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Chapter 1 - Arrival at Gare du Nord
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Paris, Saffy decided, was best inhaled like a double espresso—hot, noisy, and likely to keep you awake for days. The Eurostar wheezed to a dignified halt and deposited its cargo of bleary-eyed tourists, business commuters, and one food writer from Somerset with a suitcase that rolled like a drunken trolley. Saffy stepped onto the platform, immediately swept into the Gare du Nord’s morning opera: the hiss of espresso machines, the staccato clack of luggage wheels, and a disembodied voice firing French announcements at bullet speed. Somewhere nearby, a busker squeezed a mournful accordion that made even the pigeons look melodramatic.

She adjusted her grip on three essential items: a battered notebook, a press pack from The Taste Tribune, and a carefully stashed box of Yorkshire teabags. The first two marked her as a professional. The third marked her as British—and not inclined to take Parisian infusions of “herbal grass clippings” at face value.

The terminal smelled of croissants and ambition. A businessman barked into his phone, a family tried to corral four children and a dog into the right direction, and Saffy wondered if she’d underestimated the caffeine situation. She was here, supposedly, to cover Le Prix du Chocolat Mondial, a competition hyped as “the Olympics of cocoa.” To Saffy, the phrase conjured visions of athletes in aprons, sprinting with ganache bowls and collapsing in heaps of profiteroles. In reality, she suspected it would be less about skill and more about sponsorship, lighting, and the sort of adjectives usually reserved for perfume adverts.

She trundled toward the exit, rehearsing her professional smile. Somewhere in her itinerary (buried beneath the press schedule and an alarming number of canapé receptions) lurked the promise of actual chocolate. Until then, she had to survive logistics.

“Madame.” The voice cut through the crowd. A customs officer—immaculately pressed uniform, moustache sharp enough to julienne carrots—gestured her to the side. Saffy froze, instantly guilty of something, though she wasn’t sure what. Smuggling an extra Toblerone? Concealing sarcasm without a licence? The officer’s gaze fell on her notebook, peeking from her tote. “You are a journalist?” His tone suggested that this was a profession on par with that of a jewel thief or professional saboteur.

Saffy gave her brightest smile, the one that usually made PR assistants wilt and chefs sharpen knives. “Food writer,” she corrected. “I’m here for the chocolate competition.”

His eyes narrowed. “You plan... to cause trouble?”

She considered this. On the one hand, her official line was: of course not. On the other hand, trouble tended to find her in the way seagulls found chips—messily, noisily, and without an invitation. She leaned in, conspiratorial. “Only culinary trouble,” she promised.

The officer’s moustache twitched—possibly amusement, possibly a suppressed sneeze. He waved her on with the air of a man allowing fate to take its course. Back in the tide of travellers, Saffy exhaled. Paris had already questioned her motives, and she’d only been on French soil for twelve minutes. Not bad. She tugged her suitcase forward, narrowly avoiding collision with a toddler armed with a baguette like a medieval sword.

The grand iron-and-glass canopy above sparkled with early sunlight. Somewhere beyond the doors lay boulevards, brasseries, and the absurd spectacle of the world’s finest chocolatiers locked in a sugary battle. Saffy adjusted her press badge, squared her shoulders, and muttered under her breath: “Bienvenue à Paris. Let the ganache games begin.”

With that, she rolled out of the Gare du Nord—cynicism sharpened, notebook ready, and teabags intact.
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Chapter 2 - First Look at the Venue
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If Versailles had ever decided to dabble in patisserie, Saffy suspected it would have looked a lot like this. The competition venue loomed ahead: a 19th-century palace freshly scrubbed of its historical gravitas and redecorated in a tasteful palette of marble, gilt, and cocoa fumes. The chandeliers glimmered as though auditioning for a perfume advert, while the gilded mirrors offered the kind of lighting that made even exhausted journalists appear editorial. Somewhere, hidden speakers piped in discreetly triumphant classical music, the kind that suggested greatness was about to be achieved with a piping bag.

“Miss Tait?” squeaked a voice beside her. An intern, approximately twelve by appearance, though probably closer to twenty, scampered up holding a plastic lanyard. He had the expression of someone who had not slept since the Eiffel Tower was erected.

“It’s Tate,” Saffy corrected, peering at the badge. The laminated card proudly declared Safran Taint, The Taste Tribune. She stared at it. “Well, at least you’ve captured the essence of my personality.”

The intern blushed crimson and ushered her inside before she could lodge further complaints with the gods of proofreading.

The kitchens came first. Stainless steel stretched into the distance like a battalion of polished armour, every surface gleaming in a way that would have made most health inspectors faint with joy. Chefs in starched whites moved briskly, slicing, tempering, and whisking as though auditioning for an avant-garde ballet. The air buzzed with sugar and nerves.

Saffy pretended to look unimpressed, though her stomach staged a quiet applause. She’d attended enough “prestigious” food events in Britain that amounted to draughty marquees and a single trestle table groaning under the weight of hummus samples. By comparison, this was... well, as she muttered under her breath, “I’ve seen less pomp at a royal christening.”

The intern steered her toward the press gallery—a grand balcony overlooking the competition floor. Dozens of journalists were already setting up camp: laptops open, cameras poised, the occasional elbow battle over socket access. It looked less like dignified reporting and more like a survival reality show.

“Here you will watch the magic,” the intern said proudly.

Saffy leaned on the balustrade. Below, the judging floor gleamed like a stage set. At its centre stood a series of glass display boxes, each waiting like a transparent tomb to receive its sacrificial cake. The boxes caught the light so dramatically that she half-expected angels to descend, singing hymns to ganache. “Very subtle,” she murmured.

Her guide, missing the sarcasm by several kilometres, nodded eagerly. “Yes, very subtle. The world press will love it.”

As they moved on, Saffy lobbed what she thought was a straightforward question. “So—where do you source the chocolate for the competitors?”

The intern blinked. “Ah... from our suppliers.”

“Of course,” Saffy said dryly. “And your suppliers source it from...?”

A polite smile. “Our trusted partners.”

She tried again with the persistence of a terrier at a trouser leg. “Single origin? Blend? Fairtrade?”

His eyes darted left and right as if the marble columns might rescue him. “The details are... proprietary.”

Which was intern-speak for stop asking awkward questions before my supervisor evaporates me on the spot. Saffy let it drop, but made a mental note in her trusty notebook: Ingredients—mystery. Ask again when they can’t wriggle.

They finished the tour with a glimpse of the judges’ gallery, all velvet chairs and dramatic spotlighting. It resembled less a tasting panel and more the throne room from a fantasy novel, minus only the dragons.

By the time she was gently ushered back toward the exit, Saffy’s cynicism was fighting a losing battle against grudging admiration. This was absurd, over-the-top, and gleaming with artifice. But it was also dazzling. She adjusted her tragically misspelt badge and allowed herself a small smile. “All right, Paris,” she muttered. “You’ve got my attention. Now let’s see if your chocolate lives up to your chandeliers.”
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Chapter 3 - The Welcome Gala Begins
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Ballrooms, Saffy decided, were like soufflés: impressive when risen, faintly ridiculous if you looked too closely. Tonight’s particular specimen gleamed beneath a regiment of chandeliers, each dripping crystal like an overzealous ice sculpture. The parquet floor glowed as though polished by angels with obsessive-compulsive tendencies, and the air carried a mingling perfume of perfume itself and the faint, heady whisper of cocoa.

The competitors had arrived in full regalia, wearing embroidered chef whites that managed to look less like uniforms and more like battle armour. Names were stitched in gold thread across chests with the solemnity of military medals. A few outfits had gone further, edging dangerously toward the rhinestoned. Saffy was pretty sure that one man’s jacket had edible glitter woven into its seams. He sparkled every time he raised a canapé to his lips, like a disco ball powered by ganache.

Speaking of which—waiters slid by with trays of canapés, each shaped into neat little cocoa beans, as if to remind everyone why they were here. Saffy snagged one, bit in, and found herself chewing a blend of smoked salmon and chocolate cream cheese. It was less a flavour pairing and more a cry for help.

She drifted between conversational clusters, each knot of chefs radiating its own cocktail of nerves and ego. A young Argentine competitor clutched his champagne flute as if it were a flotation device. His jacket was pristine, his accent charming, his hands trembling so visibly that Saffy half-expected him to whip up meringues without trying.

“You’ll be brilliant,” she assured him, though her French was patchy and his English worse. They settled for a smile of mutual terror and moved on.

The next circle contained an American vlogger with a jawline so sharp it could slice mille-feuille. He filmed himself on a tiny camera held at arm’s length, narrating in the kind of upbeat patter that made Saffy crave both earplugs and gin.

“Paris, babes, we are thriving,” he announced to his followers, pivoting to frame the chandelier behind him. “The vibes? Immaculate. The ganache? TBD. Stay tuned, like, share, subscribe!”

Saffy considered tripping him gently into the vol-au-vents but decided international relations were already fraught enough.

And then—Camille Durand. France’s reigning pastry queen, her hair sculpted with more precision than most sugar showpieces, her whites tailored to haute-couture perfection. She moved with the serenity of a swan and the subtle threat of the swan’s beak.

“Ah,” Camille said, eyes drifting over Saffy as though she were a watermark on silk. “An English journalist.”

“Correct,” Saffy replied brightly, resisting the urge to curtsy.

Camille smiled, the kind of smile usually accompanied by a fencing foil. “Enjoying our little soirée?”

“It’s charming,” Saffy said. “I particularly admire the smoked-salmon-chocolate canapé. Bold choice. Weaponised, almost.”

Camille’s expression flickered briefly before resettling into disdainful serenity. “Perhaps English palates are... less adventurous.”

“Or more cautious about food that tastes like an identity crisis,” Saffy offered sweetly.

Before Camille could retort, a different predator approached: Bertrand Piquet, rival critic, notorious for his luxuriant cravat and venomous pen. He oozed across the parquet like a man convinced he was the chandelier reincarnate.

“Didn’t you once call ganache ‘posh Nutella’?” he sneered, swirling his wine.

Saffy met his gaze and smiled like a cat who’d just discovered the cream jug unattended. “Only because it is.”

Several nearby chefs choked on their amuse-bouches. Bertrand flushed the exact shade of raspberry coulis and slithered off in search of more sympathetic company. Saffy sipped her champagne, feeling marginally less like an interloper. She might not have a sequinned jacket or her name embroidered in edible glitter, but she had something else—an ability to puncture pomposity with a single quip. And in a ballroom shimmering with sugar, ego, and spectacle, that was almost as useful as a piping bag. Almost.
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Chapter 4 - First Encounter with Étienne Duval
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The chocolate phoenix loomed over the ballroom like a mythological reminder that sugar and hubris could achieve remarkable feats when left unsupervised. Its wings spanned a good six feet, every feather sculpted from tempered chocolate so glossy it reflected the chandeliers above. The nest it rose from—a croquembouche of heroic proportions—glimmered with spun sugar threads that quivered with the air currents of passing waiters. Saffy stared at it and thought: That is either genius or a structural hazard waiting for one enthusiastic elbow.

It was here, naturally, that she spotted Étienne Duval. The man moved with the languid confidence of someone who had never had to push a supermarket trolley with a wonky wheel. His suit was tailored, his cufflinks discreetly ostentatious, and his smile the precise temperature of tempered glass—smooth, flawless, and cold enough to cut. Around him, guests hovered, murmuring admiration as if proximity might improve their palates.

Saffy squared her shoulders, notebook in hand, and advanced. Time for her first quote from the legendary chocolatier-turned-judge. Preferably something pithy, practical, and not involving smug references to cocoa percentages.

“Monsieur Duval?” she began, careful to give the ‘u’ a fighting chance. “Saffron Tate, The Taste Tribune. Could I trouble you for a comment?”

He turned with practised elegance, eyes flicking briefly to her badge before returning to the champagne flute in his hand. “Ah. The English press.” His voice was buttered velvet with just enough edge to slice brioche.

Saffy smiled sweetly. “Yes, we do let ourselves out occasionally.” She launched into her first question. “The competition is clearly... magnificent. But readers will want to know—how do you ensure transparency in the judging process?”

A chuckle, perfectly rehearsed, as though she’d just recited a mildly amusing limerick. “Transparency?” He gestured at the phoenix, as though its molten majesty answered everything. “Mademoiselle, you write opinions. We create art.”

The nearby admirers tittered appreciatively, which only encouraged him.

Saffy wrote down a patronising chuckle—suspect origin: ego, at least 70% minimum cocoa. She tried again. “Still, surely fairness is as important as presentation. Don’t you think audiences deserve to know—”

He interrupted with a flick of his hand, dismissing her words as if they were stray crumbs on an otherwise perfect tarte. “English humour,” he said smoothly, “always so... practical.”

Her pen froze mid-scribble. A murmur of polite laughter rippled through the circle, though the guests’ eyes darted between them with the guilty excitement of people watching a tennis match where one player might throw the racket. Saffy tilted her head, smile sharpening to a blade. “Ah. French arrogance,” she replied.

The laughter this time had a nervous edge. One guest suddenly found the croquembouche’s sugar threads utterly fascinating. Another pretended to cough into his napkin, badly.

Étienne’s smile did not falter, but a shadow of irritation crossed his eyes. “You are... spirited,” he allowed, as though describing a particularly lively bottle of champagne. “Perhaps your writing will reflect that.”

“Count on it,” Saffy said. She made a note in her book: Duval—Phoenix of Pastry, patron saint of Condescension.

Her fingers itched to flick a profiterole from the croquembouche nest directly onto his polished shoes, but she restrained herself. Professionalism, after all, meant saving that level of mischief for the article draft.

They regarded each other for a beat, the air between them fizzing like champagne left too long in the sun. Around them, the phoenix gleamed silently, wings spread wide as though presiding over this opening volley.

The message was clear: instant dislike, mutual disdain, and—if Saffy’s instincts were right—the beginning of a rivalry rich enough to fill éclairs.
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Chapter 5 - Late-Night Thoughts at the Hotel
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Saffy’s hotel room was the kind of boutique chic that tried very hard to be both romantic and minimalist, which meant there was one dramatic velvet chair, an aggressive amount of white paint, and not nearly enough plug sockets. The windows, though, were generous: tall panes thrown open to the Seine below, where riverboats hummed past, spilling soft laughter and the faint tinkle of bad accordion covers of Edith Piaf. A breeze drifted in, carrying with it the perfume of the city—diesel, pastry, and ambition.

She dropped her suitcase with a thud, kicked off her shoes, and liberated her notebook from her tote bag. The first pages already bore a patchwork of scribbles: Chocolate phoenix = symbol or fire hazard? / Camille Durand = silk stain personified / Duval = arrogance, 72% minimum.

Next, she produced her spoils from the gala: a canapé wrapped in a slightly crumpled napkin, because professional journalism sometimes required field rations. She unwrapped it like contraband and gave it a dubious sniff. It had not improved with travel.

“Too much truffle,” she muttered after a bite, grimacing. “Too little point.” She washed it down with tap water from a glass that had been designed more for aesthetics than hydration.

The city twinkled at her from across the river, and she sighed. By all rights, she should be swept away by the glamour of it all—the chandeliers, the sugar sculptures, the chefs in embroidered jackets strutting like generals. She’d once dreamed of this: Paris, patisserie, the beating heart of haute cuisine.

But instead of feeling intoxicated, she felt... suspicious. It was the occupational hazard of writing too many columns where glossy press releases dissolved under the heat of her cynicism. She wanted to believe in the romance of chocolate artistry, but she couldn’t shake the itch that, beneath the ganache, something was rancid.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She glanced at the screen. A text from her editor:

Play nice this time. Try not to call anyone a food fascist.

Saffy rolled her eyes so hard she risked a migraine. She thumbed back a reply: Define ‘nice.” Then, for good measure: Also, fascism in patisserie is a real thing. See: Duval. No immediate response. Probably for the best.

She set the phone down and leaned back against the absurd velvet chair, letting her gaze drift out toward the black ribbon of the Seine. The boats moved like lazy fireflies, their wakes breaking into soft ripples. Somewhere, glasses clinked, laughter echoed. Life went on, blissfully unaware of sugar politics.

In her notebook, she scribbled a new line: Am I too jaded? It looked melodramatic on the page, so she added beneath it: Answer: yes, but with good reason. Still, a flicker of excitement stirred in her chest. Beneath all the pomp and powdered sugar, there was tension—competitors eyeing each other like gladiators, whispers about ingredients, and Étienne Duval’s infuriating smirk. It felt like standing at the edge of a cake you weren’t sure was baked through: golden on the outside, potentially raw at the core.

She snapped the notebook shut and decided that tomorrow she’d dig deeper, gently at first. Journalistic restraint, she reminded herself. No profiterole slapping. At least not immediately.

For now, she tugged the duvet across the bed, propped herself against the pillows, and let the sounds of Paris drift through the cracked window. The city shimmered, the boats hummed, and Saffy Tate drifted into sleep with one last thought scribbled in the margins of her mind: Where there’s ganache, there’s usually gloss. But where there’s gloss... there’s often something to hide.
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Chapter 6 - The Morning Briefing
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Morning in Paris was supposed to be croissants, café crème, and soft-focus romance. Instead, Saffy found herself in a marble-floored hall that looked like Napoleon had over-ordered chandeliers. Sunlight streamed in through arched windows, gilding the scene with a glow that would have been celestial if not for the looming threat of PowerPoint.

Rows of competitors in pristine whites stood in disciplined formation, like an army prepared for a sugar-fuelled crusade. The air vibrated with nerves and the faint hum of refrigeration units. On the raised stage, the host—a man with a bow tie so large it seemed to have its own gravitational pull—beamed at the crowd.

“Mesdames et messieurs!” he boomed, arms outstretched as if about to levitate. “Welcome to the opening challenge of Le Prix du Chocolat Mondial!”

The hall erupted in polite applause, more anxious than enthusiastic. Saffy, standing at the back with her notebook and a cup of coffee that had been brewed to the exact specifications of burnt toast, muttered: “So much drama over cake.”

But it wasn’t just cake. Oh no. With a flourish that suggested he had once auditioned for Les Misérables, the host revealed the task. “Each competitor must produce—” pause for effect, “—twenty-four miniature Opera cakes!”

Gasps rippled through the crowd, as though he’d just announced mandatory dentistry.

Saffy scribbled in her notebook: Opera cake—layers of almond sponge, coffee buttercream, ganache, topped with glaze. Or, as my Aunt Sheila calls it: faff with icing.

The judges, perched at a velvet-draped table, radiated solemnity. Étienne Duval sat at their centre, expression carved from marble, hands steepled as though he were adjudicating not dessert but destiny. The other judges mirrored him with varying degrees of gravitas. One even had opera glasses, presumably for a closer view of sponge layering.

Saffy sipped her coffee, winced, and tried not to laugh. She’d covered her fair share of pompous food events, but this—this was a new level of theatrical self-importance. Still, she had to admit: watching the competitors square their shoulders, eyes blazing with determination, was oddly gripping. Perhaps the drama was contagious.

“Excuse me, madame.”

A voice to her left. A PR handler—bright-eyed, headset in place—held out a lanyard. It was neon pink, embossed with the competition logo: a cocoa bean cradled by golden laurels.

Saffy recoiled. “I’m already wearing a press badge.”

“Yes, but this,” the handler chirped, slipping it over her head before she could object, “makes you part of the narrative!”

Saffy looked down. The lanyard clashed hideously with her navy dress, glowing like a radioactive flamingo against a Monet background. “God help it,” she muttered.

The handler beamed, oblivious. “The camera crews will love you. Think synergy! Think visibility!”

Saffy thought she might be sick.

Onstage, the competitors were already huddling over their benches, strategising sponge-to-cream ratios as though calculating nuclear fission. The hum of mixers and the clang of bowls echoed through the hall. The air thickened with cocoa, coffee, and ambition.

Saffy flipped open her notebook again. Her pen hovered. She wanted to write overblown nonsense, but the truth nagged at her. Beneath the gilded nonsense, there was something hypnotic about the precision, the sheer intensity with which grown adults approached a slab of layered sponge.

She sighed, underlined intensity, and conceded privately: “Fine. Maybe it’s not just cake.”

Still, she refused to be swept away entirely. She tightened the strap of her offensively pink lanyard, took another grim sip of coffee, and braced herself. If this was only the opening act, she suspected the real performance was yet to come—and she had a front-row seat, whether she liked it or not.
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Chapter 7 - Chaos in the Chocolate Trenches
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If hell had a patisserie department, Saffy thought, it would look remarkably like the main kitchen arena. Thirty-odd stainless-steel stations gleamed under spotlights, each one a miniature battlefield of whisks, spatulas, and egos. Steam puffed upward in dramatic bursts, bowls clanged like medieval armour, and above it all, the drone cameras buzzed in lazy, ominous circles—culinary hornets hunting for failure.

Saffy hugged her notebook to her chest and inched into the fray. A spoonful of cocoa powder exploded in her direction, leaving a fine dusting on her sleeve. She brushed it off and muttered, “Free dry-cleaning with every press pass.”

To her left, a German chef was having a loud disagreement with a bowl of buttercream. The mixture curdled with a splat so tragic it deserved a violin accompaniment. He swore in stereo—half in German, half in French—and launched the bowl into the sink with the velocity of a discus thrower. A cameraman nearly fainted from delight.

Saffy dodged sideways, narrowly avoiding a trainee carrying a vat of ganache that looked heavy enough to drown in. She scribbled: Ganache quantities: suitable for small wedding or large-scale bribery.

“Excuse me, madame?”

She turned to find a Greek contestant—tall, flushed, sweat beading on his brow. His piping bag sagged in one hand like a deflated balloon.

“Yes?” Saffy asked.

He gestured helplessly toward the ceiling, where a drone hovered inches above his station, lens zoomed in like a paparazzo. “I have never worked with... audience,” he confessed. “My mother watches me cook, but she does not... hover.”

Saffy sympathised. “Cameras are like soufflés,” she said. “Ignore them and hope they don’t collapse on you.”

He gave a weak laugh, muttered something about needing more espresso, and returned to his sponge with the determination of a man entering battle.

Saffy moved on, careful to step over a trail of chocolate drips that led ominously toward a drain. The intensity of it all gnawed at her cynicism. She’d planned to scoff—grown adults, panicking over sponge layering—but the sheer devotion here was undeniable. Every fold of batter, every swipe of glaze, every bead of sweat was testimony to how much it mattered. Imagine caring that much about layering, she thought, half mocking, half grudgingly moved.

She shook it off. She was here to report, not join a cult of cocoa.

A sudden shout jolted her. She turned just in time to see a sugar artist swinging a molten ribbon of candy under the glow of a lamp. The sugar stretched like golden taffy, thin as spun glass, hot enough to take her eyebrows clean off. And it was swinging in her direction.

Saffy yelped and stumbled back, colliding with a tray of unbaked sponge layers. “I am not insured for flambé proximity!” she cried, arms windmilling.

The sugar strand missed her by inches, snapping dramatically into a glittering coil. The contestant barely glanced up, muttering something about “structural integrity” while Saffy patted her hair to make sure it hadn’t crisped.

Notebook clutched tight, she retreated to a safer corner, heart thudding. This wasn’t a kitchen—it was a war zone with ganache grenades.

And yet, despite the chaos, she couldn’t help smiling. There was something exhilarating in the madness, the sheer audacity of trying to tame chocolate under heat, pressure, and drone surveillance. “Opera cake,” she murmured, watching a contestant delicately stack sponge and buttercream while sweat dripped onto the marble counter. “Never has melodrama been so literal.”

She scrawled one last note: Intensity: ridiculous but addictive—possible metaphor for life, or at least journalism. Then, stepping carefully between spatulas and egos, she retreated before anyone else’s buttercream exploded in her direction.
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Chapter 8 - The Camille Confection
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Saffy had seen many workstations in her time—usually resembling the aftermath of a food fight at a village fête, which was why Camille Morel’s bench stopped her in her tracks. It was immaculate. Stainless steel gleamed as though it had been polished with unicorn tears. Mixing bowls sat in obedient formation, gleaming without a single splash mark. Even the piping bag, perched casually on its side, gave off an aura of smug self-satisfaction.

And the cakes—oh, the cakes. A neat line of miniature Opera slices stood to attention, layers stacked so precisely that one could have measured them with a jeweller’s loupe. Each glaze shone like a mirror, so flawless that Saffy briefly contemplated checking her lipstick in one.

Camille herself worked in serene silence, her movements fluid and deliberate. She handled her jaconde sponge as though it were silk destined for couture, spreading buttercream in even strokes that would have made a calligrapher weep. Watching her was like watching a ballerina mid-pirouette: effortless, elegant, and slightly offensive if you were the sort of person whose Victoria sponge often resembled geological strata.

Saffy jotted a note: Camille Morel—precision so sharp it could slice bread without a knife—possibly soulless cyborg.

A shadow loomed at the edge of the workstation. Étienne Duval, of course. He stood with the air of a monarch inspecting his chosen heir, arms folded, expression carved in marble. His eyes flicked over Camille’s progress, and he gave the faintest nod—the kind of approval that lesser mortals might mortgage their souls to receive.

Saffy resisted the urge to roll her eyes so hard they might sprain. Duval’s nod practically screamed French excellence, confirmed, while Camille’s posture radiated yes, I know. The two of them together formed a living still life: Allegory of Smugness, With Ganache.

Still, Saffy had to admit—through gritted teeth—that it was impressive. There was no chaos, no panic, no flying cocoa powder. Just clean, confident artistry. And the worst part? She almost liked it. Almost.
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