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For Uncle Kenny, Uncle Charles, and Nanoo—the world is now gray without you.
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“Beauty is a dying flower.”


—Orléansian proverb
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The God of the Sky fell in love with the Goddess of Beauty after the world began. Sky showered Beauty with gifts of his loveliest objects—the sun, the moon, the clouds, the stars. She accepted his offer to be his wife, and together they had the children of Orléans. But Beauty loved her new children so much, she spent all her time with them. After she refused to return home, Sky sent rain and lightning and wind to drown the first humans. When Beauty protected the people from harm, Sky cursed them with skin the color of a sunless sky, eyes the shade of blood, hair the texture of rotten straw, and a deep sadness that quickly turned to madness. In return, Beauty sent the Belles to be roses growing out of the dark and ravaged soil, destined to bring beauty back to the damned world, as the sun brings light.


from The History of Orléans
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We all turned sixteen today, and for any normal girl that would mean raspberry and lemon macarons and tiny pastel blimps and pink champagne and card games. Maybe even a teacup elephant.


But not for us. Today is our debut. There are only six of us this year.


My fingertips leave fog teardrops on the paper-thin glass walls. The carriage is beautiful and clear and fashioned into a ball. I am a delicate doll poised inside a snow globe. An adoring audience surrounds my carriage, eager to see what I look like, and what I can do.


A net made of my signature pink flowers stretches along the glass curves in order to tell everyone my name—Camellia—and to hide me until I’m revealed to the royal court.


I am the last in line.


My heart races with excited nervousness as we snake through the crowds in the Royal Square for the Beauté Carnaval. The festival happens once every three years. I peer through the tiny spaces between the petals with a pair of eyescopes, and try to soak in my first glances of the world, wanting to fold up each bit and tuck it into the cerise layers of my dress.


It’s a wonderland of palace buildings with golden turrets and glittering arches, fountains full of crimson and ivory fish, topiary mazes of clipped trees, shrubs, and bushes in every possible geometric shape. Imperial canals circle the square, holding jeweled boats bright as gemstones and shaped like smiling moons on midnight-blue water. They spill over with passengers eager to watch us. The royal hourglass that measures the length of day and night churns with sand the color of white diamonds.


The sky and its clouds are made of melting cherries and flaming oranges and burnt grapefruit as the sun sinks into the sea. The dying sunlight flashes my own reflection on the glass. My powdered skin makes me look like an overly frosted piece of caramel cake.


I’ve never seen anything like it before. This is the first time I’ve visited the imperial island, the first time I’ve ever left home.


The Orléans archipelago is a string of islands stretching like a rose with a crooked stem out into the warm sea. Most of them are connected by golden bridges or can be reached by lavish river coaches. We came from the very top—the bloom—and we’ve made a long journey to the heart of the stem to display our talents.


A breeze pushes its way through tiny breathing holes in the glass carriage, carrying with it the scent of the sky. Salty rain, spiced clouds, and a hint of sweetness from the stars. It all feels like a dream that’s held on and lingered past the dawn. I never want it to end. I never want to return home. One minute here is richer than a thousand moments there.


The end of the warm months brings change, Maman always said. And my life is bound to transform tonight.


The horses tug us forward, their hooves clip-clopping against the cobblestoned square. Vendors are selling sweets in our honor: small mountains of shaved ice topped with strawberries the color of our lips; intricate little teacakes shaped like our signature flowers; sweet puffs molded like our Belle-buns; colorful strings of sugar pinwheeled around sticks to mirror our traditional waist-sashes and dresses.


A hand thumps my carriage and I catch a sliver of a face. The square is overflowing with bodies. There are so many of them. Hundreds, thousands, maybe millions. Imperial guards push the crowd back to give our procession space to pass. All the people seem beautiful, with skin in various colors, from fresh cream to a drizzle of honey to a square of chocolate; their hair is in blond waves or brunette curls or raven coils; body shapes are petite, round, or somewhere in between. They’ve all paid to look this way.


The men wear jackets and top hats and cravats in a prism of colors. Some have hair growing on their faces in neat patterns. They stand beside women adorned with jewels and draped in luxurious, pastel-colored dresses made full with crinoline and tulle. Intricate hats cover the ladies’ hair; some clutch dainty parasols and oilpaper umbrellas, or cool themselves with patterned fans. From the blimps above, I bet they resemble candies in a box.


I recognize the more popular looks from the stacks of gossip tattlers left in the mail chest a day too long, or from the weekly beauty-scopes Du Barry’s daughter, Elisabeth, sometimes dropped between the velvet cushions of the parlor-room couch. The Orléans Press says strawberry blond hair and jade eyes are the new windy-season trend. All the newspaper headlines read:


AWAKEN LOVE . . . LOOK IRRESISTIBLE WITH
STRAWBERRY AND JADE


FILL YOUR TOILETTE BOX WITH BELLE-APPROVED
RHUBARB HAIR POWDER


A COMPLEXION OF LILIES AND BELLE-ROSE LIPS—
THIS SEASON’S COLORS OF BEAUTY


The newsies say that’s what everyone will want in the coming months.


Coins jingle. Hands wave velvet pouches in the air. The spintria inside creates a tinkling melody. How much does each pouch hold? How many treatments can they afford to purchase? How much are they willing to pay?


I adjust the eyescope lens, zooming in on excited onlookers, noticing how some of their skin tones have faded, like paintings that have faced the sun too long; how their hair is graying at the roots, and age-lines are creasing several brows.


It’s a reminder of why I’m here.


I am a Belle.


I control beauty.
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The carriages stop before the royal pavilion. Embroidered chrysanthemums coil around its peaks. Trumpets sound. Bells chime. I adjust the eyescope lens, and squint to see the king, the queen, and their daughter. They remind me of the porcelain dolls my sisters and I used to play with as children. The chipped face of the little king in his purple robe, and the queen with a bent crown pinned into her dark hair, both sitting inside a miniature palace made of cypress wood scraps in the playroom.


They look the same here, though not as worn, of course. The queen glows like a faraway star, her ink-black skin catching the last rays of sunlight; the king’s copper beard hits the waist-belt of his robe; their daughter has her golden hair pinned up like a beehive. I used to paint the arms and legs of the princess doll each time the real princess altered her skin color, keeping up-to-date with the scandal sheets Maman used to smuggle past Du Barry.


The blimp screens sparkle with her picture. Tonight she’s snowy white like her father, but with peach-pink freckles expertly dusted across her nose. I want to be the one who makes them all beautiful. I want to be the one the queen chooses. I want the power that comes with being Her Majesty’s favorite. And if I can be better than Amber, I will be chosen. The rest of my sisters are good, but deep in my heart, I know it will come down to her and me.


Madam Du Barry speaks into a voice-trumpet. “Your Majesties, Your Highness, ministers, comtes and comtesses, barons and baronesses, ladies and gentlemen of the court, people of Orléans, welcome to our kingdom’s most notable tradition, the Beauté Carnaval.” Her voice is thick with authority. The noise rattles my carriage. Even though I can’t see her, I know she’s wearing a hat full of peacock feathers, and she’s squeezed her curvy frame into one of her black dresses. Maman told me that Madam Du Barry likes to maintain a large and intimidating figure.


“I am Madam Ana Maria Lange Du Barry, Royal Gardien de la Belle-Rose.” She says her official title proudly. The people of Orléans would most likely gasp if they knew we called her “Du Barry” at home.


Applause rumbles. High-pitched whistles echo. The noise vibrates inside my chest. My entire life I’ve wanted nothing more than to be here, before the kingdom.


“This tradition goes back to the very beginning of our islands, and to the onset of our civilization. For generations my ancestors have had the grand privilege to be guardians of our most treasured jewels.” She turns to her left and motions to the previous generation of Belles. All eight of them sit in high-backed chairs, and hold Belle-rosebuds in their hands. Black lace veils mask their faces. The favorite—Ivy—wears a glistening crown on her head. This is the end of their time at court. They will return home once they train us.


When I was a little girl, they all played with us between their lessons with Du Barry. But then one day, the servants packed the older girls’ things.


I wanted to hole up inside those steamer trunks and carriage cases, hide within their silk dresses and soft furs and fluffy tulles, to stow away and catch glimpses of the world through a trunk’s keyhole. I remember reading about the older Belles in the papers after they left. I have their official Belle-cards tacked to my bedroom wall.


I want to be Ivy. I have always wanted to be her.


You have to be the favorite—just like me, Maman told me before she died. The people of Orléans hate themselves. You must change that. The memory of her words warms me from the inside out as the sting of missing her swells inside my chest. The favorite shows the world what is beautiful. She reminds them of what is essential. I wish she had lived long enough to be here, watching from the stage.


I picture myself living at the palace as the personal Belle of the royal family, being the left hand of the Beauty Minister and helping her draft beauty laws, experiencing the wonders of the Imperial City of Trianon and all its quartiers, swimming in La Mer du Roi, sailing in royal ships, visiting every island, and roaming every town to taste all the world has to offer.


My sisters will be placed at one of five imperial teahouses, or will stay at home to tend to Orléans’s newborn citizens.


I will be a vessel for the Goddess of Beauty.


I hold the dream inside my chest like a breath I never want to let out.


“And now, it is my pleasure to present the newest generation of Belles,” Du Barry announces.


A shiver of anticipation makes my heart threaten to burst. My hands shake, and I drop the eyescopes.


The crowd cheers. The driver pulls the netted covering of flowers from my carriage.


I’m revealed to the crowd. I grab the fans from my lap. Their latches fall open, exposing the fans’ primrose-pink pattern. I cover my face, then flap and twirl them together so they flutter like a butterfly’s wings. I toss them above my head and catch them effortlessly. The hours of lessons pay off in this moment. Whistles and shouts rise up from the throng.


I look to the left at my sisters’ carriages. We’re all lined up like a row of eggs in a carton, moving in time with one another. We exchange smiles. The same blood runs through us: the blood of the stars, the blood of the Goddess of Beauty.


Crimson lanterns float into the air. Against a darkening sky, the thin paper burns big and bright with our names: Edelweiss, Ambrosia, Padma, Valeria, Hana, and Camellia. Fish jump from nearby fountains, changing from ruby to teal mid-flight, teasing onlookers. Their leaps hold the promise of our powers. The square explodes with cheers. Little girls wave Belle-dolls in the air.


Many men and women are sporting monocles to have a closer look at us. I smile and wave, wanting to impress them, wanting to be good enough to be remembered.


Du Barry presents Valerie first. Her carriage rolls forward.


I close my eyes.


Don’t watch them, Maman had said. Don’t ever covet their use of the arcana. Envy can grow like a weed inside you. Be the best without trying to be better than the others.


We weren’t allowed to discuss our instructions in the weeks leading up to the carnaval, but Amber and I had swapped our dossiers. Her subject needed to be given skin the color of toasted walnuts, hair full of large barrel curls, and a pretty, plump face; mine had to have skin the shade of alabaster stone from the Fire Isles, hair so dark it blended into the night, and a mouth so perfect and so red it would be indistinguishable from a rose. We practiced our looks on house servants, perfecting them in solitary chambers under the scrutiny of Du Barry. Practice begets perfection, she’d yelled for hours.


I shift around in the carriage as the demonstrations continue, with Hana following Valerie. My legs fall asleep from having them crossed for so long, and my eyes flutter, fighting my desire to keep them closed. Pained moans cut through the noisy square like silver knives as the little girls endure their transformations. I wince as the cries peak and fall, and the onlookers cheer at their crescendos.


Some of my sisters receive louder reactions than others. Some get oohs and ahhs. The roar deafens me at times.


I love my sisters, especially Amber. She’s always been the one I loved the most. We all deserve to be the favorite. We’ve worked so hard to learn the art of beauty. But I want it so much there’s no room inside me for anything else.


My eyes feel like they’ve been closed for an eternity before my carriage trudges forward again. Imperial attendants approach, and their gold uniform buttons catch the lantern light. They arrange themselves at four corners around me, unlatch the hitches, grip the levers jutting from the sides of my glass ball, and lift me off the wheeled bottom like I’m only a soap bubble. Thin and weightless.


I lock my legs in place and focus on my balance. The men march me to the center platform. I try not to be nervous. Du Barry re-created this entire set inside our home, complete with the gold cylinder where my platform will eventually come to rest. I’ve been preparing for this day since my thirteenth birthday; all of the lessons, the lectures, the practice. I know exactly what I’m supposed to do. It’s been rehearsed, yet I can’t stop my fingers from trembling and my body from quivering like there’s a tiny landquake inside my glass ball.


I whisper to myself: “I will have the best showcase. I will receive the loudest applause. I’ll be named the favorite, just like Maman. I will get to live at court. I will get to see the world. I won’t make any mistakes. I’ll make people beautiful.” I say it over and over again like a prayer until the rhythm of the words erases my fear.


The men turn a lever. Gears clink and clang and wheeze. The platform under me rises just above the crowd. Plush royal boxes sit on stilts high above. People lean out of them with eyescopes and spyglasses pressed to their faces, and ear-trumpets jutting out like elephants’ trunks. Faces look up in wonder and anticipation like I’m a star caught in a vase, ready to explode.


The platform stops. I turn a tiny lever on the carriage floor. The glass ceiling above me cracks open like an egg. The night’s warm air skates over my skin like soft fingers, and it tastes even sweeter up here. If I could bottle the tiny winds, they’d turn to sugar dust.


The stars twinkle. I feel close enough to grab one and stow it away in my beauty caisse.


The square grows so quiet, and the sounds of the ocean swell. The people of Orléans gaze up at me, the last Belle to demonstrate her talents. Du Barry didn’t prepare me for what it’s like to be stared at. There are so many pairs of eyes, all different shapes and colors. My heart leaps.


Du Barry winks at me, then taps her full lips—a reminder to smile. The crowd believes I was born knowing how to make them beautiful. They don’t know how hard I’ve worked to perfect the traditions and master the arcana. They don’t know how hard I’ve struggled to learn all the rules.


“Now, it is my pleasure to present our final Belle, Camellia Beauregard!”


She fills the syllables of my name with pride, triumph, and magic. I try to hold on to that, and use it to combat my worries.


Light shines everywhere: the lanterns and blimp screens and sky candles and a bright rising moon. I can almost taste it, soft and bubbly and sweet, like pink champagne on the tip of my tongue.


I face a semicircle of smaller platforms. Three to the left and two to the right. Seven-year-old girls stand on them like jewels on velvet cushions. They’re as different from one another as pearls and rubies and emeralds, showing how uniquely we can use our arcana to beautify.


I know my sisters’ work: Padma’s subject has limbs the rich color of honey bread; Edel shaved her girl’s head close to the scalp; the eyes of Valerie’s subject twinkle like amethyst stars; Hana’s girl has the body of a dancer, long legs and arms and a slender neck; Amber’s subject has a cheery round face just like her own.


The other Belles have created tiny masterpieces.


It’s my turn to transform a girl.


The king and queen nod at Du Barry. She waves her hand in the air, signaling for me to get ready.


I glance up to the heavens for strength and courage. Belles are the descendants of the Goddess of Beauty, blessed with the arcana to enhance the world and rescue the people of Orléans. Blimps crisscross above me and block the stars with their plump forms and silhouette banners.


The last platform lifts directly across from mine. It completes the set of six and creates a perfect half-moon curve. The girl wears a long shirt, which is an excuse for a dress; its frayed hem kisses the tops of her feet. Her hair and skin are as gray as a stormy sky, and wizened like a raisin. Red eyes stare back at me like embers burning in the dark.


I should be used to the way they look in their natural state. But the light exaggerates her features. She reminds me of a monster from the storybooks our nurses used to read to us.


She is a Gris. All the people in Orléans are born this way—skin pallid, gray, and shriveled, eyes cherry red, hair like straw—as if all the color was leeched out of them, leaving behind the shade of freshly picked bones and ash. But if they earn enough spintria, we can lift away the darkness, find the beauty underneath the gray, and maintain their transformation. We can save them from a life of unbearable sameness.


They ask us to reset their milk-white bones. They ask us to use our gilded tools to recast every curve of their faces. They ask us to smooth and shape and carve each slope of their bodies like warm, freshly dipped candles. They ask us to erase signs of living. They ask us to give them talents. Even if the pain crescendos in waves so high it pulls screams of anguish from their throats, or if the cost threatens to plummet them into ruin, the men and women of Orléans always want more. And I’m happy to provide. I’m happy to be needed.


The girl fidgets with the camellia flower in her hands. The pink petals shiver in her grip. I smile at her. She doesn’t return it. She shuffles to the platform edge and looks down, as if she’s going to jump. The other girls wave her back and the crowd shouts. I hold my breath. If she were to fall, she’d plummet at least forty paces to the ground. She scoots back to the center.


I exhale, and sweat dots my forehead. I hope she earns a few leas for the stress of participating in this exhibition. Enough for her to purchase a square of bread and a wedge of cheese for the month. I hope to make her beautiful enough to receive smiles from people instead of fearful whispers and frenzied glares. I don’t remember being that small, that vulnerable, that terrified.


I flip open the beauty caisse beside me. Du Barry gave each of us a different chest, engraved with our initials and the flowers that we’re named after. I run my fingers across the golden carvings before lifting the lid to reveal a medley of instruments tucked inside endless drawers and compartments. These items mask my gifts. Du Barry’s morning instructions repeat in my head: Display only the second arcana, and what has been instructed. Keep them wanting more. Show them what you truly are—divine artists.


Three scarlet post-balloons, carrying three trays, float up to the little girl’s stand. One sprinkles little white flakes—bei powder—all over her, and she ducks as it coats her like snow. The other dangles a porcelain teacup full of Belle-rose tea, an anesthetic drink steeped from the roses that grow on our island. It sloshes and dances near her mouth. She refuses to have a sip. She swats at the cup like it’s a nagging fly.


The crowd cries out as she nears the platform edge again. The last post-balloon chases her with a brush smudged with a paste the color of a cream cookie. To her left and right, the other girls shout at her, telling her not to be scared. The crowd roars. Onlookers try to convince her to drink the tea and wipe the brush across her cheek.


My stomach knots. Her constant squirming could spoil my exhibition. A surge of panic hits me. Every time I imagined this night, I never thought my subject would resist.


“Please stop moving,” I call out.


Du Barry’s gasp echoes through her voice-trumpet.


The crowd goes silent. The girl freezes. I take a deep breath.


“Don’t you want to be beautiful?”


Her gaze burns into mine.


“I don’t care,” she yells, and her voice gets carried off by the wind.


The crowd erupts with horror.


“Oh, but of course you do. Everyone does,” I say, steadying my voice. Maybe she’s starting to go mad from being gray for so long.


“Perhaps they shouldn’t.” Her fists ball up. Her words send a shiver through me.


I paint on a smile. “What if I promise it’ll all turn out well?”


She blinks.


“Better than you expect? Something that will make all of this”—I wave at our surroundings—“worth it.”


She nibbles her bottom lip. A post-balloon putters back up to her with tea. She still refuses it.


“Don’t be afraid.” Her gaze finds mine. “Drink the tea.”


The post-balloon returns.


“Go on. I promise you will love what I do. You’ll feel better.”


She reaches toward the post-balloon, then pulls back like it will burn her. She looks at me. I smile and motion for her to tug it forward. She grabs its golden tail ribbons, then lifts the teacup from its tray and sips.


I examine her, noting the details of her small, undernourished frame. Fear flashes in her red irises. Her body shakes even more.


“Now, take the brush,” I gently goad her.


She wipes it along her cheek, and it leaves behind a milky streak as a color guide for me.


A blimp shines a sky candle over the carriages, and I catch my reflection in the glass again. A smile creeps into the corner of my mouth as I see myself. I abandon Du Barry’s instructions: the snowy skin, the black hair, the rosebud lips. An idea leaves behind the warmth of excitement.


The risk might cost me, infuriate Du Barry further, but if it allows me to stand out from my sisters, the gamble will be worth it.


It will be unforgettable. It has to be.


I close my eyes and picture the girl inside my mind like a small statue. When we were little, we practiced our second arcana by manipulating paint on a canvas, shaping clay on a pottery wheel, and molding fresh-dipped candlesticks, until we were able to transform them into treasures. After our thirteenth birthday, we moved on from using our teacup dogs and the stray teacup cats that lurk on the grounds to enlisting our servants as subjects of our beauty work. I’d give my room servant, Madeleine, bright sea-glass-green eyes when the red seeped in. At fourteen, we changed the babies in our nursery chambers, giving color to tiny fat legs and little wisps of hair, and just before our sixteenth birthday, the queen gave out voucher tokens to the poor to help us train and perfect our skills.


I am ready for this.


I summon the arcana. My blood pressure rises. My skin warms. I heat up like a newborn fire in a hearth. The veins in my arms and hands rise beneath my skin like tiny green serpents.


I manipulate the camellia flower in the little girl’s hands. I change it, just as I will the little girl, shaping the flower’s fibers and veins and petals.


The crowd gasps. The stem lengthens until the tip hits the platform, like a kite’s tail. She throws the bloom and inches away. The flower quadruples in size, and the petals lengthen to catch her. They wrap around her small, squirming body, until she’s swaddled inside a pink chrysalis like a writhing worm.


The crowd explodes with claps, whistles, and stamping. The noise turns into a rolling boil as they wait for me to reveal her.


I will be the best.


It will be perfect.


I love being a Belle.


I hear the whoosh of the little girl’s blood racing through her body, and the thrum of her pulse floods my ears. I say the mantra of the Belles:


Beauty is in the blood.
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My childhood is a blur of quick images, like the twirling of a télétrope. I can never quite remember it fully. Not my first word or image or smell. Only the first thing I ever changed. The memory appears like a sharp ray of light. Du Barry took us into the solarium in the north wing of the house for a lesson. My sisters and I were folded into the scent of flower nectar, and arranged ourselves around a table.


Garden servants buzzed about, pruning, watering, and extracting perfume to be used in the Belle-products. The sun beamed down through the curved glass above me, warming my day dress, turning me into a hotcake. Du Barry gave each one of us a flower potted inside a wire birdcage, and instructed us to change its color and shape. I was so excited that my flower exploded, the petals bursting through the wires like thick tentacles, knocking my sisters’ cages to the floor, and stretching between us like an octopus creature.


I have more control now and make fewer mistakes, but I still feel that tickle creep over my skin. When that happens, I know the arcana have done exactly what I wanted.


I open my eyes. The camellia flowers peel away from the Gris girl’s body like wax, exposing her to the crowd. Voices gasp and cry out with excitement.


“Bravo!”


“Magnificent!”


“Impossible!”


“Brilliant!”


The chants make the glass vibrate. My blood pressure decreases. My heart slows to a normal pace. Sweat disappears from my brow, and the flush in my cheeks drains away.


The girl wears a small replica of my pink dress, made from the camellia’s petals. Her skin matches the exact shade of mine—a sugared beignet fresh from the oil, golden brown and glistening under the lantern light. I’ve put a tiny dimple in her left cheek to mirror my own. Dark curls are swept high into a Belle-bun, the hairstyle only we wear.


She is my twin. The only difference: her eyes glow crystal blue, like the color of the water in the Royal Harbor, while mine are an amber brown like my sisters’.


The other girls gape and point at her in awe. I name my little subject Holly, after the flower that can survive even the coldest Orléans snows and still remain lovely. The crowd thunders with applause. The excited rumble fills up every part of me.


She gazes at the reflections of herself, and her mouth falls open. She twirls around like a spinning toy, gazing at her arms, legs, and feet. She touches her face and hair. The blimps drop new screens that capture her image. Her look will only last a month before she fades back to gray. But in this moment, no one thinks about that.


After Holly’s picture appears in the paper and on the newsreels, I hope a childless lady adopts her. I want her life to change so much she won’t recognize it anymore. The people of Orléans love beautiful things. She’s now one of them, ready to be collected.


Her eyes find mine again. They spill over with happy shock, and she curtsies.


I gaze down at my sisters. The moon winks light across the carriages. They stare up at me with heavy eyelids and tired expressions, but clap and wave. Each one of us looks different from the next: Edel is as white as the flowers surrounding her, Padma’s black Belle-bun catches the light, Hana’s eyes are bright and slope in a beautiful curve, Amber’s copper hair looks like curling flames, Valerie’s figure is like the beautiful brass hourglasses Du Barry turns over to time us when we practice the arcana. We’re the only ones in Orléans born unique and full of color.


The crowd shouts a Belle-blessing: “La beauté est la vie.”


The queen lifts a golden spyglass and stares at me and Holly like we’re bugs trapped in bell jars.


The world goes silent.


My breath catches in my throat. I clasp my hands.


The queen sets the spyglass in her lap, and she claps. Her jeweled rings sparkle like tiny stars caught between her elegant fingers.


My heart thuds to the beat of her applause. It might burst with excitement.


She leans to her right, whispering into the ear of the Royal Minister of Beauty. Courtiers lift ear-trumpets, eager to catch any words they can. I wish I could do the same.


The Beauty Minister rises to stand beside Du Barry, and the two of them converse. I’m too far away to read their lips. The princess’s fan freezes in front of her. She glares at me so hard, it burns deep in my chest.


Du Barry motions for me to bow. I press myself all the way to the carriage floor to thank the queen and the Beauty Minister and the crowd for watching my exhibition. My chest heaves as I wait the customary minute to show the utmost level of respect. The queen must’ve whispered good things about me. That’s what I tell myself.


“One more round of applause for Camellia Beauregard!” Du Barry announces. “And for all the new Belles. Before the appearance of the evening star tomorrow, as tradition demands, all will know the name of the favorite. Until then, happy guessing and wagering. May you always find beauty.”


Women and men wave their gambling tokens in the air. The kingdom’s lotteries try to profit from being the first to know the favorite, readying women to cash in any royal tokens earned from the queen for a chance to dine, socialize, or even have a beauty service completed at the palace by the favorite Belle.


Blimps release little Belle-cards that feature our portraits. They shower from the heavens like rain. A smile fills my entire body. I look for my own, but I can’t make out a single detail among the flurry.


My platform lowers. The little girls watch me descend. They hop and jump and wave. The imperial attendants place me, glass carriage and all, back on the wheeled base. The crowd whistles even louder. Fireworks streak across the night sky, creating the emblem of the Belles—a golden fleur-de-lis, with a red rose twisting around its center like a ribbon of blood.


New silhouette banners sail overhead, reminding future customers of our names and faces. For a brief moment, I spot myself high above, my face massive and full of light. My eyes look clever, my smile sly. Well done, little fox, Maman would say if she could see me now. I feel like one of the famed courtiers depicted in the beauty-scopes or painted on Trianon’s promenades and avenue boards.


The previous generation of Belles stands up onstage. They throw their Belle-roses at our carriages. The roses burst open in full bloom, their petals as big as porcelain plates. I wave at the crowd.


I want to stay forever.
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I used to believe my sisters and I were princesses living in a palace at Maison Rouge de la Beauté. I loved the house’s pointed roof, the four wings, the endless balconies and their gilded railings and silvery spindles, the soaring ceilings full of house-lanterns, the coral-pink salons and wine-red chambers and champagne-blush parlors, the legions of servants and nurses.


But none of it compares to Orléans’s royal palace.


The carriages sit before the southern gate like a series of pomegranates dipped in honey and lined up on a tray. Red velvet covers cloak the glass. Brass handles and glistening wheels sparkle under the night-lanterns. I press my face against the gate. The outline of the palace shines in the distance, stretching out in so many directions it has no beginning or end.


I don’t join my sisters just yet. Du Barry fusses with Edel. I linger near my carriage at the very tail of the procession, wanting a moment to myself. The excitement of the carnaval wraps around me like a pair of arms. Maman’s arms.


An imperial guard patrols just a few feet away. He walks back and forth in circular motions, like one of the wind-up soldiers in our childhood playroom. My legs tremble and my arms shake. I might be exhausted, or still exhilarated. Perhaps both.


The roars of the crowd in the Royal Square taper off, like the winds of a storm drifting out to sea. The blimps and festival-lanterns leave light streaking through the night. It holds the promise of something new.


We will sleep here. The queen will announce the favorite tomorrow afternoon. Everything will change.


“You were better than expected,” a voice says.


A boy leans against the outside of the gates. His jacket and pants blend into the night, but his bright persimmon cravat burns like a flame in the dark. He doesn’t wear a house emblem to identify himself. He scratches the top of his head, loosening his hair from the short knot he wears it in. His smile shines like moonlight, and the soft glow of the night-lanterns smoothes out the hard edges of his pale white face.


I look for the guard. He’s gone.


“Don’t worry, he’ll be back in just a minute. I’m not here to hurt you.”


“ You should be afraid. Not me,” I say. He could be arrested and spend years in the palace dungeons for being alone with me. Two months ago, the queen put a man in a starvation box in the Royal Square for trying to kiss Daisy, the Belle at the Fire Teahouse. His portrait filled the newspapers and télétrope newsreels. After he died, the guards left his body, and then the sea buzzards carried it off in pieces.


“I’m never afraid,” he says.


It’s strange to hear an unfamiliar voice. A boy’s voice. A buzzy feeling settles under my skin. The only other boy I’ve spoken to outside of a treatment salon was the son of Madam Alain, House Glaston, who I caught in the Belle storeroom powdering his face and smothering his lips with rouge-sticks while waiting for his mother to finish her treatments. He wanted to be a Belle. We were eleven and had laughed more than we’d talked.


This boy is more of a young man. Du Barry taught us to fear men and boys outside the confines of a treatment salon. But I’m not scared. “Who are you? You’re not wearing an emblem,” I say.


“I’m no one.” His mouth lifts in the corner. He moves forward, closing the gap between us. He carries the scent of the ocean, and watches me with such interest, it’s as if he’s touching me. “But if you want to know so badly, feel free to have a look at my name. I’ll even unbutton my shirt so you can see the ink better.”


My cheeks burn with embarrassment. At birth, Orléans citizens are marked with permanent imperial identification ink that not even Belles can cover up or erase. Even if you cut out the skin, the ink will rise again from the blood. Most wear their emblems on their clothing, near the spot where they’re marked.


I watch him with newfound curiosity: the way he tucks the fallen strand of hair behind his ear, the few freckles he has on his nose, how he adjusts his jacket. “Where did you come from?”


“The Lynx.”


“I’ve never heard of such a place.”


“They must not teach you much.”


I scoff. “I’ve had an excellent education. Is it in the south?”


“It’s in the harbor.” He grins. “My boat.”


So he was trying to make me feel stupid.


“You’re rude.” I start to walk away. The argument between Edel and Du Barry is dying down in the distance.


“Wait! I just wanted to see if the newsies were right.” His eyes are a cedar brown, the color of the trees that grow out of the Rose Bayou waters at home. Navy emblems twinkle on his jacket like newly minted leas coins from the Imperial Bank.


“Right about what?”


“They say that you can create a person from clay with your arcana, like magic.”


I laugh. “Like a court magician paid to entertain royal children with fireworks and tricks?” The newsies always call what we do magic, but Maman said the word is too simple an explanation for the arcana.


“So, can you?” He fusses with his cravat until it loosens, and the silk tumbles down his chest like a spill of orange champagne.


“It doesn’t work like that.”


“How does it?” His eyes burn with questions as he takes another step forward.


My heart hitches. “Don’t come any closer.”


He raises an eyebrow. “Are you going to murder me?”


“There are laws,” I remind him. “And maybe I should.”


“You follow those?”


“Sometimes.” I fuss with the ruffles of my dress. “It’s forbidden for men to be alone with Belles outside the confines of beauty appointments, or to speak to them unless the conversation relates to beauty work.”


“And what of women? They can be just as dangerous, if not more.”


“The same applies. We’re not to fraternize with non-Belles.”


“Why all the fuss? It seems silly, if you ask me.” He smiles like he already knows the answer.


“Bad things have happened in the past.”


“But they don’t always have to.” He rubs his chin as he studies me. “You don’t seem like a rule-follower.”


A blush rises to my cheeks. “You have a keen eye.”


“I’m a sailor. I have to—”


“Camellia!” Du Barry calls out. “What are you doing back there?”


I flinch at the sound of my name and pivot around. “Coming!” I shout.


The guard returns.


I turn back. “Who are you?”


But the boy is gone. The guard gives me a pointed look, but I rush to the palace gates anyway and look left and right.


Nothing.


“Camellia!” Du Barry shouts again.


I go to the opposite side of my carriage.


Nothing.


Already the memory of the boy feels like a dream you try to remember the very first moment you wake up. Fuzzy, wispy, and out of reach.









5


The Beauty Minister opens the southern gate, prancing forward in a body-length mink coat. She pets the fur with her red-tipped nails; peacock feathers are woven into her dark hair. She points up. A gold-and-white post-balloon dances over her head. The House of Orléans’s emblem blazes on its side. The queen’s personal post correspondence.


“Welcome, my lovelies; I am Rose Bertain, House Orléans, and Royal Beauty Minister to our great kingdom. I have a message from Her Majesty.” She slices the back of the balloon with a hooked letter opener. Glowing sparks spray from its rear. She pulls out a tiny scroll boasting the queen’s wax seal.


She breaks and unravels it, then reads:


“My Dearest Belles,


Welcome to my home and the capital of your beloved kingdom. Each one of you was so beautiful tonight. I think the Goddess of Beauty watched proudly from the heavens above. I look forward to determining the best placement for you. Thank you for your divine service to this land. May you always find beauty.


– HRM Queen Celeste Elisabeth the Third, by the Grace of the Gods of the Kingdom of Orléans and Her Other Realms and Territories, Defender of Beauty and Borders.”


I hold my breath until the Beauty Minister finishes reading the queen’s title.


“Shall we go inside?” she says.


“Yes,” Valerie blurts out a little too loudly. We all laugh. Her light brown skin turns pink.


Du Barry and the Beauty Minister lead us forward onto the imperial grounds. Guards flank our sides. We walk down a sloping promenade and along curving pathways, headed for the palace.


Night-lanterns wander overhead, leaving footprints of light in front of us. I pass by bright green lawns and ornate trees trimmed into shapes favored by the gods, flowerbeds that burst with scarlet Belle-roses and snowy lilies shimmering like blankets of red and white stardust. Royal beasts parade along the grass—cerulean peacocks, rosy teacup flamingos, and fire-red phoenixes.


Amber looks back at me. I stick my tongue out and race up to her. “You did so well,” she whispers.


I try to pluck a flying bug from the waist-sash around her sunset-orange gown. She sweeps it up and sets it free.


“So did you.”


Her pale nose scrunches. The angles of her face curve into a perfect heart shape. Her complexion is as smooth and delicate as a piece of the fine porcelain from the formal dining salon at home. The Belle-makeup she wears makes her skin look even whiter. A slight wind pulls her ginger hair out of place. Her high bun looks like a split peach on account of the color. “I messed up with the skin. It turned out too bright.” Her eyes shimmer with tears.


“It was fine.” I trip over my dress skirts, but she catches me. I feel so light and so tired from using the arcana.


“My nerves were a mess. I did everything Maman . . .” Her voice breaks in half.


I lace my fingers through hers, and they look like twists of butterscotch and vanilla. Amber’s sadness is painted all over her. I bury my own. We both did what our mothers told us to do.


“You did great. Your girl’s hair had perfect ringlets. Maman Iris would’ve been so proud.” At home, Amber lived next door to me on the seventh floor. Her maman would set up tea parties with sugar cakes and marzipan rose creams just for us. Despite the fact that we were thirteen, and a little too old for it, I loved them. I’ll always remember when Maman Iris taught us how to use the bei-powder bundles, and how the chalk-white sprinkles made her skin look like dried-out dirt.


In our Belle-trunks, little stone mortuary tablets are packed alongside our dresses, in memory of our mothers.


“Amber, you did wonderfully.”


“Liar,” Amber says. “You didn’t even watch. I could see you. You had your eyes closed.” She elbows me.


She’s always seen right through me.


“I saw her after you were done.” I’ll sneak a newsreel and watch the whole thing later.


My few childhood memories have Amber in them: tiptoeing into Du Barry’s chambers to see what size brassiere she wore, hiding out in the nursery where people brought infants for their first transformations, placing bei-powder in our playroom mistress’s tea just to see her spit it out, pushing all the lift buttons to get to the restricted floors, breaking into the Belle-product storeroom to test all the latest concoctions. We’ve shared our friendship for so long, I can’t pinpoint when it first started.


“Look at the sky.” I wave above our heads. “It’s different here than at home.” No cypress trees blocking the stars. No hum of bayou crickets or the bleating of frogs. No tiny curling bars on the house windows. No thick northern clouds; just a clear stretch out to the ends of the world.


“The queen was supposed to stand up after my exhibition, Camille. So I would know. So everyone would know. Maman told me I had to be the favorite. There’s no point in being anything else.”


My chest tightens. We were told the same thing. I feel selfish for wanting to be better than her, and all my sisters.


“She didn’t stand up for me either,” I remind her. And myself. “I know you did well, even if I didn’t see it.”


“Yes, but you were spectacular!” She throws up her hands. “I’ve never seen you perform like that.”


“And you were just as good, so stop it.”


“We all did what we were told to do. What was in our dossiers. Except you. Turning the little girl into your mirror image—so clever. And, I didn’t even think to use my ambrosia flower as a little cocoon. It really heightened everything. Made it such a reveal. None of that crossed my mind. Which is my problem. I don’t do the unexpected. You take the rules as suggestions, and go beyond.” She balls up her fists. “Just change their hair and skin color.” She parrots Du Barry’s nasal-toned voice. “Nothing more. Anything else is a waste. . . .” She covers her face with her hands. “It was a show, and you understood that.”


“I made the cocoon so she’d stop squirming,” I say, not wanting her to know that I’d spent a lot of time thinking about how to be better than her, better than everyone. I reach to squeeze her hand, but she moves it to fuss with a flower that’s threatening to drop from her bun. I remind her how she never struggles with the arcana. She earns high marks on each challenge Du Barry assigns. Based on lesson grades, Amber’s the top of our generation, always getting perfect scores from Du Barry. If the decision were based on that, she’d be chosen easily.


“If we could’ve shown the first arcana, I know they would’ve all seen more of your skills,” I say. Amber is exceptional at Manner. She’s able to soften even the voice of a teacup monkey, make the most oafish person charming, and give someone any talent they desire—cooking, dancing, playing the lute or a stringed misen—as easily as donning a different dress.


“I was supposed to be the best. I was supposed to be named the favorite.”


“We all want to be the favorite,” I say.


Her eyes narrow. “Don’t you think I know that?”


Her tone feels like a slap. She’s never spoken to me like this before.


“Ambrosia! Camellia! You know the rules.” Du Barry hitches up an eyebrow. “You’re too old for reminders.”


Amber moves two paces away, and that tiny space feels like the width of an ocean. We’re not supposed to show favoritism with one another. We’re all sisters. We’re all supposed to be equally close. But I’ve always loved Amber a little more than the others. And she, me.


Amber flashes irritated eyes at me. I don’t understand her anger. We are, each of us, in the exact same place right now. Shouldn’t we support one another?


Once Du Barry turns her back, I move close to her again and touch her hand, wanting to fix whatever just broke between us. She brushes away and cuts to the front of the group to stand near Du Barry. I deflate like a post-balloon that’s lost its air, but I don’t follow her.


We cross a series of small golden bridges that crest over the Golden Palace River. Newsies lean out of charcoal-black newsboats with their light-boxes, trying to capture portraits of us. Their animated quills scratch against parchment pads at lightning speed. They shout our names and ask us who we think will be chosen as the favorite.


“You’re a little late to place your bets, gentlemen. You’ll get no hints here,” the Beauty Minister calls out.


We cross the final bridge and stand before the royal palace. The pink marble building stretches up with turrets so high that if you climbed one, you might be able to whisper to the God of the Sky. Sugary white and gold trim each layer. My sisters and I glance up, and it feels like we’re all holding our collective breath.


I lift my skirts and trail the group up a massive staircase, losing count after one hundred steps. The click-clack of our feet pushes my heart to beat faster. At the top, the front door opens like a great mouth, and the grand entry hall swallows us. Jeweled chandelier-lanterns drop from the high ceiling, like spiders with bellies full of candlelight. The walls hold beautiful marble carvings of the stars. I want to run my fingers over them, to feel the grooves, but I can’t reach them through the row of guards at our sides.


We enter a new hallway. The ceiling paintings change as we pass. Animated frescoes arrange and rearrange into different celestial scenes: the gods and goddesses, an everlasting rose, the kings and queens of old, the islands of Orléans, the heavens. I almost fall while trying to crane my neck to look up at them.


“The Belle apartments are in the north wing,” Du Barry informs us.


“Facing the Goddess of Beauty’s direction,” the Beauty Minister adds.


We venture into the palace wing on gilded walkways that feel like massive bridges. I gaze over the railings and down onto the floors below. Royal chrysanthemum trees grow up toward the ceiling, but even their branches can’t reach us. A series of chariots drifts along a shiny lattice of cables, lifting well-dressed people from one balcony to the next.


We move past an imperial guard checkpoint. They salute us. We stop before a grand set of doors carved with Belle-roses.


I bite my bottom lip.


Imperial servants line both sides of the entrance, heads bowed, hands resting in front of them; their faces are angular with peach lips, rosy cheeks, brown eyes, and milk-white skin. They are mandated by the Beauty Minister to look this way. She’s dressed them in colorful work-dresses pinched at the waist, and they sport servant emblems proudly around their necks.


The Beauty Minister pushes the doors open.
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My room at home used to be shared with Maman. Her four-poster bed and my smaller cot were tucked into a corner of our apartments on the seventh floor of Maison Rouge de la Beauté. Tattlers pilfered from the mail chest created secret mountains beneath my bed, and Belle-cards slipped from Du Barry’s office decorated the ivory screen separating my side of the room from Maman’s. Trinkets lined our shelves: dried petals, tiny bayou pebbles, and rainbow pearls sat like shrines to our adventures together, along with tomes of folklore and fairy tales about the God of Luck’s phoenix or the Goddess of Deception’s little silver fox. A vanity table held a washbasin, and a fireplace always roared with light. My heart flutters with the memory of it.


But I don’t know how Maman ever left these Belle apartments to go back to it.


I turn around in a thousand directions. Walls soar up in gold-lacquered stripes to a ceiling adorned with curling Belle-roses. Their petals wink and stretch as I move under them. The room holds claw-footed sofas clutching jeweled pillows; a gold-stitched tapestry of the great kingdom of Orléans swallows one whole wall; a large white desk is nestled into the far corner, boasting an abacus with pearly white beads and cast-iron spintria safes.


Royal servants light night-lanterns and set them afloat. Their pale glow illuminates more of the room’s wonders. Glass cabinets contain beauty-scopes—tiny brass kaleidoscopes clustered by season and year—featuring images of the kingdom’s best and brightest courtiers, taken by the Orléans press corps. Padma holds the slender tip of a scope up toward the floating night-lanterns. The cylinder catches the light, projecting a group of elegant men and women on the wall like glittering, colorful beads. No amount of money can buy you entry into these collections. Not even the princess has a spot. Every man, woman, and child wants to be featured.


Du Barry never allowed us to look at the beauty-scopes, or to read pamphlets, tattlers, or newspapers. We weren’t supposed to be tainted by the outside world.


“Take it all in, girls,” the Beauty Minister coos.


“Yes, enjoy the spoils,” Du Barry adds.


Stacks of beauty pamphlets, including Dulce, Mignon, Beauté, Sucré, and the Dame’s Journal de la Mode cover ornate side tables. Edel and Valerie flip through their pages, flashing them out at us. The pamphlets profile Belle-created looks, feature polls guesstimating which Belles could land someone in the beauty-scopes, and showcase each Belle in our generation and the depths of our rumored arcana, comparing us to the older generation now leaving court.


Newspapers are fanned out on a series of coffee tables. The Trianon Tribune, the Chrysanthemum Chronicles, the Orléansian Times, and more from every corner of the kingdom. I run my fingers across them. Headlines cluster and flash across the parchment, announcing Princess Sophia’s upcoming engagement, and the latest imperial beauty laws to be passed by the queen and the Beauty Minister.


ANY BONE RESTRUCTURING OR MANIPULATION
MEANT TO DEEPLY ALTER THE SHAPE OF
ONE’S BODY OR FACE IS PROHIBITED


THE WAIST MUST NEVER FALL BELOW FIFTEEN
INCHES IN CIRCUMFERENCE IN ORDER TO
MAINTAIN THE HUMAN SHAPE OF THE BODY


SKIN TONE GRADIENTS MUST STAY WITHIN
THE NATURAL COLOR PIGMENTATION AS
SPECIFIED IN ARTICLE IIA, SECTION IV


NOSES SHALL NOT BE SO SLENDER AS TO IMPEDE
THE NATURAL ACT OF BREATHING


CITIZENS OLDER THAN SEVENTY YEARS OF AGE SHALL
NOT HAVE TREATMENTS THAT ENABLE THEM TO
LOOK BELOW SAID AGE, IN ORDER TO PRESERVE THE
NATURAL PATH OF THE BODY’S DEVELOPMENT


Amber looks over my shoulder, the heat of our earlier argument gone. “When I’m named the favorite, I’ll add more.”


“Why? There are so many already. Or did you forget the endless lists of laws we memorized?” We repeat this same debate all the time. “I don’t want to get rid of all of them. Just a few.”


“Like always.” She winks at me before sauntering off.


I lift the Imperial Inquirer and grin at images of royal women stuck in carriage traffic the day before the Beauté Carnaval. I spot the headline the boy from the gate mentioned:


CAMELLIA BEAUREGARD RUMORED TO BE
ABLE TO CREATE A PERSON FROM CLAY


I trace my finger over the curving letters.


On a footstool, tattlers sit in piles like stacks of warm sugar crepes. The pages hold potential suitors for the princess. The Parlor of Titillating Tidbits accuses the princess of having multiple torrid affairs, even with her ladies-of-honor. Another, Speculations of the Foulest Kind, broadcasts royal and courtier relationship breakups, blaming them on appearance shifts or lack of beauty maintenance, and a third, Scurrilous Scandals and Secrets, speaks about a series of black-market beauty products rumored to perform the same feats as the Belles themselves. I laugh at the ridiculous headline. No tonic can act as a substitute for what we do.


Tiny perfume blimps drift about, leaving their scented trails.


“The space will be re-accented to the liking of the favorite,” the Beauty Minister says. “This is where one of you will meet your clients before their treatments begin.” She does a lap around us, touching the most luxurious pieces of furniture, then waves a hand at the servants. They pull back a series of curtains, revealing a glass wall and a magnificent garden alive with roses of every color, flowers of every shape, and plants of every kind. “This is the solarium courtyard to inspire your arcana. I encourage all favorites to walk in it daily. Very therapeutic.”


If Maman were here, she would tell me to pluck flower petals to help me create perfect natural shades, and ignore Du Barry’s extensive color guides. Hana rushes to my side. “Can you believe it?”


“No,” I say.


We race around squealing, scattering like beautiful marbles cast in all directions. I follow one of the perfume blimps down a hall. Gold-framed portraits of past favorites line the walls. I stop in front of my mother’s. Her bright eyes stare back at me. I imagine her drifting from room to room. I imagine her creating one beautiful person after another. I imagine my face beside hers.


I step into a chamber. By the look of the space, it must be a treatment salon: a series of cabinets stretch to the ceiling with drawer labels like ROSE CREAM, SWANSDOWN PUFFS, OILS, and POMADES; portraits and canvases sit on easels; ladders click left and right as servants stock supplies; cases hold pigment-paste pots in every skin color imaginable; baskets contain bundles of candles and wax blocks and pastille cakes and metal instruments; a potbellied stove lurks in the distant corner, boasting trays of hot irons and steam curlers; a large table is covered with fluffy pillows and towels.


Hana peeks her head in. “Camille, c’mon,” she says. She drags me out.


The Beauty Minister leads the group through another set of doors. “This way, my girls. Here’s the sleeping chamber.” Six canopied four-poster beds are lined up and draped with rich tapestries the color of our signature flowers. The floor is covered in plush rugs. A fireplace roars with light and warmth. “The extra beds will be removed, of course, after the naming of the favorite.” She walks ahead again and two doors open, leading us outside onto a terraced balcony. The royal beach sits below; the waters of La Mer du Roi are crashing along the shore, and imperial ships drift down the coastline. Some ships are docked at the palace pier—alive with light and late-night merchants and markets. Du Barry hovers behind us.


It’s better than I ever imagined, better than I dreamed. Behind us, the golden tops of three palace pavilions catch the moonlight.


“I daresay this is one of the best views in the whole palace,” the Beauty Minister declares before leading us back inside. She points down a hallway. “The bathing onsens are toward the end of that corridor, and the treatment salons and recovery rooms.”


“How many in total?” Padma asks.


“Eight grand apartments, all interconnected. Many years ago, the queen would invite the teahouse Belles to come here for treatment parties. She would provide beauty services for her favorite courtiers, and they’d try out new trends and experiments. They were quite the affair.”


We follow her back to the main salon.


“Each and every favorite has stayed here. This is truly hallowed ground,” she says.


I shiver, thinking about Maman walking through these rooms.


I envision how I will make the apartments my own: by replacing the white candles with beeswax ones for a honeyed scent; swapping out heavy drapes with thinner curtains to welcome the sun; having the bed moved closer to the balcony doors so the ocean sounds can help me drift off to sleep; bringing the desk inside the bedroom so I can look out over the terrace while I write letters and send post-balloons.


I circle the furniture, letting my fingers drift over its plush cushions. I stop at a bassinet hanging from a set of delicate ceiling chains. “Will the favorite have to change infants?”


“Very rarely, a royal will use her beauty tokens for her child, bypassing the nursery chamber at La Maison. It’s quite unusual, but it happens.” The Beauty Minister snaps her fingers at a servant, and the woman springs into action. “While on the subject of beauty tokens, there’s very beautiful craftsmanship this season. I chose the artisan myself from the House of Smiths.” She claps her hands together. “The keys to beauty.”


Two servants present dainty skeleton keys nestled onto a velvet board. They glitter like fallen stars tucked in place.


“Very clever, Madam Minister,” Du Barry says.


“The newsies just loved it. You may receive a token like this from men or women at court. They are worth more than spintria. Only given out by the king, queen, or princess, or even the favorite herself at times. My office tracks them.” The Beauty Minister waves away the servants.


“I loved the hand tokens, too,” Valerie says, “from two seasons ago.”


“Those used to be my first loves,” the Beauty Minister says. “Until the keys.” She knocks on the wall behind her. “One last important thing. In addition to Ivy, our past favorite who will be here for a month to help the favorite transition . . .” A hidden door cracks open to reveal a small office drowning with circuit-phones that look like endless rows of candlesticks. Their tinny sounds ring out. A sliding ladder clicks along the wall. Receivers dangle from their bases like temple bells.


Out pops Elisabeth Du Barry, Madam’s daughter. Du Barry beams at her. Her face is long and narrow like a grain of rice, and she wears her hair cut into a mushroom-shaped bob. No amount of beauty work will erase the sour expression she always has on her face.


The Beauty Minister scrunches her nose while inspecting Elisabeth’s features. “Miss Elisabeth Du Barry will also be stationed at court,” she says without enthusiasm.


“I’ll be in the circuit center,” Elisabeth says with a sniff. “I answer the phones and book the beauty appointments for the Belles at the teahouses, and also for the favorite. I take orders for Belle-products and arrange the court delivery balloons.” She pauses and clucks her tongue. “People are phoning nonstop.”


At home, whenever Elisabeth speaks, we pay no more attention than we do to the stray teacup cats. She’s always liked to tell lies about the other islands to scare us, and will do anything else she can to make us feel inferior.


Edel groans. “I thought we were rid of her.”


Padma pinches her. I try not to laugh.


“Elisabeth is to be obeyed in my stead. I’ll be back and forth between home and court,” Du Barry says. “Do you understand me?”


“Yes, Madam Du Barry,” we say in unison, like we’re little girls in her lesson room again.


“Well, girls.” The Beauty Minister moves underneath a tapestry depicting an ancient map of Orléans. “Look how far you’ve come.” She points to the very top corner, where golden embroidery outlines our island and its old name—Hana. “I’m delighted you’re finally here. Relish this night, for the world—yours, mine, the kingdom’s—shall change tomorrow.”


Du Barry gives her a round of applause, and we all join in.


“See you first thing.” The minister saunters out, her mink trailing behind her.


“Young ladies, wonderful display of talent tonight.” Du Barry rests her eyes on each of us in turn. “Even your big sisters were mightily impressed. They look forward to helping you with your transitions once you learn your placements tomorrow. Several remarked how a few of you may not even need a full month with them to acclimate to court and teahouse life.”


I flush with anticipation, excitement, and a little fear.


“Tonight was one of the strongest debuts I think we’ve had since my maman was still alive.” She kisses two fingers and places them over her heart. We mimic her to show respect for the dead. She removes prayer beads from her dress pocket and wraps the string around her hands. “Your arcana levels will be checked and balanced. Then you will be dressed for bed.” Du Barry places a warm hand on each of our cheeks. “You must be sure to get plenty of rest. Tonight is your first time experiencing this much stimulation. You must rid yourselves of it, and reestablish your balance. Always remember that emotions are tethered to the blood, and the blood is where your gifts are. Any excess passion can cause contamination and too much pressure. It can damage the arcana. I cannot stress this enough.”


During the weeks leading up to our birthday and the Beauté Carnaval, I had heard this over and over again, as if a needle were stuck on a phonograph record. From our mothers, our nurses, and especially from Du Barry, as if I’d forgotten what I had been taught about the arcana my whole life.


Beauty is in the blood.


My sisters and I chanted the mantra even as we learned our letters and numbers.


She tugs a cord on the wall, then turns to me. “Camellia and Edelweiss, you both will be woken early.” Her tone is ominous. “We need to speak.”
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