove we’re more.

Thanks to those lessons, Nik viewed sketching as a medical treatment. It was no different than lancing a wound to release the pressure and stave off infection.

He flipped to a blank page, closed his eyes, and imagined the person who’d been haunting his dreams since he’d seen that photograph.

His mother used to have waves like sunset waterfalls, gentle and flowing, and eyes as brown as the soil she nurtured daily. And there was nothing like her red tulip smile that always turned toward the sun.

Even when she hadn’t eaten for days.

Even when she was smeared with grease and reeked of sweat.

Nik’s charcoal swept across the page, dancing through well-rehearsed lines, whisking up coils and coils of hair, chiseling away at the sharp jaw she’d passed on to him. Everything else, his eyes down to his grimace, belonged to Lafontaine.

They’d loved each other in the early days, Lafontaine and his mother. She’d died loving him, but his father barely breathed her name these days.

Someone knocked.

His charcoal snapped, striking an ugly scar across his mother’s beautiful face.

“Go away,” he growled.

It creaked open.

He huffed. “You’ve said enough, Chantal.”

“It’s me.”

His spine went rigid.

“If you know what’s best for you,” he said, “you’ll leave. Now.”

Elara was quiet for a blessed moment. “I know you’re angry, but I had no choice.”

“You were forced to make a fool of yourself today?” The words didn’t feel right, but he pushed them out anyway. Shoved every bit of his embarrassment and weak jealousy into them. “You were forced to pick up the wrong ingredients? You were forced to present the most powerful magie the Counseil has likely seen in a decade?”

Elara folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe. “First, I’m sorry I didn’t suspect Fiona of being a two-faced cow. Second, you know those ingredients were stolen the moment Gae—my mentor got up there. Third, if that’s the most powerful magie they’ve seen, why do they deserve to be Souverains?”

He slammed the sketchbook closed. “That’s not the point!”

“Enlighten me, then.”

“The point is that you didn’t listen. You didn’t follow the plan. Now we look like fools.”

He got up and shifted to sit on the front of his desk.

“We?” She snorted. “You weren’t the one spilling your breakfast in front of the most powerful people in the city. You weren’t having to make snap decisions in an impossible situation.”

“No, but my name is tied to yours.” A rebel name. It burned like acid. “If you go down, so do I.”

She was quiet for a moment, watching him with a gaze that pierced right through him.

Instead of fighting, her shoulders softened.

“I’m sorry.” She was gentler now, and it irked him more because it was an act. Had to be. “I shouldn’t have trusted Fiona.”

“No. You can’t trust anyone.”

“Including you?”

He turned, fingers pressed on the sketchbook, and found her studying him again. It wasn’t as sharp as before, more imploring. The kind of look she gave to Chantal and Gaetan, and he wondered what a warm embrace from her would feel like. Would she fit perfectly against his body? Would he feel safe and—

“We’re all getting something out of this arrangement,” he finally said.

“A place in Lafontaine’s closest court,” she replied.

He nodded. “This is different than in the Restes, and the rules have been designed to make you fail. To everyone out there, you’re not a person. You’re a rodent best crushed beneath a heavy boot.”

Her nostrils flared.

“And you?” she asked. “What do you think of me?”

His chin snapped up.

She was standing here, in his office, filling his space with the smell of sugar and wine as if she didn’t know the impact she had upon him.

The animal clawed at his insides again.

“You’re to do as you’re told,” he said, ducking back behind the safety of his desk.

“If you wanted a doll you could dress up and pose, you chose the wrong girl.”

“Clearly.”

She closed her eyes as she took a deep breath.

“Why did you choose Gaetan?” she finally asked.

“He was a random pull from the few Restes Professionnelles.” The lie was too easy. “Why?”

She shrugged.

“Did you know him?” He flipped a paper absently to avoid looking too eager.

“Once,” she said. “A long time ago.”

It wasn’t a lie, not exactly, and he admired that. They both needed to do whatever it took to protect themselves from their damning pasts.

“Come down with us.”

She was waiting for a reply as if she really meant the invitation.

Laughter echoed from below as music played from a gramophone. It was likely warm down there, and he craved a glass or two of wine to calm his nerves.

No.

He grounded himself by rubbing his fingers together, feeling the grit of charcoal from where he’d already strayed too far from the path.

“No, thank you.” He sat back down.

“We’re having cake, and I—”

“I said no.” He slammed his book into the drawer. “Not with you.”

Her shoulders straightened. Any ounce of progress he’d gained with Elara was gone with one foolish outburst.

“What I meant was—”

“You don’t have to explain.” Then she dug the knife of his mistake deeper by lowering into a curtsy. “Good night, Patron.”

And she was gone, leaving Nik to his empty office.
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NIK



Nik woke from the nightmare in a cold sweat.

It had unfurled as it always did, first with fire devouring flesh and bone, then screams begging for salvation. Hands burst from the wreckage, bloody fingertips latching on to the hem of his Arts Humains coat, pulling him down in an effort to claw their way upward.

Except in tonight’s dream, he saw them—their faces.

Muck and blood dribbled down Corinne Rousseau’s chin while her gray, empty eyes begged for help because her slashed throat made no noise. He should’ve wanted to kick her back into the grave, but he’d reached down to help her, and the moment her cold hand touched his, he realized why he’d done it.

It was Elara weeping crimson rivulets from the line across her neck. Elara with her warm eyes and freckled cheeks.

Nik wiped the sweat from his face.

No matter what had happened last night, she didn’t deserve that. He understood her marrow-deep hunger to break away from the past and become something entirely new.

But Elara’s past was too big of a blemish. Lafontaine would never trust her unless she turned on the rebels entirely, and Nik had no idea what stance she’d taken on the issue. A rebel wasn’t interested in escape. They wanted change. He had to keep her under control.

Which meant bringing her closer to him.

Chantal had told him to be transparent. Blai would tell him to ratchet up the charm.

Both were abysmal ideas.

With sleep far beyond his reach, he tugged on his trousers and crept down the hallway toward the kitchen. It was his usual routine to sneak scraps from the pantry after everyone else had gone to bed. The idle chatter and awkward silences of eating a meal with someone made his skin crawl. It was much better to enjoy his food in silence.

Not tonight.

Elara was busy furiously whisking ingredients in a bowl. She was dressed in a pale robe, her dark hair freshly washed, making parts of the material translucent with moisture. Rather than look away, Nik allowed himself this concealed moment to study her—the version she hid from everyone else.

Elara was life incarnate. Freedom guided her hips to twirl in circles, and joy peeled her petal-soft lips upward as she whisked from memory. Her bare feet slipped across the tiles, daring to point as if in a ballet, and so help him, she began to hum.

To her, this was the most natural thing in the world, but Nik knew better.

She’d worked her whole life for this moment. Honed skills for years in order to create some of the most powerful dishes in the city. Elara was a girl with no proper tutelage, no true mentor, and yet …

She made it look so damn easy.

Jealousy burned in his core. What he wouldn’t give to be her. To surrender himself, body and soul, to an artistry. Even as a boy, he’d craved to do as his mother had with seed and soil—to create something the world had never seen before. Sometimes, like last night, he allowed himself to dream of another life. A life where the charcoal bit felt more natural in his palm than a scalpel, where a blank canvas terrified him less than a corpse.

Nik studied Elara in the hope he might find some truth to set him on the right path. Instead, she swept a dollop of batter into her mouth and heaved a dreamy sigh.

Envy gave way to something much more dangerous as he watched her savor the taste, returning to the bowl for another morsel. Nik found himself leaning forward.

Pride. Satisfaction entire.

What would it feel like to earn that from her?

What the hell was he thinking? He wasn’t interested in her. He scoffed.

Elara jumped. “Sorry, I just … Oh.”

Shit.

Her eyes slammed to the ground, an uncommon blush burning her cheeks. Did he have something on his—

He’d forgotten his nightshirt.

He had two options: retreat like a coward or act like he owned the place, which he did.

Nik tipped his chin upward and strode over to the kettle.

Elara set the bowl down. “I can leave.”

“I won’t be long,” he said sharply, lighting the burner.

When she went back to whisking, he hated how still she became. No more dancing, no more singing. Not even a smile.

“I’m not good at this,” he blurted.

“Making tea?”

“No.” He motioned between them. “People. Conversing.”

“Really?” Her brows lifted. “You were such a delight in the carriage. And again, in your office.”

“I think we weren’t communicating like partners.”

“I agree.” She nodded. “Thank you for the apology.”

“Apology? I wasn’t apologizing.”

“Then what are you doing here?” She pressed her hip against the counter. The folds of her robe shifted, revealing enough skin to dry out his mouth. And … was that a tattoo?

“It’s my home,” he snapped, “and I can go wherever I like.”

“Then I’m the intruder. Good night.”

She set the bowl down and made to move past him. Wrong. This was all wrong. He was meant to draw her in, bring her closer to his plans, not further away. How the hell was he supposed to make her stay?

“Wait.” He didn’t remember reaching out, but he was now holding her elbow, and she was frozen, staring at him with a mixture of surprise and fury. It had been since their first carriage ride that he’d touched her, and she was just as warm and soft as he remembered. He didn’t want to let go this time. “I … Fine. I’m sorry. I was an ass yesterday.”

Her expression flattened.

“And the days before,” he muttered. “I really was nervous.”

She studied him. “Chantal told me you’re Lafontaine’s apprentice. That must come with a lot of pressure.”

A spark of warning shot up his spine. “Chantal talks too much. But, yes. He saved me from the Restes, and I owe it to him to succeed.”

“I can understand that.”

It was the first agreement they’d been able to make, and Nik felt her soften beneath his touch. Slowly, he released her, letting his fingertips slide down the robe and dangerously close to her hand.

“Ow.” She withdrew, pulling her injured arm to her chest.

“Why didn’t you have the medics heal you?” he asked.

“I didn’t want to spend another minute there.”

“Fair.” He held up a finger. “One moment.”

He told himself not to run, at least not where she could hear him. As soon as he was up the stairs, he dashed to his office, retrieved his bag, and hurried back down in case she decided to fly away again.

She was still there, standing awkwardly in the middle of the kitchen.

“Please.” He motioned to the table at the window nook.

As soon as she sat, he pulled up a chair close enough that their knees brushed. It was nothing. He had to be able to thoroughly inspect and heal the wound.

The gash from the sword was deep but clean. This, at least, he could fix.

“Breathe deep. It’ll burn.” He scooped out some ointment and spread it over the cut. Elara winced, then relaxed back into his care. The longer he rubbed the wound, the more the burn would cool. It also helped that Elara softened with each stroke of his thumb.

“You’ve waited too long,” he said. “It’ll scar.”

“Add it to my collection.” She turned over her other hand, the same that had drawn him in the night they met. “You have some of your own.”

He followed her gaze to his chest, where he carried every slice of a thug’s knife, every whip of a shopkeeper’s stick after he stole, and every wretched factory burn. And then some.

“Reminders of who I never want to be again. It’s taken me a while to learn who I am.”

“Must be nice,” she replied. “To know who you are. Sometimes, I feel like I’ll never figure it out.”

He tilted his head. “But you’re so … so…”

“Brash? Insufferable?”

“Confident.”

She flushed again, and he was drunk on the power of causing it. “Do you want the truth?” She leaned in and whispered, “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

He pressed a bandage to the wound. “Neither do I.”

She gasped. “Really?”

He scowled. The kettle whistled before he could say something foolish. He got up and reached for the cupboard only for his mind to stumble. He needed to keep this going, to make her comfortable. He wanted to not be alone for once.

“Would you like a cup?” he asked.

She smiled brightly. “Please.”

He ignored the annoying flip of his stomach as he prepared two drinks.

“I find tea goes best with cake,” she said.

“I’m sure it does, but I’m…” He chewed on the words. “I’m not terribly fond of sweets.”

She stared at him. “I knew you were a monster.”

She cut a slice anyway and brought it over with two forks. Two. They were supposed to share?

She dove in for a big bite and melted, eyes closed. Was this how she lived her life? All or nothing? It had to be exhausting.

And exhilarating.

Tempting enough to make him take a bite.

It was heaven. Delicate sponge cake melted into delicious cream with just the right acidity from a raspberry jelly to make his mouth tingle. Without thinking, he took another bite. And another.

“What magie did you put in this?” he asked.

“None. It’s just good cake.” She winked and sipped her tea.

No magie, and it was the best thing he’d ever eaten.

Eventually, she set her mug down and sighed. “I can’t win. I wouldn’t know the first thing to do as Souverain.”

“You could learn.”

“You said it yourself, all I can offer the Counseil is my unquestioning devotion. That’s not making change. That’s being a puppet.”

The word was a shock through his system. He’d used it to describe her long before he met her. Now, with all her complications and nuances, it was difficult to remember that’s all she could ever be.

“What would you do otherwise?” he asked. “Let’s say you don’t become Souverain; what would you like to happen?”

She reached for the recipe book, the one he now knew came from a rebel. A murderer. Carefully, she flipped a few pages—probably to conceal her mother’s name—and revealed a page near the back.

“My mother started the design before I was born. Some of my earliest memories are helping her dream up this place.”

It was a faded drawing of a café. The design was rudimentary at best. Not a single window or brick was drawn to scale, and the colors were offputtingly bright despite the sketch’s age. The margins were filled with doodles and quickly jotted-down notes for desserts to sell and events to plan.

“Whenever she felt hopeless, she’d add something new to Café Divin.”

“She wanted to be a Directeur,” Nik said.

“Except no one in the Restes ever rises higher than Professionnelle.”

Except Gaetan now. Thanks to Elara, he would be the first Directeur in decades to beat the system. In a few hours, when the Restes heard the news from the flyers, there would be celebration and hope. It would be a conduit for change.

But for now, Nik was here, with Elara.

He read the notes in the margins.

Tutoring.

Patio for artists.

Instruments inside for musicians.

No magie needed.

“Café Divin could be a place to welcome anyone who wants to learn,” she explained. “Baking, painting, music, art. It could be a refuge.” Her voice grew sad, a rare emotion for her. Except now he knew the bravado was a cover. This moment? This vulnerability? It was all for him. “I just wish my mother could’ve made it happen.”

Nik wanted those things too.

Which meant he and Corinne Rousseau had, at one point, been fighting for the same thing. Except Nik wouldn’t have to murder to get what he wanted.

“It’s a nice dream,” he heard himself saying. “But we live in a cruel world where art—a part of a person’s very soul—determines power, fame, and fortune. Except it isn’t based on merit or dedication. It’s based on usefulness and wealth and what you can bring to the Sociétés.”

“Then let me show them what I can do,” she begged. “Let me keep going how I want to compete.”

He raked a hand through his curls, then across his face. “You’re not the only one stuck in this mess.”

He should’ve left it there and found a way to direct the conversation back to safer ground. But she was inches away, and all that intense focus was on him. Lafontaine would call him a fool, but he … he wasn’t here right now. Damn Chantal and her suggestions. Hours ago, he wouldn’t have considered it, but now? Nik wanted to tell her.

“My mother died when I was fifteen,” he said, voice shaking.

“What happened to her?” she asked.

He could tell her. The truth would twist her up inside until she was crushed with guilt. A few days ago, he would’ve done it without mercy. But the reality was that she couldn’t be blamed for her mother’s actions.

“I like to think of who she used to be,” he said. “She was quiet, yet somehow bold. The room never stopped for her, but it didn’t stop people from shifting around her. It was magie, how she could turn even the meanest drunk into a kitten.”

The first time she’d tempered a bar fight had terrified and awed Nik.

“She loved gardening, even practiced it long enough in secret to breed a new species of lavender. A hybrid strong enough to truly calm the nerves. Almost to a meditative state.”

Elara looked to her cup. “The tea. The window boxes.”

He nodded. “I learned enough to keep the plant alive.”

“She sounds wonderful.”

“She was. She was also stubborn, and like someone else I know, she was never satisfied. I just wish I had her talent.”

“For flowers?”

“For magie.”

Understanding shocked her face.

Horror flushed through Nik’s veins. The words had simply slipped out. He’d become too comfortable, and now she knew how weak he really was. How pathetic.

“It’s not easy,” she said.

His head shot up. There wasn’t a hint of pity in her gaze.

“Do you know how many loaves of bread I had to make before I could even manage to make someone feel happier? Three hundred.” She snorted. “It took an entire year of making the same damn recipe again and again to get it right.”

There was nothing in his life he could imagine repeating obsessively in order to perfect. Well, almost nothing.

“I’ve come to terms with it.” He shrugged. “Lafontaine taught me that power doesn’t always have to be from magie.”

“That’s progressive of him.”

“He’s one of the few Souverains trying to make this city better. He has a plan to change the whole system, El … Elouise.”

He longed to say her name. Her real name, but doing so would risk destroying this careful bridge they’d built tonight.

Chantal was partly right. Elara didn’t deserve to know the truth, but maybe if he fed her parts, she would stop fighting him, and they could finally work together.

He pressed on. “He wants to make it so everyone—regardless of magie—has a Société and a skill. When children are old enough to learn, they’ll be inducted into a trade where they’ll be sheltered, clothed, and fed.” He couldn’t stop the excitement creeping into his voice. In two weeks, everything he’d ever done would pay off.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“He can only accomplish this if you help vote him in as Grand Souverain. The title doesn’t exist yet, but with it he can make real progress.” He set his cup down and touched the drawing of Café Divin. “You need him as much as he needs you. If you become Souverain, you can support each other.”

She didn’t immediately recoil, which was a good start.

“What we’ve been doing isn’t working,” he added.

“Are you saying we should work together?” she asked.

“As much as it pains me to say it, yes.”

“Then I want full control of my bakes.” She held up her hand. “It’s the only thing I can control in this situation, and I’d do pretty damn well if you just quit mucking with my recipes. The crowd loved me.”

“They might inform the Counseil’s decisions, but they don’t make them.”

“Then help me sell my ideas to them. The magie can change, but the flavors are mine.”

“You still need to lie low. It’s down to five contestants now, and they’ll get rid of two more in the second round. Maybe don’t release an entire zoo or have plants eat the Counseil this time.”

Elara released a dramatic sigh. “Fine.”

Then she held out her palm.

“Your hands are sticky,” he grumbled.

“Little mess never hurt anyone.”

It was his turn to flush as they shook.

Neither of them let go until the clock chimed.

“I should go.”

“Do you want to help?”

Their voices overlapped.

“I’d be happy to teach you.” She motioned to the oven. “It might not be magie, but it’s a start.”

Nik stared at the half-prepared batter and the scattered ingredients. Food wasn’t comfort for him. It was a necessity, something to be consumed quickly before it could be stolen.

But when she looked at him with such openness, he couldn’t refuse. “Fine.”

She took a lump of material from the cupboards. “Wash your hands. Put this on.”

A patchwork monstrosity made of brilliant colors flew at him. It was large, rumpled like a blanket, with frills on the straps. An apron.

“No.” He tossed it back. “I agreed to cook, not to play dress-up. Find me something else.”

“There are only two, and that one doesn’t fit me.” She slapped it against his chest. The places where her fingertips touched his skin burned. “I’d hate to see you add another scar to your chest.”

Reluctantly, he yanked it over his head.

“Four cups to a saucepan.” She pushed cream toward him.

From this close, he could steal glances down at her, spotting the tattoo inside her robe again.

“What’s that?” he asked.

She pulled the folds closed. “Some mistakes are permanent.”

A gang? No. That wouldn’t account for the pink warming her cheeks. A lover?

He shook the thought away. It wasn’t his business.

Even as he measured with care, he still managed to spill cream on the counter.

She didn’t say a word, simply offered him a dish of butter. “Melt those together. Whisk constantly.”

The whisk was just as strange in his palm as a syringe. First, he stirred in circles, which didn’t feel right. He’d watched Elara plenty of times, so he should already know how to do it.

“Like this.” Elara whisked her own bowl.

He tightened his grip and followed. Flecks of hot milk sloshed over the edge, sizzling against the burner.

“Loosen up,” she said. “You look like you’re about to face a firing line.”

He tried, but the mixture thickened into ugly clumps. He wasn’t fast enough.

Loose enough.

Smart enough.

“Nikolas.”

The touch to his bicep was like a slap. One he’d endured many times. It sent him recoiling from the stove and her. His heart slammed against his ribs, and the room was closing in again. A deadly weight pressed upon his chest, suffocating his lungs.

“Nikolas.”

Elara was there, hands framing his face with gentleness he couldn’t resist. So help him, he nestled into her palms and allowed himself to breathe.

When his pulse evened out, he opened his eyes.

“You have to start somewhere.” She cleaned the pot, then measured out more cream and butter.

“We can always try again.”

Again.

He liked the sound of that. There were many things in his life Nik couldn’t take back or fix, but this wasn’t one. Tonight, here in this kitchen, with her, anything was possible. He could keep going until he succeeded at something.

He took the whisk.

Together, they started again.
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ELARA



There were reminders of last night everywhere: leftover madeleines and custard, dirty mugs in the sink, a delicate silver scar down her forearm. It had all been real and not some brief, lovely dream.

The house looked different this morning now that she knew the story of the lavender outside her window and the leaves painted on her walls.

Elara stood in the gardens, admiring the purple bursting from every window.

It was all an homage to Nikolas’s mother—a woman who made magie in the Restes. That kind of passion and power belonged somewhere it could flourish. Was that why she’d died? She’d been planted in the wrong soil? Was that why Nikolas moved across the river to try and find a home with Lafontaine?

The name held more weight than before.

You need him as much as he needs you.

That couldn’t possibly be true. He was Souverain Baptiste Lafontaine, one of the seven most powerful people in the city. He could do anything.

Except convince the Counseil to relinquish their control and allow fairness into their Sociétés.

“Someone was busy last night.”

Elara whipped around to find Blai staring at her from the kitchen doorway. From their stony expression, they were not teasing.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Elara nudged inside to grab a cookie.

“Then what are these?”

“Breakfast.” She took a bite. “Goes great with custard.”

“I bet they do.”

Elara choked.

“We don’t need distractions.” Blai dipped one into their café and nodded to the counter. “You’ve got a couple of notes there.”

“I am not distracted by anything but your nosiness.”

Except she’d somehow missed the folded letters. Nikolas must’ve left them while she was in the garden. Had he eaten some of their leftovers? Did he regret opening up to her last night? Did he still feel the burn of her skin just as she felt his?

One was the black contest note, and she dreaded opening it.

She picked the plain one first. Her false name had been penned with such painstaking care, the curls and swoops as delicate as if her name had been meant for no other purpose than to be written by—nope. No. Elara knew better than to let some handsome face carry her sensibilities right out the window. Besides, the name was proof she wasn’t ready to trust him with her identity, let alone anything else.

Elouise,

I have Arts Humains business to attend to. I will uphold our agreement. Take today to design a few recipes as well as their magie. Have Blai and Chantal help revise until I return tonight. We’ll make a decision then.

Remember, no trampling the Counseil with a herd of wild zebra or whatever it is you plan to do.

Nik

Her eyes warmed on his name. And was that a joke?

Tonight. She clung to the word; it meant Nikolas—Nik—didn’t regret it. If anything, he wanted to meet again.

“Ahem.” Blai’s brow ticked.

“Fine. Fine.” She closed the note and stuffed it in her apron. Then she opened the cursed black envelope.

She read aloud:


ROUND TWO: DESOLATION



“Sounds lovely,” Blai murmured. “Go on.”


After a stunning first round, the Counseil has decided it’s time to peel back the layers to see what you really have to offer. In six days, you will prepare an unforgettable, classic savory dish … with a twist. Your final product must not resemble the original recipe. You must present it in a dish the world has never seen before.



“Interesting,” she murmured. “A dish that is only its components.”

She had to give it to the Counseil. It was inventive and exciting.

She read on.

And your dinner won’t be the only thing deconstructed.

Each of you will face a personal challenge in which you will come face-to-face with your worst demons. Which of you will survive after your truths are laid bare?

The two most undesirable chefs will be let go. Any attempt to cheat will result in your immediate dismissal.


Until then,



THE COUNSEIL DES SEPT

Blai was silent.

She was silent.

As with the first, a timer ticked away at the bottom. Six days, eight hours, twenty-nine minutes.

The time was meaningless. She couldn’t go through with it anyway.

Which of you will survive after your truths are laid bare?

… survive after your truths are laid bare …

… truths are laid bare …

… truths …

“Elouise.” Blai’s voice was laced with concern. “What is it?”

She couldn’t tell them. It would’ve been easier if she thought Nik had chosen Gaetan as a message, but he hadn’t. He wasn’t foolish enough to endanger their plan. Not like that. If she said anything, they’d all be in danger. She had to drop out. Leave before she could see the shock of her treachery on Nik’s face.

“I can’t do this.” She collapsed. “They can’t know anything about me.”

“If I can escape a country that wants to hang me from a parapet, you can navigate whatever you’re running from.”

“Not even you can dress this up.”

“I wasn’t one of the greatest Vasomarian playwrights for nothing. Let me try.”

“Try what?” Chantal appeared in the doorway, and Elara wanted to crawl away to some hovel if it meant sparing her disappointment.

“Elouise needs a cover for the next round.” Blai handed over the envelope.

Even Chantal paled as she read it.

“We’ll face it together,” she said. “Let us help.”

They both stared at her, willing to do whatever it took to make this work. Without blinking, they’d taken her in, laughed with her, and treated her as another one of Nik’s wounded birds. She wasn’t foolish. They both had something to gain from it.

“You’ll hate me,” she whispered.

“Let me be the judge of that,” Chantal shot back.

The ferocity in her eyes was enough to convince Elara that this time might be different.

“My name is Elara Rousseau.”

Chantal’s jaw went tight.

Blai shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

“Oh no,” Chantal whispered.

“What?” Blai asked.

“I just wanted a fresh start,” Elara whispered.

“I know.” Chantal’s eyes softened. “You took a big risk.”

“Someone explain,” Blai snapped again.

“My mother was a leader during the rebellion.”

Blai blinked at her once. Twice. A third time. Then they laughed and slapped their face with both hands before releasing a long string of Vasomarian that Elara could only suspect would be insulting if she understood it.

“You don’t have to work with me anymore,” she said quickly. “I can run away now, and no one else has to know.”

“Does Nik know?” Chantal asked sharply.

Elara shook her head. “No. He can never know. Please.”

“Of course he can never know!” Blai shouted. “He’s wrapped around the finger of the man your mother tried to kill! The man funding this whole charade.”

“What?”

“What he means,” Chantal said, “is Lafontaine funds Nik, and Nik serves as your Patron. If Lafontaine found out, this would all be ruined.”

Blai rubbed their temples. “What the hell are we going to do?”

“I thought you were the greatest Vasomarian playwright?” Chantal shot back.

“One of the greatest, thank you.”

“There’s nothing we can do,” Elara said. “They’ll figure out who I am, my cover will be blown, and you all will go down with me.”

“You’re not dropping out,” Chantal ordered.

Elara watched the timer tick away.

Six days, eight hours, twenty-six minutes.

“I could bake something to help me lie,” she suggested. “I could eat it beforehand.”

“The second round is historically the worst for exposing contestants and their weaknesses.” Chantal grimaced. “When people started to magie their way out, the Counseil put a stop to it. They’ll know to look for that.”

Elara tossed the envelope down. “Then I’d rather be dismissed than discovered.”

Chantal studied her for a long moment. “What if … you let it happen?”

“What?” Elara and Blai shot back.

“Let them reveal you,” she explained, as if it weren’t a death sentence. “Show them who you really are and why you’re in the contest.”

“Sure. Then we can all hold hands when they drag us to the dungeons,” Blai shot back.

Chantal looked confused. “Her mother blew up the Senate. Why would she be punished?”

Chantal had been through so much it was sometimes hard to forget that she didn’t understand what it was like in the Restes.

“The Counseil won’t care,” Elara explained. “Once they realize who I am, they’ll call for blood. They always do.”

“She’s right,” Blai finally said, their gaze out the window and attention far away. “They say they only want justice, but no punishment is ever enough.”

“It’s why they guard the bridges so heavily. Why they arrest anyone for breathing the wrong way.” Elara slumped in a chair by the window. “Why everyone looks at me like I’m half-feral.”

“You kind of are,” Blai muttered.

“Then what do we do?” Chantal pressed.

There’d never been a situation Elara couldn’t claw herself out of. With her mother gone and her name ruined, she’d groveled before the board of Directeurs to be allowed into Arts Culinaires. She’d isolated herself from Fernand and the only family she’d ever known. Now she’d won the first round of the Objet d’Art all on her own.

It was her mother who plagued her.

Sometimes, she wished she could remove her entirely.

Which gave her an idea.

One she was almost too proud to make. Almost.

She pried open the top buttons of her blouse and pressed the tattoo with her cold fingertips.

“What are you doing?” Blai asked.

“Getting help.”

Fernand.

Nothing.

I know you can hear me.

Still nothing.

Don’t be an ass.

Then heat burst beneath her touch as the flame caught fire. A not-so-gentle thought ricocheted through her head.

What?

At least he’d answered.

Étoiles. Two hours.

Silence. Then. Fine.

Elara wished she felt more relieved. She also wished Fernand wasn’t her only option—again. She wished for a lot of things.

But this was the best she could do.

She looked up at Blai. “I’m going to need—”

“I know, I know. A costume.”



“Remind me again why you dragged me here in this heat?” Blai grumbled.

“You volunteered.”

“Ah. A momentary lapse of sanity on my part, then.”

Elara almost missed the frock Blai had designed for her. It would’ve been nice to return in a new Aspirant dress with wide panels and lace at the sleeves.

But the Restes would’ve questioned it.

The police would’ve noticed.

Now she and Blai were sneaking their way back in bleach-stained Restes frocks. As far as anyone else here suspected, Elara had been rejected by Gaetan and likely forced out of her Société. The lie needed to be upheld for her ruse to go on.

Rather than stealing across the bridges, Elara ducked down an alley that guided them to a narrow spot in the river that was little more than a trickle. It was easy enough to leap over, but the ledge on the other side was dangerously slender.

She’d had to hold Blai against the wall as they scrambled onto a darkened wedge on the Restes side.

“Remind me why we couldn’t take the bridge like normal people?” they huffed.

“Because we aren’t normal. And because guards ask questions.”

They were on the southernmost end of the Restes, a place she hadn’t visited in years. The run-down Société tenements were practically palatial in comparison to this area. The river was too narrow for filtration here, and things as basic as drainpipes didn’t exist. Waste was thrown directly into the river, garbage left to rot in the alleys.

Blai grimaced as rats scampered from a crack in the wall. “Where the hell are we?”

“My old home.” Elara didn’t look up. Kept her eyes straight ahead. “My mother tried for years to earn enough at the factories to get us out of here. It wasn’t until she joined Arts Culinaires that she could afford an apartment a few streets down.”

That was home for Elara.

“Why did you come?” she asked as they turned a corner into a more open street. A few more blocks, and they’d see the sun again.

“I’m ready to turn you in if there’s a reward.”

Elara rolled her eyes. “You’re all bark and no bite.”

“My ex-lovers would tell you I bite plenty.”

“Ex-lovers from Vasomar? When you were a playwright?”

They batted their lashes, which were still, despite their disguises, perfect. “If you must know, yes. My shows sold out nightly, and my troupe was our Queen’s favorite.”

“Did she send you here to be trained?”

“Not exactly. I made the worst mistake of all. I hoped for more. I became an idealistic fool who thought I could save my people from her harsh rule.”

Everything about Blai came together. They’d always pushed for the best and demanded a steel grip of control, not only because they were particular about details but because they needed this to work. Blai didn’t risk their neck for anyone.

“You were a rebel.” Elara let the fact dangle in the air.

“In the simplest of terms, yes. I was so caught up in some impossible future that I didn’t see my present crumbling beneath me. My plays were outlawed, my career imploded, and one night, my company was … gone.”

Elara frowned. “Gone? As in…”

“Killed. Bodies hooked to the palace for all to see.” Blai rolled their shoulders. “I left that version of myself behind and sailed across the sea to start again.”

Blai walked onward. Behind all the bravado and impeccable fashion was an idealist who’d been burned before. They’d blazed a similar trail as Elara’s mother had and survived to see their friends, their family destroyed.

“You could still help people,” she said, catching up. “Try to make things better.”

“Trying isn’t good enough. You have to succeed or it’s worth nothing in the end.”

Elara looked away.

She’d had similar thoughts about the rebels and her own future as a baker, except it now felt wrong. She hadn’t been silly for making her first decree to bring bread to the Restes. They deserved it. Needed it. If Elara managed to win, she could bring them that and so much more. Besides, like she’d told Nik, there was always room to try again.

“Chantal wants a ballet studio with accessibility for all dancers. Why are you helping?” she asked.

“Fame and fortune, like anyone else.”

Elara perked a brow. “Blai.”

They flipped their hand dismissively. “Some of us are simple creatures, Elara. There could be many benefits to being the best friend of the newest Souverain.”

“Ladder climbing doesn’t look good on you,” she muttered.

“Everything looks good on me.”

They stepped into the tailor’s shop.

“Be right with you,” the seamstress called.

Blai didn’t seem to mind. They were already wandering the racks of clothing, fingers touching every seam and stitch.

“—a fabulous performance this weekend from Elouise Auclair!”

Elara jumped at her name, finding Lisette Plouffe’s poster plastered near the door.

“In all the history of Anespérer, Elizabeta the Brave has never been seen in such a monumental performance, but Auclair’s brazen use of scorpion root allowed Souverain Faucher to bring the audience right into the great Battle of Montclair!”

A sense of pride rose in her. It had been wonderful, hadn’t it?

“I speak for the entire Counseil when I say, we can’t wait to see what she does next! In just six days, the remaining five Favored face the toughest challenge yet—themselves!”

“What can I do for you?” Madame Landry faltered. “Back again?”

“My Aunt Blanche is so fickle. She needs another dress hemmed.”

“I see. And how soon does she need it?”

“Four weeks.”

The woman glanced at Blai, who was watching intently. “And them?”

“My cousin.”

Landry motioned to the back.

Blai thankfully followed in silence. In the fabric closet, the woman leaned against the bolts. “He won’t like it.”

“He already knows.”

Landry shoved, giving Elara room to slip behind and into the hallway. As soon as they were alone, Blai whistled.

“Are you sure you’re not a rebel?”

“Not anymore.”

Elara shrugged off their stare as they entered Étoiles and passed by the guard.

“What is this place?” Blai whispered.

“It used to be a nightclub. Then it became something else.”

The illegal market was still running to the left, and the booths on the right were filled. Music wrapped around her, and the constellations above twinkled.

Elara didn’t understand the feeling crawling in her chest. Regret? Already?

“Who did you say your contact was again?” Blai asked.

“An old boyfriend.”

“And what exactly does your old boyfriend do?”

That Elara had left out for a reason. It was bad enough she had connections to a dead rebel; if the Counseil found out she’d crawled into bed with the leader of the next generation? She’d have her throat slit in some back alley too.

As they headed down the hallway, the door to the Cradle opened.

“Elara.”

She was not going to analyze the way she hated his flat tone.

“Fernand. I know you don’t—”

Blai nudged between them, offering their hand. “Blai Lozano. Charmed and … charming.”

Fernand pinked at the cheeks but then reverted to a dour glare. “I don’t have time for you to play matchmaker. I have work to do.”

“I wouldn’t have called you if it wasn’t important.”

“Things with the Counseil getting a little uncomfortable, Auclair? Plouffe can’t stop raving about how you made them all-powerful.”

“I didn’t ask to be Favored. If I remember correctly, you put me in that position. Or maybe you just did it because you didn’t think I’d have a chance of winning.”

“Because you don’t!” He laughed, raking a hand through his curls, which had grown scraggly in the last week. “You should have walked away.”

“From a chance at success?”

“Don’t be naïve. They want blood. They always do.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s the past, Fernand! Who else has died since my mother? Who are they killing?”

“Us!”

He pushed open the Cradle door, and Elara wished she could scrub the scene from her memory.

A man was stretched on a cot. At least, it must have been a man. It was difficult to see beneath the swelling and bruising. His face was mangled, stitched improperly at awkward angles, and his skin was a sickening shade of purple.

“Colin.”

Jeanine’s husband.

The bright-eyed, hopeful man who used to sell magied trinkets in The Market. The same one Fernand had roped into his schemes. He was here, not dead.

But he might’ve been better off that way.

“Look as his hands, Elara.”

She would have, but they were gone. His wrists were cauterized and stitched closed. Acid burned up her belly, and she staggered back into the hallway.

“Why?” she whispered.

“Because magie performed by anyone outside of a Société is illegal, and this is the punishment the Counseil thinks they deserve.”

Tears blurred her vision. She’d seen police use excessive force. She’d seen them beat the defenseless before dragging them off to never be seen again. Now she felt foolish for thinking that was where it ended. How had she come to accept a life of fear where she ducked her head and lowered her eyes at every uniform she came across?

“Every day,” Fernand pressed, “more and more of our neighbors, our people, starve to death or are crushed by machinery running their factories. Every day, more people end up like Colin. We are fodder to the Counseil, and it has to stop.”

She’d lived for Fernand for years, and in that time, she’d heard so many passionate speeches, but none like this. This … this was new and rooted so deeply in his soul that she almost took a step toward him.

Blai interceded. “What happens when you don’t succeed, hero? What happens when you bring all these people down with you because you underestimated their evil?”

Fernand didn’t blink. “We’ll get back up. We always do.”

“Easy to say now when you’ve got that fire in your veins.” They poked his chest with the tip of the fan. “Trust me, it all turns to ash in the end.”

Fernand’s nostrils flared. Blai didn’t flinch.

When their pissing contest was over, Fernand acknowledged her again. “What do you want?”

How foolish it was to ask for anything when a man was suffering just behind that door. How foolish to ask for her problems to be fixed when the Restes was … dying. It really was.

“The Counseil are going to try and get the truth out of me,” she replied.

“What truth?”

“Anything. Everything.” She motioned to the club, the Cradle.

“Then make something to stop them,” he said.

“I can’t. They’ll be looking. I need an undetectable way of blocking them.”

He rubbed his face, sleeves drooping to reveal his arms, which were covered in little red marks barely the size of a pinhead. They’d left welts, some larger than others. All of it was angry. Fevered.

She reached. “What are those?”

“Nothing.” He covered them quickly. “I’ll need a favor in return.”

Elara glanced at Blai, who, despite their previous exchange, looked nonplussed about the whole situation. They shrugged as if to say, What else are we going to do?

“Fine,” Elara said. “What do you want?”

“Meet me here in four days. I’ll have a solution and a request.”

Elara mentally checked the timer at the bottom of the letter.

Six days, six hours, fifteen minutes.

That only left two days to determine if his solution worked.

“Deal.” And she spun on her heel right out of the club.

To their credit, Blai didn’t say a word until they were across the bridge. The air was too heavy, the memory of Colin’s battered body too fresh.

“Talk about old flames. I thought you two would end up burning that place to the ground.”

Fernand was right. The Restes was dying, and she was playing pretend in a contest she didn’t even want to win. He was doing the real work. But it was dangerous and the consequences were immeasurable. Just like with her mother.

There had to be another way.

“If it helps, he makes it easy to believe they have a chance,” Blai said. “Even for me.”

Elara stopped just before they headed back into the dark alleys.

“Please, don’t tell Nik about this. If he knew that I…”

“Went to the leader of a burgeoning rebellion for help over him, he’d self-combust into a pile of tiny, furious particles?”

Elara nodded.

Blai hooked their elbow in hers and continued down the street. “Your secret is safe with me. Besides, I wouldn’t survive all his insufferable jealousy.”
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Of all the antiques in Lafontaine’s study, the bone cutter was the most terrifying. A row of jagged little teeth attached to an industrial-shaped handle made it more torture device than medical instrument. Doctors used to believe it was the best way to open a patient up to relieve their internal pain. In reality, the splintered bones never grew back properly, and the victim suffered all the more for it.

Medical science had come a long way since then. Modern bone cutters operated with a push of a button and near-invisible blades. Plus, they were rarely needed. People like Lafontaine ensured most surgeries could be prevented entirely or, at the very least, completed in noninvasive ways.

But the original tool had a place of pride on the mantel behind his father’s desk.

Why?

To remind him of where Arts Humains had come from?

To remind him of where it could go?

Nik continued his tour, examining every object he’d grown familiar with while standing in this very spot, memorizing lessons beat into him by more than words alone.

Nik had arranged this meeting to avoid one of his father’s more … invasive lessons.

Lafontaine wouldn’t be angry if Nik handed him a rebel’s daughter on a platter.

Last night with Elara had been … confusing. Wonderful, but still confusing.

When he’d awoken to the smell of sugar on his skin and the memory of her hands in his, he’d wanted to sprint down to the kitchen and confirm that last night had been real and that she was just as lost as he was. Worse, she’d revived a longing in him, one he satisfied by sketching an outline of Café Divin from memory. He knew the abandoned building. Everyone in the Restes did.

It contained magie, quarter legend said. If you stood on the street after midnight and stared up into the broken windows, you would see your heart’s desire.

Rubbish.

And the spell Elara had cast over him was too.

He’d shoved the sketchbook into his drawer, sent a letter to Lafontaine, and left before he could delude himself any further. Regardless of whatever feelings he had for Elara, they couldn’t get in the way of their plans.

Besides, she’d hate him if she ever learned the truth.

The only option to keep her safe and keep them on track was to tell his father about her past. They could get ahead of the story, and maybe, just maybe, Lafontaine could convince Elara to be a different symbol to the Restes Quarter.

A rebel traitor.

He moved to the only comforting object in the room: a painting, barely the size of a dinner plate. It hung alone on an alabaster wall near the window, where it would catch both the morning and evening light.

An indigo river set beneath an ashen-sapphire city rippled with small white crests of waves. The buildings leaned toward one another, forming a dark cavern at the end of a small, lonely bridge. A singular street light burned, rippling lines of yellow and white across the layered brushstrokes.

The art didn’t match his father’s austere office, but Nik knew why it belonged.

A lone figure entered from the bottom right corner. If it weren’t for the details only Nik and his father might notice, she might’ve been a nameless subject, but his father was nothing if not particular: long black hair, dirt smudged upon her fingertips, a pocket full of herbs. A bundle of lavender in her basket.

Nik’s mother stopped on the bridge, looked left to the south, then right to the north. In the end, she chose north.

She always did.

Nik watched the loop repeat three times before his father entered.

“Sometimes I’m afraid she’ll change her mind.”

Nik had never thought of it as a choice. It was the truth. When it mattered the most, she’d chosen Lafontaine that night, and Nik awoke an orphan, terrified and alone. While Lafontaine grieved, Nik had stayed as long as he could in their shared apartment, only to be kicked out within the week. At fifteen, he should’ve been able to survive on his own in the Restes, but his mother had sheltered him.

He slept beneath bridges, huddling around small fires to keep warm against the winter. He found odd jobs. Ones that allowed him to relieve his anger, using his fists more than his head.

Reminders of who I never want to be again, he’d told Elara last night. It’s taken me a while to learn who I am.

Had he really learned, though? Would his mother be proud?

Did it matter?

“Do you miss her?” he asked.

“I miss her wit,” Lafontaine confessed. “Her passion.”

There was more he wanted to ask, but Nik didn’t press the issue. Instead, he readied himself for why he’d come.

“Father, I need to—”

“Please. Let me go first.” Lafontaine motioned to the window. “I want to talk about the future.”

Nik swallowed the knot bruising his throat. “I know Elouise was too forward in the first round. But I think I know—”

“All in due time. I wanted to discuss another future.”

He reached out a hand.

Nik braced for pain.

“Your future, Nikolas.”

His mind went entirely blank as Lafontaine gripped his shoulder. A fatherly embrace.

“The funeral home doesn’t seem to be working out,” Lafontaine commented.

“When I return to my studies, I’ll put in extra time for the hours I’ve lost.”

“Even a lifetime isn’t enough to force the heart where it does not belong.” Lafontaine guided him to one of the shelves, where he reached for a gold syringe. “Another path might be more appropriate.”

The instrument illuminated, and something in the shelf clicked as a mechanism whirred to life, revealing a hidden passageway.

“Don’t dawdle. Our patient awaits.”

Nik’s spine stiffened, but the promise of time alone with Lafontaine was enough to encourage him to follow. They entered a sterile white room with polished floors and a mirrored ceiling. Steel sinks lined the back wall, and rows of shelves above were filled with meticulously organized surgeons’ gear.

Nik mirrored Lafontaine, washing his hands to his elbows and tugging on an operating gown that tightened to his body like a second skin. Next, he snapped on a mask and gloves, which smelled of chemicals meant to purify the air.

Lafontaine guided him through a door to the smallest operating room Nik had ever seen. A singular table took up the center, the body on it illuminated beneath a brilliant light.

It was already open, red insides shifting with the patient’s breath.

Nik looked away before his stomach could riot.

On the opposite wall was a mirror. A one-way window?

Why? Why had this room been hidden in Lafontaine’s office? Was it a secret he’d finally earned?

Why now?

“Come, boy.”

Nik turned on leaden feet and forced himself to look upon the patient. A sheet concealed their face, while machines hummed, ready to keep them alive should the operation fail. Their rib cage had been pried apart to reveal their sluggishly beating heart. The entire process was mechanical. Not medicinal.

“Our patient here is suffering from a failure in a heart valve,” Lafontaine said, “which we will attempt to fix.”

This was a massive jump from cleaning corpses.

“Do you know the symptoms of heart failure?” Lafontaine asked.

“Shortness of breath.”

“And?”

“Dizziness.”

“And?”

“Chest pain.”

Lafontaine nodded. “Among other things. However, the only way to determine the true problem is to cut until we find the rot.”

He went to work, pulling a surgical tray close. Normally, a surgeon would rely upon help to provide the tools so they could focus, but Lafontaine did both. He selected a microscopically thin scalpel.

“Each of the Sociétés are called Arts. Do you know why?” he asked.

“Art means skill, which each discipline requires,” Nik intoned, one of many memorized lessons.

“More than that. They require imagination. Even something as gruesome as this.”

With a practiced motion, he cut the pericardium, two layers of tissue that he pulled away to reveal the working arteries, veins, and ventricles. The whole thing was paper thin, and as Nik watched Lafontaine work, he forgot about how violent he could really be. This was gentle, careful, and practiced.

“Centuries ago,” Lafontaine continued, “some brave scientist became the first person to peek inside our bodies, to learn how we worked in order to figure out how we could better help ourselves.”

He made another incision, and the tissue split apart in an upside-down V.

“Because of our past, we are now able to cure most diseases and failures in the body with the right tools.”

Lafontaine gave the artery a delicate push, revealing three flaps, oddly discolored and refusing to close all the way. Blood, Nik knew, should only flow in one direction, but this little breakage allowed it to trickle backward. As Lafontaine had said, it looked like rot.

Lafontaine connected two tubes from the machine to the body. Next, he pressed a needle into the meat of the heart. Clear fluid flushed into the muscle, and it beat slower, and slower, and slower … until it stopped.

The machine awoke, keeping the patient alive.

Lafontaine sliced the deteriorated bits out of the valve.

The whole thing was … beautiful.

Elara had moved this way last night. Maybe not in grace, but in determination and focus.

“It is like painting, no?” Lafontaine glanced over the glasses that magnified his vision. “With a few tools, I will help give this woman a new lease on life.”

Lafontaine used forceps to pick up a polished white circle. He placed it in the aortic tube, then used a minuscule needle to sew it in place.

“It is a delicate balance, Nikolas. One wrong move, a singular cut or poke of the needle in exactly the wrong place, and our patient dies.”

In one swift jab, Lafontaine punctured the heart, leaving the needle embedded.

Nik jolted only to find Lafontaine staring up at him, all gentleness gone.

“Your chef cannot upset that balance,” Lafontaine warned.

Shame flooded his spine like ice. He was a fool to let his guard down. To believe that Lafontaine would ever show mercy or an interest in Nik’s future. This was another lesson, one where lives were at risk. Elara’s life was at risk.

“She didn’t know what she was doing,” Nik said quietly.

“Then she is more dangerous for it. Imagine if I had no idea what I was doing now.” He plucked the needle out and slammed it back in. The machine whirred louder. “Does that excuse the damage I’ve caused?”

“No,” Nik sputtered. “No. No. Of course not.”

“Then there are no excuses for Auclair. Keep her subdued.”

If he told his father about Elara now, what would he do? Would he kill her and be done with it? Would he send Nik back to the Restes with nothing?

He couldn’t risk it.

But there had to be more to life than this. More than submitting.

“Couldn’t you use her power?” he blurted. “Her spirit?”

“I thought the same of Plouffe, but her death only shows to the elite that Restes and rebels can’t be trusted.” Lafontaine reached for another tool. “And what kind of message does it send to the Restes if one of their own could be so powerful?”

“They’d want to follow her,” he replied dully. “But isn’t that what we want? To level the playing field for them?”

“We make them feel equal, Nikolas! That doesn’t mean they are!”

This was not what they’d agreed upon when this journey began. Lafontaine was meant to establish himself as Grand Souverain so he could make changes to keep the peace in the Restes. He was meant to be an ally, not … whatever this was.

Nik had been too much like his softhearted mother. He’d followed along the same path without question, forgetting he could change direction whenever he wanted. He just had to make a different choice.

“This is what it takes to keep Anespérer safe.” Lafontaine motioned to the body clinging to life. “If I brought this unfortunate soul back right now, the valve would work, but those cuts? They would bleed, the heart would contract, and in seconds she would die. This is what’s happening in the Restes. Now, imagine if they had a fraction of Auclair’s power. There would be no peace,” he spat. “There would be anarchy and death.”

It was true. The pieces were already falling into place, and his father would soon ignite the city into full panic with his lies about Plouffe’s death.

“Then what do we do?” Nik asked.

Lafontaine continued the operation. “What are the signs of heart failure, Nikolas?”

What other answer could he want?

“Weakness, boy.” Across the body, he met Nik’s gaze. “Is Auclair a weakness?”

It wasn’t unusual for Nik to struggle to see any likeness of himself mirrored in his father. However, it was the first time he felt disgust in meeting his ruthless gaze.

“No.” He straightened his shoulders. “She’s not.”

“Good. Now go.”

Nik stood his ground. Rooted by some unknown pull.

“When do you plan to tell the city about the rebels and Plouffe’s murder?” he asked.

“When do you think I should?” Lafontaine returned.

Nik’s throat tightened. He had Elara’s fate in his hands. He could have it revealed sooner rather than later, force her to turn to him for help when she felt trapped.

Or he could spare her until she had enough power to try and fight for herself.

“The final round,” he replied. “After the new Souverain is crowned. El-Elouise will be a willing puppet, ready to vote however you see fit. And if a Reste girl votes in your favor, it will send a message—”

“That they finally have a voice,” Lafontaine mused. “Tempering the rebellion. Wise decision, boy. Dismissed.”

Nik left him to the operation.

As soon as he was outside in the back gardens, he retched into the bushes, then crumpled against the wall. He ripped the top collar of his suit open and begged for a break in the summer heat.

He’d lied to his father.

Not just concealed the truth.

But lied.

Because Elara was a weakness.

It wasn’t just her skill and determination that awed him. It was her kindness and her lack of judgment. Elara didn’t hold grudges, nor did she patronize him for his mistakes. If that was the kind of person his father wanted to subdue, Nik couldn’t follow him without question anymore.

He wanted a safe, fair city, but his father was wrong in going about it this way. His lesson had backfired.

Because it was Elara’s face Nik imagined beneath the sheet.

It was her heart he imagined stopping.

And he would never let that happen to her.
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Four days later, Blai and Elara were deposited into a back room of Étoiles by Nicolette, who had no heart to tease Elara this time. Whatever work Fernand required of her must’ve been hell because she sported numerous bruises along her arms and face, including a massive black eye.

“I don’t trust this,” Blai muttered, pacing the edges of the small room.

“It’s the only option we have,” she replied.

“Let me rephrase that, then. I don’t trust him.”

“Fernand would never harm me. He’s not like that.”

“But he doesn’t seem like the type to go out of his way to save you either.”

That truth stung deep. Fernand wasn’t above sacrificing anything—or anyone—for his plans. Which worked in her favor because helping her meant keeping his secrets safe.

It soothed some of the guilt from last night, when she’d assured Nik not to worry, that she had a plan. He’d been agitated, restless even. He’d spent most of the past few days in his office, concocting new ways of helping her dodge whatever truth-telling magie the Counseil would throw at her. She endured tests—tinctures, creams, patches—to try and soothe his nerves and keep from telling him about the deal with Fernand.

When he suggested injections, she caved and told him a vague version of the truth: A friend could hide her memories. In the end, she’d bargained with him. If it didn’t work, he had her full permission to take whatever measures necessary to keep their plan safe.

Their plan. Because, true to his word, Nik acted as a partner. During the day, he let her create and gave constructive feedback. At night? Well, those midnight meetings had become the highlight of her day. She melted into the comfort of sipping tea and baking with him.

Blai leaned against the doorframe. “If this doesn’t work, what will you do?”

“I won’t have much of a choice. I quit or I…” There was no second option. She couldn’t let the Counseil figure out who she was. It would destroy everything. It would destroy Nik.

And she’d come to like him. It was only during their nightly rendezvous that Nik allowed himself to relax, if but a fraction. Those times, it felt as if she was talking to the real Nik, the boy with charcoal under his nails who couldn’t stop talking when it came to art and architecture.

She’d learned a lot about him this week. After he came to Belleplace, he’d found blueprints fascinating and spent most of his time in the city archives; he liked to keep his house in order only because it helped keep his mind clear; he hated the color red.

If he learned she was actually working with a known rebel? Those nights would disappear. He would never open up to her again.

“It wasn’t supposed to be this complicated,” she muttered.

“That’s life as an artist.” Blai touched her shoulder.

Life was simpler when all she’d wanted was to focus on herself. Now she couldn’t get the image of Nik’s mouth wrapped around a spoon out of her head.

She was saved from those destructive thoughts by Fernand.

“Well?” Elara asked. “What do you have?”

“I guess we’ve moved beyond pleasantries.” He nodded at Blai. “Lozano.”

“Hero,” Blai shot back.

“If we’re jumping right in.” Fernand offered the folder beneath his arm. “I want to address my business first.”

The papers were stamped with the Arts Humains insignia, and several more were signed by Lafontaine himself.

“This is what you stole,” she said. “At the Exposé.”

“Yes, and it proves Lafontaine is up to something.”

“How?”

“I was working with Lisette.”

She looked up sharply. “Plouffe? How? When?”

“A few weeks before she died. She told me Lafontaine was planning something, and it needed to be stopped.”

“And rather than go to the police or tell the rest of the Counseil, she told you?” Elara laughed, but his face didn’t change. “No. No. See, this is what you do, Fernand. You reel people in with half-truths.”

“It’s true! All of it! How do you think I got that coat? Those papers?”

No. It didn’t make sense.

Lisette Plouffe was a Souverain. She would never be caught undermining her own power.

Besides, Nik said Lafontaine wanted to help the Restes. Why would Plouffe turn to the rebels to act against him?

“Elara.” Fernand was softer this time. “I swear. Everything I’ve ever done is to build a better future.”

“No.” She sliced her hand through the air. “You’ve been looking for revenge. There’s a damn big difference between the two.”

“Why does it matter?” he snapped.

“One is in favor of people,” Blai said darkly, “the other is in favor of your ego.”

For the first time she’d ever known him, Fernand fell quiet. It was a seething sort of silence that made his fingers twitch. The two of them stared the other down, and Elara wasn’t sure if they would fight or … something else.

“You’re living with Dupont, right?” Fernand asked her.

“This is our business. Leave him out of it.”

He snatched a single page from the folder and held it up. It was filled with scribbles, but the pattern of letters, lines, and numbers was another language.

“What is this?” she asked.

“A chemical equation. If Dupont is Lafontaine’s direct apprentice, he can decipher it.”

Elara wasn’t a fool. Nik might feel something toward her, but he would choose his Souverain over her every time. If she showed him this paper, he would recognize it as Lafontaine’s. He was smart. He would figure it out.

It would ruin everything.

“Get someone else.” She tossed the folder back at him.

For a second, he looked as if he might attack her.

He simply broke.

Head in his hands, fingers tugging his unruly curls, he heaved the sigh of a broken city.

“Please, Elara.”

“Nik is my Patron. I can’t.”

“He’s not who you think he is.”

She stiffened, tired of people underestimating Nik. Underestimating her. “He’s trying to help Lafontaine change the Sociétés for the better.”

Fernand’s head shot up. “That’s a lie.”

“It’s not. Maybe that’s what Lisette Plouffe was afraid of. She turned to you to cause chaos because she wanted to protect her own power. Lafontaine plans to give everyone a chance to enter a Société.” She snatched the strange paper. “I don’t know what this is, but I know I have a chance to really make a difference.”

“Let’s say you’re right,” he shot back. “Why not check the paper anyway? Be certain you’re getting in bed with the right people.”

Heat tinged her cheeks.

Fernand continued, “If he asks where you got it, tell him the truth. Tell him where to find me, and I’ll be waiting.”

The offer shocked her like lightning.

“Fernand,” she said gently.

“Things are bad. Worse than you can imagine.” He clenched his fists. “Please.”

If she wasn’t just as desperate to solve her own problem, she would’ve walked away. In the breadth of a few days, she’d begun to consider a life as Souverain, a life where she had power to make things better without bloodshed. If she had a chance to make it so what happened to Colin never happened to anyone else, she’d take it—even if it meant becoming the thing she hated.

“Fine,” she said. “Now what do you have for me?”

Fernand opened the door, and a once-familiar face wandered in. The last time she’d seen Alessia, she’d been marking Nicolette with the same match tattoo. Deep wrinkles carved her face, and she had a hitch in her step, but her smile was as bright as ever.

“Alessia.” Elara swept her into a hug.

“You taking care of the last mark I gave you?” She pried at Elara’s collar.

“Yes. I swear. It’s still like new.” She unbuttoned the top and revealed the match.

“Some of my earliest and finest work. Though what you’re asking of me today…” She let out a low whistle and patted the hulking case she’d dragged in. “I’ve only done it a few times.”

“What do you plan to do?” Blai asked.

“According to the boss here—”

“Boss?” Elara raised a brow.

Fernand shrugged.

“Still fighting like cats.” Alessia removed several items from her kit: bundles of small needles, a jar of black ink, rags, and alcohol. “Fernand says you need something to block people from your past memories. Best way to do that is to block them from yourself.”

“You mean I won’t be able to remember them either?”

Alessia mixed the ink and adjusted the needles in the instrument. “Anything relating to whatever it is you don’t want the Counseil to know.”

“They can’t know my mom was a rebel.”

“Then we hide that.”

“How?”

“It won’t be easy.” Alessia gave the instrument a few taps against the rag, then dipped it into the ink. “You’ll need to think about Corinne the whole time. Pour every memory into the pain, where it’ll be safe.”

“Every memory?” Elara asked shakily.

“All the ones that could lead the Counseil to the truth.”

The weeks of planning. The night of the murder. The days her mother hid away, sobbing in her bed after the explosion went awry. Even the memories of baking at Gaetan’s contained a shadow of her mother inching toward destruction.

They would be hidden.

Gone.

It was what Elara had wanted for so long. She could pack away the troubling parts of her mother and keep only the joy of baking. If all she had were mornings in the kitchen and late nights planning Café Divin by candlelight, she would be happy.

“Tattoos are permanent,” Blai said. “Are you sure about this?”

No, she wasn’t sure. Her mother would die all over again, except Elara would be holding the knife this time. Her mother had done awful things out of desperation, she’d made her mistakes, and she’d paid for them. Did that mean she deserved to be forgotten?

Amid the horrors, there’d been goodness. Watching the sunrise from a bakery window, late-night giggles beneath blankets and sheets to stay warm in the winter, and rare snacks shared with their feet dangling over bridges.

She had no choice. This was for herself and Chantal, for Blai … for Nik.

“Do it.”

Alessia guided her back onto the cot and propped her hand onto the case, where she could lean over it.

“We’ll place it around your finger, small enough that a ring should conceal it. And it will hurt,” she warned. “We’ll take breaks as you need, okay?”

Elara nodded.

“Think of Corinne. Something simple, a basic memory you don’t want anyone to see.”

Her thoughts were a jumbled mess. Blood spilled upon cobblestones. Late nights spent in foreign places. The way Elara had held her the night of the bombing as she fell apart.

All too big.

She settled on a flash of a memory. She’d been a child, barely seven, eavesdropping through a crack in the doorway to the front of Gaetan’s shop, where strange people gathered around tables. They all looked grumpier than her mother’s mentor, Gaetan.

To a child, it wasn’t a valuable memory.

To the Counseil, it was the first rebel meeting.

“Got it,” she whispered, eyes clinched shut.

The first tap came like a gunshot, over and over. The needles pierced her skin and rattled off her bone. The pain was immense, but the memory being torn away from her was worse. It felt like falling, being devoured from the inside out. The more she scrambled to hold on to faces or even the smell of Gaetan’s bakery, the more they fell away.

She screamed, reaching out for Blai, who grabbed her tight.

Alessia pressed a cold rag to her forehead. “You’re doing great. The first line is done.”

Elara cracked her eyes open.

Shock bolted through her at the sight of another hand in hers. Fernand had grabbed her, not Blai. He was breathing heavily, face pale as he stared down at her finger.

The wave was tiny, the skin around swollen and weeping. But it was done.

“Ready to start again?” Alessia asked.

Elara caught Fernand’s gaze begging her to stop.

She lay back.

“Ready.”

Each tap of Alessia’s needles hit like lightning, and the pain never ceased. It only became a hum, driving her into darkness. Her mother returning home from rebel meetings smelling of wine and cigarettes. Secrets shared over learning how to make the perfect crust. Even a trip across the river to Belleplace, where they’d spent all afternoon wandering the shops.

It was more than she’d bargained for.

Fernand never let go. Even when she screamed and cried.

When Alessia finally set her needles aside, Elara was dizzy.

“Deep breath.” Alessia wiped her finger with a rag, sending another wave of fire through her body.

True to her word, the mark was small enough to conceal with a simple band. The circles wove around one another, like uneven icing or ripples in a pond.

Fernand released her and stumbled away.

Blai rushed to take his place. “Did it work?”

She removed a truth-telling cookie she’d baked this morning from her pocket and ate it. “Ask me something.”

“Where did you grow up?” Blai asked.

“The Restes,” she replied.

Alessia chimed in, “Who was your mother?”

Elara opened her mouth to respond.

But it wasn’t there. No name. No details.

All she could remember was, “She baked. And she taught me. Right?”

She looked to Fernand for confirmation.

He was hollow. Extinguished as if she’d doused whatever fire had been lit within him.

“Do you remember the night we met?” he asked.

“Of course I do. It was…” But that was gone too. “I…”

She felt as though she had the information stowed somewhere, she’d just forgotten where she’d placed it.

Fernand staggered backward.

“You got what you wanted,” he spat. “Feel better now? Your mother didn’t deserve—”

“Easy,” Blai warned. “You got what you wanted too. It goes both ways, hero.”

A muscle in Fernand’s jaw feathered, but he addressed her over Blai’s shoulder. “She loved you. She poured everything into you. I got you into the contest, but she’s the reason you’ve made it this far.”

Elara knew she should be angry, but she couldn’t justify why. She couldn’t defend herself if she couldn’t remember what she’d done. That might’ve been a blessing if it weren’t for the prickling of guilt.

“I had to do it,” she whispered.

“You’ve never been forced to do a thing in your life.” He snorted. “Don’t forget our deal.”

The door slammed behind him.

“Forget him,” Blai said. “You have to break ties in order to move forward.”

Elara didn’t want it to be true. And something deep inside her, something thicker than blood and memory, told her she’d made a horrible mistake.

Because if she couldn’t even remember meeting Fernand, what else had she forgotten?
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“Are you sure it’s taken care of?”

“Mhm.”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“It will.”

“Elara.”

She tipped her head toward him, eyes vacant. They’d been standing inside Souverain Tremblay’s gaudy château for the better part of an hour now, and all she could do was stare blankly at the ceiling. A painted figure of a woman climbed a rocky cliff, her golden skin bright against the devouring darkness raining down from a man silhouetted in ash. As she neared the precipice, he reached for her. The moment they touched, black claws wrapped around the man’s shoulders and dragged him away into an oncoming storm.

The painting repeated once, twice, a dozen times as they waited.

“It’s fine,” she said.

“What if it’s not?”

“Then I lose.”

All he’d been able to drag out of her today were monosyllabic responses barely cobbled together while her attention was … elsewhere. Even when the police had put her and the other chefs through rigorous tests to determine if they’d cheated, she had allowed them to poke and prod without cowering or fighting.

Blai swore the tattoo had blocked all worrying memories of her past—though they wouldn’t say which—and had encouraged Nik to leave her alone to practice. She’d whipped through recipe after recipe, and was still going when their midnight rendezvous came around.

“What was your favorite thing about your mother?” she’d asked.

He’d sifted through countless memories. “No matter how much she washed her hands, they forever smelled of soil,” he’d replied. “You?”

She’d turned back to her work and away from him. “It doesn’t matter. I need to practice.”

Practice was one thing. What she’d exhibited in the last few hours was mania.

This was not the same girl who’d held a butter knife to his throat, damning the risk of exposure to ensure she wasn’t taken advantage of. This was a docile creature, the doe-eyed ingénue Blai had suggested they find. The type of timid performer Nik had originally wanted.

This should’ve been a victory.

“Elouise!” a lofty voice called across the grand foyer.

Fiona Brady, the wretch who’d drugged Elara, sauntered away from the other three chefs.

“Patron, mind if we have a moment? Chef to chef?” She batted her lashes as if they would have any effect on him. Overly flirtatious had never worked for him. Well … almost never.

When he glanced at Elara, she nodded.

Stepping away was harder than it should’ve been. This was Elara’s realm, and he couldn’t interfere. The other Patrons didn’t. In fact, they were huddled together, awaiting the official summons into the ballroom.

Fiona stood with her back to him so he couldn’t even read her lips.

But he could read Elara’s face. Whatever Fiona said eventually broke her calm demeanor. Her face paled further, eyes flickering wide in a way that made Nik inch forward. Fiona tossed her copper braid as she smiled back at him, wriggling her fingers in a wave.

She whispered one last thing to Elara before skipping back to the other chefs, who dispersed immediately. At least they all felt the same about the insufferable girl.

Nik should’ve left well enough alone, but he needed to know what had frightened her. All night, he’d dreamed of her beneath his father’s knife, screaming in pain as her heart bled out.

Your chef cannot upset that balance.

Your chef.

She wasn’t his, but the idea of it made that terrifying feeling from earlier this week burn brighter. It had opened a cavity inside him, one that no amount of sketching could fill. This feeling hungered for something more, and he feared that feeding it even once would awake an insatiable appetite.

Nik took her arm. “What is it?”

“She’s been digging.”

Nik forced himself to remain still. “And what has she learned?”

“That I never apprenticed with Prevel.”

Shit. If they learned that, they’d know she was a fraud and demand to know more. There were ways of ripping the truth from someone, magie tattoo be damned.

“What does she plan to do about it?” he asked.

Elara stared at Fiona, who stood alone watching from across the glittering foyer. “If I don’t lose tonight, she’ll tell the Counseil.”

The girl was smart to use any angle to get ahead. She was likely under immense pressure to win and create a much-needed bridge between Cael and Anespérer. Enough to drug and blackmail the strongest competitor.

“Whatever happens tonight—”

The double doors to the ballroom opened a slice, letting in an Aspirant in Arts Visuels midnight blue.

“Patrons, in a moment, you and your chefs will enter the ballroom, where you will be guided to a specific location. You will be submerged in utter darkness, so do not move until Souverain Tremblay releases you.”

The words were unimportant. Elara was turning the small ring that concealed the tattoo beneath. The others wouldn’t tell him where she got it nor who the artist was. They’d simply had Elara demonstrate that the magie worked and told him to stay out of everything else. Once again, Nik had been shoved on the outside to watch Elara float through her day, trusting everyone else but him. Except he wasn’t jealous. Not anymore. Midnights still belonged to them.

He was afraid, though. What if the tattoo failed? What if the Counseil figured her out? The police would descend upon her, and he would never see her again.

The servant produced a lantern and guided them through the crack in the door.

They were, indeed, plunged into true darkness. Beside him, Elara shuffled close enough for her skirts to brush his legs.

One by one, the servant deposited each patron and chef pairing at seemingly random locations before moving a few hundred feet farther along whatever path they were on.

Nik and Elara were positioned last. Without the scuff of feet, it was easier to realize how cavernous the room was. Small signs of life echoed from above: muffled giggling, stifled coughs, a murmur of conversation. Nik sketched the blueprint in his mind: Tremblay’s ballroom was notoriously the largest of the Souverain chateaus, made to expand and change levels for her grand art shows. Seating had somehow been constructed above them, leaving the ballroom floor as the stage.

He reached out a palm into what should’ve been open space, only to be met with the feel of an ice-cold wall. Strange.

Lights burst on.

After his eyes adjusted, it made sense.

The Souverains were gathered in a balcony two stories up and to their left. Golden light refracted off their alabaster attire, giving them an ethereal air.

Unlike the first contest, which had been more garden party than grueling competition, they were dressed for battle. Their outfits were made of sharp angles and material that resembled armor. Even Lafontaine wore what might’ve been a lab coat if it weren’t for the tapered sleeves and high collar.

Is Auclair a weakness?

“Nik.”

Her voice was small. So small.

She was pulling at the buttons of her coat.

“I can’t do this. I can’t…”

Instinct, he told himself, made him reach out and grab her hands. Instinct made him rub small circles across her fingers. And instinct made him step close enough so she could look into his eyes.

“Breathe,” he whispered. “Breathe with me.”

Chantal had taught him this trick back when he worked in the theatre and was terrified of resetting a broken ankle. A deep inhale, a pause, then a slow exhale. Repeat. Elara followed him until they were a vision of symmetry—two halves of the same painting, bent together, bathed in residual light from the Counseil, who now seemed so far away.

“We’ll figure this out,” he whispered. “Together.”

He had no idea how, but he would work his hardest between now and the end of the round to figure out how to silence Fiona or wrap the Counseil around his version of the truth. For the first time, he wasn’t afraid. He would do anything to save her, to help her survive this.

Because there was only one Elara Rousseau.

Souverain Tremblay’s voice erupted around the room. “Patrons, if you would join us!”

Elara turned only to stop and look back with wide eyes.

Nik didn’t remember reaching for her, but he had a hold on her bicep, fingers pressed into the soft warmth of her arm, wishing he could feel beneath the chef’s coat to her skin. His heart cracked against his ribs. What was he doing? Elara didn’t have time for him and his messy emotions, and she certainly didn’t need him.

Except she looked at him as if he were the only thing keeping her grounded. No one had ever looked at him that way before, like he was the most important person in the room.

“Patrons!”

“I’ll be up there,” he whispered. If you need me. He didn’t dare risk the embarrassment of saying it and being rejected.

He released her, following the servant into the dark.

He looked back only once when a spotlight burst on as Tremblay called Elara’s name to the roaring welcome from a crowd that had also fallen for her.

Of course she would never need him. She belonged in the spotlight, waving and smiling upward as Blai and Chantal had taught her.
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Two weeks ago, she’d thought agreeing to work with Nik had been the worst mistake of her life, but now her heart ached to see him disappear into the dark.

“Chefs.” Souverain Tremblay’s smoky voice called from everywhere. “You will have four hours to produce a savory dish for the Counseil. Only three of you will move on to the next round, meaning the two chefs who do not meet the Counseil’s standards will be eliminated.”

Elara craned her neck to find the Counseil gilded with light. If this was Tremblay’s attempt at re-creating the painting in the foyer, she’d missed the mark. The Counseil were not the golden lover or her shadowed prince.

They were the claws ripping them apart.

Those monsters had grinned as the chefs had brutalized each other in the last contest. They reveled in flaunting their power over a meaningless contest. Lafontaine wasn’t choosing her because he thought she would make a deserving Souverain. He needed her to help him.

She was a fool if she didn’t believe the others were the same.

The lights shifted from gold to crimson, flooding the entire room with bloodstained light. The darkness disappeared, revealing a mirrored hallway before her. The echo of reflections made her stomach flip.

“Proceed to your stations.”

Elara swallowed the urge to run.

Somewhere in this maze, Fiona was waiting, holding a wretched secret she wouldn’t hesitate to unleash should Elara succeed. It wasn’t the truth of her hidden identity that frightened her. It’s what Fiona had threatened.

When they realize you’re a liar and a sham, do you think they’ll get rid of just you?

Nikolas. Blai. Chantal.

They would all go down with her.

She had to hope that the tattoo magie would succeed, that Nik would find a way to silence Fiona.

The only way forward was through.

She moved into the hallway, dazed by her pale reflection multiplied in every direction.

With each step, the lights shut off behind her, ushering her forward at a faster and faster pace until she was running, cutting tight corners and nearly slamming into walls. Eventually she collided with a cooking station in the middle of a square, mirrored chamber.

A clock with sapphire hands appeared above the Counseil’s balcony.

“Your time begins now.”

That was it.

No further instructions. No warnings.

There was no way to tell what the other chefs were doing. How they were doing.

Elara took out the recipe book and turned a few pages. Futile. Fiona would get her wish because Elara had lied to Nik. She wasn’t fine.

The tattoo’s magie worked, but it worked too well. It took everything it was supposed to—and then some.

Without any memory of her mother, Elara couldn’t bake anymore.

For the last two days, she’d tried everything from basic breads to extravagant mille-feuille. Nothing worked. Her custards burned, her pastries could crack teeth, and all her cakes sank. It didn’t matter how carefully she followed the recipes, measuring ingredients to perfection; they always failed. Anyone could follow a recipe, but only experience taught you how long to cream sugar with butter or how to test when a cake was perfectly baked.

Elara was nothing without the years of intuition her mother must have given her.

A tart, she’d decided, would be the easiest way to sneak through this round.

She measured. Flour. Butter. Water. Salt.

She worked. Knead. Fold. Repeat.

It failed. Forming a mess not worth saving.

Breathe, Nik had taught her. Just breathe.

The hands above ticked down. She didn’t have time.

She tossed the dough in the bin and started once more.

The second attempt made her curse.

The third made her eyes burn with tears.

Before she started again, a mechanical whirring silenced the room.

Up above, light glimmered off panels of glass being lowered like a lid upon the maze. Once they hissed into place, a few panels flickered to life like the flyers in the Restes. Except they didn’t reflect drawings.

They depicted the chefs below.

In one panel, Hector chopped vegetables and shoved them into a pot. In the corner, a shadow of a man lingered. Another pane of glass showed him in detail: dark-skinned and wearing an expensive Arts Manufacturier’s suit.

“You are a waste,” he snarled at Hector. “Of time. Energy. Money. I’ve given you the best tutors and the finest ingredients, and what do you do on your entrance performance? You choke!”

More screens illuminated, revealing Hector from all angles. Giving the audience a clear view into his pain.

“Say it,” the man pressed. “Admit what you are.”

“I’m worthless,” Hector muttered, but his magnified voice echoed around the chamber.

“Say it again. Correctly this time!”

“I am worthless, sir.”

The image changed to a woman this time, paired with Fiona, who looked near to tears.

“This is not about what you want. This is about your country.” The woman motioned to the table. “You’re not a real chef. You never will be.”

Perhaps Fiona wasn’t lying when she said all she wanted to do was bake. Maybe she thought becoming Souverain would allow her that chance.

The mirrors changed again, revealing more contestant nightmares.

Elara’s walls were empty. Was that good? Or was the tattoo preventing her own demons from surfacing? If so, the Counseil would notice, and she’d be caught anyway.

The clock overhead chimed. One hour gone. Three remaining and she had nothing. Not even a crust.

Maybe if she started easier, cutting vegetables, she could figure out the rest.

“Sloppy.”

“Tell me about it,” she mumbled, then jumped when she realized the voice was in her station.

Gaetan stared back at her. His ruddy face was too gnarled with cruelty to have been pulled from her memory. But the disappointment in his eyes? That was real.

“It’s not the recipe’s fault,” he continued. “You made this choice, Ellie. You keep making all the wrong choices.”

“Like I don’t know that,” she muttered, trying to make even medallions from the carrots.

“And who do you blame? Someone you can’t even remember. Someone who gave you everything, only to be forgotten. You’re nothing without her.”

“I can do this,” she shot back. “I’m made it this far, and I can finish it on my own.”

Gaetan’s large frame crowded her chamber from every single panel. “There’s the real Ellie. The one who charges ahead, thinking she knows best. Who thinks that her happiness is worth more than everyone else.”

Elara cut harder. Faster.

“That’s not true. I made a mistake.”

She moved on to the celery.

“You wanted this to happen.”

“I didn’t.”

“Was the price worth it?”

“Shut up!”

“We both know you’ll be back at my door, begging for scraps by tomorrow.”

“SHUT UP!”

The knife missed.

Pain burned up her finger from a deep cut. It wept ruby droplets across her station, then bloomed into her coat, where she stuffed it to stem the bleeding.

The mirrors were empty. Gaetan was gone.

No.

He’d never been here.

She patched up her finger and put a glove on before scraping the vegetables into a pan.

“He’s right, you know.”

The hair on her neck stood up at the new voice.

Ignore it. Giving in would only show the Counseil they were winning.

She started a flame on the stove and added butter to sauté the vegetables.

“You can’t even look at me. Pathetic.”

It was the perfect bait.

Fernand was leaning against the side of the mirrors, arms folded arrogantly over his chest. There was no hint of kindness in his exhausted eyes, not even a shadow of what he’d once felt for her.

“You can’t run from who you are,” he continued. “You’ve tried your whole life, and look at yourself. Look what you’ve done.”

“I made it here,” she whispered.

“With the likes of them?” Fernand sneered upward, toward the Counseil.

Elara winced as fevered whispers filled the arena.

“Stop,” she hissed. “I finally have a chance to fix things! For myself! For you! For the Restes!”

Fernand motioned around, to the chamber, to the ceiling, to the audience salivating over every flicker of pain the Counseil caused.

“This won’t fix anything.” He tipped his chin, casting shadows across his eyes. “They won’t fix a damn thing, and you sure as hell aren’t brave enough to do it without having someone else take the blame if it goes wrong.”

Gasps this time. He was going to screw her over again.

“Leave me alone.” She pressed her palms onto the counter, lowering her head. “Please.”

“I will. If you say her name.”

Desperate for relief, she dug for her mother’s name. Every time she came close to a hazy memory, it faded away. All she knew were strong hands teaching her how to work dough. A gentle press of lips to her dark curls. And tears. Enough to drown the city in.

“I can’t.”

“What a disappointment.”

He left anyway. When she looked up, she was alone with her reflection—still unfamiliar.

Elara touched the cold glass.

Gaetan was right.

This wasn’t a mistake.

She’d wanted to play the Counseil’s game despite knowing there was no way to win. Even before that, she’d taken the first opportunity to escape her old life, following Fernand’s scheme right into this hellhole. She’d always been running from her mother. Now it would cost her everything.

“Auclair.” Tremblay’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Do not burn my home down.”

Smoke singed her nostrils.

Fire crackled from the pan of vegetables.

Elara watched them burn, the medallions turning to char.

Her attention shifted upward to the Counseil box, but she didn’t give a shit about the Souverains. She found Nik leaning over the banister, eyes wide with … disappointment? No.

Worry. Fear.

For her.

You can always try again, she’d told him.

Why couldn’t she?

There was still time to make a different choice, even if it cost her everything.

Elara offered him a sad smile and hoped it would be enough of an apology.

Then she took the pan with her bare hand.

Elara had suffered burns before, but nothing like this. Raw pain licked like a blade across her fingers and palm. Sweat broke across her body despite her skin turning shockingly cold in response. A scream clawed its way from her throat, and her knees threatened to buckle.

She willed herself to hold on even as the ring turned hot.

Hotter.

Hotter.

The room filled with the sickly-sweet smell of burning flesh.

Flesh that had been marked by ink and magie.

Eventually, she let go, only to avoid passing out.

With her other hand, she ripped the ring off with a cry. It took the skin with it.

Instantly, the magie fell away like a shroud as she clutched her hand to her chest.

It was like being thrown into a burning lake. Memories flooded her eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. They suffocated her equally with joy and sorrow. Smoke-filled restaurants, long mornings in the kitchen, her mother’s blood still warm in the cracks of the Market street.

When her vision cleared, she was backed against the mirror staring at her wreck of a station.

This was not how ratatouille was made. The heat was far too high and the uneven vegetables would never caramelize at the same rate.

What the hell had she been thinking?

Her mother would have been so disappointed.

“I am.”

Elara didn’t have to look to know who was there to haunt her now.

“Hello, Mother.”
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NIK



A glass shattered. Someone screamed. They all gossiped.

Rebels were among them.

They would strike again.

In one act of desperation from Elara, Nik’s whole plan came crashing down.

Corinne Rousseau loomed over her daughter like a specter, her presence dark and horrifying. She was nothing like the woman Elara described during their late-night baking sessions. This was a nightmare ripped from deep within Elara’s own mind. And it perfectly reflected what the audience thought of the rebels, what Nik had—no—still believed about them.

“I thought you wanted the world to remember me.” Corinne Rousseau’s voice echoed from every mirror.

“I do,” Elara’s quieter voice replied.

She’d managed to stand and face her mother, who was glaring at the name upon her coat.

“Auclair.” She tilted her chin. “You tried to forget me.”

“I did.” Elara rubbed her hand, which was a dangerous shade of red, the skin patchy and melted. Another scar she would add to her collection from this contest.

“You wanted me dead.”

“Never,” she snapped fiercely.

“Then why haven’t you fought for me? For all of us?”

Elara’s shoulders drooped, and Nik had the urge to be there to lift her chin and give her the smallest amount of comfort she’d offered him these last weeks.

“You pathetic girl.” Corinne motioned to the wreckage of Elara’s station. “I gave you this gift, and you threw it away. Why? Because you’re a selfish child, a coward who’s no better than the rest of these fools. You take what you can, even if it means robbing others.”

Despite his hatred, he knew this wasn’t the real Corinne, who’d always been kind to her neighbors. The chef who handed out her practice pastries to children in the evenings. The woman who had fiercely defended her people. She was reckless. Not a monster.

These were Elara’s thoughts.

A sharp pain in his foot ripped Nik back to the reality unfolding below him.

And to Lafontaine pressing the heel of his polished boot onto Nik’s toes with crushing force.

“Outside. Now.”

Every instinct screamed for him to run, beg, or cajole until his father relented.

But he was Elara’s Patron, and she needed him.

He straightened his shoulders and faced his father.

“Souverain, I can explain.”

Lafontaine struck faster than he could dodge. Nik’s skull cracked into the wall hard enough to blur his vision and rattle his teeth. A grade-one concussion at least.

“You weakhearted fool,” Lafontaine snarled. “Were you swayed by a pretty face or just too stupid to realize the viper you’d invited in?”

His brain struggled to right itself from the impact.

“SPEAK!”

“I thought we could use her,” he slurred.

“Then you knew who she was!” Lafontaine shoved him against the wall, fingers digging like claws into his chin and cheeks.

“She’s not a rebel, but I thought she might be working with them.”

“And?”

His mouth dried. Elara was the daughter of a rebel like he was the son of a Souverain. It didn’t mean they were their parents or their parents’ mistakes.

“So,” Lafontaine seethed, “you harbored the spawn of the very creature who murdered your mother.”

The truth slammed into Nik’s bones like cement.

“You hid her from me,” Lafontaine said.

“Because I wanted to prove myself to you,” Nik replied quickly.

“By raising vermin into a position of power?”

“Only so you could use her.” He swallowed a knot. “I wanted…”

But the things he’d wanted felt as if they belonged to another person. Elara was also lost, stumbling through the wreckage their mothers had left behind. Tonight, he should’ve been overjoyed to see her suffer.

He only felt numb.

“What if…” Nik took a deep breath. “What if she’s the answer? Elara Rousseau, not Elouise Auclair.” The words came rushing out. “She could be a bridge between the Counseil and the Restes, a way to make reparations. Father, think of—”

Another strike sent Nik careening hard enough that he lost all sense of direction. The world continued to spin as he pushed himself from the floor. Blood trickled warm and sticky down his chin, staining his best suit.

“I knew you couldn’t be trusted.” His father adjusted his collar. “You’re both Restes filth. Born and bred.”

Nik’s thoughts took too long to catch up. The world was sluggish and hazy, Lafontaine’s words barely making sense as he flipped his coat and headed to the door.

“Once again, I will fix your mess.” Lafontaine stepped over him. “Go home.”

“Father.” Nik reached up.

He smacked his hand. “You are no son of mine.”

With that he slammed the door behind him.

The hallway was vast, the marble cold beneath his body. For a moment, he let his heated face rest against the cold marble like a beaten dog.

Nik’s mother had been a Reste, and his father had loved her. Why was Nik so different?

Maybe he was a reminder of Lafontaine’s mistake in loving such filth.

He tried, desperately, to see Elara as his father did. Tried to imagine handing her over to the Counseil, and all of Lafontaine’s demands for the future of the Restes.

He couldn’t.

There was a gaping hole in his chest, and she’d filled it with something warm and crackling the night they’d shared cake. No. Long before that. The night of the Exposé, when she’d looked up at him as if she’d found a kindred spirit.

Whatever he felt for her, there was no way he could see her destroyed by his father’s schemes.

He was still a terrified boy, but he had something—someone—worth fighting for.

Elara was scared too, maybe of the same things.

If he wanted to save her, he needed her to pick herself back up and keep going. To prove herself to the rest of the Counseil that she was exactly what the city needed.

In time, his father might see that too.

Nik dug deep, like exploratory surgery, until he found the last remnants of the infection Lafontaine had tried to remove from him. All the lessons, beatings, and apprenticeships to remake Nik into the perfect aristocratic pawn.

His father could teach him etiquette, dress him in linen, and shove a scalpel in his hand, but he couldn’t erase the original blueprint. Nik was a Reste.

He latched on to that rage, swept the blood from his face, and headed for the ballroom.
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ELARA



Elara didn’t remember crawling into the corner. In fact, she hadn’t been aware of a lot of things while her mother’s ghost berated her for being a coward and a wretched daughter. For being a traitor to her only family and the place she called home. Elara hadn’t heard the fallout in the audience, nor had she seen when Lafontaine and Nik left the Counseil box.

She buried her head, awaiting the police who would come and drag her away just as they had Colin. At least she wouldn’t have to see Nik’s disappointment up close.

The clock ticked above the Counseil, who glowered down at her amid a small army of guards that had doubled during Elara’s panic. She heard boots all around her, thundering through the maze only to stop somewhere close.

Why?

Because she was entertainment. They wanted to play with their food first.

Chantal had tried to warn her.

Nik too, in his own way.

Elara hadn’t listened.

Worthless.

Coward.

Selfish.

She refused to play anymore. Burning the tattoo had been her only chance at even a sliver of hope for success, and it had failed miserably.

“I quit.”

The crowd jeered. A cup of wine shattered against the glass mirror. The puddle of red pooled just above her head.

The Counseil didn’t move. Even as Lafontaine joined them again, Nik still absent.

“Do you hear me?” she asked louder. “I—”

A shadow loomed in the mirror, and she covered her head.

“I’m done. Please. Don’t do this.”

“I didn’t take you for a quitter,” the figure said.

Elara’s head snapped up. She knew that silhouette all too well—the curl of hair at the neck, one hand dipped in the pocket of a sharp suit, a slight arrogant tilt to his chin.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said.

“Yes, you can.” Nik’s voice was stern but not unkind. His shadow crouched beside her. “You’re stronger than that.”

She glanced up at the clock. Less than two hours to go.

“I’m already too far behind.”

“Someone once told me it’s never too late to try again.”

She pressed her cheek against the gold glass, wishing for his warmth instead.

He froze in a way she would’ve teased the real Nik for. Then, slowly, he reached out as if he could touch her cheek and brush the tears from her lashes. As if he actually wanted to despite her betrayal.

As she nuzzled toward his palm, she caught sight of the other mirrors: blank. Nik wasn’t duplicated around the room. He only appeared in the one, his body an outline rather than a full apparition, which meant …

“Nik?” she whispered.

“Get up,” he ordered. “Finish strong, and don’t let them win.”

He was gone, leaving Elara to stare at her own reflection. Her makeup was ruined, her hair a frizzy mess, and her skin pale. She’d never allowed herself to look so … broken. Not even in the days after Mama’s murder.

It took every ounce of strength she had to claw her way back to the station and stand. She wrapped a rag around her burnt hand, hissing as the coarse fabric chafed the open layers of skin and muscle.

There was no time to fuss over it.

She needed to improvise.

Everything felt clumsy at first, but her body and mind eventually synchronized. The tart crust was rough, but it would do. The vegetables might be a bit irregular, but they’d soften and taste just fine.

The truth was out, and the weight of carrying that secret over the last few weeks vanished as she worked. The crowd disappeared, their hushed insults silenced.

Whether she liked it or not, there was no going back to Elouise Auclair. But that didn’t mean everything she’d done until this point was wasted.

Elara was a Rousseau, but she was not her mother. Elara had been a child. Her mother had made the mistake, and she’d more than paid for it—with her life and the destruction of her good name.

Elara would prove it to them.

If this were to be her final meal, she’d make it the best yet.

She doubled her pace to catch up. The sauce thickened as the vegetables roasted. An herb-infused pie crust came together, the perfect vessel of flavor. In minutes, her station was a riot of colors and smells, and she didn’t look up once.

All that was left was the magie.

As much as it hurt, she closed her eyes and forced herself to think of home. Not just her cramped Arts Culinaires tenement, but the broken apartment her mother had rented on the south end. Where her mother had pulled herself from ruin as a Reste with no Société to become one of the most celebrated people in the quarter. All while raising a baby alone because the father had been a tourist, someone here and then gone. Everything her mother did had been on her own.

Until she met others like herself. People who were trying for a better life.

Long ago, the Counseil had deemed the poor as Restes: leftovers. They were scraps to be thrown away.

Except a Reste knew the best part of a stew was the end, the bit you could cook down into a thickened mixture and wrap in flaky crust for tomorrow’s meal.

Nothing went to waste because survival depended upon it.

A Reste understood the value of simple ingredients. Of each other.

With a clear heart, she added oil, salt, and herbs to the saucepan and let her mind drift to the magie that would make this truly special.

She added the warmth of her mother’s smile, followed by a pinch of those passionate rallies behind closed doors. Fists thrown in the air. Elara’s first crusty baguette.

A Senate on fire.

“TIME!”

Elara set her finished meal to the side and slumped against the counter. The mirrors were empty, and she was alone in a crowded arena that was now eerily silent. Eager faces peered over the ledges, and in their eyes, she saw what Nik had promised: a hunger to see her fall.



The Counseil visited her station last. This time, they were surrounded by a dozen guards. Two shuffled Elara away from the station, making her well aware they wouldn’t hesitate to end her if she so much as flinched.

“This is ridiculous!” Gabriel waved a silver-gloved hand at the guards. “Take her away.”

“You do not make the decisions for the rest of us!” Faucher snapped. “Back away from her this instant.”

“She is a war criminal!” Cormier cried.

“Her mother was,” Tremblay added. “What would become of this city if we were to arrest everyone based on their lineage?”

“We’d be more civilized,” Gabriel snarled.

Elara felt the hair rise on her neck, but she remained rooted to the spot.

It was Faucher and Tremblay who stepped toward her station first. They both considered the food Elara had prepared.

“We allowed you to finish cooking because we believe in a full performance,” Faucher said. “And perform you did.”

“While lying about your identity is clearly a violation of the Objet d’Art,” Tremblay added, meeting Elara’s gaze with more kindness than she expected, “it is understandable in this circumstance.”

The crowd whispered feverishly, but Elara stared ahead, unable to believe she wasn’t being carted away already.

Faucher continued, “The Restes has long been neglected, and we cannot let one incident in history allow us to bite the hand that feeds.”

The crowd hated that.

It was Lafontaine who addressed her next, his face full of rage. “We are currently looking into your background to determine if you yourself were or are privy to illegal activities.”

“I’m not,” she managed to say.

“If that is true, you will be permitted to continue. If you are worthy of it.”

They stepped back into a line, six Souverains surrounded by a dozen guards.

Elara cautiously stepped forward. “I present Une Ville Divisée.”

Cormier rolled his eyes. “A Divided City. How precious.”

“Let her speak,” Perrault warned this time.

Elara nodded gratefully.

Upon her station there were three creations: seven spun-sugar spheres filled with smoke, a massive savory tart, and a smaller circular tart no bigger than her palm. Elara took one of the spheres from her table.

“Inside,” she said, turning it so the smoke caught the light, “is the power to remind you of what you truly desire. One breath, and you’ll feel invigorated. Voracious, even.”

She pressed her lips to the glass, then sucked. The sugar melted, releasing air into her lungs. Eyes closed, she let the feeling wash through her until determination pounded her veins.

She breathed, smoke billowing from her lips onto her dish, rushing between stacks of vegetables into a twisting channel that split the savory tart into two opposing sides.

“Oh my.” Perrault leaned down, pressing a purple monocle to one eye. “It’s Anespérer.”

“Correct, Souverain.” Elara pointed with her serving knife to the north. “I wanted to turn the humble vegetable soup into a tart. Simple, but perfect in its execution. However, I’ve elevated the components for your fine tastes. Here, in the Galerie and Belleplace neighborhoods, you’ll find succulent ingredients. Aubergines, peppers, and shallots marinated in aged balsamic topped with magie-smoked salt.”

“The magie?” Lafontaine asked, a brittle edge to his voice.

“A surprise,” she replied.

“We’ve had enough of those,” Cormier snarked.

Elara ignored him, cutting seven equal slices.

She prepared herself for the first bite.

Buttery crust melted upon her tongue, followed by the sharp pierce of balsamic over delicate vegetables. It wrapped her in comfort: warm hugs, sunrises through kitchen windows, and … lavender tea.

Elara shoved that away for later.

Briny salt coated her tongue, stealing away the soft magie. Then it took more. And more. And more.

She flashed a smile. “Enjoy.”

The Counseil ate as they had at the Exposé, as if her poverty were something they could catch through food.

She watched as inquisitive delight turned to horror. That same cavern expanded in their bellies, reducing their senses to that all-consuming emptiness. They doubled over, clutching their sides to try and stave off the pain gnawing through every nerve.

Starvation.

Hunger like this clouded the mind and dulled the senses. It hollowed your heart and destroyed your pride. It turned good people into murderers and drove a gentle woman to burning the Senate.

Elara watched them buckle against her station.

“What is this?” Gabriel snarled.

“What have you done?” Lafontaine spat.

“You may not recognize it, but what you’re feeling is starvation,” she answered evenly. “It takes days for the human body to feel this way, but I’ve packed each bite with enough desire to bring even the most satisfied to their knees.” She turned her plate idly, examining the beautiful slice. “One bite will make you dizzy. A second gives a headache. Any more, and you might waste away.”

“Why are you unaffected?” Gabriel wheezed.

“I am.” Elara finally let herself collapse, hands scrambling for purchase on the counter. Sweat broke upon her brow, and a headache overtook her. “I’m more familiar with the feeling than any of you. It’s been my constant companion for eighteen years.”

The guards closed in.

Faucher stopped them again. “Wait!”

Elara didn’t take it for granted. She stuck six spoons into the smaller tart as she said, “I wanted to show you what drove me here. What made me desperate enough to risk your wrath if I failed.”

It was time.

With a deep breath, she said, “My name is Elara Rousseau.”

The collar of her coat clamped down on her throat like a vise. It tore against her flesh, tightening and tightening until she couldn’t breathe. Something inside her skin popped, and the world spun.

The coat had been made for only one Favored, Elouise Auclair, and it would kill anyone else who tried to steal it.

She staggered, crashing into one of the mirrored walls hard enough for it to crack. No matter how much she scraped, the buttons wouldn’t loosen. The edges of her vision began to darken, but through the haze the fragments of mirror glimmered around her feet like stars. In the shards, her reflection gaped up at her. Her mother’s freckles darkened against her paling cheeks. Her mother’s black hair shadowing her from the light.

The coat hadn’t been made for Elouise Auclair.

It had been made for her. She was the Favored.

Elara had fought her way to the second round despite the odds. She deserved to be here, wearing this coat.

Cool air rushed down her throat and into her lungs. She gulped it greedily. Against her breast, the gilded threads rearranged themselves: Elara Rousseau.

The Counseil were still doubled over in hunger, but they stared. Bewildered.

“What my mother did was unforgivable,” she continued through heavy breaths, “and I can’t take any of it back. Just as whoever orphaned me can’t take back slitting her throat. You punish us, but we’ve already punished ourselves. The Restes just hopes to move forward.”

Elara turned her eyes up to the audience. Loathsome as they were, they were part of this city, part of the people she needed to make amends to. They’d been lied to, manipulated into believing every Reste was as monstrous as the Counseil had made her mother and the rebels out to be.

“The Restes are capable of great things, and we can help make this city something special if we’re given the basic rights the rest of you are afforded. Education. Freedom to discover. Food. We are more than some faceless mob. Restes carry this city on their broken backs, and it’s time you understood that. We are unforgettable. I am unforgettable.”

No applause this time.

Fuck them.

It didn’t matter.

She turned to the Counseil and pushed the smaller tart forward.

“What is that?” Gabriel spat.

“The cure,” she replied, taking a bite. “It will reverse the effects.”

The Souverains descended upon the tray like snarling dogs. When they staggered back, satiated, their white clothes were ruined, and they didn’t dare look at one another.

“What was the magie?” Lafontaine hissed.

Elara regarded the empty pan with a smile.

“Food. Simple and pure. Food, dear Counseil, is the only antidote to hunger.”
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NIK



The chefs made their way through the maze for a final time, the crimson lights illuminating the paths to their stations. Nik couldn’t tear his eyes away from Elara, who he’d believed would be deep in some dungeon by now.

She walked like a woman headed to the gallows, chin up high and back stiff.

But they hadn’t arrested her.

Not after the thunderous applause from the crowd, not after Faucher and Tremblay both took on Gabriel and Cormier in a heated debate. She’d practically spat in their faces, and they’d loved it. That was the gamble with performing for the rich. There was no telling what they’d take as art or insult.

At least one threat was taken care of. Fiona waved smugly up toward the crowd, gaze lingering on a glass panel depicting a close-up of Elara. She’d gotten what she wanted, and the way was paved for her success.

Nik cowered in a secluded balcony and watched. Elara would never be safe again. His father would’ve kept her as Souverain of Arts Culinaires as long as she obeyed and sided with his every political move.

Now?

He would drown her.

Rebel or not, every corner of the city would be talking about her. Even if the Counseil changed the script for the Lisette Plouffe flyers, word would spread of her performance. The Restes would see her as a symbol of change, and symbols could not be given a moment of power.

Lafontaine would need to end Elara. Soon.

“There you are!” The curtain swished behind him as Chantal rushed forward, cheeks flushed. “Listen, I know you’re probably furious, but she had a reason to hide.”

“I know.”

“No, you need to listen, Nik. You have every reason to hate the rebels, but—”

“I knew who she was, Chantal.”

Her mouth gaped. “You what?”

“I knew before the first round, when I tracked Gaetan down. I found this.” He pulled the photograph from his pocket and handed it to her.

Chantal looked at it. “Is this…?”

“Yes.” Nik took it back.

“Then why didn’t you tell your father earlier? Why didn’t you give her up?”

Nik leaned his elbows against the balcony, so he could keep Elara in his sights. She walked with total confidence only because she had no idea the hell his father would bring upon her soon enough.

“I couldn’t,” he said. “I tried using Gaetan to push her toward me, then again when…” He wouldn’t tell Chantal about their midnight confessions. Those had stopped being part of his plan days ago.

“Oh, Nik.”

He hated the softness in her voice.

What he knew it meant.

What he’d been denying himself all along.

Elara Rousseau had ceased to be his puppet long ago. Now she was … something more. It used to be his father’s voice that guided him, but now all he could hear was her.

“You need to tell her everything,” Chantal said. “All of it, Nik, or you’ll lose her.”

He rubbed his bottom lip in thought, staring down at Elara, who never had a chance of fitting in. She was born to be different, to be bold. Being near her had made him feel that way too, but it was only a momentary respite.

If he told her even half the things he’d hidden, she’d hate him.

“We can help her escape the city tonight,” he said, “and we’ll be back to our old lives by morning.”

Chantal laughed. “You really are thick.”

“You’ve said as much before. What makes this a special occasion?”

She leaned her shoulder against his.

“Because you think you know how everything—everyone—works, but you haven’t the slightest clue.” She nodded down to Elara, who finished making her way back to her station. “Elara’s not the type of person to run.”

“Especially after that speech,” Blai said, dropping into a chair to his right. “We’re ruined.”

Chantal rolled her eyes. “I’m surrounded by fatalists.”

“I prefer realist,” Blai muttered.

“Her magie was brilliant, and the crowd loved her. If the Counseil don’t make her a finalist, the audience will riot.”

A word that sank like a stone in Nik’s stomach.

The music and lights shifted.

Chantal was naïve. Lafontaine was more ruthless than she or Blai could imagine. Regardless of what the people wanted, Lafontaine would do what was best. For the city … and himself.

As he watched Elara stare ahead, a feeling grew in his chest: want. It was so different from the need he’d felt. The need for food, water, and shelter. Basic necessities to stay alive. Things were different now that Elara had made him realize he could have … could dream for so much more.

He wanted to believe Chantal.

He wanted to believe that one wrong choice wasn’t enough to condemn a person.

Hope, his aching face reminded him, was a dangerous thing. He’d survived his whole life by focusing on the necessary things, including supporting his father’s every whim.

Because hope required abandoning reason to invest in a future that wasn’t promised.

Elara somehow balanced both.

The wanting in Nik’s chest expanded as he watched her face the future, unafraid.

“In last place,” Tremblay called. “Manon Gavreau.”

The light on the chef went out, plunging her into darkness.

“Fourth place, Fiona Brady.”

The red-haired girl screamed as her light burned out too.

Elara had done it.

All on her own, just as she’d begged to do from the beginning.

Chantal bumped his hip. “Told you so.”

Even Nik couldn’t stop the giddy bubble of laughter that erupted out of him.

“Third place, and our first finalist, Hector Vidal.”

His joy quickly fled.

Hector’s light dimmed, leaving only two burning spires: Berina and Elara.

“And your winner tonight is…”

Nik studied the Counseil quickly, discerning how their vote had swayed.

His father was standing off to the side, his hatred and fury narrowed onto the one person standing in his way.

“Elara Rousseau.”

Nik’s hopes sank, giving room for fear to rise.

In trying to avoid a Restes riot, they’d unknowingly elected its leader.
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ELARA



Nik had been in the garden for nearly an hour. Just sitting. Sometimes, he’d break his statue-like stillness to rub his fingers together or press them against his knee, which bobbed anxiously. Other times, he’d take a long sip from a bottle, then rock as if he’d made the decision to get up and move on. He never did.

Elara watched from the kitchen window, rehearsing a thousand opening lines.

Sorry I lied.

Sorry my mom is someone you probably hated.

Sorry I destroyed everything.

None of them felt true enough to say, and she refused to feed him any more lies. Everything was out on the table now … well … almost everything. Fernand’s strange note was a dangerous weight in her pocket. Tonight was not the time to bring it up. She’d be lucky if she could convince Nik not to throw her into the street and be done with her.

“Quit being a coward, Rousseau.” She rallied her courage, snatched the tray she’d prepared for them, and stepped into the night.

“I was told never to drink alone.”

He didn’t look back at her.

“I’m not.” He motioned across the garden to a white, long-haired cat lounging in an overstuffed window bed. “Madame Charlotte Geneviève has been keeping me company.”

“I’m sure she’s an excellent conversationalist,” she replied.

Madame Charlotte hiked up her leg and commenced licking with enough vigor that she fell over.

A laugh burst out of Elara. She couldn’t help it.

Surprisingly, Nik chuckled too. It was deep and warm, and he buried his face as if he were ashamed. And Elara wanted nothing more than to draw that sound from him again.

“I brought you this.” She sat beside him, picking a towel of ice from the tray.

She’d seen the bruise in the carriage. What started as discoloration had now spread, and his eye was now swollen shut. Chantal said he’d come from the Souverain box like that.

“Thanks.” He pressed it to his cheek. “What about yours?”

She held up her palm, which was almost like new. “The onsite doctors refused to let me leave unless I got it checked.”

The skin was shiny across her palm and around her finger where the ring had been. Only the top of the tattoo remained, a reminder of a mistake she’d never make again. She was lucky to have escaped alive and only with such minimal damage.

“I never meant for any of this to happen,” she said quietly, rubbing the smoothness of her scar. “It’s why I fought your offer at the Exposé. I was never supposed to make it this far because I knew someone would eventually figure out the truth, and now I’m going to bring all of you down with me.”

“We knew there’d be risks,” he replied evenly.

“Not career-ending ones.”

“I can’t speak for Blai, but Chantal’s career was ruined for her, and I…” He gave a hollow laugh. “I never had one to begin with.”

Elara glared at her melted skin. “It’s not fair.”

“Nothing about this is.” He offered the bottle, and she took it, knocking back a swallow of sweet, pungent wine that was far too smooth for her mood.

“Which is why you need to fix it,” he said. “With or without my … Souverain.”

She choked, rubbing a drip from her chin. “What?”

“Faucher, Perrault, and Tremblay were right. You would’ve never been allowed to compete because of your mother’s mistakes.” He raised a brow. “Tell me the truth. How hard was it to get into a Société?”

“Impossible,” she muttered.

“That’s not right. A parent’s mistakes should never be a child’s burden.”

Some mistakes. Not all. She had no idea where his fierce turn in support had come from, but she couldn’t accept it until he knew the truth.

She forced herself to meet his gaze, to find the softness in his boyish blue eyes. Prepared herself to watch them turn ice cold.

“Nik, that’s sweet of you to say, but my mother was—”

“I knew.”

She blinked, brows furrowed. “Knew what?”

He chewed on his response for a long time before taking the bottle back.

“For starters,” he said, “I knew who you were.”

She sat up, on guard now. “For how long? From the beginning?”

“Almost. Before the first contest, when I went looking for a mentor. I found—”

“Gaetan.”

“He didn’t give you away. He’s a trundling oaf, but he’s loyal.” It was a relief but not a shock. Gaetan had been right not to hire her, but he would never surrender her to the Counseil or their police. “I went digging, and I found this.”

He offered her a photograph from his pocket. The left side had been torn away at some point, but the people in the center were clear. Their faces were so young and filled with such hope. A tear splashed the corner, dripping down the smooth ink.

“Your mother,” he said. “And you staring up her like you do to everyone who eats your food. You wanted to please her, to have her appreciation.”

Always. Elara never would’ve started baking if it wasn’t for her mother’s intense passion for it. “This was the day she earned her Professionnelle rank. We celebrated all night.”

Gaetan had closed the shop the next day because he and her mother were too hungover to stand, let alone sweat in a kitchen all morning.

“No one else can see this,” Nik warned.

Because the rest of the people in the photograph were also known rebels, killed in the Senate attack or murdered by their own in revenge for their mistake. Elara was literally surrounded by criminals, and the Counseil would take it as evidence of her treachery.

Nik released a heavy sigh. “When I figured it out, I was angry.”

“Because she was a murderer?”

“Because I’d made a mistake.”

She lowered her chin. It hurt, but it was fair. If he’d chosen one of the other Favored, like Fiona, who was now probably sobbing on a train back to Cael, where she might never bake again, he wouldn’t be in this position.

She jumped when his long fingers took her hand, but she melted as he traced the smooth skin of her scarred palm. Elara froze, afraid any shift would frighten him off.

He was so warm and his fingers strangely soft. This was an artist’s touch, and Elara focused all her energy on not losing herself in the desire to feel both his hands skate up her arms, down her sides, and across her—

“I’m not used to people sneaking through my defenses,” he said quietly. “And I don’t invite people into my life easily.”

She stole a glance up at him through her lashes and found his intense gaze leveled entirely on her. They’d never been this close, not like this. She could smell the wine on his breath and feel the heat of his skin against her hip.

“I chose Gaetan because I was furious,” he continued, “and I wanted to throw you off. But I’d made yet another mistake in underestimating how stubborn and resourceful you can be. How powerful.”

He whispered the last two words like a prayer as he lifted her fingers to the moonlight. Gently, he turned her palm in study, as if he might see the magie flowing in her veins. Elara couldn’t breathe. Didn’t want to. He’d cast a delicate spell that felt as if it might shatter at any moment.

“And now I think you’re exactly what the Counseil needs to help the Restes.” He lowered their hands but did not let go. “You won tonight, without Lafontaine’s help.”

“They just like a good show,” she mumbled.

“That might’ve been true to get you past the Exposé, but not now. You’re the first Restes citizen to make it to the finals. You did that on your own.”

Not entirely. He’d been there. Not some vision. Him. But she had to know if what she’d felt during her darkest moment tonight was real.

“I think I had extra help tonight.”

“I may have bent the rules a little,” he replied.

Elara had come to know one unshakable truth about Nikolas Dupont: He did not defy Lafontaine. Ever.

Until tonight.

Brave. Elara needed to be brave because life was far too short to leave the world with regrets.

She closed the gap, trapping their hands between their chests, and pressed a gentle kiss to his warm cheek. At first, he stiffened in surprise. Then he gripped her hand tighter, holding with a desperation she wished he would chase. When she pulled back, those eyes she’d once thought cold were on fire.

For her.

At some point, his free hand had dropped the bottle and found its way to her knee, where he outlined the shape of her bones beneath her skirt.

“Please.” His eyes cinched tight. “Change the subject or I might do something we’ll both regret.”

She was not thinking. “Who says we’ll regret it?”

His eyes flared wide as he leaned in.

She dove in, ready to meet his lips with that same heat.

“Shit.”

Nik recoiled in pain, cupping his bruised face.

What was she doing?! Nik was right. They’d both regret this come morning. What she felt was an effect of the wine and the thrill of escaping through the second round. Nothing more. Besides, there was too much at stake to lose her head over a boy.

But her heart was racing too fast, and her skin burning too hot. She needed to focus.

“Here. Let me see.”

She took the pack and pressed it against his temple. His breath fanned her face, spilling across her cheeks and down her throat, which was suddenly very dry.

“What’s the prognosis?” he asked.

“Well, I’m no doctor, but I’ve seen my share of bar fights. It should heal in a week or so.” She chewed her lip. “Do you think you’ll be able to patch things up with Lafontaine?”

“He made it very clear he doesn’t want to see me again.” He released her hand to face her more directly, all flirtation gone. Good. They needed to stay sharp. “Elara … He’s going to retaliate.”

“You don’t have to take his abuse,” she replied.

“He won’t be coming for me.”

Elara blinked. “Oh.”

Everyone had tried to warn her, but she’d been too angry to hold back. The cruelty they’d forced the chefs to endure tonight was only a fraction of the cruelty they’d rained down upon the Restes for … years. Long before her mother and the rebels attacked.

However Lafontaine responded would be because of her.

Except this didn’t feel like another mistake. In fact, if she were to do it all again, she would take Chantal’s advice and reveal herself from the start. It had felt good to tell them all the truth: Her mother was both wonderful and human. She’d been pushed into a corner and saw no way else out except to attack.

Which meant Elara had been wrong about so many things.

“I’m ready for him,” she said.

“You don’t understand.” Nik leaned his elbows on his knees, glaring into the dark hedges. “He will destroy you and everything you love if it means getting what he wants.”

Elara frowned in confusion. “Doesn’t he want peace?”

Nik’s jaw feathered. “I thought he did.”

It was wrong to think of Fernand, but what he had said was, miraculously, starting to make sense. Lafontaine was up to something, he’d said, and whatever it was had been bad enough to send Souverain Plouffe to the rebels for help.

Had Nik been lied to yet again by the man he admired the most? If so, she didn’t want to be the one to shatter his hope. Not now. She wanted tonight to remain just like this, with her hand still tingling from the warmth of his touch. They could shelter each other from the oncoming storm if only for a few hours.

Across the way, Madame Charlotte roused herself and pounced down, out of sight.

Elara took that as a sign to leave. “Good—”

“My drinking partner is gone.” Nik raised his bottle. “Care to stay?”

The knots in her belly released immediately, and Elara knew she was in trouble because she desperately wanted to stay. To laugh and drink and be near him.

Nik’s relationship with Lafontaine was destroyed, yet he was still here. With her. He’d brought her back from the brink of destruction, not because he needed her for some scheme.

Because he liked her.

She took the wine. “How do you know so much about Madame Charlotte?”

He laughed. “I was a veterinary assistant for a few weeks, and Madame Charlotte was rushed in one afternoon. She was panting and sweating, and she refused to move.”

“Poor thing! What was wrong with her?”

“Turns out she ate an entire block of cheese, and needed a bit of help. The doctor felt her swollen stomach and gave one good push to … um … release the pressure.”

They both laughed until they were reduced to giggles, passing the wine back and forth.

At some point in the evening, while Nik told her stories from his varied apprenticeships, Elara laid her cheek on his shoulder.

And she swore he laid his head upon hers before her eyes closed.
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ELARA



Elara shoved the meringue onto the table with the other failed desserts.

Last night, she’d created a tart powerful enough to bring the entire Counseil to their knees, reclaimed her name in front of a mercurial audience, and avoided jail, all while suffering from third-degree burns.

Today, whipped eggs and sugar defeated her.

She was trapped in her own head.

She, Elara Rousseau, was a finalist in the Objet d’Art for Souverain of Arts Culinaires, while a year ago, she’d had to grovel for acceptance into the Société. Had the Counseil kept her to maintain peace? Or was it a trap? It felt as if nothing in her life was certain anymore—not even the previous thoughts of her mother.

Across the room, the black envelope chimed.

She dropped into a seat near the window, letting the sun coat her skin. She could ignore the letter. If she didn’t open it, she couldn’t compete. End of story.

Except the ringing grew louder and louder and—

“Fine!”

She snapped it open.


CONGRATULATIONS, CHEF ELARA ROUSSEAU!



The appearance of her true name in swirling script brought a surprising surge of warmth to her chest.

Out of thousands of chefs, seven were chosen. Now only three remain. The city holds its breath, eager to discover who will become the next Souverain of Arts Culinaires.

To help the Counseil determine who has the intelligence, courage, and loyalty to stand with them, an interview will be hosted at the heart of Anespérer at the Senate in two days.

While this will not serve as an elimination round, the Counseil will weigh the interview as equally as your final performance.

Regards,

THE COUNSEIL DES SEPT

The Senate. The place where her mother attempted to wipe out the entire Counseil. Elara had never stepped foot there. She imagined crumbling marble walls and a smoldering crater deep in the earth where the Souverains used to gather.

The venue didn’t frighten her. Neither did the Counseil. She’d confessed everything last night, and there was nothing else for them to dig up about her or her mother.

Except she hadn’t confessed everything …

Fernand’s stolen paper crinkled in her pocket.

With her name in the open, it wouldn’t take them long to learn how involved she’d been with Fernand and that he was a Restes scoundrel who defied the rules at every turn. Her meeting with him had been secret. But how secret? Plenty of people had recognized her there. And the Lisette Plouffe flyers wouldn’t hold back the juicy story of a hidden identity among the Favored.

They hated her. If the police pushed hard enough, they wouldn’t hesitate to sell her out.

And Fernand would be destroyed alongside her.

The interview had to be perfect. Elara didn’t want to become Souverain, but it might be the best way to stop Lafontaine from becoming Grand Souverain, from having any more power over the Restes. Fernand’s desperation to understand the note, his claims of working with Plouffe … It all seemed ridiculous. Unless it was true.

Suddenly, the timer ticking away at the bottom of the letter frightened her.

One day, twenty-three hours, thirty-four minutes.

And already half the day was gone.

She had to practice.

As she attempted another set of meringues, she imagined the questions they might ask.

How do you feel about your mother’s attack on the Senate? Easy. While the violence was extreme, it should’ve told the Counseil their citizens in the Restes were unhappy.

What will you do as Souverain? She would find a way to give everyone a chance to learn a skill, and she would start with cooking and baking.

Elara would be honest.

Last night’s speech had been just as surprising for her. Being in the Objet d’Art had awoken something in her that had been buried deep, and it all came to a head after being forced to feel so small by the Counseil.

Like everyone else, she’d been manipulated her entire life to focus only on the destruction her mother had caused rather than question the reason for her anger. And Elara had been selfish to ignore every cry of help from the Restes. In an effort to get ahead, she’d turned her nose up at people being snatched from the streets, refused to acknowledge the harsh Counseil rule needed to change, and used a disgust for violence as a reason to not even try.

When she’d spat those words at the Counseil, she’d let out all the things the Objet d’Art had brought to light: the reservation of education for the rich, the duplicity of violence across the river while Souverains worried about the greenery of their lawns, and the use of dreams to inspire false hope and obedience.

Elara didn’t want to be Souverain. She wasn’t a politician.

But what the hell else was she supposed to do now?

There was only one person she trusted to answer that.

Elara snatched some baskets from the cabinets and began packing away all the failed pastries.

“Where are you headed?” Chantal asked from the doorway. “Wait!”

She snatched a mint chocolate cake from the tower and hummed with delight as she waltzed around the kitchen, buttery skirts fluttering.

“I need some inspiration,” Elara answered. “And I don’t want these to go to waste. Do you think Blai can magie me a disguise?”

“Why would you need that? Your secret’s out.”

“I’m supposed to be secluded, remember?”

Chantal snorted. “You think the other Favored have been abiding by that rule?”

“They haven’t?”

“Of course not.” Chantal took a basket and headed down the hallway.

Elara snatched the other parcel and bolted after her, wrestling with her skirts as she ran—directly into something warm and hard. Her feet tangled beneath her, and she yelped, bracing to hit the floor.

Arms banded around her waist, tugging her close before gravity could even take effect.

She was out of breath.

Nik was frozen, eyes widened with boyish shock. Everything about him was boyish this morning, from the dark curls that refused to be tamed by pomade to the way his lips kept bobbing for words. The same lips she’d wanted to kiss last night.

“Good afternoon,” she said quietly.

“Afternoon. Where are you two headed?”

“I…” Elara had no idea what to say to that. He wouldn’t like the truth, but she didn’t want to lie to him.

“We’re getting some air,” Chantal said, popping her head back into the door. “Want to—Oh!”

They both snapped out of the spell that had wrapped itself around them. Nik released her and took three giant steps toward the kitchen. Elara mirrored him, rushing right out the front door.



Despite the clout that might follow her name, Elara still chose to take her hidden entrance into the Restes. The last thing she needed was to give the Counseil more ammunition when they inevitably came for her. If they learned she’d been here today, they’d use it against her. Or worse, the people she loved.

Chantal fared the treacherous route better than Blai. She leapt the stream and balanced by her toes on the slender ledge, twirling into the narrow alley between the tenements with a flourish of skirts.

“So,” she said, “are we going to talk about it? You and Nik?”

“Nope.” Elara hated how easy it was to flush. She never felt this way with Fernand. “There is absolutely nothing to talk about.”

“Of course.” The grin on her face said she didn’t believe a word of it. Her expression faded as she stopped before the husk of a building, the bricks cracked and the roof collapsed. From a few windows, faces peeked out.

“They live here?”

Elara nodded. “It’s that or in the open where the guards will harass them.”

“What happened to this place?”

“These are some of the oldest buildings in the Restes. The Directeur landlords don’t keep up with maintenance, saying it’s the tenants who need to pay for the upkeep.” She shook her head. “But they don’t have enough money to feed their families, let alone gut an entire building.”

Chantal’s mouth thinned into a grim line. “That’s barbaric.”

“Just as barbaric as forcing a ballerina to break.”

Elara laid her basket upon the stoop and turned away, soul lifting as she heard the creak of a door and the delighted hums of bellies being filled.

As they neared The Market, Elara’s pace slowed to the sound of something foreign.

There was … music. It trilled from bars and joined raucous laughter filling the air. Tables crowded the open spaces, and people sat around them, chattering and toasting. Children raced between stands, ribbons whipping in the air above their heads.

“Watch out!” a kid screamed, racing past.

Others followed, sloshing paint from their buckets.

Paint. Fellowship. Hope. In the Restes.

“This is what I want for Arts Spectacle,” Chantal said, watching the children with bright eyes. “I want a place where dancers come in every shape, size, and color. Where painters might bake, and doctors are free to play music.” She turned back to Elara. “I don’t want to live in a city ruled by the whims of seven people who’ve forgotten what art is really about.”

Because where the children gathered, they weren’t just dancing. They were braiding their ribbons together, ducking and weaving their bodies over and under until the colors formed an intricate pattern.

Elara was here for herself.

But she was here for these children too.

She needed to get her shit together. In two days, her convictions had to be strong enough to survive the Counseil’s interrogation of an interview.

“I have to meet someone,” Elara said, taking off before Chantal could call out.

The windows inside Gaetan’s Boulangerie were dim, the chairs upturned early for the night. Hand-painted signs of congratulations hung in the windows and emptied wine bottles towered from the garbage cans.

The Restes had reason to celebrate. Gaetan, one of the quarter’s most treasured artisans, had achieved Directeur status barely a week ago, a feat no one had managed in over a hundred years. And maybe … just maybe … they were celebrating her story too. Orphaned at fourteen and brazen enough at eighteen to face the Counseil, she was nothing short of a Restes miracle.

The knob turned, the bell above the door chimed, and no one came to greet her.

Her stomach twisted.

“Gaetan?”

No answer.

She went to the darkened kitchen.

“Gaetan?”

She turned and found a thin spear of light slicing across the floor from Gaetan’s office.

“There you are,” she said. “I was worried you’d…”

He was slumped over his desk, an empty bottle in his grip. If it weren’t for the quiet snores rumbling from inside his folded arms, she would’ve panicked.

The room was messier than when she’d left. There were more wine bottles—hadn’t he quit drinking?—by his wastebasket, which was filled with papers, books, and his old Professionnelle uniforms.

“Ellie?”

Gaetan stared at her through glossy eyes. It had been a week since she’d last seen him, but he looked shattered. His new Directeur uniform was lighter in color, but it was as threadbare as an old rag and not at all the pristine coat Directeurs wore across the river. His cheeks were blistered from drink, and his mustache had grown shabby.

Beneath his elbow was the cause of his grief: a piece of paper with alarmingly red writing.

Immediate Action Required: Foreclosure.

“This was your Directeur’s responsibility.” Elara shook the papers.

“I’m Directeur of this shop now,” he said, words slurring. “I inherited the building … and the bills.”

He went to wipe his face, only to remember the bottle in his hand. He upturned it, draining the last drops.

“You’re just going to drink?” she snapped. “You have to fight this.”

“I tried.” He leaned forward and nearly teetered out of his seat. “I appealed to the bank, but they refused. They said … said I was in charge now. It was my bakery, after all. Had my name on it and everything.”

Elara stared at the paper.

Gaetan’s Boulangerie.

It had been that way for decades.

“It was a trap,” she said. “Why the hell would they do this?”

“S’part of the game.” For a second, his eyes were fiercely clear. “That’s why I changed my mind. You haffta win this thing, kid.”

She clenched the notice to her chest. “I can’t. You were wrong. I’m nothing like my mother. I’m not idealistic, I’m not brave, I’m—”

“Learning.” He lifted her chin with his knuckles. “The Counseil and the people blowing smoke up their asses believe they know everything. But you? You’re figuring it out for yourself. A free thinker is a wonderful, dangerous thing, Ellie.”

“But I’ve made too many mistakes,” she whispered.

“You grew up fast and you grew up hard. Corinne caused that. But she also gave you something she never had—opportunity.” He pointed to the kitchen. “You know what’s outside those doors? Work. Endless work. Your mother got herself killed trying to give you room to create.”

Elara had only ever seen her mother as reckless, someone who let her anger get the best of her. Until last night, she’d never stopped to ask herself why her mother and the rebels had been so angry in the first place, and the answers had been all around her.

She thought the rebels were foolish for not wanting to play by the Counseil’s rules, for not trying harder instead of opting to burn everything down.

But the game had been rigged the whole time.

“Corinne chose a different path. Not better or worse. Just different,” Gaetan said.

Elara touched her chest, almost as if to call Fernand.

She’d been wrong about him too.

Because of her mother, he and a whole new generation were ready to fight.

Because of her mother, Elara had a life in which she could learn and practice freely.

Because of her mother, because of Elara, Lafontaine was terrified.

Someone so hungry for power could only care about themselves. Nik believed he wanted to become Grand Souverain to save the Restes, but that was a lie. If he’d wanted to help, he could’ve sent medicine and doctors. He could’ve stood with Tremblay and Faucher last night. He didn’t care about peace or equality.

Then what did he really want?

And what would he do to people like Gaetan and Fernand in order to get it?

“My dear friends!” Lisette Plouffe chimed from inside the kitchen. “Last night’s second contest will be spoken about for centuries to come. A rebel’s daughter has beaten the odds and carved her way to the finals. That’s right! Elouise Auclair is none other than Elara Rousseau, daughter of the insurrectionist Corinne Rousseau.”

“Insurrectionist.” Elara snorted. “Fancy. Mom would’ve liked it.”

“She also would’ve loved your dish. Starvation magie?”

Elara shrugged. “Figured the Counseil needed a reality check.”

Outside, a group staggered by, singing at the top of their lungs, voices echoing off the bricks. Gaetan hummed along, waving his finger. He snatched the foreclosure from her grip and tucked it in his pocket.

“Help an old man up?”

Elara pulled him by the arm and shouldered his weight as he got his legs beneath him.

“Come on.”

They left, following the sound of revelry.

“Why are there so many people out?” she asked.

He flashed a grin that reminded her of the photograph tucked in her book at home. “They have something worth celebrating.”

“What?”

Gaetan turned down a narrow alley. The windows above were open, flooding more light and music into the oncoming night. A man sat on his sill with one leg thrown out as he leaned up, staring at the first glimpse of stars as he whistled. Carefree.

Gaetan stopped.

“You,” he said. “You spoke, Elara, and the people listened. They want change. Your mother tried, but maybe you can help show them a different way.”

There, upon the bricks in fresh, glistening paint, were familiar words.

I am unforgettable.

In an instant, Elara understood why Fernand had chosen her as the match to his flame. A fire could not burn without first igniting. It took friction, and friction could not be created unless there was resistance.

Elara had resisted the fact that her mother was both baker and rebel.

She’d resisted the same desperate desire to make real change in the Restes.

Now she’d resisted the Counseil, proving anyone could produce art.

I am unforgettable.

“No future is certain,” Gaetan said, gripping her shoulder with a tender squeeze, “but trust your heart. It’ll take you and all of us somewhere better.”

Elara stared up at him through bleary eyes. “Thank you.”

“I don’t do tears. Just go back before—”

She threw her arms around him and buried her head in his chest. The old ox took a moment, but he eventually caved, and she felt his strong grip tighten around her.

“Knock ’em dead, kid,” he muttered into her hair.
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NIK



Nik stared at the ceiling, just as he’d done yesterday morning, a hand pressed to his cheek as if it might hold the warmth of Elara’s lips on his skin a little bit longer. That night in the garden had been so damn—

Foolish. A mistake.

Even if he came clean about … everything … he was sure even her kindness had limits.

Still, it was nice to close his eyes and recall the way her head felt on his shoulder, curls tickling his cheek.

No one had ever trusted him like that, and it was terrifying.

He’d hidden in his room with his sketch pad for the last two days to try and sort through his thoughts, which were a riot of half-baked ideas, incongruent lines, and shapes that defied physics. But they could work.

He could show them to her, prove he was on her side.

He forced himself into a fresh suit and went downstairs only to find Elara at the kitchen counter, back straight as Chantal interrogated her.

“How would you take Arts Culinaires in a different direction?” Chantal asked.

“Equality,” Elara replied. “I would focus money—”

“Funding.”

“I would focus on funding areas the Société hasn’t explored yet in order to … to … tap into a new market?”

Chantal nodded. “A little less robotic, but that works. Right, Nik?”

Heat burst through his cheeks at being caught, again, and it only burned hotter when Elara looked his way, a tinge of red blurring her freckles. The memory of her body in his grasp yesterday morning was still too fresh. The way she looked up at him and smiled, face open and trusting.

“I made tea,” she said lightly. “And there’s a fresh baguette with cinnamon butter.”

The hope in her voice would ruin him.

“Thank you,” he muttered. “I have an appointment.”

Coward. What a coward.

“Wait!”

Elara chased him into the hall, but when he turned, she shrank back.

Afraid?

No. Nervous.

“What is it?” he asked.

She chewed her bottom lip, an incredibly distracting coping mechanism.

“I … have one more secret,” she said, and his stomach dropped. “If I tell you, you have to promise not to get angry. I was a different person then, and … well, I think it might help you with Lafontaine.”

His brows perked. “What about him?”

“Promise me first.”

His nostrils flared against the unknown, but he nodded. “Promise.”

She removed a slip of paper from her pocket and pressed the crisp edges against her chest, smoothing them repeatedly. Whatever it was, she couldn’t meet his gaze.

“I was at the Exposé as a cover for my ex.”

His mind went blank. A canvas erased.

She rushed on. “The plan was for me to enter the contest under a fake identity and distract the Counseil long enough for him to steal something.”

The canvas filled with clouds of black, angry smudges and smears.

“I had no idea what he was after. I just wanted him out of my life.”

“What. Did. He. Take?” Nik punctuated every word.

Elara offered the paper. “This.”

He snatched it. His father was right. Perhaps his distraction had really led to letting a viper loose among them. Just not the one Lafontaine thought it was.

He stole a glance at the contents, which didn’t clarify his confusion or anger in the slightest. It was a chemical equation. Except it was wrong. All wrong. There were compounds that didn’t belong together. What could a thief want with this?

“He said it’s something terrible,” Elara said. “And I thought of what you said about Lafontaine not wanting peace. I … I’m not trying to put a wedge between you two, but I think you deserve to know the truth. Whatever it may be.”

Nik waited for fury to explode from him just as it had when he’d learned of Plouffe’s work with the rebels or when he figured out Elara’s true identity. He peered over the paper, expecting to see a murderer and a thief and to feel nothing but disgust for her. He should. By all rights, she’d admitted to stealing from his father right under their noses.

And yet … She was just Elara.

It was the thief who rankled him.

“I knew you should have it,” she said.

Nik folded it up. It was his father’s property, something he’d deemed Nik unworthy of seeing. Whatever the chemicals meant was none of his concern. But the thought of having a leg up on Lafontaine for once was enticing.

Elara stared at him expectantly. It was suffocating.

“I … have an appointment,” he repeated, then dashed upstairs to hide once more.

By midmorning, the paper had become no lighter in his pocket, and he’d narrowed his future down to two options:

1. Decipher the equation.

2. Do nothing and wait for the contest to end and this whole thing to be over.

Option two would only end in Lafontaine destroying Elara. He wouldn’t let her become a beacon of hope to the Restes, especially if she was brazen enough to defy him and cost him everything.

Nik was lost. When was the last time he’d been allowed to decide something for himself? For the last four years, his father had ordered him about: choosing his apprenticeships, using him to dig up dirt on colleagues, even selecting this house for Nik to live in.

The paper offered him a chance. To make a choice of his own. To be worthy of Elara.

Flustered, Nik found himself knocking on Blai’s door.

“Do you want to go for a walk with me?” he blurted when they appeared at the doorway.

“What?” Blai stared back at him.

“A walk.”

“Is the house on fire?”

Nik frowned. “No. Why?”

“Because that’s the only reason to ever exercise.” They folded their arms over a mustard-colored blouse with more ruffles than an opera curtain.

Shame burned his stomach. “Forget it.”

Heels clicked after him as Blai took his arm. “Such drama. Where to?”



Police were everywhere. Nik remembered the days after the bombing when the city guards had flooded the streets and forced people back into their homes. He’d watched from his apartment window as entire families were dragged out in manacles, checking each face for his mother.

As autumn had heaved a dying gasp into winter, Nik had been forced to live on those streets, dodging police as he found any hovel to sleep in for the night. It had been impossible to turn a corner without running into their black uniforms.

Nothing had changed.

Almost nothing … a peace he couldn’t quite name ebbed from every cobblestone.

They turned down an alley Nik barely remembered. Laundry stretched overhead, bleached skirts and trousers dancing in the sweltering summer breeze. A lullaby floated from a window nearby.

Nik had left the Restes with the intention of returning when he’d fixed the system that had caused it to break. Anything less, he’d once thought, was failure.

“Why did you risk everything to stand up to the Vasomar queen?” he asked.

Blai stopped, face coiled in pain.

“I’m sorry.” Nik raked a shaky hand through his hair. “I’m not thinking straight, and I—”

“There was so much promise in the air.” Blai turned to a window box overflowing with geraniums in every color. “Vasomar had just recovered from war, and the whole country was filled with music and art and joy. I got caught up in it. I wanted my plays to reflect the hope my people needed.”

As they stroked the petals, their face smoothed to a strained smile. “Every night was a standing ovation, and I figured if crowds would stand for me and my troupe, they would stand with us.”

“They didn’t,” Nik said.

“I wouldn’t be here if they did.” Blai plucked a crimson flower. “My troupe gave the performance of their lives.”

They turned and tucked it behind Nik’s ear. “Because of me, it was their last.”

Nik thought of Elara facing the Counseil, defending the Restes. He thought of an older rebellion destroyed because of a single person. A traitor.

“I’ll admit,” Blai continued. “It’s nice while you’re shouting, but it’s the silence afterward no one talks about. People agree and sympathize, but they don’t join in.”

“You’re talking about Elara,” Nik replied.

“I’m talking about anyone foolish enough to think people will listen. But, yes. Elara needs to stay focused tomorrow. She needs to say whatever the Counseil wants to hear or they’ll destroy her.”

Nik knew that, but the thought of telling her to be anything but herself made him sick. He thought of himself and what might be perceived as his own complicit silence, but he was helping his father, who had the ideas and the power necessary to make people’s lives better. It would take time and sacrifice, but people would understand soon enough.

Except that wasn’t true anymore.

The proof was in his pocket.

And in his father’s own beliefs.

Restes filth. Nothing could explain those words away. Lafontaine had no interest in helping the Restes Quarter. No interest in accepting Nik as his own son.

Nik turned into The Market, which was so packed the crowd swallowed Blai, who walked far ahead of him.

This was the difference he felt between the past and now. People were out, living their lives and coming together, seemingly without concern for the officers who glowered from their posts.

“Hey!” a small voice shouted above the chaos to his left.

“Shit!” A guard shuffled as the crowd made way for whatever had happened.

In the clearing, an officer was covered in paint. Bright red, it dripped from his hat down his front, slopping onto his once shiny shoes. And a child, no more than ten, stared up at him, her eyes bright with defiance, the bucket dripping at her side.

The guard swiped for her, followed by another. She dodged them expertly, using the bucket to knock them back as she ducked beneath their arms.

“Grab her!” the soiled officer snarled.

“Good luck!” she cheered as she led them in a chase down a narrow street.

The people laughed as soon as the officers fled, cheering her on. Even Nik couldn’t help but smile as her braids whipped out of sight.

His smile faded as the crowd parted for a lithe woman with black hair who climbed atop a stack of crates, fist raised in the air.

“Elara Rousseau reminded the Counseil that we exist,” she cried, “and now it’s our turn!”

Ah. The girl had been a clever distraction, and Nik had a sickening idea of what would happen next.

“For years the Counseil have made us the enemy of the city,” she continued. “But the only people who should fear us are those who oppress us. Are you tired of begging for scraps?”

At first, the people murmured, timid in their agreement.

“Tired of being crushed in the cogs of their machines?”

Then they shouted.

“Are you ready to take this neighborhood back? To remind this city who laid these very stones?”

Finally, they roared back, “Yes!”

“Rousseau is only the beginning, but we can’t let her do it alone. Follow me. Food and shelter for any who are ready to fight!”

“Unforgettable!” the crowd chanted. “Unforgettable! Unforgettable!”

Bodies pushed upon him, and Nik felt as if he would be sick. He had to claw his way through and out to where the crowd thinned near the river. Even there, Elara’s word chased him.

Unforgettable.

This was exactly what he and Lafontaine had feared. The riots, the real rebellion was at the city’s doorstep, which meant punishment … death … would follow swiftly. The rebels would strike again.

He had to get home. He had to …

His focus snared on a boy sitting alone by the river, his legs dangled into the water. In his lap, he folded a piece of paper at sharp, complicated angles, tucking corners and pressing the creases. A boat.

“That’s clever.” Nik crouched beside him.

“The last one sank,” the boy replied, inspecting it closely, “but I think I’ve figured out the proper weight this time.”

“How long have you been working on it?”

“Forever. Mom says it’s a waste of time, but I think it’s fun. Much better than sweeping floors.” The boy looked Nik up and down, taking in his Arts Humains coat and polished shoes. “Did you ever sweep floors?”

He looked to the factory towering in the next quarter. “Once.”

“Me too,” the boy said glumly. “What’s the point if it’s just going to get dirty again?”

Nik laughed. “A fresh start, I suppose.”

The boy shrugged. “Guess you’re right.”

Then he flipped over onto his belly and stretched his arms over the water. “Here goes.”

It was just a paper boat, but Nik’s anxiety spiked as he watched it settle upon the choppy waves. Any second, the water would seep into the paper and drown it.

But it sailed on, cresting each perilous wave. It coursed several meters away, and the boy sprang up. “Look at it go!”

Nik scrambled to catch up, uncaring of how foolish he might look. He dodged crates and barrels to follow the boat’s journey as it careened across the waves and caught a strong wind in its small sail.

The boy cheered, dipping around a barrel.

Nik laughed as he jumped it entirely.

“Brilliant!” he cried.

“That’s nothing!” the boy called back. “Watch!”

At the bend in the river, water splashed violently against the curb, sloshing back in a vortex that would swallow the boat whole. He winced, unable to watch the boy’s disappointment when he proved his mother right yet again.

Except it didn’t succumb to the waves.

The sails unfurled into great wings that beat the air. A breeze caught the spans of paper and carried it up, up, up and out of the water.

Magie.

Real magie from someone so young.

“YES!” The boy threw his fist in the air. “It worked! Can you believe it!”

He looked up at Nik with the biggest grin he’d ever seen.

This wasn’t a monster capable of wielding magie to hurt others. The boy was no murderer, nor was he a weapon sharpened to destroy the city.

This was an artist who managed to do something miraculous. He’d carved out time despite what his mother thought, and he’d made something special. Something Nik had never seen before, and he doubted anyone else in the world had either. A ship that could fly was just a dream.

Unless someone dared to make it.

With more clarity than he’d ever had before, Nik said farewell to the boy and found a shady corner away from the noise. There, he removed the paper and opened it before he could change his mind.

At first glance, the lines and letters blurred together. He recognized the standard elements, but the patterns didn’t make any sense. If this was what his father had intended to share with him, his confusion would’ve been another failure Lafontaine held against him. He’d have to take this back to his study to research it carefully.

But first, he needed to attend to something else.

The boy had been so open with his passion. All he needed was a place he could practice, a place where he could learn something beyond sweeping floors or knocking bolts with a wrench. He needed someone to believe in him.

Someone like Elara.

Nik could help her.

With no sign of Blai, Nik found his way down a crooked alley to an abandoned shop with broken windows. It was time to make something new.
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ELARA



Anespérer tore herself apart … for the people.

That’s what the memorial suggested anyway.

A marble woman sat upon a bench facing guests entering the Senate’s grand lobby. Her fingers pried into her chest, splintering her ribs apart to reveal a riot of colorful paint and lush plant life. A hammer on one hip and a syringe at the other said all disciplines were welcome here. That anyone could partake in these wonders of Anespérer.

Elara read the words beneath.

So that we remember art and magie belong to all.

An explosion cracked the sky, forcing her to duck into Nik’s side. Screams followed, horrifying, guttural death cries amid mass panic and the crumbling of stone.

No one else around her reacted.

The Senate walls didn’t fall.

It was all in her mind.

“Magie,” Nik murmured.

Elara faced the woman again, beautiful in contrast to the horrors of the bombing.

Elara straightened, making distance between herself and Nik once more.

She hadn’t seen him since giving him the note, and she had no way of knowing what he’d done with it. If he’d kept it or given it to Lafontaine. She had to believe he wouldn’t turn her in. Not after the garden. Not after everything.

Her first glimpse of him had been this morning as he crept up the stairs in yesterday’s clothes. Where had he been all night?

It didn’t matter. Her preoccupation with boys was what had gotten her in this mess in the first place. Spying for Fernand, playing the part for Nik.

She had to focus.

“Ready for today?” Nik asked.

“Ready as I can be.”

An attendant appeared from the left wing. “Patrons, if you would follow me to the Grand Hall.”

Nik gave her a lasting glance before heading off with the other two Patrons.

Only two.

Elara’s competition had been reduced to Berina Savi and Hector Vidal, the best chefs in Anespérer. They stood together, talking quietly. Berina wore her contest armor, tight shoulders and not a smile to be seen. Hector continued to look chuffed that he was still here.

Elara approached, holding out her hand. “Good luck.”

Berina raised a brow, then took it. “May the best chef win.”

Hector kissed her knuckles. “I think the Counseil are in for a tough decision.”

“This way.” The attendant had returned to guide them to the massive double doors into the Grand Hall—the exact room the rebels had attacked. The place that marked the beginning of the end for her mother. And the start of something new.

Elara would finish the rebel’s plans—her own way.

The doors opened to unfathomable darkness. It swallowed all light from the hallway, leaving nothing for Elara to rely on.

Above, three lights shuttered to life, illuminating three cooking stations upon a circular stage.

Berina and Elara looked to Hector, giving him the first choice. He took the rightmost one.

Elara nodded for Berina to go next. She deserved it.

Berina took the left, leaving Elara in the center.

The stage was made of two massive metal circles. Elara stood with the other contestants on the innermost one where a railing separated them from their prep stations on the outside ring.

In the cavernous space, there was darkness and silence. If an audience joined them, she couldn’t tell.

“At your station,” a voice carried from all around, “you will find ingredients but no recipe. You have one minute to begin prepping.”

One minute? Until what?

“Your time starts now.”

She’d been given simple enough ingredients: chicken, carrots, sprouts. But she had to test for magie. The sprout was bitter at first, then mellowed into a magie that struck her tongue like lightning and made her nerves quake with intensity.

Elara fired up the skillet with butter and prepped the chicken with salt and pepper. Next, she would—

The floor groaned like a dying monster. Steam burst from small holes in the floor as whatever mechanism lay hidden beneath cranked into action.

The first shuddering movement made Elara tip, forcing her to grab the railing in order to stay on her feet. The inner circle turned counterclockwise, leaving her station behind.

Elara’s new station—Berina’s—had potatoes, butter, cheese, and garlic. The potatoes had been peeled, and the skillet was hot, but it wasn’t enough of a clue as to what she’d started. It could be any number of dishes.

“You have until the end of the interview to finish your recipes,” the voice declared. “Begin.”

Above, six more shutters opened, piercing the outer circle with more beams of light. Before Elara sat Souverain Faucher of Arts Spectacle, dressed in ceremonial white robes, the kind the Counseil wore for all official business. There were no golden threads to identify her Société because the donning of these robes meant the Souverains were supposed to act as a unified front. For the betterment of Anespérer.

“Good afternoon, Rousseau.”

“Souverain.”

“We’ll start simple,” she said. “What made you want to join Arts Culinaires?”

Elara thought for a moment. “Before you all knew her, my mother wanted to be a baker. She spent countless nights preparing her demonstration for the board of Directeurs. I’ve never seen anyone work that hard for anything. Ever.”

Faucher smiled, and it gave Elara hope she was on the right track. “Is that the kind of effort you’ll bring as Souverain?”

“You can ask my Patron,” she replied. “I don’t do anything in half measures.”

A bit of laughter came from the dark. A crowd was watching.

The gears roared back to life, spinning her to an entirely new station with a half-mixed batter, diced strawberries, and cream, partially whipped.

Quickly, she went to work as best she could to identify Hector’s intentions and keep going.

Souverain Cormier of Arts Nécessaire sat before her. “While I am not yet convinced of your loyalty to this Counseil, my colleagues have beseeched me to maintain an open mind.”

“I’m grateful,” Elara replied.

“Given your Restes background, how would you balance your love for them with your duties as Souverain?”

“They’re one and the same,” Elara said, greasing a set of canelé tins for the batter. “Your duty as Souverain is to extend the reach of Arts Nécessaire, no? Why not do so in the Restes where fresh produce is impossible to find? Why not recruit talented farmers there?”

“They lack the skill,” he spat.

“Because you refuse to educate them.”

The stage spun again. Elara was back to her station, which was no longer coq au vin. It was a broth of some sort.

Hector answered questions this round, his voice amplified around the room.

Then Berina.

On her next round, she faced Souverain Tremblay of Arts Visuels, another Souverain who had voted for her.

The next round of questions was safer.

What’s your greatest strength?

What’s your greatest weakness?

Why would you be best suited for Souverain?

By the end of her rotation, she’d lost track of all the dishes.

Back at her original station, she found a bubbling stew and the chicken roasting in the oven. What the hell was happening?

To her right, Hector cursed. “Who burned my caramel!”

“And you added broth to this?” Berina snapped back.

Elara could save her dish. If she took the chicken out now, she could—

The stage spun.

Souverain Gabriel of Arts Manufacturiers dove right in. “In our investigation, we learned Corinne Rousseau was not your only mentor. Gaetan Arnaud of the first competition also tutored you.”

“Yes,” she replied evenly. “He taught me as a child while my mother was working.”

“Working … or planning to destroy the city?”

Elara shrugged, figuring levity was best. Everyone already knew the truth. “Both.”

She came face-to-face with Lafontaine.

“What changes would you suggest for Arts Culinaires?”

A suspiciously easy question. “I would increase access to education,” she replied, whipping the cream that surely didn’t belong with canelés, but maybe Hector had a plan. “With it, the Restes Quarter could see better opportunities beyond backbreaking labor.”

“Honorable jobs,” Lafontaine replied.

“Then I would love to see you try them, Souverain.”

The audience gasped, reminding her this was very much a public interview, and she was likely no longer their favorite contestant. Also, this was Lafontaine. Nik said he would strike back. She had to tread carefully.

Except Lafontaine grinned like a predator. “There’s a bit of that fire we’ve come to love. Tell me, did that come from your mother or Gaetan Arnaud?”

Elara frowned. “Both. Why?”

But the stage spun before she could get her answer.

Souverain Cormier regarded her strangely this time, lips pulled tight. “You’ve answered two questions linking your mother with Arnaud.”

“He was her mentor.”

“According to our reports, they spent more than the workday together.”

This was wrong. What were they playing at?

“They were friends.” She looked around at Berina and Hector working quickly, waiting their turn.

Relentlessly, the stage spun, questions coming faster and faster until she was dizzy and the room smelled of smoke and mismatched flavors. At least Berina and Hector were faring no better.

She faced Gabriel again. Where was Faucher? Tremblay? Perrault? And why weren’t they asking Berina and Hector any more questions?

“You say Arnaud taught you to bake as well,” Gabriel pressed. “When did he have time to do that?”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s a simple question. When did he teach you? Surely, he didn’t have time to run a bakery and teach a toddler at the same time?”

“He made time,” she snapped.

This wasn’t right. They were digging, and Elara knew better than to answer. If the Counseil had some kind of lead, they’d interrogate her until she gave them the answer they wanted.

The stage spun, and Lafontaine braced his chin on his gnarled knuckles.

“You’re being heralded as a hero in the Restes.”

“I was made aware of that.”

“Unforgettable,” he said wistfully. “Such an interesting sentiment for people to latch on to. What is it they wish people to remember?”

Elara clenched her teeth. “That they exist.”

“And these words came from you, a rebel’s daughter thrust into the spotlight.”

Stay silent, Fernand had coached her once when the guards came through The Market the month after her mother died. Give them nothing to hang you with.

Lafontaine might be looking at her, but he was speaking to the audience. Given their silence, given the lack of utensils clanking at the other stations—they were all listening.

“Who would go to any length to ensure one of their own infiltrated our numbers? Turn an innocent girl into a pawn for his schemes?”

Panic swallowed her as she realized, too late, what his game was.

“Stop it.” Whispering did no good. Her voice was everywhere.

Lafontaine reached out to stroke her cheek. She was frozen with fear, stuck between fighting or running. If she did either, it would only add tinder to whatever fire he wanted to stoke.

His voice flooded with sympathy as his cold thumb stroked her blistering face. “You’ve been manipulated your entire life, my dear girl.”

She would’ve bit his fingers off if she could.

“I know the truth is hard to swallow. But it will set you free. I will set you free.”

Lafontaine stood as the rumble of the mechanized stage died.

“Out of respect for the festivities of the Objet d’Art, I struggled to find an opportune time to convey to you all the devastating truth about the passing of our great Souverain Lisette Plouffe.”

What did she … no. Oh no.

“According to the most recent autopsy, it is my sound conclusion that Plouffe did not die of natural causes.”

The room gave a collective gasp. Frenzied chatter spread like wildfire, just as Lafontaine had planned.

“She was murdered.”

Chaos. From the darkness, people stirred like angry wasps, swarming closer to the stage and the Counseil’s light.

“Elara Rousseau is not guilty. She is but a victim, bent to the whims of an evil force threatening to rise in Anespérer again. How did you truly enter this contest?”

He was looking at her.

Elara gaped.

She turned to the crowd for Chantal. Blai. Nik. Someone to help her.

“I … I don’t know. The coat just arrived.”

Lafontaine nodded sympathetically. “Convenient that it should arrive on the doorstep of Corinne Rousseau’s daughter directly after the death of her Souverain.”

Lafontaine raised his arms, and light spread through the room, enough to ease the panic. People were huddled together, clinging to their families as if they were actually in any danger.

It didn’t matter if they were.

Lafontaine had made them believe the threat was real.

“The rebels have returned.”

Someone screamed, and the people pressed closer to the stage, looking to the Counseil des Sept for safety.

Elara was going to be sick.

“But I bring balm to this wound. Justice.” Lafontaine pointed toward the front doors, which burst open.

Elara’s knees gave out as she crashed to the stage.

It took two guards to drag Gaetan forward. He stumbled against the heavy chains on his ankles and wrists, the clanking filling the silence between her thundering heartbeats. The great symbol of peace in the Restes was broken. They’d dappled him with bruises and cuts that wept down his brawny arms. His beard was matted with spittle and old blood. They’d ruined him. Destroyed him.

Elara broke her silence with a plea. “He’s innocent.”

“He has led you to believe that,” Lafontaine replied. “Who but Corinne’s right-hand man could see this plan through? He burrowed his way into your heart so you wouldn’t notice his schemes. In a recent raid of an old rebel’s home, we found this.”

He held up a photograph.

Elara didn’t need to see it. Unlike the one Nik had given her, Lafontaine’s was whole. Where did he get it? There’d only been enough copies for the rebels to have them.

“This photograph depicts Gaetan Arnaud standing with Corinne Rousseau and ten other known rebels!”

The crowd cried for blood.

Murderer!

Hang him!

“He had nothing to do with it!” Elara cried, finding her feet now. “Please. He didn’t have anything to do with the bombing.”

“Lies. He hid while your mother was hunted down, biding his time for another opportunity to destroy everything this city holds dear.”

Elara almost fell to her knees before Lafontaine. “No. You can’t do this.”

“The only answer to treason is death.”
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NIK



“Get out of my way!” Nik fought through the crowd. “Move!”

They were too distracted by their senseless paranoia to notice him. They were all watching the horror unfold on the stage. Everything Lafontaine had laid before them proved they had every right to be afraid: Rebels were among them, and they wanted to kill again.

Arnaud had been arrested under suspicion alone, the evidence so flimsy it wouldn’t hold in a real trial. But he wouldn’t get one. Not if Nik’s father had anything to do with it. And if Elara opened her mouth again, if she gave his father any sort of resistance, she’d be next.

Nik had to get to her first.

“Gaetan Arnaud,” Lafontaine declared, “you are charged with conspiracy to commit treason, as well as the murder of Souverain Lisette Plouffe. How do you plead?”

The hulking man didn’t even look up from where he knelt. “Guilty.”

“No!” Elara fought to get to him. “Don’t do this!”

“Silence!” Lafontaine ordered.

“The only thing he’s guilty of is beating your system!” Elara snarled. “For rising high enough, you had to knock him down. First with bills he had no hope to pay and now this!”

“Shortly after your success during the second round, it was your words being chanted in the streets and plastered on walls,” Lafontaine added. “We found evidence of such propaganda in his bakery. Including paint and flyers for the rallies.”

Lafontaine held out one of the so-called flyers. Even from here, Nik could see it wasn’t real. Someone had designed a fist punching through the memorial in the Senate lobby with information for a meetup near the southern tip of the Restes.

He would’ve laughed at its absurdity if he wasn’t so terrified for Elara. No rebellion would give up their location so easily.

But the privileged, sheltered audience didn’t know that. And they certainly didn’t care.

“It’s fake,” she said.

“How would you know?”

Lafontaine leered down at her. If she confirmed what they both knew to be true, they would arrest her under suspicion as well.

Thankfully, Elara changed tactic, embracing a quieter, softer side.

“Please,” she whispered. “He didn’t do this. It has to be someone else.”

“Then who, Rousseau?” Souverain Faucher piped up.

Shit. If Faucher turned against her, she’d never win.

Elara stared back, feigning resilience, but none of them saw the way she fiddled with the hem of her sleeve or the way she chewed her lip. None of them knew her. Not like Nik did.

Elara knew exactly who was running the rebellion.

“No one.” Gaetan spat a wad of pinkish saliva onto the clean metal stage. “I acted alone.”

“Alone in this treasonous plot, perhaps, but what about the attack on the Senate? Were you a part of Corinne’s rebels?” Lafontaine asked.

Gaetan lifted his head. “Yes.”

“And the others in this photograph were known rebels, yes?”

“As you’ve already stated.”

“They’ve all perished, yet you escaped their fate. How is that?”

“You mean how was I not hunted down in the streets and slaughtered like an animal?” Gaetan spat blood. “I’d call it luck.”

“It seems that it has finally run out,” Gabriel sneered.

“No,” Elara cut in. “He walked away from the rebels before the attack. He had nothing to do with it.”

“Or,” Lafontaine offered, “was he a fail-safe? A way to reignite the rebellion after its inevitable failure?”

Elara bucked up, shoulders taut in a way that promised wrath. Nik shoved closer, arriving in time to watch her face set with fierce determination.

“If someone really managed to do all that,” she said darkly, “it would make all of you look like fools.”

The guard struck her with a resounding crack. Elara toppled into the railing.

It filled him with enough rage to break through to the stage, where he placed himself firmly between Elara and the guard. His hands were up, palms presented in surrender.

“Forgive her,” he shouted. “Forgive her, Counseil.”

Lafontaine slammed his hands down. “Silence, Dupont.”

“A moment, Souverain.” He swallowed a gulp of air and watched as Elara righted herself. Her cheek was red, eyes unfocused from a likely concussion, but she was fire incarnate as she straightened her shoulders. “Please.”

Souverain Faucher waved her palm. “Let him speak, Lafontaine.”

Nik bowed, deeply. “Thank you. Elara confessed the truth of her name to me at the start,” he lied. “As a former resident of the Restes Quarter myself, I understood her need to escape. To live among your grace and power.”

Faucher raised a sculpted brow. “You encouraged deceiving the Counseil?”

“You admitted to the possibility that you might not have accepted her had you known the truth,” he said. “If Elara was operating under Arnaud’s influence, with or without her knowledge, even I didn’t see it.”

“Are you suggesting your Souverain has arrested the wrong man?” Gabriel spat.

“I am suggesting that this is an interview for the Objet d’Art. Not a courtroom.” Nik motioned to Gaetan. “Conduct a trial as you see fit, but not here. Please, honored Souverain.”

Discussion broke out from the crowd. Disagreements on whether Elara was a traitor, whether she was a poor victim under a monster’s control, or whether the Counseil were sabotaging the competition.

“We do not bow to the whims of foolish boys,” Lafontaine snarled.

“But you do answer to us,” Faucher shot back. “From what I’ve seen, you have one photograph linking Gaetan Arnaud to several known rebels. What evidence ties him to Plouffe’s murder?”

“And why are we just now hearing of it?” Souverain Tremblay added.

A knot unhitched in Nik’s chest. If the other Counseil members turned on his father, then there was hope Elara could make it out alive.

The Counseil ruptured in heated debate, topping one another in volume and voracity. Lafontaine attempted to defend his lie of a delayed autopsy, Gabriel supported his decision, and the rest tore them apart.

Nik stole a glance at Elara, who looked between him and Gaetan with such fear that it made him step toward her. He longed to hold her cheek, to sweep the hair from her face and crush her to his chest and shelter her from this storm he’d brought upon her. Later, he promised himself. Later he would surrender himself to these feelings. For now, he mouthed, I’ve got you.

Despite the shine of tears, she nodded. Trusting him once again.

“Perhaps,” Souverain Tremblay said loudly, “this is a matter to be discussed in private.”

Faucher stood. “Agreed. Take Arnaud away until we can determine if there is such a case against him.”

Lafontaine slammed his fists. “He is my prisoner—”

“And we do not want to incite a riot if you should be wrong,” Souverain Perrault muttered. “Even in all your infinite wisdom.”

Lafontaine’s face paled.

The police yanked Gaetan to his feet and dragged him backward.

“No!” Elara bolted, and Nik was there to catch her. “No! Please! He didn’t do anything! Nik! Please! He didn’t. I swear!”

She buried her face in his shoulders as her muffled cries filled the silent hall.
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“We’ll fix this,” Nik said.

Elara didn’t believe him. Not because he was lying, for once, but because all she could think about was Colin from The Market. Jeanine’s Colin, swollen and broken. If that’s what they did to someone who practiced magie outside Société rules, what would they do to someone accused of treason?

Elara glared out the parlor window of Nik’s home, watching the guards posted at the front door. There were more on the street corners and even more spread down the surrounding blocks. Clearly, the Counseil had chosen their side.

“How?” she asked. “Gaetan is gone. The police are everywhere. And the Restes…”

The Restes would riot just as Lafontaine had planned for all along. Even if there wasn’t a rebellion, he’d made the people north of the Joyaux believe in one enough to fear it and turn to him. Her only hope was that the Counseil had enough wisdom to see through his lies.

“I need to get into Lafontaine’s office,” Nik replied. “To research.”

She stopped. “What?”

“We need to move faster than an afternoon read, Nik.” Chantal tapped her cane. She was perched on the settee looking out the window, watching the officers pace.

Nik pulled the paper Elara had given him out of his pocket. “It’s a chemical equation for some kind of new medicine.”

Heat bloomed in her chest. “You kept it?”

He nodded stiffly. “Whatever it is, it’s not good. It’s a sedative mixed with a few compounds that I know should never mix. I just can’t remember why.”

As if it might help her understand, he pressed his finger to the first few letters. “This part slows down the communication between your body and your mind.” He tapped the next few letters and lines. “This one increases blood flow and oxygen to the brain, which heightens the senses.”

Chantal shook her head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Exactly.” He waved the paper. “The key is in the elements and chemicals I don’t know. Ones Lafontaine must be working on to make … whatever this is.”

“How does this help Gaetan?” Elara asked.

“Whatever this formula is,” Nik said with a shuddering breath, “I have a feeling it’s meant to cause more harm than good. But I’ll figure it out—with or without him. The answers have to be somewhere in his home.”

Nik knew something. She could see it churning behind his eyes.

I’ve got you, he’d said to her tonight.

Elara wanted nothing more than to believe that, to sink into the safety of his arms as she had in the carriage ride back. To feel protected and comforted as he held her like she was all that mattered in the world.

But a few weeks couldn’t change a person entirely. How many of their midnight meetings would it take to fully capture his heart? To make him abandon everything he’d worked for with his Souverain?

“Why?” she asked, because she needed to know the truth.

“Why what?”

“Why hurt Lafontaine to help me?”

“I don’t want to hurt him,” he replied, tapping the paper against his free hand. “I just want the truth.”

“I see.” It was foolish to think he had any other motive.

Without warning, he crossed the parlor in two long strides and threaded his fingers through her hair, broad palms cupping her heated cheeks. It was what she’d wanted earlier tonight when he’d found her huddled in the corner, and it was every bit as wonderful as she’d imagined. She clutched his coat to steady herself and pulled him closer, leaning into the warmth of his fingers that outlined the shape of her ear.

He was going to kiss her.

And she wanted it so badly.

Instead, his forehead pressed against hers, their breath mingling.

“This is the best I’ve got,” he whispered.

He brushed his nose against hers.

“I’ll be back. Stay here.”

“I can’t just wait around while everyone solves my problems for me.”

“Elara.” His voice rumbled as his fingers pressed desperately into the back of her neck. “Promise me you’ll stay here. Wait for me.”

Like he needed her.

Like she was the only thing keeping him tethered.

“Fine.” She closed her eyes. “Okay.”

“Thank you.”

The door closed behind him, and she watched as he sneaked past the guards and down the street. Elara shut the curtains with a snap.

As if from a nightmare, the faint chime of the Objet d’Art envelope rang out from the kitchen. It was probably a dismissal. At least now the whole damn thing would be over, and she could—

CHEF ELARA ROUSSEAU,

This evening, your fate as a contestant, not to mention your status as a citizen, was under great scrutiny. The Counseil has determined that you are not guilty of treason but instead, a victim of a terrorist’s deceit. It is in the spirit of support for all citizens that the Counseil has granted your continued participation in Objet de’Art.

“The crowd loved you,” Chantal explained. “After your starvation tart? After Gaetan practically confessed? The Souverains would risk public favor if they turned you away.”

Elara’s throat tightened as she continued to read.

Throughout the festivities, you have enchanted some of the most renowned Directeurs and Professionnelles in Anespérer. But as the finale approaches, let us not forget those a Souverain truly serves: the people. With unrest knocking at our door, it is important to show our citizens that we are united in their pain, and they are united in our victory. The final event will be hosted at the week’s end in the Restes Market, where you will be joined by two assistants to create a banquet not only for the Counseil, but for the people. You will have six hours to do so. After which, a new Souverain will be crowned for a new future.

All of Anespérer be with you,

THE COUNSEIL DES SEPT

The Restes?

“Why would they host it there?” she asked. “They’ve never hosted there.”

Chantal paled. “Not that I’m aware of.”

Which meant they were planning something.

Elara dropped the envelope, wrenched open her collar, and touched the tattoo.

You’re in danger.

“Come on,” she whispered. “Come on.”

Unlike the previous call, this one felt … empty. As if her pleas had entered an abyss rather than gone unanswered.

Fernand! Please!

Nothing. Not even a tingle itched her skin.

Fear roiled her belly. Had they caught onto the truth? Had they found Fernand? Ransacked Étoiles and arrested countless others all because of her?

She’d promised Nik not minutes ago that she would wait, but how could she sit inside the safety of this house wrapped in the armor of Nik’s social status while her friends—her family—were in danger?

She couldn’t.

She took off upstairs to Blai’s room.

Chantal was quick on her heels. “What are you doing?”

“Nik has his plan, and I have mine.”

“Which is?”

She knocked once. Twice. A third time.

“Where the hell are they?”

Chantal shook her head. “They didn’t come back from the interview.”

Elara didn’t have time. She wrenched open the door and went right for their closet. She took out the dress she’d worn during their previous trips and stripped off the chef’s coat and old gown.

Chantal lingered in the doorway, watching her with brows drawn.

“If Nik comes back—”

“Elara.”

“—tell him I’m sorry for being a bad listener.”

“Elara.”

“But I should be back before—”

The sharp rap of Chantal’s cane cut her off.

“Slow down,” she said firmly. “I can only handle one harebrained scheme per night. Unless you tell me exactly where you’re going and why, I’m not letting you leave.”

Elara considered ignoring her and bolting anyway, as if she could take her. Chantal would kick her ass in three seconds flat.

“I did this,” she relented. “I really believed this would be a silly little competition where I could bake silly little pies—get everything and give up nothing. Fernand tried to tell me! You tried to tell me! Gaetan…” She swallowed the sob that threatened to escape her.

It was her words people were slashing upon the bricks and shouting at riots. She’d lived in fear of being doomed to her mother’s fate, and now, she was that same beacon of light in the darkness to the Restes. Maybe even brighter.

She’d lived most of her life a coward, but no longer.

Silence was where evil thrived.

But she couldn’t be a leader.

Could she?

“People are looking to me.” Her voice broke. “I don’t deserve that kind of power.”

Chantal shrugged. “Do you think I deserved anyone’s praise for breaking family norms to become a ballerina?”

“You worked hard to do that.”

“I’m not the only one. Hundreds before me dared to be different. I was simply the first they couldn’t ignore. The first they could use.” She offered a sad smile. “Like it or not, the Restes are looking to you now, and what you do next matters. Go along with the Counseil and sit in silence among them, be used by them. Or make a difference.”

There was no escaping this fate.

“I know someone in the rebellion.” Elara swallowed her pride with every word. “Someone who’s been leading it for a long time and has an annoying knack for getting in and out of places he shouldn’t. He can help.”

Chantal tossed her cane up and caught it with a snap. “All right.”

She selected a bleach-stained green dress from the racks.

Elara gaped. “What are you doing?”

“Picking out a costume. I need to fit in, don’t I?”

It was as if Elara had been living the last few weeks in a cloud of smoke, and now, it had cleared. Chantal tugged off her citrine gown and nestled the frock over her dainty shoulders, back straight as if readying for a performance.

“When I started pushing for reform in the theatre, they responded by making me prima ballerina. What better place to put a threat than beneath a spotlight? That’s what they do, Elara. Then, they lay on the pressure until you break, rendering you useless—no longer a threat.”

She snatched her cane. “I want to prove them wrong.”

The decision was made.

Arms linked, they crept out the kitchen door into the tenement garden, through an open window of a darkened house and out into the back streets. There were more police than ever tonight, and their numbers thickened the closer they came to the Joyaux.

Above the rank of garbage came an acrid smell.

Elara sniffed.

No. Please. No.

Not again.

“What is it?” Chantal asked.

They turned a corner, and Elara’s steps faltered.

The Restes was burning.
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“Lafontaine’s expecting me,” Nik told the guards at his father’s front door.

A lie.

While security had increased in Belleplace, it was crawling all over Lafontaine’s château. The police stationed at the gates had only let Nik in because of his direct apprenticeship to Lafontaine—and the mild threat that Lafontaine would be upset if they held up his “guest” any further.

One guard said flatly, “He’s out.”

“I have urgent news. Of the Restes.”

His voice trembled, and the words barely tumbled from his lips. Acting was more difficult than he’d given Chantal and Blai credit for.

But it worked. The guards stepped aside and admitted him into his father’s foyer. To be fair, it wasn’t uncommon for Nik to be summoned and made to wait like a dog.

He sprinted up the stairs and to Lafontaine’s office.

Nik had navigated these halls hundreds of times in the last four years, yet they felt strange tonight. Different. The white walls he once thought rich felt sterile. The red accents along the floor and ceiling like blood-soaked omens.

No. The château hadn’t changed.

Nik had.

Sneaking into a Souverain’s study? Digging up information? Using it to release a rebel? These weren’t the actions of a diligent son, and it went way beyond a little bit of teenage fury.

It was treason.

But it was the only way he could prevent Lafontaine from doing something rash. Something that would spark a war they’d worked so hard to avoid.

Once he reached his father’s office, his hand hovered at the door.

He’d been angry at him before, and he’d acted out as all children do. But Nik wasn’t a child anymore, and this wasn’t a simple disagreement.

The paper tucked safely in his pocket reminded him of that. Everything his father had done, from Plouffe’s murder and framing Gaetan, had made things worse. Nik had to know how the formula fit into all of this. How he fit into all of this.

The door opened with a click.

“Souverain?” he called.

No answer.

The desk was empty and clean, the cascading crimson lights above illuminated in a dull red, but it didn’t account for the smoldering orange light spreading across the white carpet.

“No.” He approached the window on leaden feet.

Anespérer was on fire.

The Restes was burning.

Elara’s home was burning.

His home was burning.

Smokestacks from one of the factories collapsed in a gnarled gulf of flame. Black smoke plumed into the sky. Sparks of light shattered outward, hungrily searching for the next dry tinder to devour. On and on it would continue until it consumed everything.

Unless he found a way to stop it.

Nik ran to the shelves.

The answers had to be somewhere. His father had hidden so much from him, secret rooms and dangerous serums. All of it here, beneath his nose. There must be more, something to help him.

He tore through the shelves and drawers. Dead ends. Everywhere. A simple thief had been able to uncover the truth—why not Nik?

He slammed his fist against the wall with a growl, rattling his mother’s painting.

She chose his father, and the loop started again. Nik knew every detail from staring at it during his father’s lectures. The star in the top left twinkled twice; the choppy waves crashed on the concrete in an infinite puddle that would never dry; and his mother never smiled. Not once. Not even when she’d made up her mind to follow love to her doom.

“You’d know what to say to him.”

He touched her face.

The painting rippled, like a pond disturbed by a stone. When he pulled his fingers back, they were clean and dry. Not a drop of water or paint.

An illusion. One he tested again by pushing his entire hand through, only to find a smooth and cold surface beyond.

With a deep breath, he pressed his face into the canvas. It felt as if the paint itself were stroking his skin as he sank through to the other side, where a familiar, blinding-white room came into focus.

The operating room. The one his father had hidden from him.

It had always been there, behind his mother’s portrait—like a secret.

The door to the right opened, and two guards wrestled a hulking figure into the examination chair. When they stepped back, Nik cursed.

Gaetan was far worse than when he’d been dragged from the interview. Fresh blood coursed from his nose and mouth, and the bruises had darkened every inch of visible skin, making it impossible to see the man beneath. He didn’t resist as they strapped him down because he couldn’t. He was barely conscious.

They were supposed to have taken him to the prison.

Why the hell was he here?

Nik reached out, finding his fingers pressed against cold glass. A two-way mirror. He could see in, but they couldn’t see out.

Before Nik could even think to break into the room and free Gaetan, Lafontaine was already beside him. His jaw moved and flexed, speaking words Nik couldn’t hear.

Gaetan responded by spitting.

Lafontaine regarded the crimson splotch near his boots. He took a syringe from the operating table. It was filled with purple liquid, which he flicked to remove the air bubbles.

Shit.

This had to be the formula. His big secret.

Gaetan rolled his eyes, mouthing something in response.

Stubborn. Fearless. Like Elara.

“Stop,” Nik muttered as his father approached. “Don’t! Stop!”

Even if his father could’ve heard him, he wouldn’t have listened. He always did as he pleased.

Nik watched in horror as he sank the needle deep into Gaetan’s neck. The massive man stiffened as if struck by lightning. Lips coiled back like a rabid dog as his teeth mashed together hard enough to make the veins protrude along his throat and forehead. He pushed against the restraints, muscles taut with pain.

Then he slumped for what seemed like ages.

Nik’s throat turned sour.

Gaetan awoke with a gasp, and Nik finally allowed himself to breathe.

Lafontaine scribbled notes onto a pad, flipping pages as he spoke. He managed to coax a diminished response from Gaetan, who was trapped in a trance. They volleyed back and forth, answers his father recorded. Given the sharp scratch of his pen, he wasn’t pleased.

As if it pained him to do so, his father took up another syringe.

“Stop,” Nik croaked.

His father approached.

“Stop!” he shouted, stronger.

The syringe sank into the same spot. A familiar spot.

There was no way to get in. Lafontaine’s security system only answered to him. Nik could only beat against the glass until his hands ached, until he felt as if he might break through the wall, until his ears rang with his useless shouts. But he beat on, desperate to stop this.

On the other side, mere feet away and entirely unreachable, Gaetan surged against the straps again. This time, his body left the chair, and blood oozed between his teeth.

Lafontaine studied him with perverse eagerness.

Gaetan collapsed once more.

His father waited, pen in hand.

He waited.

And waited.

And waited.

Then he tossed the paper, snatched a different syringe, and jammed it straight into Gaetan’s heart. Adrenaline. It was a drastic measure to bring someone back, but it could work.

When Gaetan woke, Nik would find a way to save him from this hell.

He would hide and wait for Lafontaine to leave. As the door closed, Nik would sneak in, unhook Gaetan, and steal him away through the servant passages he and Elara had taken weeks ago.

As soon as he woke up.

Any second now.

Except seconds turned into minutes, and Gaetan remained motionless.

Lafontaine pressed his fingers to his throat, then turned away. He tossed his clipboard with a silent curse. Furious red splotches climbed up his throat as he tipped the table and threw the empty syringes against the wall, the glass shattering in violent explosions.

Nik tried to accept what had happened. Another rebel dead. The city should be safer.

But all he saw now was a man, a good man, murdered in the name of his father’s vengeance.
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By the time they arrived, the textile factory was engulfed in flames. People in the area were sorted into two different crowds: one that watched the smoke as it clogged the air, raining ash upon their heads, and one that formed chains to bring buckets of water from the Joyaux.

Elara and Chantal joined the second group.

“We have to stop it from spreading!” shouted a man to her left, his face scorched and hands burnt.

“The fire brigade can handle it,” someone answered.

“Because it’s one of their damned factories that went up,” he snarled back. “If it’d been the tenement across the street…”

He didn’t need to finish. They’d seen it before. Anything that didn’t outwardly belong to the Counseil or one of their aristocratic sycophants was free to burn.

“What happened?” Elara asked.

“Damn rebellion, that’s what,” a woman up the chain said. “I don’t much blame them.”

“Then you can stand to the side like the rest of those useless scum.” The man glowered at the crowd of people backing farther and farther away.

A whistle blared around the corner, followed by the thunder of boots. A swarm of police surged toward the crowd, a tidal wave that would swallow them all. The man to her left addressed them.

“We’ve got plenty of buckets, and—”

They struck him with a baton across the face. Blood sprayed the already wet cobblestones.

Everyone scattered, but not before a few were caught and slammed to the ground or against brick buildings. More bones were broken than buckets of water were sluiced onto the crumbling building.

“Leave him alone!” Elara shouted.

Chantal grabbed her elbow. “We have to go.”

One voice rose above the chaos. “Run! Go home!”

Fernand.

Elara pushed through the riot to find him dragging a smoking body from the smoldering curb.

Sirens wailed through the night. The fire brigade. And more police.

“RUN!” Fernand shouted again, hobbling faster. It wasn’t enough. The body would slow him down, and he’d be captured.

Elara ran toward him.

“I don’t understand,” Chantal shouted, following Elara through the herd and toward Fernand. “We’re helping!”

“It doesn’t matter,” Elara replied, stooping to grab the body.

Fernand’s eyes flared with surprise at seeing her, but he accepted her help, and together, they raced to the back of the tailor’s office. Others were flooding in and down into the cellars of Étoiles.

The dance hall had been converted into a makeshift hospital. Bodies in varying degrees of pain were stretched on blankets or covered with cloth. The vendors passed out their contraband magie wherever it helped—tea to numb the pain, food to nourish the burns, little toys to help children forget what they’d just seen.

But they would never forget.

It didn’t work like that.

“What are you doing here?” Fernand said, laying the body down.

The person was … unidentifiable. Any hair had been singed short, their clothes burned nearly beyond recognition save for a splotch of bleach across little pink flowers. Had they worn it to catch someone’s eye this morning? Or just to feel pretty?

They gasped, fingers reaching, scratching.

Chantal knelt down, grasping their withered hand.

“I’m here to help,” Elara said.

“Move!” Nicolette shoved her aside and dropped to the floor with water and bandages. “We’re a little busy, Souverain.”

Elara ignored the jab. “What happened?”

“Some damned fool took it upon themselves to try and start a war on their own.” Nicolette doused the poor soul in water, and their screams joined the riot of others.

“Gently,” a familiar voice snapped from a few cots over.

“Blai?”

They poked their head up, cheeks tinting red. “I can explain.”

“Blai came to warn us about the arrest,” Fernand said. “It gave us time to prepare down here before the police arrived.”

“Only because his face is too beautiful to be crushed by a fist,” Blai muttered.

Elara wasn’t awake. She couldn’t be, because Blai, someone who’d warned her against sticking her neck out for others, was here, helping a rebel and his cause.

Chantal took the pitcher from Nicolette. “Let me.”

“What do you know about burns?” Nicolette snapped.

“I’ve seen my fair share of theatre fires and stage accidents.” She held out a hand. “Chantal Maran, at your service.”

Nicolette’s face blanched. “The Chantal Maran?”

“One and the same.”

They went to work, giving Elara and Fernand freedom to step away. The boy-like fear he’d shown earlier was gone, the hardened face of a general plastered on once more.

She gripped his elbow. “If you didn’t start this, who did?”

“I know you’ve been a little busy playing chef to notice, but things in the Restes have gone to shit.” He wiped his hands on a rag and tossed it aside, turning to prowl through the dance hall to the back rooms.

“I know that.” She followed on his heel.

He slammed the door to the Cradle open. It was busier than last time, the table cluttered with maps, extra rations … weapons. Empty chairs surrounded the center table, where a map had been pinned to the top with knives. A circle had been traced around The Market.

“Why are you angry?” Elara asked. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

He tore his ruined shirt over his head. “If you’re asking that, you don’t know me as well as I thought.”

Elara flushed at his stinging words more than his glistening skin. She did know Fernand. Better than most people. She’d just been too stubborn to see it all this time.

Fernand was rage and vengeance incarnate, but he was also calculated and compassionate. He would never put his quarter in danger if he could avoid it. She’d been so wrong in reducing him to an angry boy who lashed out without a plan. Regardless of how things went, he tried his best to protect his people. His neighbors. Her.

Elara knew she needed to apologize, but there wasn’t time.

“How did news about Gaetan spread so fast?” she asked.

“Blai only gave us a few minutes warning before this thing”—Fernand tossed his head at a Lisette Plouffe poster laid out beneath the map—“started rearranging the narrative. They pinned Plouffe’s murder on him, declared you a stooge.”

“They don’t have a shred of proof.”

“Of course they don’t. Because none of it’s true.”

“Please.” She stepped forward. “You need to save him.”

“Sure. I’ll just make an appeal at court first thing in the morning.” He grabbed a bottle of liquor and splashed it on his burnt hands. “Shit!”

Elara fought the urge to help him. That wasn’t her place anymore. “If anyone can get him out, it’s you. You’re good at this kind of thing. You got those papers for me—”

“Because I had a connection. Look what happened to her.” He sloshed down a swallow, then grabbed a rumpled shirt from the pile.

“Who really killed her?” Elara asked.

His face fell in disbelief. “You have no idea, do you?”

She felt like a child beneath his stare.

“Oh, Elara.” His tone was laced with so much pity she wanted to smack him. “You were offered a patronage by Lafontaine’s direct apprentice, and, let me guess, he promised you’d win as long as you played their game. For what price?”

Elara bit her tongue.

He sneered. “Did you at least show the paper to Dupont?”

“He’s trying to figure it out,” she replied. “And I didn’t come here to be ridiculed or punished for being a disappointment to you and everyone else in the city. I came here to help Gaetan!”

Fernand shoved a pistol in his belt. “Do you want me break into prison to save him? Get arrested and leave my people to die?”

This was the Fernand Travers people followed. Elara would’ve followed him too if she hadn’t been so afraid.

“I can’t sacrifice the hope of the resistance for one man,” he declared. “If anything, his arrest might be the power I need to propel people into action. The right kind of action.”

Elara drew back. “You really would use him to further your own plans.”

“If it’s the only way to win,” he said, approaching the door.

“Then you’re no better than the Counseil,” she spat.

She added it to the growing list of things she should apologize for. Fernand was nothing like the Counseil, but that didn’t help her understand how he could so easily cast Gaetan aside.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I have somewhere I need to be.”

“Why?”

He opened the door, letting a nightmarish cacophony fill the air: screams, cries, harshly struck commands.

“I deserve to know,” she snapped.

He whirled on her. “Deserve?” Elara backpedaled until her thighs hit the table. “You don’t deserve anything, Elara. Not until you realize everything you do—everything—affects others.”

“I do,” she whispered. “Now I do.”

“If you did, you wouldn’t have come here and put us all in more danger, Favored. You only came here to make yourself feel better. To pretend like you’re making a difference instead of actually helping.”

Her lip wobbled, but she refused to let him see her break.

“Do you know why I said your bakery was a waste of time?” He pointed to the table cluttered with plans. “Because your mother knew there was more important work to be done. She died for that work, and you chose to live out some fantasy instead.”

He stormed out, stopping at the door. “Don’t attend the final contest.”

Before she could ask why, the shouts outside changed. They weren’t the soul-tearing screams of those in pain, but the terrified shrieks of—

“Police!”

“Run!”

Furious stomps shook the walls, and Elara was fourteen again, watching the city’s guard tear through people like they were sugar-work figurines, smashing them to pieces until they got their answers. Fourteen when buildings burned and she had to hear the wails of a child—

“They found us.” Nicolette panted. “We have to get out of here.”

Blai and Chantal were on her heels, as well as other faces Elara recognized as if through a hazy dream—the people who’d surrounded Fernand in the booth the day she’d answered his call. They were here, looking to him for answers.

“Out the back,” Fernand mumbled, eyes stuck on the archway to the ballroom.

Standing there, Elara understood his struggle. If he left now, he’d be abandoning those people to a fate worse than death. But if he tried to help, he’d be captured and any hope for change would end. It was an impossible choice.

One Elara made for him, both because she still cared for the stubborn boy who’d saved her from her grief and because she wanted to prove she was capable of committing to change.

She shoved him into his followers. “Get him and as many people out of here as you can.”

“What!” Fernand fought to get away. “No! Let me go!”

They dragged him backward and around the corner, where his voice finally faded.

“We have to go too,” Chantal said, following on Elara’s heels into the Cradle. “What are you doing with that!”

Elara brought the bottles of liquor into the hallway and dumped the contents in a line across the stones. It would burn, but not for long. Just enough to deter the police from following. Beside her, Nicolette and a handful of Fernand’s other supporters helped, adding clothes and curtains from the Cradle to the barrier.

Down the hallway, a troop of officers appeared. “Halt!”

Elara went to strike a match, but Nicolette stole it from her hand.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

Nicolette knocked her back into the shadows. “They can’t recognize you!”

Elara frowned. “Why do you suddenly care?”

“I don’t,” Nicolette snapped. “Not about you, but about what you’ve done. What you could do for us. For the Restes. Fernand’s plan is solid, but so is yours. You can support him and the Restes if you win, and you can’t do that if you’re in shackles.”

The police were nearly upon them.

“GO!”

Blai tugged Elara’s sleeve, bringing her back to reality. If the police caught her, the Counseil would have perfect reason to raze the Restes to the ground.

They left Nicolette behind, her silhouette darkened against a fiery explosion of liquor and cloth.

When they hit stifling summer air, Blai broke away. “Get back to the house.”

They fled, forcing Elara and Chantal to disappear down the narrow, twisted alleys leading back to Belleplace. Across the river, Elara turned back to face her home, which lit up the sky like a smoldering dawn.

She couldn’t ignore it any longer.

They were at war.
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Elara only allowed herself to breathe once she and Chantal were back in the safety of Belleplace. The safety of the garden outside Nik’s home.

“Nicolette, the boy you were talking to,” Chantal said quietly, “those were rebels?”

Elara nodded.

Chantal touched her chin. “What did he say to you?”

Elara didn’t realize she’d been blinking back tears.

You don’t deserve anything.

I can’t sacrifice the hope of the resistance for one man.

Gaetan was rotting in prison right now, and it was all her fault. If Fernand refused to help, her hope rested entirely on Nik finding some way to save him. Blackmail, extortion, it didn’t matter. They had to get him out somehow, because she knew better than to believe in the justice system anymore.

Fernand had tried to make her see how broken it was for so long.

“Fernand.” Elara said his name out loud for the first time. “Fernand was a friend, more than a friend, who grew up with the previous generation as his idols. Unlike me, he’s never given up on hope for change. He’s been trying to spark something for years.”

Movement in the kitchen caught her eye.

With aching bones and hair reeking of cinders, she forced her tired body into the kitchen.

Nik was a mess. His coat was gone, shirt open with buttons missing as if he’d ripped it open. The curls of his hair were free, the pomade unable to hold its shape from his restlessness.

When he saw her, he froze.

Went impossibly still.

Eyes as dark as storm clouds.

“Where the hell were you?”

Chantal stepped forward. “It was my fault. We shouldn’t—”

“Stay out of this, Chantal.” He looked them up and down. “What are you wearing?”

“I can explain,” Elara began.

“Explain how you lied to me!” He slammed his palm against the counter.

“Nik,” Chantal warned.

Elara shook her head. “It’s okay.” Enough was enough. She needed to tell him the truth, the last secret she’d kept because it wasn’t hers to tell. Except now it was. If they wanted to save Gaetan, save Anespérer, there was no longer room for secrets between them.

“I’m fine,” she said, nodding for Chantal to go on.

She looked wearily between them before disappearing. When Elara heard the stairs creak, she tried with Nik again.

“I know I promised I would stay here, but I couldn’t wait.” She held out the black letter. “They’re hosting the final contest in the Restes, and I … I thought something was going to happen, so I went—”

His eyes widened with fury. “You went to the Restes? Tonight!”

“I know you’re angry.”

“Angry?” His lithe body was taut, lean muscles straining against the back of his shirt. The veins in his arms twitched as he clenched the edge of the counter. “Of course I’m angry. Before all this, my life ran on a schedule. I knew what to expect and when to expect it. Before all this, I knew exactly where I was headed. And then you showed up.”

She glowered. “That’s not fair.”

“Please.” He pushed away from the counter and stepped toward her. “Let me finish.”

Elara wasn’t sure if she wanted him to.

“Now I’m angry because when I think of a life without you, a life beyond the competition where you become a Souverain, and I have to return to the same old routine? I can’t imagine it anymore. It’s a blank canvas.”

It was a confession.

One she’d never expected.

Now that the words were out, she didn’t want them to stop. In all the chaos of tonight, she’d wanted a safe place to call her own. A place where someone understood her mistakes and didn’t berate her for them.

“And when I came back,” he continued, voice as soft as a prayer, “and you weren’t here? I wasn’t angry. I was terrified, Elara.”

He’d said her name before, but this time was decadent as cream. He said it as if she were a thing to be treasured, savored.

“I’m sorry.” Then he repeated it again and again until he was heaving, unable to breathe as he staggered backward into the counter. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’msorrysorrysorry.

She rushed forward, grabbing his hands and bringing them to her lips. He was cold. So cold. She kissed every freezing knuckle.

“I’m here,” she said against his skin. “I’m safe. We’re safe.”

Whatever she said shook him. He ripped away, face drawn in horror. At her?

After a moment, he softened, eyes holding a gentleness reserved only for sorrow.

“We’re not,” he said. “Elara, I … Gaetan.”

“Gaetan?” She straightened, a spark of hope returning. “You found him? Where was he? Is he here? Did you get him?”

“No.”

“Well, we can work on that. Right? We can prove he had nothing to do with the rebellion. If anyone can find the right information, it’s you.”

Because Nik had tracked down Gaetan in the first place, had discovered her secret long before she even thought to tell him. Everything would be okay.

She laughed. “He’s going to be so pissed they burned down half a Restes block for him.”

“Elara.”

“Did you appeal to Lafontaine? Faucher?”

“Elara.”

She hated the kindness, the pity, in his voice. She hated the way he looked at her like she was a rabid animal even more. His palms were up, half in surrender and half in an attempt to cage her.

“Where is he, Nik?” she asked evenly.

His mouth bobbed as it had in those earliest days in the carriage, when he sorted through lies to determine which half-truths would assuage her.

“He’s dead.”

Two words.

Spoken as if they wouldn’t shatter her heart.

The kitchen swayed. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true.”

“You’re lying.” She pulled back. “Why are you lying?”

“I’m not.”

“Did Lafontaine put you up to this? The Counseil?”

“No!” He shuffled his curls with a frustrated snarl. “I swear, I never wanted this to happen. I tried to save him.”

“You watched?” she hissed.

He grimaced. Out of pain? Guilt? Or was it another trick to get her to play nicely?

“I found an operating room in Lafontaine’s office that only he can access. I tried to break the glass, but it was magied.”

“Or did Lafontaine tell you to watch?” Her heart hammered against her ribs. “And you obeyed because that’s all you do?”

Weeks of being manipulated. Weeks of lies. Weeks of Nik scraping to do whatever it took to make his precious Souverain happy.

“You’re just like everyone else in this wretched place! He’s your Souverain. You became a Patron to help him, you selected a pitiful girl to manipulate for him. Everything you’ve ever done is for him! Why should I believe you’d put anyone else first?”

“Because of you!” He spun on her, halting her every thought. “That night after the first competition, all I could think about was you. How brightly you burned for everything and everyone but me, and I … I wanted to feel that heat.”

The words were beautiful, but how could she trust them? “People are dying. We have to fix this.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to do.” He scoffed, pulling his hair as if he wanted to rip every curl right out. “All my life, I thought my f—Lafontaine was the key to saving the city, but I’ve learned the rebels aren’t the monsters. He is. And I … I spent the last four years groveling at his feet for the tiniest scrap of acknowledgment.”

He sucked down a deep breath. When his roving eyes settled, they were on her mother’s recipe book. Elara couldn’t remember the last time she’d opened it. At some point, it had become unimportant.

“I’ve done horrible things to please him,” Nik muttered.

She fell into the window chair.

Gaetan was gone.

During the first rebel meetings, he’d taught her how to bake not only because she’d wanted to learn, but because he wanted to save her from the violence. When she’d hooked up with Fernand, he’d told her to choose her path wisely.

I warned you, but you didn’t listen.

And now it had cost Gaetan his life.

You never listen.

“I’m the monster.” The floor tiles went fuzzy.

Nik wouldn’t have found Gaetan if Elara hadn’t agreed to actually participate in the Objet d’Art. All the great ox had ever wanted was to live his days serving his people, and now he was … he was … gone. Like her mother. Like the rebels that came before. Like Nicolette and so many others might be now.

Nik dropped to his knees, forcing her to focus on him. His touch wrestled her mind back into her body, back into this nightmare.

“You are everything that is worth fighting for in this world,” he said. “Before you, I was so angry and lost. Now? I don’t want to watch the world burn.”

“What do you want?”

“You.” He pressed their knuckles to his forehead. “I would drown myself in the river if it would bring Gaetan back. If it would make you happy.”

He was telling the truth. Every scrap of his carefully constructed demeanor was undone … because of her, and it would be unfair to convince herself otherwise. Everything that had happened tonight was because of her.

And there was no time to fix it.

The finale was in less than two days.

Lafontaine had some plan with this drug.

Fernand would start a war.

Nik pulled her up, grabbed the recipe book, and led them to the kitchen door.

“Let me show you something. Please.”

If it meant forgetting, even for just a moment, she’d follow him anywhere.

Together, they headed back into the night.
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Nik stole through the night, Elara’s hand in his.

They ducked into the darkened crevices between sagging Restes buildings, pressed their bodies close to avoid the watch guard’s lamplight, and scrambled down empty streets after a fire brigade carriage raced past. If it weren’t for the threat of capture and the destruction of the Restes, Nik would’ve called it fun.

It was dangerous.

Wrong.

And so damn freeing.

For the first time in years, he was doing exactly as he wanted. Tonight wasn’t about his father or some grab for power. It was about proving himself to Elara.

The girl he …

He couldn’t think that far ahead. Not yet.

She clung harder to his hand as the sky opened up. Held it still as the rain sluiced down the streets, pouring from the gutters into the now-raging Joyaux. It would help settle the fires, drive everyone inside where they’d be safe from the police.

According to his father, nothing like tonight was ever supposed to have happened again. And yet every moment from the interview to now had been a cataclysmic nightmare. Except Elara. Except the things he’d said to her. Declaring his feelings came with an unimaginable rush that made him feel as if they could take the entire city on by themselves. Except Nik wanted to lock her away from the dangers just as much as he wanted to follow her into battle.

Chantal was right. He had to prove he was different, or he’d lose her.

They turned down a forgotten alley near The Market, and he stopped before a vacant building, crumbling with the weight of another summer gone by.

“Why did you bring me here?” Her voice tremored.

He held up the recipe book. “This is the place your mother wanted to buy, right? The place you planned to fix up.”

“It’s a wasted dream now.” She crossed her arms as if to shield herself. “They’ll never make me Souverain after this. And I doubt they’ll even let me become a Directeur.”

She’d gathered too much power. Become a symbol.

Everything he’d warned her against from the beginning.

“Let me show you something.”

He shouldered the rickety front door open, the broken bell above clunking. Inside was muggy, and it smelled of soaked wood. The plumbing didn’t work and the electricity was shot, but it was dry on the first floor and secluded enough they wouldn’t be found.

“I’ve never been inside before,” she whispered. “It’s a wreck.”

“But the foundation is solid.” Nik shoved the door back into place.

He nodded for her to follow. The floorboards creaked, and somewhere a leak plinked against metal. Despite his best attempt at cleaning up, the floor was covered in dust, and cobwebs stubbornly clung to the beams overhead. He’d anticipated having more time to get it ready, but tonight had shown him tomorrows were never guaranteed.

“Here.”

He removed a rolled-up parchment from the counter where he’d stashed it last. Using the recipe book and a stray piece of wood, he pinned it flat for her to see all he’d tried to make real. For her.

Elara pressed her fingertips to the paper, drawing them back as if it might burn her. Nik studied her face, watched her eyes overflow with questions she directed right at him. He motioned back to the paper for her to keep looking, to trust in what he had done.

She devoured the blueprints, tracing the outline of load-bearing walls and arced windows. She might not understand the more technical work he’d done, but he hoped she recognized all the dreams she and her mother had poured into this place.

“This is Café Divin,” she said, voice a whisper. “The patio seating mother wanted, and the bar for late-night drinks and pastries. Even a meeting room for lectures. But the rest…”

“I took some liberties,” he explained. “The walls are in pretty bad shape, but that gives you opportunity to expand the seating in the dining area. If you halve the size of the kitchen, you can afford an extendable pantry.”

He removed the top sheet to reveal the second story, a loft above the café turned into a home with a bedroom and bathroom. “Modest,” he said, “but I think I can add a balcony or even a sunroom on the western side.”

The third sheet was of the roof with a full garden. “For the freshest produce, maybe a community garden.”

Elara breathed a fragile sound, caught somewhere between a sob and a laugh.

“I don’t want to change you,” Nik said quietly. “Not anymore. I made a promise to you in the beginning, and I intend to keep it. You’re going to win. You’re going to help Anespérer, and I want to be by your side when you do.”

Elara looked up at him with such painful doubt. “You can’t promise that.”

He couldn’t. But he could he try to be the man she deserved to help her.

He added another, rumpled paper to the plans. The chemical equation.

“This must be what he used to … what he…” He swallowed. “What Lafontaine injected into Gaetan.”

“Poison,” Elara snarled.

“I don’t think so.” He explained everything as completely and gently as he could—how his father had asked Gaetan questions between rounds of the chemical, held up papers as if testing his knowledge, then raged when her mentor had died.

Elara took it all in without flinching. “Then it serves a purpose. What?”

“I don’t know.”

She paced away, worrying that bottom lip of hers.

“Ask,” he insisted. “You’ve got an idea about something. Ask.”

“Is this how Lisette Plouffe died?”

The world tipped on him.

An injection in the neck. Death without noticeable signs of poison. Untraceable. Something entirely new, his father had declared.

“It had to be,” he replied quietly.

“How do you know?”

It was all or nothing. Well … Almost all. “Lafontaine had me perform an autopsy on her. One of his cruel tests. It’s untraceable and makes the victim look as if they fell asleep. What it does beyond that … I don’t know.”

Her brows furrowed. “Lafontaine killed her. Why?”

“He said she was working with the rebels, but that makes no sense. It must’ve been another one of his lies.”

Elara stared at her boots, stroking the smooth skin of her scarred hand.

“What?” he asked.

“A rebel gave me that paper.” She still didn’t meet his gaze. “He said he was working with Plouffe, but I didn’t believe him. It seemed so ridiculous at the time. A Souverain? And a Restes rebel?”

When he couldn’t find a response, she lowered her chin. “Please don’t hate me.”

Weeks ago, it would’ve been easy.

He knew too much now to ever hate her.

“I don’t.” He tapped his fingers against the parchment. “Lafontaine killed Plouffe and blamed it on the rebels. The question is why…” He snatched the formula up. “Lisette must’ve known what Lafontaine was doing with this.”

“Why her?” She frowned. “Why the Souverain of Arts Culinaires?”

“She must’ve been involved somehow.”

Without her or his father, they would never know.

“We’re back to the beginning,” Elara huffed. “What do we do now?”

“We can prove he killed Plouffe,” he heard himself saying. But could he really use this against his father? The man who pulled him from the gutter and gave him purpose? All he had to do was think of that horrendous room, the woman he’d hurt to make a point, the kind man he’d killed to further his own greed, and it was easy. “I’ll make copies of the formula, and we’ll take one to Lafontaine and manipulate him like he’s manipulated everyone else. For once, he’ll be in someone else’s pocket. Our pocket.”

“What if he doesn’t cave?” she asked.

“We give the people something to riot about.”

Thunder crashed outside. Rain pelted against the roof like bullets.

Inside, there was only the sound of their heavy breathing. The air around them crackled with possibility, a raw nerve alive with promise. They had the power to change everything, to control the Counseil. Elara had Faucher, Tremblay, and Perrault in her pocket. With Lafontaine, she’d control the Senate.

She’d control Anespérer.

Nik would make it happen.

They stared at each other, bodies trembling with what he hoped was the same hunger.

A hunger for change, to be something more than what anyone believed they could be. Two Restes orphans ready to spark a … revolution.

“I know Souverain wasn’t your goal, but—”

She crashed upon him like paint to a canvas.

The kiss was hard, her mouth warm and inviting as she melted against him. She threaded her fingers into his hair, tugging at the base just hard enough to make him groan into her.

This was real.

And he wouldn’t waste another moment.

He broke upon her with equal force, cradling her neck with his fingers, pressing them into her soft skin. He met each stroke of her mouth and tongue with his own, eager to take whatever she offered before she pulled away.

She never did.

With a quick spin, he pressed her back against the counter, then helped her up so he could slot himself between her open knees. He didn’t deserve to be let in, to be so close, but damned if he wouldn’t steal it all while he could.

They fit together. Complementary shapes and colors, equal parts shadow and light.

Thunder crashed outside as Elara shoved at his coat.

He ripped it off.

She turned her attention to his shirt.

He removed it too.

At some point, she was out of her coat and fumbling with the buttons of her dress.

Nik took hold of them. “May I?”

She nodded.

He made a ritual in revealing every inch of skin she gifted him, down, down, down. Until she was glowing in the slats of dim light, body soft in the flickers of lightning. He was finally able to lay eyes on the tattoo etched into her chest: a matchstick. Simple, clean, and ready to burn.

“You’re beautiful,” he breathed.

Her fingers explored his chest. The scars that charted his life. “So are you.”

When they kissed this time, it was slow. He traced every curve and edge, painted even the most intimate places with his kisses, and etched the details of her body into his memory.

Tomorrow, he would tell her his final truths.

Tomorrow, he could be truly worthy of her kisses.

Tonight, he would love and let himself be loved.
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They spent the night behind the bar. Nik had scavenged around the neighborhood and brought them back wine, a bit of cheese, and some stale bread for dinner. They talked, not entirely of their plans, until the bottle was empty and they’d devoured every crumb.

It had been the best meal of her life.

But she slept fitfully, waking to a fierce thunderclap and unable to fall back asleep. She’d occupied herself by staring at Nik, who was as comfortable as she’d ever seen him. With his guard down, the hard edges of his face were smoothed into boyish softness. She’d thoroughly mussed his curls, and his lips were perfectly swollen from their kisses. He even smiled when she stroked a lock of his hair from his brow.

Maybe this could work.

Maybe playing the Counseil’s game was the only way.

Elara might not be Souverain material, but she’d learn.

Those worries were for a world outside of these walls.

In here, Elara had a bigger truth to face.

She’d fallen in love.



Her clothes were still damp when she pulled them back on.

She left her coat for Nik to curl into as he fell back to sleep.

His plans were still on the counter, dappled by morning light. When had he made the time to draw them? They were detailed, which meant he must’ve visited this place more than once to determine the measurements.

Everything he dreamed of for her felt possible. Using the formula against Lafontaine, she could become Souverain. With that power and money, she could buy this building and begin construction immediately. People could come and learn any skill they pleased, and the Restes would begin to heal.

Chantal could have her studio, and Elara would supply the lunches.

Blai could work for the theatre once more.

And Nik …

What did he want? Would he take up drawing? Painting? Perhaps he’d find his love in gardening like his mother.

Whatever he chose, they’d make it real.

After tea, of course.

The hinges of the kitchen door squeaked as she crept through.

It was a mess.

The oven was rusted shut, the abandoned kettle burned beyond use. The tap sputtered, releasing a few flecks of water. No power. No water.

It was a sign to return home and prepare for the finale.

Except something that definitely shouldn’t have been there caught her eye.

A bouquet of freshly cut lavender, the colors stark against the gray.

“Lavande somnolente.”

The bundle fell from her fingers. Her heart stuttered as she turned to the face that had haunted her nightmares last night.

“Lafontaine.”

He stood in the far corner of the kitchen, hidden in shadow. The first weak hues of dawn burned through the slats over the window, slicing golden arcs against his white robes. He stepped farther into the light, shadows now cutting across his face. He looked haggard, as if he hadn’t slept well last night.

“She was always so curious. About everything.” He gave such a genuine, soft smile that he almost seemed human.

“Nik’s mother?” she asked through her teeth.

Lafontaine raised a brow. “Interesting.” His smile cut to the side, sharper now. “She was more than that. She was a poor girl born to unfortunate circumstances. A powerful artist capable of creating something the world had never seen before. A shooting star with a heart on fire.”

He stepped closer, advancing until Elara had her back pressed against the door. She could scream for Nik. They could overpower him, and then … what? They’d hang for even laying a finger on a Souverain before they could reveal his plans.

Lafontaine stooped to pick up the bundle, bringing the petals to his nose.

“How would you know all that?” she asked quietly. She didn’t trust Nik to stay calm if he woke up and found Lafontaine here.

“He hasn’t told you.” He gave a hollow laugh. “I tried to fix him, you know. When his mother died, he was nothing but a sniveling wretch, and I … Well, I took pity on the poor boy.”

“He doesn’t need to be fixed,” she spat.

“Are you so sure about that?”

Lafontaine plucked the petals one at a time, letting them float away.

“He’s still a coward running from himself,” he continued. “What story has he spun for you, my dear? Has he told you I’m the cruel Souverain dangling my praise on a string? That everything he’s ever done has been for me and me alone?”

Just like she had at the interview, Elara remained silent.

He gave an undignified snort. “He’s still a pathetic boy too afraid to make his own way in the world.”

“I’m not listening to you.” She spat on his pristine hem. “You killed Gaetan, you monster.”

Elara wanted to bottle the look of surprise on his smug face.

“We know what you’re doing. He’s not your dog anymore.”

“You’re right.” Hauntingly, Lafontaine rubbed his lip the same way Nik did. “It seems he’s yours.”

“Bastard!” She dove for him.

A click in the corner made her freeze. From the darkness, the barrel of a gun gleamed. The officer holding it stared right through her, as if killing her would be no chore at all.

“It would be a shame if the Restes learned their very own hero, Elara Rousseau, was murdered in the night.” Lafontaine leaned in close, breath hot against the shell of her ear. “Wouldn’t want to add fuel to this pyre, would we?”

She lifted her chin. “What do you want?”

“To set you free. From all the lies Nikolas has told you. Starting with his mother, my Haydee.”

“Your…” Her mind raced past the familiarity of the name and stumbled through weeks of clues she’d been too foolish to notice. Nik had always said Lafontaine found him after his mother died and gave him everything, but he never said how. Or why. Why him out of all the Restes orphans.

Because Lafontaine wasn’t just his Souverain—he was his father.

Tears burned her eyes.

“When I found him clinging to his mother’s corpse, I refused to present such a spineless son to the world—even if my blood courses through him. I told him to survive the winter. If he did, I’d take him in. To my surprise, the sniveling creature did, so I gave him shelter, food, and an education.”

Elara’s heart was breaking. “How could you be so cruel? All he’s ever wanted was to please you, to the point he was willing to do anything you asked.” She thought of the bruises, the countless scars on his chest and back. Some were from the Restes, but she’d wager not all.

“Why?” she asked. “Why do you hate him?”

“Because he is weak. And a failure.”

He hadn’t even tried to deny it. This wasn’t a father. He didn’t give a shit about anyone but himself.

She tried to shake him out of her head. “We’re finished here.”

She turned.

“Haydee Cadieux.”

Something soft, like paper, slipped against the kitchen counter.

“Does that name mean anything to you?”

Elara tried to remember everything Chantal and Blai had taught her about performing. The key was to not give anything away, to bury yourself deep behind a mask.

But how could she pretend she hadn’t heard a ghost’s name?

“You remember her, don’t you?” Lafontaine slid the paper toward her. “Maybe not her face. You were too young when the meetings started, and your mother probably kept you away from them at a certain point. Didn’t she?”

Elara stared at the door.

“Look at her, Rousseau.”

She refused.

“LOOK AT HER!”

Her shoulders jumped.

She turned, finding the photograph he’d declared evidence at the interview. At the time, she’d wondered how he’d gotten his hands on one when they were only made for the rebels. Now it all made sense.

There, in the portion that had been torn away from Gaetan’s copy, stood a woman with black hair and a brilliant smile. Her hands, which were slung lovingly around two people’s shoulders, were covered in dirt. A smudge had been left on her cheek. A flower in her ear.

“The bomb was intended for the Counseil,” Lafontaine said, “but beyond a handful of Directeurs, the only other casualties—”

“Were the rebels.”

Haydee’s name had been one her mother chanted in the days before her death, lost in a jumble of apologies and curses.

Elara looked up. “If she loved you, why did she want to kill you?”

“I asked myself the same question when I learned what she’d become.” He said it like a curse. “We’d fallen out of love by then, or so I thought. A baby complicated things. Had the Counseil known I was responsible for a bastard born of Restes dregs, I would’ve lost my seat.”

Elara huffed. When this conversation started, part of her had hoped there was a man buried deep beneath the surface, but all she saw was emptiness.

“She sought comfort in the inane drivel your mother spouted because she believed it would bring about reform that could allow us to be together,” he continued, as if he were reciting facts from a book and not recounting the anguish of his lover.

Haydee loved Lafontaine, so why had she been there that night? Why had she supported a plot to kill him and the entire Counseil?

Unless …

She’d been the one to warn them ahead of time.

After the explosion, only a few Directeurs and rebels had been found among the debris, Haydee included. Elara’s mother had returned, bruised and covered in filth, muttering Haydee’s name. All this time, Elara had believed it was because her mother felt guilty, not because, of all people, it was Haydee who betrayed them.

“She saved you,” she whispered.

“At the cost of her own life.”

Nik had every right to hate the rebels. It made sense why he’d been so prickly after he’d discovered her real identity. It meant a rebel’s daughter had slipped into his home undetected. Worse, the daughter of the woman who had orchestrated the catastrophe that ripped his entire world apart.

But how had the bomb gone off early? Why, after warning Lafontaine, had Haydee died with the rebels when she should’ve been safe with him?

And why had Nik not told her about all this last night when they’d laid all their truths bare? Did he not trust her? Was he still using her?

“Elara?”

The door opened behind her.

Her head snapped up, but Lafontaine was gone. No, she caught a glimpse of his robe in the dark beside the outline of a pistol.

“I want to tell you something.” Nik moved in front of her, gripping her shoulders and bending to meet her eyes. When his toes crunched the lavender stalks, he paused and looked down. “Where did these come from?” He stooped to take one and smell it, eyes blowing wide. “Lafontaine. Where is he?”

Elara heard him, but she didn’t understand a word of what he’d said. She was drowning still, struggling to breathe under the weight of everything.

“We need to go.” Nik pushed at the door. “Elara!”

“Your mother betrayed the rebels.”

His stillness was all the answer she needed.

“You lied to me. Every single thing you’ve ever said has been a lie, and I was pathetic enough to believe you.” She turned on him. “If it wasn’t for her, the Restes would be safe right now. We wouldn’t be in this situation. And my mother…”

Her voice cracked.

Her mother would be alive.

“Elara, please.”

She threw him off.

“No! No more pleading. No more promises.” She sucked down gasps of air that would never be enough to make her lungs stop screaming. “Were you ever going to tell me the truth?”

“I wanted to.” He raked his hair the same way she had last night. She knew the texture intimately now. More than she knew him apparently. “I just couldn’t find the right time. I swear, I was going to tell you this morning.”

“But you were too late.” Lafontaine stepped from the dark. “How many times have I told you that cowardice never wins out, Nikolas?”

It was a wretched truth, one that sent her spiraling. From the very beginning, Nik had trained her to be an obedient dog for his father. No. He’d tried. At some point, Elara had changed his heart.

And he’d changed hers.

Their past was treacherous, but they could make it work.

Later. For now, they had to find a way forward.

She stepped around Nik’s protection. “What do you want?’

“The same thing Nikolas and I have both wanted since the beginning,” he replied. “The Restes needs order, and I will bring it to them.”

“By killing them?” she spat. “By allowing the guards to tear off their limbs and cut their throats?”

“Whatever it takes.” He shrugged. “What I have in mind is less … hands-on. All it will take is your help.”

Her nostrils flared. “Why not just kill me?”

“Oh, I would have loved to, but your performance in the Objet d’Art has won over some of my more weak-minded colleagues. Unlike Gaetan Arnaud, disposing of you would lead to suspicion.”

“I won’t help you,” she snarled.

“I understand.” He removed a syringe filled with purple liquid from his pocket. “Nik told you about my latest invention, but did he tell you how slowly and painfully it can kill at high dosages?”

“You can’t kill me,” she whispered. “You said so yourself.”

“You, no. But people as insignificant as Chantal Maran and Blai Lozano?” He gave a wolfish grin. “They wouldn’t be missed.”

“Elara, don’t listen to him. We can figure something out.” Nik grabbed her shoulder, but the guard in the corner moved, pulling him away.

She fought against a bolt of fury at seeing him treated so carelessly.

“In return for your loyalty,” Lafontaine said, “I will give you mine.”

She snorted. “You can’t give something you don’t have.”

“I have more than my son.” He looked to Nik. “There’s one more secret he’s yet to tell.”

The little flame of hope flickered, threatening to go out.

“Don’t listen to him,” Nik begged. “Whatever he says, it’s not the whole truth—”

The guard stifled him with a filthy rag, and this time Elara only felt numb.

Lafontaine was circling her now, a vulture coming to feast.

“I bet Nikolas lured you in by appealing to your shared tragic histories. He probably said some drivel about wanting to see a Restes urchin claim a position of power, no?”

Her breath bruised her throat. It was exactly what Nik had done.

Word. For. Word.

“I bet you started to believe him. With each passing moment, he caged you in his trap. Even when he made the mistake of falling in love, he fed you little lies so you might never learn the one thing that would ruin his control over you forever.”

Nik was screaming against the gag.

Lafontaine disappeared behind her.

The world was closing in.

With his lips an inch from her ear, Lafontaine whispered, “Did they ever find the person responsible for your mother’s death?”

Elara’s fragile world shattered.

No.

It was too horrific.

Nik wouldn’t have used her like that. She’d told him about her mother and their treasured plans for this café. Shared her fondest and darkest memories. They’d bonded over their brilliant mothers who were taken from the world too soon, and he’d been the one …

“It’s not true,” she whispered, looking directly at Nik. “Tell me it’s not true.”

Rage flared in Nik’s eyes, all of it directed at his father.

“Please, Nik.” She was begging him like she’d begged the board of Directeurs, like she’d begged Fernand, like she’d begged her mother not to go to the Senate.

When he looked at her, it was with nothing but sympathy and pleading.

Just like that, Elara was alone again.

This time, no one could help her.

It was her own fault. She’d known better than to believe she could be anything other than another rat caught in the Counseil’s trap. To think that a boy could love her for who she was and not what she could offer him.

“You have two options.” Lafontaine stepped in front of her, brushing a cold tear from her cheek. “You can take my offer and become Souverain, or your friends will die just like everyone else in your life.”

He held out his elbow for her to take.

“What will it be?”

Weeks ago, she would’ve taken her chances by hitting him with the kettle and running.

But what was the point?

There was nowhere else for her to go. At least she had a chance of helping the Restes if she had some shred of power, even if it was a sham.

Nik was a broken, horrible child.

Elara was no different.

They were fools to believe they could defeat the Counseil.

Without looking back, she took Lafontaine’s arm and left.
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ELARA



Her new prison was lavish. The best Anespérer’s money could buy.

A massive bed sat in the center of a room made of white marble walls inlaid with ruby filigree. A massive window overlooked the city. The first thing she’d tried as soon as the officer dumped her and left was to chuck an expensive-looking vase at the glass.

The vase shattered.

The glass did not.

She tried again with a chair.

Nothing.

No way out.

Elara had made her choice. She wasn’t a fighter like Fernand. She wasn’t a sneaky, lying little rat like Nik.

She chose to survive by playing the game.

Life under Lafontaine’s thumb was hardly a life at all, but it would allow her a chance to protect the Restes better than if she were dead. At least as Souverain of Arts Culinaires, she could push for better nutrition and access to food. She might even be able to offer education to those who wanted to learn how to cook.

It kept them safe.

It kept Chantal and Blai safe.

The sun crested the rooftops. She didn’t need the Objet d’Art letter to know how much time she had. Less than a day. By sunset tomorrow, she would be performing a farce of a finale in front of the Restes.

She curled her fingers into her sleeves for comfort, sinking into the smell of flour, sweat, and … lavender. Nik. He was everywhere. In her hair and on her skin. His phantom touches chased her into the private bathroom, where she shed her clothes and plunged her body in the hottest bath she could draw.

Then she scrubbed and scrubbed as if she might be able to pry him out of her memories by shedding her skin.

Bright pink and tingling, Elara floated, eyes losing focus on the garishly decorated white ceiling. With a deep exhale, she let the water swallow her up. When she emerged, she hoped it would be into a different life, one she hadn’t ruined so thoroughly.

It wasn’t until her lungs burned that she broke the surface with a gasp. Nothing had changed because wishes did not contain magie. This was her life now, and she had no choice but to see it through.

The water was frigid by the time she crawled out.

She found a bathrobe and a new dress laid out on the bed. A shiver chased through her at the idea of someone being in here, so she shoved a chair under the door handle for good measure.

She could deny the gifts, but putting on the old dress that so thoroughly reminded her of Nik wasn’t an option. New dress on, she stood in the center of the room. What the hell was she supposed to do now? There wasn’t a reason to demand time to practice. She could burn every dish tomorrow, and Lafontaine would still find a way to assure her victory.

Souverain Elara Rousseau.

What a fraud.

She flopped onto the stiff mattress, already missing the gentle plushness of—

No. Nik’s home had not belonged to her. It was just another prison. A place where he’d betrayed her just as his mother had betrayed the people who needed her most.

Elara curled up onto her side.

A faded brown book on the nightstand caught her eye. Its dingy color and frayed edges didn’t belong here.

Mama’s recipe book. Just inside was the contest envelope.

But as the finale approaches, let us not forget those a Souverain serves: the people.

Acid burned her belly. The only people the Souverains served were themselves. They just hid it artfully behind glamorous châteaus and sycophants who delighted in the trickle-down of power.

… it is important to show our citizens that we are united in their pain, and they are united in our victory.

United and yet she felt more lost than ever. Nikolas had been content to mold her into a weapon to serve his father. She still wasn’t sure what Lafontaine wanted from her other than devotion. He wanted to create the title of Grand Souverain and bestow that honor upon himself, but what else? And why?

Elara crumpled the envelope and threw it.

Oh, Elara. Fernand had spoken to her like a child because she was one. He’d tried to make her see the truth about Lafontaine and Nikolas, that they were scheming together. Now she knew. But it was too late.

Elara finally released the scream that had been brewing in her chest since she’d learned of Gaetan’s death. The same one she’d swallowed the night her mother died and again after she’d degraded herself before the board of Directeurs.

She grabbed the closest thing she could find and threw it.

A lamp shattered against the wall.

It felt good to destroy something beautiful.

She threw a hand mirror next.

A perfume bottle. A chair. A brush.

She ripped the curtains from the bed and windows, toppled the furniture, and danced amid the debris. Her feet burned against the glass, but she didn’t care. If she had no control over her life from now on, she would use every ounce of her free will to destroy whatever she could get her hands on.

So she tore through the room like a hurricane until she grabbed the only item left.

Her mother’s recipe book

When had it become so worn? There were oil stains on the front she’d never noticed, and the corners of the cover were nearly bald. She remembered when it was new, the spine uncracked and pages empty. When the world was filled with hope, as brittle as spun sugar.

Elara flipped through the recipes she’d allowed to guide her life.

Every single one of them had wasted her time. Her life.

She stroked her mother’s slanted lettering. Clafoutis. The dish that had started this hell.

Elara ripped it.

The page fluttered to the floor.

It felt good to destroy something beautiful.

Page by page by page by page.

Until the remnants of Corinne Rousseau fluttered in the air.
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NIK



Nik had been rendered unconscious many times in his life. Usually when his father went too far with his lessons. Whatever the reason, Nik always found his way to his feet and continued on. This time, he wanted to remain in the dark. Forever.

He would have if it wasn’t for the incessant shaking and shouting.

“Nik!”

“Watch his head!”

“Nik! What happened?”

Steps. Someone running.

“Here.”

The wretched burn of smelling salts dragged him back into a world of pain, and more than the physical kind.

“Elara!”

A hand pressed against his chest, awakening the bruises his father’s guard had gifted him. With a haggard wheeze, he collapsed back on the settee in his parlor.

Home. He was back home.

“Easy.” Chantal had a rag pressed to his forehead.

He shoved her off and stumbled to the door. “I have to get her.”

“You can’t.” Blai was behind him.

A splitting pain in his ribs caused him to topple.

Blai caught him and shoved him into a seat. “What happened?”

“Where is Elara?” Chantal asked.

“She’s gone,” he replied. “Lafontaine told her everything.”

Chantal’s eyes widened. “Everything?”

“And then some.”

Elara had been right. He would’ve told her about his father and his mother, but he would’ve taken the rest to his grave. In trying to manipulate her again, Nik had lost her because she now believed the worst of him.

Lafontaine lied.

Nik hadn’t killed the rebels.

It wasn’t his knife that had slit their throats … but it might as well have been.

If he could take it all back, he would.

He meant what he’d said to Elara last night; he would trade places with Gaetan’s corpse if it would make her happy.

“Where is she now?” Chantal pressed.

“She chose to work with him.”

She scoffed. “Nothing with him is a choice. What did he do?”

Nik relayed everything—almost everything. He didn’t tell them about the kisses or how Elara had felt in his arms. Those memories were his own form of punishment, a reminder of what he could’ve had if he hadn’t been such a coward.

He did explain the poison in the syringe his father carried, the same one used to kill Gaetan and Plouffe. After his father’s threat, Elara had chosen to keep them safe by offering her loyalty.

When he was finished, he slumped over, head in his hands. “I tried to change.”

Chantal shook her head. “I warned you this would happen.”

“I want to make it right.” He looked up at her. “How do I make it right?”

Blai leaned against the foyer doorframe. “You can’t. Elara made her decision, and we need to move on.”

“Again, not a choice. Lafontaine blackmailed her,” Chantal shot back.

“Technically, it’s coercion.”

Chantal jabbed them in the belly with her cane.

“Nik,” she said, “we need to—”

But he was already up and beating at the front door.

“It’s locked from the outside,” Blai said.

“And they magied all the windows and doors.”

“And there are guards everywhere, stationed like lawn ornaments.”

Nik rammed the door with his shoulder.

“I have to get her out.”

He tried breaking the window with his elbow only to feel something in it crunch. At least the rest of his body was in enough pain that he couldn’t feel it.

“I can’t let that bastard use her.”

With no other options, Nik returned to his roots. He started fighting.

He flung anything and everything he could get his hands on at the windows. Furniture, paintings he’d done in secret, vases, clocks. Wood chips and glass shattered like fireworks all around his foyer until he couldn’t see, breathe, or feel.

Out there, Elara was trapped.

Out there, Lafontaine would crush the Restes.

All because of Nik.

“Enough.”

Glass cut his cheek as a picture shattered.

“NIK!”

Blai slammed him to the ground. Nik rolled on instinct, pressing his hands around their throat until they threw their hands up in surrender.

“I can help,” Blai said.

“How?”

Slowly, they lifted the hem of their shirt to reveal a matchstick tattoo. Like Elara’s.

Nik pulled back. “What is this?”

Chantal released a bitter laugh. “I knew it! That’s why you were there helping. I thought you were done with rebellions.”

“I am, thank you.” Blai sat up. “I’m just not above having friends in all places, especially if those friends are charming and roguish.”

“You got this because of a crush?” Chantal asked flatly.

“Absolutely.” Blai stood, brushing themselves off.

Chantal smirked like she knew something. Blai avoided her gaze like it was true. And Nik was more confused than ever.

“What the hell is it?” he asked.

They exchanged another glance before Chantal sighed. “It’s a mark for the rebellion. It’s how they communicate. And before you get all indignant, Elara got it years ago out of rage for someone killing her mom. Sound familiar?”

He’d doted on the mark with kisses last night, barely a thought for what it meant.

“And Blai has abandoned their original plans for a cute face,” Chantal teased.

“It was too poetic to ignore!” they groaned. “I traveled half a world to escape a rebellion, only to land myself in another. I had an opportunity to write a new story, one where I and my troupe lived happily ever after. That sharp-tongued, easy-eyed Travers made me realize how wrong I’d been. My people lost because I hadn’t believed in the right word.”

“What word?” Chantal asked.

“Revolution.” Their eyes sparked. “Rebellions are brief, violent, and often unsuccessful. They are bursts of energy and passion that cannot be sustained. But a revolution…” They pressed a hand against the tattoo and closed their eyes. “A revolution is when a rebellion lasts and changes everything.”

Those were beautiful words from a beautiful writer … a rebel. And Nik believed in them.

“Come on, hero.” They pressed the tattoo harder. “Answer me.”

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“If we want to win this,” they said, “we’re going to need help.”



An hour later, there was a quiet thud on his roof.

Nik led the slow crawl upstairs, a kitchen knife weighed in his palm. It made him think of Elara in the carriage, holding a butter knife to his throat. Her memory was everywhere, clouding his focus.

The rustling in his office grew louder.

He opened the door.

Two thieves who’d been rummaging through his things froze, pistols aimed to kill.

Blai lifted their hands. “Fernand Travers, my sultry crusader come to rescue me.”

“Where’s Lafontaine?” When no one answered, the one on the right removed the mask, revealing a man maybe a year older than Nik with ruffled, curly hair and an exasperated expression. “You don’t have him.”

“No, but we can maybe get you to him.” Blai nodded at Nik.

“You were Elara’s…” Nik couldn’t finish. Ex? Lover?

“And you’re Lafontaine’s errand boy,” Fernand shot back.

Blai waved them both off. “You can measure traumatic pasts later. Right now, Elara and this city need our help.”

“Elara?” Fernand perked up.

“What happened?” The woman with him ripped her mask off.

Chantal gasped. “Nicolette. You’re okay.”

They knew each other? What the hell had been happening under Nik’s very own roof?

“They’ve taken her,” Blai explained.

“And Lafontaine plans to use her in the finale for something awful,” Nik replied.

The girl pulled Fernand close so they could exchange heated whispers. In the end, the girl relented, throwing her hands up.

“Your funeral,” she muttered.

Fernand motioned to the window, which was, miraculously, open.

“Let’s go.”



Nik wasn’t sure who he’d become after all this was over, but he struck acrobat from the list. Rooftops were terrifying. He was too tall and wiry to have any sort of balance. Chantal, however, leapt over ridges and swirled around chimneys. She used her cane when she needed it, and slid down the shingles to land with perfect poise in the Restes.

Blai made him feel better by scrambling down like a cat into a bath.

Once on precious, solid ground, they stole away through darkened alleys, dodging the influx of police patrolling the streets. They followed the river to a bakery that now haunted him.

Fernand shut the door while the girl—Nicolette—checked the other rooms. Gaetan’s bakery wasn’t just empty. It was abandoned. Boards had been nailed to the windows, and everything else inside had been left alone. Kept like a mausoleum.

Nik’s guilt doubled. They were protecting it in case he returned.

“Gaetan’s Boulangerie,” Nicolette sneered. “Another victim of yours rotting in a prison.”

“It wasn’t my fault,” Nik snarled.

Fernand stepped between them, pistol flashing at his hip.

“This is my territory, and you will behave.”

Nik chewed his tongue as he stepped away.

Fernand was every bit the rogue hero. He moved with exhausted confidence and commanded attention even while leaning against the counter, arms and ankles crossed.

“I didn’t mean to have him arrested,” Nik said calmly this time. “Lafontaine did that. He also … he also killed him.”

Fernand stood straight. “Gaetan is dead?”

Nik nodded.

Fernand broke upon him. New pain melted atop the old as blood rushed down his chin. Fernand didn’t stop. He kept punching, the rhythm of knuckles cracking against his skin growing fevered until someone pulled him off.

“He didn’t kill him,” Chantal said.

“I don’t believe you,” Fernand spat. He was pacing like a caged lion, shoulders flexing with each heaved breath.

There were two of him. No, three. It took a few shakes of his head for the images to overlap and Nik’s vision to clear. Chantal helped him into a seat.

“Travers is right.” Blai shrugged. “You’re as much to blame for this mess as anyone else. Even if you didn’t kill Gaetan.”

Fernand didn’t look convinced.

“If we’re going to be at each other’s throats all night, we might as well gift Lafontaine the keys to the city.” Chantal pointed to the table near Nik. “What if we try a new concept—working together?”

Nicolette and Fernand exchanged glances before slumping into chairs. Chantal and Blai followed.

“Where do we start?” Fernand asked.

“Lisette Plouffe.” Nik nodded, despite his aching head, to an Objet d’Art flyer on the wall. “Lafontaine murdered her too. For working with you.”

Nicolette leaned back. “We figured.”

“But you don’t know how.” Nik took the chemical equation from his pocket. “Elara said you took this from Lafontaine.”

“Yes. What is it?”

“It’s complicated. Lafontaine was testing it on Gaetan the night he killed him.”

“How do you know that?” Fernand asked darkly.

“I watched him.” Nik held up his palms. “Before you rearrange my face again, I’ll tell you the same thing I told Elara: I tried to save him, but I couldn’t.”

Chantal tapped the paper, urging the conversation away from another brawl. “What does it do?”

“It’s a medicine or a poison. Something that kills at high doses.”

“What about low doses?” Nicolette asked.

“No idea.”

She tossed a knife, catching it by the handle only to toss it again. “Useless.”

“Seems Fernand did just as well figuring it out.” Nik motioned to the pocks on his arms, where he’d obviously been experimenting on himself like a fool.

“I’m not the Souverain’s anointed apprentice,” he sneered.

“Son,” Nik corrected him. “Son.”

Fernand blinked once before he moved to throttle Nik again. Chantal kept him in check with the end of her cane against his chest.

“Care to help me out here?” she snapped at Blai, who had their feet up on the table.

“Nah,” they replied. “Besides, I’m taking a bet.”

“On?” Nicolette asked.

“Who won’t make it out of here alive. My soms are on Nik.”

“Blai!” Chantal snapped.

“Fine. Fine.” They sat up straight. “We know the serum kills at high doses, and Nik said Lafontaine seemed pretty pissed off about it, which means he wants it to do something else. But what?”

Nik thought of the questions, the papers on the clipboard, his father’s frustration.

“No idea.”

“Wait.” Chantal took Plouffe’s flyer from the wall. “Why the Souverain of Arts Culinaires? What did she know that Lafontaine didn’t want out?”

Fernand tapped the chemical equation. “She said Lafontaine wanted her to vote him into a new position as Grand Souverain.”

“A position the Counseil would never agree to,” Nik added.

“Because it would diminish their power,” Blai said. “Even so, refusing him isn’t enough reason to kill her.”

“She said he had a plan for her,” Fernand said. “She was terrified of it.”

Nik frowned. “She didn’t say what it was?”

“No. Just that I could find proof in his château, a paper. This paper.”

Chantal laid out the flyer with the formula. Nik had the puzzle pieces he needed, but he still had no clue what the picture was.

“He was going to have Plouffe use this poison,” Nicolette said. “On herself? On someone else? Who would they be targeting?”

“And why?” Fernand asked.

If Chantal stared at him any harder, his skin would catch fire.

But she was right. The truth needed to come out if they were to stop his father and save Elara.

“Congratulations,” Nik said to Blai. “You’re about to win your bet.”

He laid the final puzzle piece on the table: the part of Gaetan’s photograph he’d torn away. His mother smiled back at him, arms slung around the rebels she’d called friends. The ones she’d betrayed to save the monster who hadn’t deserved her love.

“Haydee Cadieux was my mother,” he said. “And she loved my father enough to botch the rebellion.”

Fernand exploded.

The table went flying; Nik toppled from his seat.

It was Nicolette who saved him this time, her knife at Fernand’s cheek.

“Your hot head is going to give us away,” she hissed. “Keep it down.”

Slowly, he lowered into the chair, but he never turned his murderous gaze away.

“I swear.” Chantal rubbed her temples. “You all are more dramatic than a fleet of chorus girls. Where were we?”

“He’ll target the Restes.” Fernand’s leg bounced anxiously. “Now we have to figure out when and where.”

The room went quiet. Outside, the thud of boots passed by, followed by another as the police patrolled. Even after they passed, no one spoke.

Where would his father have an opportunity to mass inject the Restes? It would be too obvious. Even if he offered a surprise health clinic, people would figure him out when the bodies started to drop.

“Hello, my dears!” Lisette Plouffe’s cheerful screech made them all jump. Despite the ash and dust, she smiled back at them as she recited, “The grand finale of the Objet d’Art is just around the corner. The three finalists will present a magnificent feast as their final bid to become your new Souverain of Arts Culinaires. Will up-and-coming Berina Savi tantalize us with her bold Taravol cuisine? Or perhaps Hector Vidal, an Anespérerian treasure, will prove the classics are to be treasured? And we can’t count out the scrappy Restes orphan, Elara Rousseau—”

Nik knew it was coming, but her name still sent a bolt of electricity through him.

“—who will prove you can forge your own path? We’ll find out tomorrow evening in the Restes Market, where you will determine who is worthy to sit on your Counseil.”

Plouffe went still, frozen with her fake smile.

And Nik knew exactly what his father had planned.

“The ingredients,” Nik breathed.

Elara said it every day. Food didn’t need to be expensive to be delicious. Any chef could take humble produce and magie them into something wonderful.

“Lafontaine must’ve asked Plouffe to add it into her food,” he continued.

“But when he wouldn’t tell her what it was—” Blai added.

“She came to me.” Fernand folded his arms.

“And he killed her.” Nicolette stabbed her knife in the plastered image of Plouffe’s face.

“They’re letting the people feast tomorrow,” Chantal said. “He’s going to poison them.”

“But you said he didn’t want this shit to kill Gaetan,” Nicolette argued. “So what does he want?”

Nik studied the letters and numbers. This was the prize his father had dangled above his head for so long. He’d wrapped it in false promises to end the fighting and bring the Restes to peace. Now he knew that his father didn’t give two shits about the Restes.

Not even for Haydee’s sake.

If he couldn’t kill an entire quarter, then what—

Nik bolted up.

Nicolette drew her knife. Fernand cocked his pistol.

“What?” Chantal asked.

“I knew I’d seen these components somewhere. I knew they didn’t belong. I just remembered.” He paced, forcing his mind to go back to the exact page in the first item his father had ever gifted him: the Arts Humains primer. A textbook for children. Nik had devoured every fucking page to make him happy. Had copied every word enough times to make his fingers bleed.

“Scorpion root.” He snapped his fingers.

“The stuff Elara used in the competition?” Blai asked.

“Exactly. My father had no idea how to control it … until Elara showed him in the first round. But it shouldn’t be mixed with this compound.” He pressed his fingers against a group of letters and numbers. “Somnique. It dulls the senses, almost to a catatonic state.”

“So, he wants to heighten people’s powers and put them in a coma?” Nicolette asked.

No. He had to be missing something.

What did his father really want from the Restes? What did he think they deserved?

We make them feel equal, Nikolas! That doesn’t mean they are!

We treated the symptom, not the disease.

We’ll be able to end the violence, hunger, and turmoil … for good.

The truth had been there all along.

“It destroys magie.”

And Elara was going to help him do it.
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Elara rolled over and reached to find the bed cold and empty.

She sat up, staring blearily into the golden haze of morning spreading across the ravaged room. It looked worse than if looters had gone through, because thieves would’ve at least had a mind to steal some of the more expensive items Elara had broken.

Yesterday came back in hazy flashes.

Nik’s warm breath against her neck as she nestled in against the morning chill.

Lavender crushed beneath her boots.

And shame. Enough to last a lifetime and then some.

It made no sense.

How could Nik hold her so tenderly with the same hands that murdered her mother? She tried to imagine him slitting her throat as she begged for mercy. The image wouldn’t come.

Nik was vile for manipulating her. Weak for following his father without question. But a murderer? It didn’t match the boy who’d sat with her in the garden, letting her sleep on his shoulder. The boy who tended to her wounds with such care. The boy who learned to bake with her in secret.

Or was this just another trick?

Had his plan succeeded, with her as Souverain and his father under their control, they would’ve spent their evenings in the quiet kitchen of a château. He could’ve grown lavender and sketched to his heart’s delight. All while he had her mother’s blood on his hands.

It was a dangerous line of thinking, because somewhere, deep in her heart, she still loved him.

She flopped back onto the mattress.

No more lavender tea.

No more midnight meetings.

Just … no more.

For comfort, she reached for her mother’s recipe book beneath the pillow.

It was gone.

No. Not gone.

“No.” She shot up. “No. Nononono.”

She fell to the floor, knees crunching glass and debris as she scrambled to collect all the ripped pages.

“Please,” she begged. “Please. I’m sorry.”

A knock wrenched her to her feet. She dropped the papers and faced the door, unwilling to let anyone in this hell see her weak. Quickly, she removed the chair and peeked through a small gap to find a particularly nervous-looking servant.

“Come in.”

A woman in a sage apron carried a tray of café, bread, meats, and cheeses that she almost dropped. Her face paled as she took in the room, lingering longest on Elara, who must’ve looked every bit the rabid Restes mongrel everyone here believed her to be.

“Souverain Lafontaine suggested a good breakfast to start the day.” She tiptoed around the mess to drop the tray on the only surface left—the bed.

“He also said to give you this.” She produced a pad of paper and a fountain pen from her pocket. “He asks you to make a list of anything you require for this evening.”

“A knife to bury in his heart?” Elara muttered.

An officer shifted into the doorway as a warning.

Elara tossed the pad to the side. “I’ll think about it.”

As soon as the woman left, Elara dropped to her knees and continued collecting the papers, lumping them against her lap as she went. When she finally found the cover, she realized there was no undoing the damage.

She’d ruined the only thing left of her mother, and it wasn’t a mistake. She’d meant to do it. Delighted in every shrill rip of the past being shed.

Elara pressed the cover to her forehead. “I’m so sorry.”

It was then she felt the shift. The cover swelled between her fingers, the quiet shuffle of pages filling the silence.

The book was whole again. She turned it, feeling the edges of fresh papers untouched by time or use.

When she opened it, words inked themselves into the inside cover in a familiar, slanted scrawl:


THE RECIPE BOOK OF

Elara Rousseau



She laughed, tracing her mother’s lettering. When had she done this? How had she done this?

She flipped to the next page.

My dearest,

If you’re reading this, then you’ve come to the same place all great artists must: a crossroads. Or I wasted twenty soms on a magied book some dog shredded. If that’s the case, may the pages be delicious and filling.

I hope you know it’s okay to have made mistakes. Maybe tearing this book apart feels like one, but it’s not. This is what true art is all about. It’s creation and exploration. It’s taking the tools you are given, like a few recipes, and breaking them down to create something new.

This is my gift to you—space to make something all your own.

A recipe is more than just perfectly measured ingredients and accurate cook times.

It’s a way of connecting people. Of sharing truths with the world.

What will your truths be?

With all my heart.

Elara read the words a dozen times over before she trusted they wouldn’t disappear.

Creation and exploration.

Her mother had known she’d reach a point of frustration big enough to destroy the book because she too had been an artist. Magie was, after all, the intersection of powerful intentions and powerful emotions. With that knowledge, her mother had given her freedom to let go of the past and move forward, to take only what she wanted into the future.

She kissed the words. “Thank you.”

Then she got up, snatched the fountain pen, and got to work.

First, she made her list of clothes for tonight.

Lafontaine would never own her soul. Even when the Counseil crowned her Souverain. Even when they named him Grand Souverain, he would never have as much sway in the Restes as she did. Elara didn’t deserve it, but she would try to be worthy of their support.

She’d start tonight, where she’d give the Restes more than a grand finale; she’d give them the strength to keep fighting.
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This time, Elara rode alone in the carriage.

She went over her plan again.

Fernand had warned her to stay away from the finale, which meant he had something catastrophic planned.

If he and his people had escaped …

Elara needed to remain alert. If he was there, she’d know, and she could stop him.

Her only goal was to win over the Restes crowd, and she could do that by proving she’d defend them as Souverain. Tonight, Lafontaine would learn he couldn’t control her every move. Only some of them.

Whatever happened, only one thing remained true.

Whoever won the people’s support was the real victor.

The carriage rumbled to a stop around the corner from The Market. Outside, Hector and Berina were already waiting, their Patrons out of sight.

“There she is,” Hector said. “Our final finalist. Everything changes for one of us tonight.”

Berina rubbed her palms against her coat, fingers tracing the embroidered hems. Was it the finest thing she owned as well? Did touching every fiber remind her how another Objet d’Art for Arts Culinaires would never happen in her lifetime? They’d have to wait until the winner croaked in fifty years or so and that’s if medicine didn’t advance to keep them alive longer.

Elara snorted. When Berina looked at her, she asked, “Why does it take becoming Souverain for people to accept your recipes?” She looked to Hector. “To deem you worthy of remembering? Does it have to be this way?”

“According to those who make the rules,” Hector said, “yes.”

“One of us will make the rules tomorrow,” Elara pushed back. “We can change it.”

On cue, a massive white caravan pulled beside them. From the intricate, swirling patterns of gemstones on the side, it was clear who was safe inside. Not even a window allowed the Counseil to see out, or the Restes in. So much for being of the people.

Elara snorted. “Spineless bastards.”

Hector and Berina looked horrified.

“This way,” an officer in a padded suit called. Armor.

All of them were covered head to toe in it, with batons, pistols, and shackles at their sides. They were afraid.

Good.

Elara wore her smirk proudly as she followed Berina and Hector around the corner and into The Market.

It was unrecognizable. The dingy stalls had been cleared away, the cobblestones freshly washed, and the rubble of the burned building shoveled aside. Thousands of golden bulbs hung from tangled weaves of stringed lights that stretched from the corners of the surrounding buildings. Flowers that had definitely not been there before bloomed with alluring, mind-altering fragrances from vast buckets every few feet. An entertainer breathed fire into shapes, giving them life with a wink. Elara watched as a kitten made of flame scampered through a crowd of children before disappearing in a puff of smoke. A few tents had been arranged, offering goods for purchase: tools, clothes, produce. Necessary things. Things they should already be promised but were forced to spend their final soms on because this opportunity might never come again.

On the wall of the building opposite the Joyaux, a massive canvas of Lisette Plouffe waved and smiled at the crowd.

“Welcome! Welcome all, to the finale of the Objet d’Art!”

The police led Elara and the others through The Market, struggling to keep the crowd back once they noticed her. Children pressed against the barrier and cried out. The older generations gave her stoic nods and touched their hearts.

Somewhere, a chant filled the air.

“Unforgettable! Unforgettable! Unforgettable!”

“They love you,” Berina said, and Elara swore she heard appreciation in her flat tone.

“They didn’t used to,” she replied.

They entered a cleared-out area in the center of The Market. The three stations were nestled right against one another with little room to move or hide their mistakes. Elara turned, finding the crowd only a few meters back.

Personal. Just as Lafontaine wanted it.

The caravan sped through, horses careening to a halt, where they were kept idle as the side of the cart unfolded. Inside, the Souverains sat in fine chairs made of gemstones matching their Sociétés: ruby, amethyst, obsidian, emerald, topaz, sapphire, and diamond upon the empty throne for Arts Culinaires. It was the most flagrant display of their power yet, a warning as much as a symbol of hope to the Restes audience.

“It has been too long since we’ve visited the southern quarter,” Faucher cried. She refused to call them what they’d been named by a Counseil long ago, a reminder that Faucher might support Elara, but she did not support the Restes.

“We are delighted to see your shining faces!” Perrault added.

“An honor,” Gabriel muttered.

No one made a sound.

The Counseil wouldn’t get easy applause here.

Tremblay cleared her throat. “We’ve brought the finale of Objet d’Art to you! Not only because the Souverain will represent you, but because one contestant already does.”

Again, no one cheered, but they did look at Elara. Some brave soul cried her name and another echoed with unforgettable.

“Favored, step forward,” Lafontaine ordered.

They stood before the Counseil in a line.

“Berina Savi of Le Cœur.”

She bowed.

“Hector Vidal of Galerie.”

He blew kisses.

“And Elara Rousseau of the Restes.”

Her plan began now.

Elara turned her back on the Counseil to face the crowd. In one swift move, she tore the chef’s coat away and dropped it onto the filthy cobblestones. The weight off her chest was instant. It was as if she hadn’t been allowed to breathe right for the past few weeks and now she was free.

Beneath, she wore a dress of the richest material she’d made Lafontaine waste his soms on. The folds of the skirt caught the summer breeze, shimmering in the lamplight. Every thread was alive, ready to shift to her will. It was made of delicate, beige lace, a magied material that flexed to her body and screamed aristocratic fashion.

Or it would have … if she hadn’t ruined it.

The servant, on Lafontaine’s orders, had gotten her everything she needed for the contest … including a sack of lye. Elara had spent most of the afternoon dunking the fabric in the bath, breaking the magied material down until it finally bleached.

She’d been delighted to destroy one more beautiful thing.

She wasn’t Arts Culinaires’ or Lafontaine’s puppet. Not tonight.

She was a Reste from the Restes.

The crowd broke their silence and roared their approval. The police held the line. Chants followed her as she spun a circle back to the Counseil. She did not bow.

This was her home.

Lafontaine turned an ugly shade of red, unable to speak.

Faucher took over for him. “Honored guests, we welcome you this evening to witness the crowning achievement of Anespérer’s greatest chefs. These are the most brilliant culinary minds of our time—talented with flavors, techniques, and magie to tantalize the very soul.”

Cormier addressed them next. “Chefs, this is your final attempt to dazzle us. Creativity, artistic prowess, and above all, potential must be seen tonight. You will design three courses to prove, without a shadow of doubt, you are worthy of the title Souverain. First, your dishes will be served to those who matter most: the people.”

Ah. That’s why the stations took up so much space. Two ovens, eight burners, and an icebox each meant they needed to feed an army.

“One hundred portions each,” Gabriel added. “So we may feed every guest present.”

“We understand this is a monumental task, so we’ve provided each of you with two randomly selected assistants.” Lafontaine motioned.

Through the crowd six figures in beige coats appeared, dispersing evenly to the stations.

“You have six hours,” Perrault said. “Begin.”

Elara calmly laid her mother’s—her—book on the table and opened it to the recipes she’d created this afternoon.

“I’m most comfortable with dessert,” she said, “so I’ll take lead on that. I’ll also need to swing between the dishes to ensure the magie is perfect.”

“Rousseau.”

“I won’t be doing a traditional plating experience tonight, which means all these individual components need to be ready and on the pass at the same time. Tonight is about precision.” She tapped her pen for effect.

“Rousseau!”

She whirled on the familiar voice, heart fracturing when she was met by an unrecognizable face. Was this her fate? To look for him everywhere? It’d be a lie to say she hadn’t scanned the crowd, desperate to find his unruly hair, sharp nose, and …

She shook her head. “We have work to do.”

“I know.” The assistant grabbed her hand, but only for a moment. It was enough to have Elara glaring him down at the impertinence—only to find bright blue eyes begging for forgiveness.

“No.”

It couldn’t be.

There was no way.

“What are you doing here?” she whispered.

“I made a promise,” Nik replied quietly, “and I intend to keep it.”
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For the span of a heartbeat, Nik feared she’d give him away.

Nik wanted nothing more than to damn the contest and tell her the truth about his father’s lies. But would it make a difference? Did it even matter when so many other lives were at stake?

“You shouldn’t be here,” she hissed.

“I don’t want him here either.” Fernand, disguised as a much older version of himself, leaned against the counter.

Elara’s jaw slackened as she tried to see beyond Blai’s expert makeup. “What the hell is this?”

“Impressive magie,” Fernand replied. “Do you have any idea how useful Lozano could be?”

“They’re not your pawn.” Elara’s gaze darted to the Counseil.

Nik leaned in. “We figured out what the—”

She held up a palm. “Counseil?”

They didn’t move or look.

“Vive la révolution,” she whispered, eyes focused on the caravan. “Lafontaine killed Lisette Plouffe.”

She was testing them. Of course. The other rounds had been amplified one way or another for the crowd. He doubted his father would want every detail as transparent tonight.

When she was sure they couldn’t hear, she nodded for him to go on.

“We figured out what the serum does,” he said. “Do you remember the scorpion root? It can never be mixed with a sedative of any kind.”

“Why?”

“The reaction reverses the scorpion root’s magie and doubles the potency. Meaning it has the opposite effect than what you accomplished during the first round.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “It dampens magie.”

Fernand nodded. “We’re not sure if it’s permanent.”

“It doesn’t matter. No one should be able to take another person’s magie.”

“Or prevent them from having it.” Nik surveyed the crowd. Only a small percentage of them likely had magie to begin with, but the others would have it removed before they could even have a hope to learn.

“He only has one syringe on him,” she said. “A threat to keep me in my place, but it’s not enough to do anything tonight.”

“Unless he injected it somewhere else.” Fernand nodded to the table laden with ingredients.

Elara’s knuckles turned white. “He wouldn’t.”

“He already has.”

Elara’s face darkened with rage as she took in the sumptuous produce and tender selection of meats. Nik understood that fury. Food was hard enough to come by in the Restes. For someone to offer a feast to the starving only to lace it with poison was beyond cruel. It was evil.

“Then we tell everyone,” she said. “I’ll scream it from the top of my station if I have to.”

“You’ll be silenced before anyone has a chance to look your way,” Fernand muttered.

The armed officers around the perimeter proved that.

Elara scratched her pen against the paper, scribbling until the ink soaked through, tearing a hole through the page.

“What do we do?” she asked.

Nik exchanged a glance with Fernand. With this plan, they’d either earn her trust or lose it entirely.

“Call his bluff,” Fernand said. “Lafontaine is banking on the crowd tasting the meals.”

“Find a way to make the Souverains eat first,” Nik said. “If the Counseil eats, they’ll lose their magie.”

“Or die.”

“Either way, my father would never let that happen.” Nik chanced a glare at Lafontaine sitting smugly on his throne. “He’d either have to eat it himself and lose his magie, or…”

“Reveal he knows something about the food.” Elara smiled. “Brilliant.”

Nik’s insides fluttered. The crescendo of praise lasted only a moment before she was glowering at him again, stepping back as if his very nearness would poison her.

“How do we ensure they eat first?” Fernand asked.

“Leave that to me.” Elara tapped the recipe. “And I’ve got the perfect meal to deliver.”

Nik read the recipe twice before he realized he was staring at a page devoid of stains or rips. It was clean and the writing was Elara’s jagged script, not her mother’s.

“What happened?” he asked.

“My mother left me some advice,” she said. “And I listened. For once.”

Quickly, she copied the recipes onto scratch paper and passed them out.

“Fernand, you’re on the main course. Duck à l’orange.”

“That’s more than feeding a duck oranges,” he muttered. “Isn’t it?”

“A little. Don’t worry, the recipe will walk you through it.”

When she turned to him, Nik swallowed the knot in his throat.

“Montagnes de lavande.” She held out the recipe. “I want to hit Lafontaine where it hurts.”

She said it almost as a test.

“Yes, chef.”

Elara faced the Counseil again, palms pressed on the countertop. As he’d taught her, she took a deep breath in and released it slowly.

“Take your time,” she said. “If you get lost, call for me. We can’t give ourselves away.”

“Yes, chef,” they replied.

She nodded. “Let’s get started.”
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Elara’s hands weren’t shaking from nerves.

They were shaking from rage.

Before her was a mountain of fresh vegetables, herbs, and meats—enough to feed an entire tenement of people for weeks. And it was all poison. Lafontaine disguised a weapon as the one of the most precious things the Counseil had deprived the Restes of for years.

Elara hated violence.

But tonight, she was ready for war.
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Nik smelled burning.

“Shit! Shit!”

Fernand jerked a pot from the stove, calling the ruined orange sauce enough colorful names to make the audience laugh and the guards wary.

Elara was busy with her own dish, and time was ticking.

“What’s the problem?” he asked.

“Nothing.” Fernand shoved by him to toss the smoldering pot in the sink. “Get out of my way.”

He returned to the oven, cranked the burner to high, and started with another pot. The flames licked angrily at the base.

Nik turned the dial back. “It’s too hot. The sugar will burn before it caramelizes.”

This knowledge must’ve seeped in over the last few weeks. That and his ability to correctly measure. He poured in red wine vinegar with the sugar.

“Just let it slowly turn brown,” he said. “If it starts to darken in other spots, give it a gentle stir.”

He clapped Fernand on the shoulder. “Breathe. You’ve got time.”

Fernand shrugged him off, but Nik swore he heard a quiet thanks.
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“TIME!”

Elara threw down her towel and stepped back from the bench. Six hours had disappeared in a blink, and the station was a wreck. Sauces dripped from the ledge, crumbs stuck to her boots, and the sink overflowed with dishes. Blai, if they were out there, would’ve been horrified by her even-more-ruined dress.

But the meal was done.

And the real plan was just beginning.

Fernand and Nik, both in their strange appearances, looked as if they’d gotten more food on them than in the bowls and bottles.

Elara’s gaze lingered on Nik, who was staring coldly up at his father. Was it because Lafontaine had ruined his plan to keep her in the dark? Or was it because he wanted to prove tonight whose side he was finally on?

If so, what side had he chosen?

Haydee had turned on Corinne and the rebels at the last minute.

Would Nik do the same?

“Gather round! Gather round!” Lisette Plouffe’s banner cried. “The final feast of the Objet d’Art has arrived! Each guest will only be served one helping tonight so as to share the bounty. Your votes will be tallied at the end.”

Hector and Berina had their hundred dishes ready, and servants in green approached.

“Souverains!” Elara stepped forward. “Counseil!”

The heat of a thousand eyes burned down her neck.

None burned hotter than Lafontaine’s icy stare.

“Chef Rousseau,” he said through his teeth, “what can we assist you with?”

She moved into the empty space between the caravan and the cooking stations. By now, she wasn’t unused to the spotlight, but this was different. Attention was power, and she needed as much of it as she could gather.

“Considering this monumental occasion, I have a suggestion. While I’m sure my friends from the Restes appreciate being put first for once”—they grumbled and jeered—“I think it would show a lack of manners if we let our guests eat last.”

Faucher beamed. “Such a polite girl.”

“Unnecessary,” Lafontaine said.

“Please.” Elara motioned to her station. “Consider me your humble host. I would like to serve you an unforgettable meal.”

She stared Lafontaine down, the word not having been lost on him or the audience.

He ground his teeth. “While the offer is kind, I don’t think—”

“Oh, come, Baptiste!” Perrault descended the trolley. “Chef Rousseau makes a valuable point. We should break bread with our people.”

Tremblay and Faucher followed. Cormier reluctantly came next.

Gabriel stared at Lafontaine, who finally followed them.

Elara would break him, and she knew exactly where to push.

And how to rile the audience in her favor.

“Gentlemen,” Elara murmured.

Nik and Fernand scurried behind her, shoving dishes to the side and cleaning the table until it reflected the overhead lights. Elara arranged the components in order, focusing on her art as much as the message she was about to deliver. She didn’t have a bomb, nor did she have her hands in deep pockets. What she had was food, and she would prove it meant more than anything else.

“This evening,” Elara began, “you will journey through a simple yet priceless experience in which each dish has been elevated for your elegant tastes while staying true to my Restes roots. I present Dame Anespérer.”

Elara sized up her canvas … and began.

Elara had designed the night as a way to prove artists couldn’t be contained in boxes. If Blai could become an expert with words and makeup, what was to stop a chef from painting? Poets sang, and dancers painted. Blacksmiths made music, and tailors baked bread. Anyone could be anything.

Elara chose to be a painter, a dancer, and a storyteller all in one.

She scattered the charred arugula as a foundation, followed by candied chestnuts, and a selection of vegetables sauteed to perfection.

“We begin with the greenery of the city’s farmers, with fresh flowers just beginning to bloom.”

Fernand followed with a bowl of purée, slashing it against the surface like paint. He was wild, splattering brilliant red sauce in unpredictable patterns that gave the painting a violent edge.

Elara added turnips and potatoes that had been sautéed in browned butter and braised in white wine, creating cloudlike formations to represent lazy Anespérerian summers.

Nik laid her crisp palmiers amid the sky, dripping bouillabaisse like rain upon the expanding field.

They wove together in a beautiful pattern until the painting unfurled. Elara lost herself, falling quiet as she gave in to the call coursing through her veins.

This was Elara’s truth. From this day forward, she would create without remorse. No one would ever hold her back again, not even herself. She could be both kind and firm, brave and reserved, baker and rebel.

Slices of duck were nestled atop sparks of orange sauce with candied peels stacked together in the center. A fire, raging at the city’s heart.

Only dessert remained.

Elara was about to begin with the custard when she offered the bottle to Nik.

He gawked. “I … I…”

“Only take it if you’re ready to paint with your whole heart,” she said.

It was an offer for Nik to back away. Lafontaine was his father, and Nik, like his mother, deserved to choose where he stood. He could use this moment to help her or damn her.

His hand wrapped around hers, and she savored the spark.

Nik faced the table, an artist to his canvas, and let go.

He moved with a grace she’d rarely seen. His arm swept in wide arcs as he added custard and foam in beautiful shapes. Lavender mousse filled in the gaps with color, and he knew exactly where to place the brilliant golden honeycomb crumble.

He finished, towering breathless over their art.

Elara touched his shoulder, hoping he felt her gratitude.

“It is Anespérer at sunset,” Tremblay gasped.

“What a performance,” Perrault declared.

“The drama. The passion!” Faucher squealed.

Elara turned to Lafontaine. “And you, Souverain?”

He was as pale as his evening finery.

Elara was all innocence and smiles, just as he and his son had wanted her to be. Except this time, he was trapped beneath her thumb. Moving forward, he would answer to her demands—

He pierced a potato with a fork and ate it.
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One bite was all it took to destroy their plans.

To her horror, the Souverains devoured her meal. Unlike at the Exposé, they delighted in her food. They would gorge themselves … to death. Faucher, Perrault, Tremblay, even Cormier tried all the elements.

Only Gabriel and Lafontaine measured their eating, tasting the smallest of morsels to avoid suspicion.

Elara was helpless. If she stopped them, everyone would believe she’d done this, that she’d tried to kill them. The same was true if she waited.

“Delicious, Rousseau,” Lafontaine murmured. “The magie is to die for.”

Elara’s stomach soured, and she had to pinch her sides to keep from retching.

When the Souverains had eaten their fill, they patted the corners of their lips and sighed contently.

“Absolutely marvelous.”

“Truly a wonder.”

“And the—”

Perrault was the first to fall.

A nightmarish gargling erupted from deep within her chest, and she clawed at her tight collar for air. Elara could only watch as her face turned red, then a sickening shade of purple.

Faucher patted her back as if she were choking.

“Can we get some water?” she asked. “Come now, you can’t—”

Faucher crumpled next. She crashed into the table, smearing Elara’s painting in panicked sweeps of her arms.

Perrault hit the cobblestones with a resounding thud and didn’t move again. A rivulet of blood trickled from where her head had struck. Over the next few seconds, her eyes emptied.

Dead.

Cormier barely released a gasp before he also collapsed in a heap. His nails scraped the cobblestones, breaking and bleeding as he tried to climb toward help as Elara’s mother had done years ago.

Faucher’s last action was to reach for Elara for mercy she couldn’t give. This wasn’t a gentle death. It was violent.

“I’m sorry,” Elara whispered as the woman died at her feet.

A single scream echoed between the buildings. Then there was only a second more of peace before chaos.

People tried to run. Children cried. And the police closed in.

All of it had gone so horribly wrong.

Now the Counseil would damn the Restes for a Rousseau’s actions again.

“We have to go!” Fernand grabbed her elbow.

“This way!” Nik pushed them through a line of guards.

“Stop them!” Lafontaine snarled.

The crowd blurred together as the police surged upon them, shouting commands. A shot cracked the night. Elara buried her head as more rang out, bullets pocking the ground at her boots. She prayed they were all for her, because if someone else got hurt tonight, it was her fault.

“Come on!” Fernand slammed a guard in the nose.

But he didn’t see the one who struck him with a baton.

“Fernand!”

Nik pulled her onward. “We can’t stop!”

“No!” She kicked and screamed as Fernand was pulled away.

Nik grabbed her face. “We can fight another day. We just have to—”

His voice broke off.

“Nik…”

His eyes were over her shoulder. Slowly, his palms lifted into the air.

She didn’t have time to feel fear or regret. Something sharp cracked her skull, and she went tumbling into the dark.
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Elara had ruined his life. Elara was the enemy. His father had been right all along.

Nik repeated those statements as he watched the police construct a horrid machine in the center of The Market. He repeated them as he was pulled upon a makeshift platform with Fernand, who’d also been relieved of his disguise. The rebel was barely awake, blood dripping from his hairline.

Elara had ruined his life.

She was laid out on the wooden slats before him, unconscious.

Elara was the enemy.

Her station had been ruined, the beautiful, toxic meal destroyed.

His father had been right all along.

Lafontaine watched from the safety of the caravan. Doctors in red tended to him, Gabriel, and Tremblay: the only other surviving Counseil members. They were slumped in their jeweled chairs, pale and dripping in sweat as they were treated.

Upon the cobblestones, the bodies of Faucher, Perrault, and Cormier had been covered with white sheets. They would remain there for the duration of the events as a reminder, Lafontaine had said, of what evil was capable of.

The officers finished with the machine and returned to the line they were holding. Behind a wall of officers wielding batons, guns, and blades, a riotous crowd loomed. A lucky few had escaped, but the rest would be forced to watch his father win once and for all.

“Rouse her,” Lafontaine ordered.

A doctor shoved smelling salts beneath Elara’s nose. She launched upward, sputtering and coughing. Her first instinct was to fight, but her hands were bound. It was like watching a rabbit in a cage.

“Elara Rousseau,” Lafontaine’s voice bellowed. “You are charged with the assassinations of Souverain Appoline Faucher, Souverain Odile Perrault, and Souverain Claude Cormier. You are also charged with conspiracy to commit treason via a burgeoning rebellion.”

The guards yanked her to her feet and dragged her across the platform to the contraption Nik had never seen before.

Two beams stretched high into the air above what resembled a pillory. Between them, a hungry blade caught the festival’s lights. Beneath, a basket awaited, making the purpose of the construction clear.

Nik could almost hear the sickening blow now.

And it was Elara who stood between the beams.

The first victim of his father’s glorious future.

“How do you plead?” Lafontaine called.

Elara’s skirts rippled in the summer wind as she took in the crowd. They honored her by not looking away. They would remember her as the first to fall in what Nik could only imagine would be a massacre.

Her chin lifted. “The only one guilty of murder is you. Why don’t you tell them about Lisette Plouffe. About Gaetan.”

The guard gagged her with a rag, but it was too late. The crowd had heard, and their fury started to boil.

The guards pushed Elara to her knees and shoved her head beneath the pillory, leaving her pale neck exposed.

Elara had ruined his life … Elara was the … His father …

Behind her dark curls, he caught a glimpse of her face. She was as peaceful as the night he’d found her cooking in his kitchen, away from prying eyes. Her eyes were closed, and he swore he could hear her humming. She was exactly where she wanted to be.

Elara had ruined his life, because there was no way he could return to who he was before. He’d been foolish to think Anespérer could be fixed by one selfish man who only wanted to own her. She could only be fixed by the people who made her heart beat. It was the people who’d made Anespérer the world’s greatest hub of art, and it was the people who deserved to fix her and rule in the Counseil’s stead.

Elara was the enemy, because she’d killed the boy he used to be. But from that death, Nik had been allowed to become someone new. He really did deserve to try again as many times as it took to make things right.

And his father had been right all along. Nik was weak like his mother. He was Restes to his bones, and he wanted to follow his heart rather than crawl in the shadow of a man who dangled love when it should be freely given.

“Elara Rousseau, you will be the first example of what happens to traitors of the Counseil, of anyone who wishes to endanger Anespérer’s people with treasonous lies.”

An officer unhooked the rope, and the blade dipped.

Nik refused to look away.

He would be with her to the end.

“All executions from this point forward will be a public promise that I will protect this city from evils like her.” Lafontaine stood proudly at the edge of the caravan. “From this night on, you will—”

Something fluttered in the dark above them.

A butterfly.

The world stopped.

It danced in elegant circles against the night sky.

All eyes followed the creature as it landed on the corner of the tower.

Nik recognized the craftsmanship instantly because it wasn’t a butterfly at all. It was paper.

The boy from the Joyaux watched Elara from the edge of the crowd as he released another from his cupped palms. This one landed on the platform in front of her.

Her eyes sparkled.

“Execute her.”

The guard released the rope.

Nik’s screams were lost with the crowd’s.

Thwak!

The blade froze mid-fall.

Someone had buried a knife in the rope, pinning it to the beam. The crowd gasped and parted, making room for Nicolette to stand at the police line.

“This monster has lied to you for decades.” She pointed another shimmering dagger at Lafontaine. “He has controlled you, starved you, and now tried to murder one of our own.”

The police drew their weapons.

“The Restes isn’t our only home. Anespérer is.” She turned. “It’s time to take her back.”

The closest officer cocked his gun only to fall with a sickening thud. A bloodied rock skittered across the cobblestones, thrown from an unknown hand.

A single action.

A single brave soul.

That’s all it took for the war to begin.

The people surged over the police line, breaking upon them with fists and makeshift weapons. There were no rebels, only people fighting to reclaim their home from the wealthy few who’d stolen her over the years. A true revolution.

Nik shot toward the guard fumbling with the stuck rope. They collided and toppled until Nik was on top. With a swift jab, he brought his shackles down on the man’s nose. He did it again, and again until he stopped moving and Nik’s hands were sticky.

He stared at the mess.

Stared at the mangled face beneath him until Elara’s muffled cries pulled him away.

He helped her up and removed the gag.

Fernand dropped a strangled body to the platform.

“What the hell do we do now?” Elara asked.

“We get these off, and we finish this.” Fernand whistled and slid to the edge of the platform, where a woman laden with muscles slammed the chain of his shackles open with a hammer. “Let’s go!”

Elara went next, and Nik followed.

“We have to stop the fighting,” Elara said.

“There’s only one way to stop it now.”

Fernand took off, disappearing into the battlefield. In the direction of the Counseil caravan. Of Lafontaine.

Elara ran.

Nik grabbed her.

The world faded away like it had in his kitchen when they sipped tea quietly. When she leaned her head against his shoulder and trusted him with every beautiful nerve in her body.

Four years ago, he’d let his mother go to his father.

She’d died for it.

Nik could’ve saved her if he’d been less selfish, because the truth was, he’d wanted her to make Lafontaine happy. He’d wanted a father more than he’d wanted his mother to be safe.

But he had to tell her. He would be selfish enough to carve out a single moment for himself because he couldn’t die if Elara didn’t know the full truth.

“I didn’t—”

“I know.”

She stared at him, then slowly threaded her fingers with his, tightening her grip.

It was all he needed to know this was right. Elara trusted him. And now she needed his support more than ever.

If he stood in her way, he was no better than his father.

He memorized the feel of her heartbeat beneath his fingertips one last time.

And he let her go.
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For the first time in her life, Elara was running toward something, not away.

She had to dive between sweat-soaked, warring bodies and dodge knives, bludgeons, and gunfire to get there, but she made it to the caravan. Fernand was already there. Quickly, he buried a knife in the guard watching the caravan and tossed his body aside.

Gabriel and Tremblay cowered behind their thrones, begging for mercy.

Lafontaine drew a knife and clashed against Fernand.

Elara watched them struggle.

Fernand landed enough blows to turn the sleeves and sides of Lafontaine’s white gown red, but he didn’t get them for free. For every strike, Lafontaine landed his own. Cut for cut. Blood for blood.

Elara turned a circle, taking in the battlefield The Market had become. It was supposed to be a place for fellowship and commerce, but it was now a scene from Elizabeta the Brave. Except there was no one upon a hilltop with an army to save them.

Elara understood Fernand now. Understood her mother.

War didn’t end with desperate plans or destructive bombs.

But those things made people pause.

Made them listen.

Made them change.

But if Fernand killed Lafontaine now, would that be enough? Would the Counseil’s followers across the river bow to Restes authority? And would Fernand and his band of rebels rule fairly?

The cycle would start anew.

She knew what she had to do.

She doubled back to her station and found a lingering smudge of the dish she needed, then fought her way to the caravan.

It might not work. The sun might rise on a smoldering Anespérer, but she had to try. All her life she’d believed her mother was a fool to try and fail. But that was how great art was made.

By the time she scaled the caravan, Fernand had Lafontaine pinned in his chair, a knife raised above his heart.

“STOP!”

She dove between them right as the knife came down.
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As soon as Elara disappeared, Nik was unmoored.

He’d come here for her.

He was willing to fight his father for her.

What was he supposed to do now? All around him, people were dying for their friends and neighbors, but Nik had left this life a long time ago. He didn’t belong here. But he didn’t belong across the river either.

A bullet whizzed by his head.

He found cover behind the platform of the hideous weapon his father had created. Fitting. He was always hiding in his father’s shadow, begging for scraps of light. Lafontaine had never intended to treat him as an equal. After Elara, he would’ve put Nik’s head in that contraption and never batted an eye as the blade came down.

“Nik!”

Chantal crouched beside him. A cut on her cheek wept, and her Restes dress was covered in filth, but she looked whole. Safe.

Nik ripped off the chef’s coat and used the sleeve to clean her cheek.

“What’s the plan now?” she asked. “Elara and Fernand are dealing with Lafontaine? How do we help?”

“I have no idea,” he said. “But you should go. Get somewhere safe.”

“To hell with that!” Blai skidded to his other side, followed by an officer.

Blai snapped a pistol up and it cracked in a puff of smoke. The guard fell.

“We aren’t going to hide here while the others have all the fun.” Blai loaded the gun again. “Use that brain of yours, Dupont.”

There was no plan. Nothing he could even begin to dream of. Everyone had their place, even the boy with his butterflies.

The boy.

The paper.

Nik looked up to the banner of Lisette Plouffe, who smiled, oblivious to her city tearing itself apart beneath her watch.

“Collect every flyer you can find within a few blocks,” he ordered. “Meet me back here.”

Chantal and Blai scattered without question, as if he deserved such loyalty.
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The knife stopped an inch above her chest, the tip angled at her matchstick tattoo.

“What the hell are you doing?” Fernand snarled.

“Trying something new,” she panted. “We have to find another way. Look!”

Fernand faced The Market. Flames crawled up a building, devouring the crumbling infrastructure like hay. Mothers screamed over their fallen children. Officers dragged their injured comrades out of danger.

“This was unavoidable,” she said. “I realize that now. The bombing was just the beginning. They were trying to warn us. My mother tried to warn me, and I didn’t listen. And I didn’t listen to you.”

Behind her, Lafontaine’s breath was haggard but steady. He was smart to remain silent. If he opened his mouth, she might not let him live.

“Then let me finish this,” Fernand said. “Let me cut his miserable throat so we can start over.”

“Can we?” Elara motioned to the destruction. “These soldiers, the Counseil … they have families, and when their loved ones don’t come home? This will all start over. Unless you show them the truth about this monster. Show them how his lust for power was only beginning with the Restes. Show them we’re not who he says we are.”

Fernand’s knife trembled.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

Elara turned to Lafontaine. “You forgot dessert, Souverain.”

“Get away from me, you bitch!” He struck her. Only once. Fernand pinned his arms back, ensuring it wouldn’t happen again.

Elara shook off the sting and held out the lavender mousse she’d collected on a spoon. One bite was all she needed to break him. Fernand pinched his nose, and Elara waited for him to gasp for air to shove the spoon in.

She didn’t care about the poison.

She cared about her magie.

His wrinkles deepened with sorrow. His fingers reached for someone who wasn’t there, and his lips trembled with Haydee’s name.

“Do you see her?” Elara asked.

“Stop this,” Lafontaine wheezed.

His eyes glazed over, swirling white.

“If she could see you now, would she be proud? You were going to murder her son. You used him to try and destroy her people.” She couldn’t find Nik in the crowd. Her heart seized with worry. Later. She could find him later.

“She chose me,” Lafontaine spat. “Not him.”

“As if a heart doesn’t have capacity to love more than one thing. Haydee loved her neighbors, and she wanted to free them. But she also loved you. Just as my mother loved me.”

It had taken Elara too long to realize this. Her mother hadn’t chosen a rebellion over her. She’d chosen it for her. Corinne had refused to let starvation and labor be her daughter’s destiny.

“Your mother was a devil!”

Elara resisted the urge to let Fernand bury that knife in the cavern where his heart should’ve been.

She had to keep going, push harder.

“Did you get to hold Haydee as she died?” she whispered, only for him. “I hope you did. I hope it was more peaceful than what my mother got.”

Tears coursed down his wrinkles and into his finely kept beard.

“I killed her.”

“If you hadn’t turned your back on her, chosen reputation over love, she would still be here. And you … you would be so much happier.”

Lafontaine slumped with a sob.

Elara nodded for Fernand to let him go.

They both stepped away, leaving Lafontaine to become what he’d always been: a miserable excuse of a person. His shoulders curved as he collapsed on himself, body heaving with wet cries.

People started to notice. The cracks of guns lessened, the cries of fury ceased, and there was stillness as they all witnessed their Souverain break.

“There’s still time,” Elara said gently. “You can make her proud.”

Lafontaine’s tremoring slowed. His sobs quieted.

“There is?” he murmured.

Elara knelt beside him, pushing even harder. Knowing he would rankle at her touch, recoil at her sympathy.

“Put an end to this,” she said. “Step down. Admit what you’ve done.”

When he lifted his chin, Elara was alarmed to find him so frail. Shadows unfurled beneath his bloodshot eyes, and he was as pale as the robes he’d armored himself in for decades. Lafontaine was no monster. He was just a man. Pathetic. Mediocre. Self-serving.

“I will,” he murmured. “Just like I put an end to your mother.”

All the air fled her lungs.

The world tipped in a sickening whirl.

“What?”

Pain pierced her core. And not from the horrific truth alone. Lafontaine’s gnarled hand gripped the syringe that he’d buried deep in her chest.

Fernand’s screams were far away.

There was only her and Lafontaine.

“Do you think I would have let anyone else have that privilege?” He leaned in and whispered, “I enjoyed slitting their throats. Your mother’s most of all.”

With that, he injected the purple liquid, and she felt every drop burn through her veins. The lights overhead brightened, brightened, brightened, until everything blazed white.

Then her soul was torn in half.

Nik was right.

She was going to die, and she couldn’t even scream.
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“NO!”

Nik watched Elara collapse into Fernand’s arms. Her body convulsed as Gaetan’s had, her teeth clenched tight enough he feared they’d shatter. Every vein in her neck and face popped as she seized against the drug. Depending on the dosage, it wouldn’t be long until she was gone forever.

“Nik!” Blai grabbed him.

He tried to shake them off only to find them wearing an unusually somber expression.

“We can’t save her now.” Blai shook the flyers they’d gathered. “But we can still help her.”

It was true. There was a chance she could survive. It had taken two doses to kill Gaetan, and Elara was strong. She could make it. She had to make it.

“Fine.” He slapped his stack of flyers on top of a crate. Blai and Chantal added a handful more. “This might not work. I’ve never … I’ve never done anything like this.”

Blai gripped his shoulder. “Powerful intention.”

Chantal offered him a pen. “Powerful emotion.”

Powerful magie.

He took a shaking breath and nodded. “Find that boy.”

They both took off again.

Nik braced, pen hovering just above the pages of Lisette Plouffe’s flyers. She smiled up at him, inked to the paper by some grand magie that could make her speak and move. The artist must’ve had years of practice to accomplish such a thing. How the hell was he supposed to—

Loosen up. Elara’s voice came to him. You look like you’re about to face a firing line.

He laughed. If only she knew …

“You have to start somewhere,” he said quietly.

Then he pressed the ink to the page. With each stroke of the pen, he focused on the pain his father had caused. The beatings, the years of verbal abuse, the empty promises of affection.

But that wasn’t enough.

Somewhere deep inside, he knew it would take more than that to bring this sketch alive.

He pushed through the hurt to find a memory of his mother’s face bathed in morning sunlight as she tended to the lavender on their windowsill in that tiny apartment. That winter, she’d made lavender tea. It had been his first taste of magie, but not his first taste of love.

For her, he would make this right.

For Elara.

For the Restes.

For himself.

When he pulled back, the ink was dry, from the top sheet to the bottom. Either it had soaked through because of his heavy hand or he’d succeeded.

Time would tell.

“Got him!” Blai panted. “Mouthy brat wanted compensation for his work.”

“As he should,” Chantal snapped. “I’ll pay you handsomely when this is over.”

The boy from the river beamed up at her, then turned to Nik. “You need me to make something?”

Nik held out the flyers. “Please.”

The boy delighted in having unfettered access to the flyers, to press and fold them into a few dozen types of birds and butterflies. Together, they took turns releasing them in batches.

“Look!” Someone pointed.

The crowd turned their gazes upward as the papers swarmed into a massive cloud.

“Nice job,” Nik said, patting the boy on the head before he pushed through the crowd.

Chantal and Blai joined him as he climbed atop the cooking station.

“This is what Lafontaine has done.” He pointed toward the massive banner of Lisette Plouffe. She’d died to try and make things right, and Nik would give her another chance.

Nothing happened.

No magie.

He was a fool to think he’d be able to pull something like this off with so little—

The Souverain’s face melted away like watercolors in the rain. As her smile drooped and eyes faded, a series of letters and numbers took over, followed by his father’s swirled signature at the bottom.

All at once, the winged creatures unfolded and floated down to the crowd. Some landed in the bloody streets, but most were caught by bruised fists.

Nik’s heart twisted with pride.

“This,” he said, “is what Lafontaine plans for the city. A magie-stealing poison.”

Gasps. Curses. Disbelief. Officer, Reste, or rebel, they all turned their suspicious gazes up to the banner.

“Rousseau tried to show you where he’d hidden it.” Nik pointed at their mess. “In the very food he’d promised you.”

Behind them, a building collapsed in a cough of flame and smoke.

“To save the city from people like her!” Lafontaine snarled. “Her ideas and power would destroy us all! She tried to divide us!”

“You divided us when you killed Corinne Rousseau!” Nik shot back.

Outrage turned to cries for justice.

Fernand, who held Elara’s trembling body, added, “Souverains, he let you eat your fill because he was willing to let you pay the price, with your magie or your lives.”

Tremblay’s eyes sharpened on Lafontaine. Gabriel remained hidden behind his throne.

“What’s to stop him from using this on anyone who stands in his way?” he added.

Elara seized once more.

The world watched.

Nik jumped from the station and approached the caravan. For once, he didn’t have to fight his way forward. People parted for him, and not out of disgust.

He stroked a tendril of Elara’s hair back from her sweaty gray forehead.

“I used to stare at my mother’s painting, wishing she’d walk right out of the frame and back to me.” Nik glanced up at his father. “I imagined you felt the same.”

Lafontaine said nothing.

Because he knew how thoroughly he’d ruined both their lives.

“Nothing about her death ever made sense,” he continued. “She betrayed the people who needed her most, yet the bomb still went off. People still died. She died.”

Nik had tried to bury the truth the winter his father had abandoned him. First with violence, then with alcohol. Finally, he’d covered it in denial so deep it poisoned the rest of his life.

“You killed her,” he said. “Her and everyone else at the Senate that day. To start a war.”

“To bring peace!” Lafontaine hissed.

For all his spitting and rage, he was every bit the broken old man he’d always been. He was a murderer who’d chosen his position over the people who adored him.

It was his fault Nik had grown up without his mother.

It was his fault any of this had started in the first place.

Lafontaine tried a new approach, eyes softening as his lips trembled into a smile that would never work on Nik again. “She was my greatest treasure. A necessary sacrifice.”

“Is that why she guarded the room where you killed Gaetan Arnaud?”

The crowd was nearly back to a riot. Rocks cracked against the caravan. Knives gouged the polished wood. One blade narrowly missed his father’s head. Pity.

Fernand turned to the remaining Counseil. “And Lisette Plouffe?”

Tremblay turned stony, expression darkened by rage.

“Arrest him,” she ordered. “For the assassination of Lisette Plouffe, the murder of Gaetan Arnaud, and conspiracy to commit treason.”

Two guards moved right past Elara and Fernand to scoop up Lafontaine.

“Get your hands off me!” He cursed as they pulled him away.

Nik didn’t even watch him go. He didn’t deserve another second of thought. Instead, Nik cradled Elara’s body as Fernand lowered her down to him in order to face Tremblay. Gabriel had miraculously disappeared. Coward.

“Fernand Travers.” He offered his palm. When she snubbed the shake, he shrugged. “I humbly submit myself to represent the Restes as we move forward. The Sociétés must change, and you will listen to your people. All of them.”

He plopped into Lafontaine’s empty chair and leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

“Let’s begin.”
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The moment Elara was aware of something other than the dark, she clung to it. A few times already she’d tried to follow little hints of life to the surface: a press of fingers on her forehead, the quiet shuffle of a page, a murmured conversation. All in vain. This time, she heard a pouted it’s my turn, and she wrapped herself around every syllable until she could feel her toes, her fingers, and the ache in her spine from lying still so long.

The first thing she saw was a familiar sage-green ceiling printed with flowers.

The second was a beautiful face covered in vibrant makeup.

The world threatened to darken, but she refused to be swallowed again.

“Good morning,” Blai said.

The sound split her head open.

“Sorry,” they whispered. “The doctors said you’d be in a lot of pain if … when you woke up.”

Pain wasn’t a strong enough word. It felt as if she’d housed a fire inside her rib cage and now there was nothing left but ash and smoldering embers.

She’d actually felt the poison scouring through her nerves like dogs on the hunt. It had sought out any morsel of magie and feasted. Unlike the tattoo, which had muffled her memories, this tried to destroy them.

Elara thought of her mother. Corinne Rousseau. Dark hair. Kind smile. Laugh like a horse. She’d taught her how to make her first pie crust, and she’d died fighting for the Restes. She died because Lafontaine killed her.

Good. Old and recent memories were still there.

She tried baking next. What did it take to make the perfect crust? Frozen butter. Flour. Water. A dash of salt. Laminated to flaky perfection and baked to a delicate golden brown.

She tried the recipe again, in detail this time.

“Two cups flour … No … One and a half cups…” She squinted hard. “How much butter?”

Fabric gently brushed her cheeks where she must’ve been crying.

“They said it could come back,” Blai said gently. “With time and practice.”

“And my magie?” she whispered.

They heaved a sigh. “Do you want the truth or something to make you feel better?”

“The truth.”

“There’s no telling if you’ll be able to perform magie until you try. The doctors think it might be like not practicing for a while. The skill isn’t gone. You just need to brush off the dust.”

Elara turned her cheek to the window as another tear slid down her face.

It had taken her whole life to own her magie, and Lafontaine had destroyed it in a matter of seconds.

Blai got up and returned with a glass of water that Elara downed before asking for more. At three glasses, she felt sick, not sated. What the hell had the serum done to her?

“What happened to the Restes?” she asked.

Outside the window, the skies were blue with an encouraging lack of smoke. Birds called from the gardens and there were voices chattering below.

No bullets.

No screams.

“You did it,” Blai answered.

“Did what?”

“Oh, you know.” They waved their palm dismissively. “Stopped a war, caused governmental reform. Nothing special.”

The words wouldn’t sink in.

“I’m tired of this room.” Blai laid a dress on the bed. “Do you feel up to a walk?”

“Please.” Elara gingerly crawled from the bed. She had to lean heavily against the posts to remain upright, but she was standing. “Where to?”



Belleplace was the same. The Joyaux was the same. But The Market was entirely new.

Given the lack of blood and bodies, the finale had been some time ago. Days? Weeks?

The stations had been cleared away, the horrendous execution device dismantled, and new opportunities had taken their places. A red tent had a fleet of doctors to tend to the wounded and sick. They changed bandages, checked on coughs, and provided medicines.

Not a single som was paid.

Beneath a green tent, families collected baskets of food and clothing.

A purple tent offered official paperwork many had gone decades without: birth certificates and work orders.

A silver tent sent out shipments of wood, nails, and metal. People brought barrels to fill with bricks only to wheel them away down the street toward the collapsed buildings.

The beige Arts Culinaires tent offered hot meals. Berina and Hector were among the chefs ladling out food and talking with the Restes people.

“How long have I been out?” she asked.

“Two weeks.” Blai shrugged. “Fernand thinks the progress is slow, but he’ll learn to temper his expectations if he wants to remain on the new Assembly.”

“Assembly?”

“Assembly of Peoples.” Blai grimaced. “The name is wretched, but apparently that’s unimportant right now.”

They turned to her. “Want to see?”

Elara was shocked when they arrived at Gaetan’s Boulangerie.

She wasn’t sure if she could step even a foot inside after … after everything.

“They chose this place for ease of access, and because Tremblay needed to be reminded of all this quarter has lost.”

Blai opened the door and stepped in.

The dining area was filled with life. The tables had been shoved together in the center to serve as a massive meeting desk in which all participants could see one another.

People, some she recognized, crowded together, shoulders pressed tight as they argued.

“We don’t want your handouts,” Fernand snarled. “We want equal share and support like the rest of your damned citizens!”

“And what does that look like on our part?” shouted Tremblay. She was surrounded by a small host of people who exuded money. “The factories can’t run without workers, and without the factories, Anespérer will be ruined!”

“The people want to work,” Nicollette hissed. “But they’ll only work for a fair wage.”

“Which Gabriel oversaw! Not me!”

“Which is why we created this Assembly. We make new rules!” Fernand shouted louder. “Why have we gone round and round on this?”

“Because you’re impatient, hero.” Blai touched his shoulder like a lover, then pushed him down into a seat. “Everyone. We have a guest.”

They all turned. Who was everyone—

A blur of saffron yellow smacked into her, squeezing until she couldn’t breathe.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Chantal whispered. “These people are insufferable. Even I don’t have the patience.”

Elara laughed. “If you can’t do it, no one can.”

“We’ve met every day for two weeks, but we’d make more progress if someone could open his mouth without insulting people.”

“I’ll play nice when these crooks pay up,” Fernand shot back. “I need a break.” He got up and approached, elbow out for Elara to take. “Come with me?”

Blai mouthed please.

Elara nodded. “Of course.”

As they walked, Fernand explained all that had happened while she’d been out. Nik had magied the flyers and Plouffe’s banner to reveal copies of Lafontaine’s formula, which doctors later verified as the poison in the food as well as the syringe he’d plunged into her heart.

Lafontaine had been arrested. Souverain Gabriel had fled.

Now they were beginning reparations, starting with the formation of the Assembly of Peoples. Equal representation from all quarters.

According to Fernand, it was taking forever.

“You’ve done more for the Restes in two weeks than anyone has in a century,” she said. “Art takes patience.”

“I’m not an artist.”

“That’s not true.” She motioned to the construction around them. People who waved and cheered him—not her. In fact, the words she’d shouted at the second contest were beginning to melt away. Soon, she would be a footnote in the greater changes of this city. Fernand was the kind of person who would carry them forward. “Art isn’t always something you can hang in a gallery or a shop window. It’s the ability to look inward, to wrestle with the darkest parts of yourself, then express those feelings in the hopes others resonate with them.”

Pain of what she’d lost flickered in her chest, but she shoved it away.

“You have a gift with people. You make them listen.”

“I make them heard,” he corrected her.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You’ll change this city, Fernand. Just be patient with the process.”

A lamp flickered overhead. The stalls were closing down, supplies were being stored for tomorrow, and people were returning home or to the bars for the night.

Then there was music.

Laughter.

Joy.

Fernand made her face him. “You’re sad.”

“I know I did the right thing,” she confessed, “and I don’t regret a single moment, but…” She extended her palms. Magie had been hers. No matter the rules or roadblocks, magie had always belonged to her.

Fernand threaded his fingers with hers.

“Let me show you something.”

He walked with her, careful to take their steps slow when she needed to catch her breath.

It was down their second turn she found the courage to ask, “Where’s Nik?”

Fernand’s grip tightened for a second. “Tremblay asked to deal with him directly.”

“She arrested him?” It shouldn’t surprise her. He’d been complicit in his father’s attempt to rig the Objet d’Art, and he’d … Well, he hadn’t known much of anything else. The plot to poison the Restes had belonged only to Lafontaine.

He’d given up the rebels to his father, but that wasn’t illegal no matter how much it hurt.

“Not quite,” Fernand said. “I’m sure you’ll see him soon enough. He demanded to check on you every day.”

“Every day?” she asked.

Fernand rolled his eyes. “Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

The thought warmed her even though she should hate him.

“You ready?” Fernand asked as he took her down one final, familiar bend. It was a crooked, forgotten alley to a run-down, abandoned store.

Except it wasn’t anymore.

Café Divin was real.

The boards had been stripped from the windows, and warm light flooded across the cobblestones. The building’s exterior was covered in scaffolding, but she could see part of it had already been painted a dark plum. The tables and chairs were outside in the process of being refinished in red stain. The canopy above the door was brilliant yellow with fringed tassels.

It wasn’t ready yet, but it would be soon.

Every inch of it was exactly as Nik had promised in his blueprints. Room for poets to meet outside, a cozy dining hall for conversation, and a rooftop community garden.

He’d done this … for her.

It was her shop.

Her dream

Her home.







EPILOGUE
NIK



The leaves shivered in the cold evening breeze, their oranges and golds burning in the dying sunlight. Autumn had descended upon Anespérer with an exhausted sigh a few weeks ago, and soon the trees would be bare and snow would fall.

Nik was grateful for the break in heat, but he missed the lavender blooming on his windowsill. The beautiful stalks had been his only company these last few months. At least, during the nights he made it home.

Per Tremblay’s orders, he was helping to plan the new textile factories. She’d seen his magie at the finale as well as his plans for Rousseau’s bakery, and decided his penance was to design newer, safer workplaces for the city. It was more than he deserved.

His father might be rotting in prison, but it was Nik who carried the weight of all they’d done.

“You’re out late.” Tremblay rounded the corner.

“Souverain.” He cut the word off. It was habit. One he needed to break. There were no ridiculous titles anymore. She was a counselor, one of many. “I finished the designs on the new clinic.”

He held out the folder.

She’d rejected his plans at least a hundred times already. At this rate, they’d open the clinic after he died.

Tremblay flipped through the papers casually as if Nik’s gut wasn’t actively trying to chew through itself. He was told by other apprentices that sharing your work got easier. Lies. It never felt good to trust someone else.

“These are good,” she said. “We can talk about a few minor changes in the morning.”

Minor changes.

It was good enough to release the hitch in his chest.

“You’re still holding back. I want the work you did for Rousseau’s bakery. Imagine all we could do if you gave me that kind of innovation.”

He flushed, unsure of what to say. Compliments were still new. Also, there was no way he could explain that his passion for Elara’s shop hadn’t been about the architecture. It had been about the baker.

Maybe that was the purpose of art.

He was still figuring that out.

“Does she like it?” he asked quietly.

Tremblay’s brows rose. “You haven’t been?”

Nik shook his head.

She touched his shoulder, a firm grip. “You must accept every part of who you are, even the pieces that make you ashamed. If you don’t, they’ll eventually eat you alive.”

Tremblay headed for the bridge back to the north, but she stopped near the crest and said, “Café Divin is truly divine. Go get some inspiration.”

With that, she left him at the edge of the bridge alone. No guards. No onlookers.

Nik had a choice to make.

His father would’ve chosen the coward’s route and returned home to lie in the dark.

So Nik practiced his new motto for living: He chose the opposite of Lafontaine.

He headed to The Market, then down a winding alley that ended in a cove filled with music and laughter. People huddled together at outdoor tables despite the cold. Their cheeks were rosy as they told jokes and played games with their shirts covered in pastry flakes.

Nik watched from the shadows.

It was the closest he’d allowed himself to be since Elara woke up.

Gathering his courage, he stepped into the light and was immediately enveloped in warmth. Ah. The heated cobblestones he’d designed worked perfectly.

Nik pulled his collar up higher. Most people didn’t recognize him now. He’d let his hair grow wild, and a dark stubble covered his chin and cheeks. Plus, he’d abandoned his ugly red suits in favor of the new fashion of wearing whatever the hell colors he wanted.

The windows were filled with pastries, pies, and breads. Magnificent, multicolored cakes twirled upon pedestals that allowed every intricate weave of icing to be admired. He searched the signage for any mention of magie.

The front door swung open.

“Order for Blanchard!”

Nik’s heart wrenched into a knot.

A customer took the tray with a cheerful thanks. Elara offered the biggest smile he’d ever seen. She was even more beautiful than the sketches he made at midnight when he couldn’t sleep without thinking of her. Her dark hair was longer and frayed from a day of work. Her round cheeks were red, and her eyes bright with joy. Not an inch of her wasn’t covered in flour, but she looked the happiest he’d ever seen her.

She turned to go back in, and he nearly bolted when she saw him.

A minute passed. Maybe days. Maybe a year.

“I…” Nik grappled with what to say. How to say it. He’d memorized an entire speech to convey the next time he faced her, but it was all gone.

“This was a mistake.” He turned on his heel.

“Do you need a menu?” she blurted.

He stopped.

“I think you might like our pastry of the week.”

He turned.

“I don’t like desserts.”

He swore he saw a ghost of a smile.

“My lavender custard tarts will fix that. They have the magie to make even the most stubborn find some peace.” She stuck out her hand. “Elara Rousseau.”

Nik was aware of her customers minding their own business and the warmth flooding from inside the shop. This was her home, and—for whatever reason—she’d invited him in.

The steps back to her were the hardest he’d ever taken.

The moment his palm touched hers, he knew where he belonged.

“Nikolas Dupont.”
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