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Abracadabra—an exclamation for magicians originating from ancient Aramaic, meaning “I will create as I speak.”





“Du cœur de l’homme, de toutes les voix de la nature jaillit la divine symphonie.”


—quote above the boxes of le Théâtre des Champs-Élysées














1913


Paris past midnight is a magnificent creature, conjured from curving iron and café lamps. Its gardens swallow every color of spring. Electric lights pave the boulevards. Doors open to cabarets and salons, where sugar drips through absinthe spoons and pianos fall into familiar songs. Every corner is en fête, each shop window resplendent.


There is even more than this, for imaginers like yourself: people who entertain dreams beyond sleep. Men and women who compose stanzas as they stroll by the Seine often find themselves stopping, overcome with a strange want to turn toward the river’s Left Bank. It feels as if someone is calling, crooning the meter that has eluded them, the rhyme they’ve so long hunted. It makes them step past every regular haunt, until Notre-Dame de Paris cuts shapes out of the night. Here, in the cathedral’s shadow, the path turns, tugging toward the Fontaine Saint-Michel, where an angel and a devil clash in bronze. Many of your fellow imaginers will halt to study the sculptor’s work.


They do not know the statues study them in return.


Some never will, their minds deemed too empty of wonders. No angled alliteration, no winged tigers, no flames of ice. These people stare at the fountain water, which is made milky with starlight, and blink themselves back to sensibility. How late it is! What are they doing in the fifth arrondissement? Best to walk back now.


But you…


You pass the test. The sound of steps on stone causes you to turn, and only then do you notice that one of the fountain dragons has come to life. Lion head, serpent tail, feathers, and scales all moving seamlessly into an alley across the street. You decide to follow. How could you not? Down the street you go—the world changing at its edges—beneath lamps whose flames burn every color.


The door to the salon opens of its own accord. When you step inside, it becomes clear you aren’t the only one who’s been lured by the dragon.


“Welcome, welcome!”


“Come, friend! Dream and have a drink!”


The place is full of life: Painters, philosophers, poets. Ladies with loose hair and coal-struck eyes. Men whose cigarettes smell not of tar but cinnamon. Exhales leave their mouths in the shapes of zeppelins and dragonflies. Real birds cut through these clouds. One or two land on the loungers’ heads, rummaging amid hairs to pluck out a string of golden light before flying off again. No one seems bothered by this. They wave at each newcomer between their laughter and grab one of the many flutes filled with glowing drinks of all shades: green, violet, rose, sky.


A glass is pushed into your hand.


What is this place? The question never quite parts your lips, for the aperitif smells like a favorite childhood memory and tastes even better. Each tongue takes it differently: smoked butterscotch, fog on a valley floor—never something as straightforward as chocolate. By the time the beverage washes down, it doesn’t matter that the wallpaper’s flowers are blooming, or that the woman by the bar has gold skin around her eyes—bright as a saint’s halo—or that her gown of sheathed emerald feathers unfolds into wings.


Your hostess.


Your harvester.


No, no. It does not matter at all…


This is a place where the mind can play, a place any imagination would want to be.
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There are other places for those who have eyes to see: The daydreamers and midnight wakers. The hungry-hearted. People who cannot help but try twisting knobs on locked doors, just to see if one will open.


They do, on occasion.


They open to boulangeries whose bread never goes stale, to cabarets where women grow wings and shed them just as quickly, to churches where the ceilings echo with gargoyles’ whispers, to the table of a fortune teller who claims she can change the stars themselves—though her price is far too steep for most. There is also rumor of a book—bound in leather and tucked in a shop in the ninth arrondissement—where you can read your ending in the final chapter.


But it is just as easy to ignore the future, to get lost in the enchanted mirrors of Versailles—which play their memories of lavish balls over and over again—or to find yourself wandering through Saint-Ouen’s flea market to the stall of the Fisherman of the Moon. Most of what he sells seems worthless: yellowed opera programs, chipped tea sets, broken watches, tattered maps, rusted keys, carnival tickets—all the usual bric-a-brac plucked from Paris’s finer garbage heaps. But if you open the pocket watch, you might find that its hands spin straight to a fateful hour—your fateful hour—then stop again. If you stare carefully enough, you might see phoenixes flying through the china teapot’s pattern, stirring the weeping blue willows and warming the spout’s porcelain with gold flames. “They keep any tea piping hot,” claims the Fisherman of the Moon. “This was Marie Antoinette’s favorite set!”


And who knows what other doors that rusted key might open?


It would be very, very tempting to try…


A word of warning, before you venture too much farther. Magic is not all wonder. Sometimes the shadows in an alley have settled for a reason—there are certain hidden corners that should stay hidden. There are some secrets that should remain entombed, locked inside the jaws of the catacomb walls, in skull after skull after skull after skull.


Every city is built upon its dead, after all.


Even the glittering ones.













PART I


THE FORGER



Once upon a time, there was a girl who told lies to make things true.




Her tongue was made of silver—or so her parents said—and she learned at a very young age that words could be used like currency. She drew money too, with a steady pen and a crooked heart. She handed men pieces of paper, and in turn they gave her silk gowns and jewels. The transaction felt almost like casting a spell… so much so that she began to call herself an Enchantress. It was the closest she’d ever come to magic.





Until now…

















Chapter 1



The Enchantresses


Père Lachaise was home to some very unusual ghosts.


The cemetery sat in Paris’s twentieth arrondissement and had been swallowing the bones of its citizens for over a century. Politicians and paupers and priests… Their graves had been built with the same care as houses, fitted with doors and stained glass windows. It was prime real estate. Peaceful too. At six o’ clock, when mourners were ushered out, you could find the edge of silence.


You could also find Céleste Artois wandering through ivy-throttled graves, saying the strangest of prayers.


She’d grown up with a crucifix hanging over her bed—the hallmark of a good Catholic girl—and even though that cross had gotten left behind when she’d run away to the City of Light, she was still in the habit of confession. Well, confessing. She supposed it didn’t count when there wasn’t a priest to listen to the list of sins. It also probably didn’t count when you weren’t really sorry for the crimes you committed. Céleste was no longer good. Nor was she Catholic. She wasn’t even a girl anymore… It had been nearly seven years since she’d started her new life in Paris. A life built with brushstrokes and white lies.


“I sold one of my paintings this afternoon!” The cemetery had plenty of crosses for this ritual, but Céleste paused by a stone saint instead. “I told the buyer I was cleaning out my dead uncle’s estate. I also led him to believe it was a genuine Eugène Delacroix, so I’m getting better…”


At lying? At painting? Or both?


Both was the hope. It was more than hope, really. In order to pull off a good confidence scheme, you had to believe the fantasy you were selling. Céleste had needed to become the artist. She’d immersed herself in the palette of the Romantic master—Eugène’s stark lights and dramatic darks. His revolutionary reds. The paint had gotten trapped beneath her fingernails, but this didn’t pose much of a problem, since Céleste had pulled on black gloves to turn herself into a bereaved niece.


Leftover tears still clung to her lashes as she stared up at the statue. “Is it truly stealing if someone hands their money to you?”


A priest would have said yes.


The marble saint said nothing.


Céleste smiled as she knelt by the base of the grave he guarded. Her coin purse jingled. It was a good take. The mark had been willing to spend five hundred francs on her canvas—and he’d been smiling too, when he’d paid the sum. Mostly because he was under the impression that he could turn around and sell the painting for ten times as much.


“You’d think rich men wouldn’t be so greedy…” She peeled off her gloves and began digging through moss. “But there’s always more to be taken. It doesn’t matter if you’re six feet under or on top of the goddamn world. Corpses can be stripped, and kings can be beheaded. There is always more to be taken, so it’s best to be the taker.”


The saint still did not look convinced.


Céleste dug deeper. The hole wouldn’t be fitting any coffins, but it was enough for her to wedge the francs inside and cover with a cluster of ivy.


More leaves rustled on the far side of the grave.


“Hello?” she called out.


Nearby tombs yawned. Vines continued their slow crawl over names and dates and epitaphs. The hairs on the back of Céleste’s neck whispered that someone was there… someone who should not be. The cemetery gates had been locked for over an hour now, and Père Lachaise’s guards didn’t dare walk the lanes this close to dusk. Ghosts came out in the gloaming, they claimed, spirits of the underworld rising closer and closer to the surface.


Céleste Artois did not believe this, mostly because she was the one who haunted the grounds. She was the pale woman who wandered through the graves every evening. She lit the candles that flickered through the windows of division sixty-two’s largest mausoleum. She slept over dead men’s bones. She brought new legends to life—stories of plague victims and noblewomen caught up in the Revolution’s guillotine—never mind that it was Napoleon who’d opened this cemetery, well after the heads had finished rolling. The central figure in each of the guards’ tales was a young lady with shock-white hair. If you see her strolling the roads of Père Lachaise, beware…


Also, if you see her rummaging through the conservation office for toiletries and bathwater, ignore that too. On pain of termination.


The senior groundskeeper was the real reason Céleste could squat there. Her campsite remained undisturbed because he ordered his underlings to look the other way. He did this because after Céleste had bribed some keys off him, she used the incident as blackmail.


It was cheaper than rent. Safer than most houses too, thanks to the gates and the guards and various traps set up by the other members of her gang. Céleste wasn’t the only “ghost” in Père Lachaise. She wasn’t the only Enchantress either. It was a shared title—divvied up into three equal parts, just like these buried francs would be.


“Hello?” Céleste called again. “Sylvie? Is that you, ma rêveuse? Honoré? I’m not in the mood for an ambush—”


Leaves parted for a flash of fur. It was just a cat, one of the many who prowled this place. They were always slipping in and out of crypts, too busy with their own secrets to bother with Céleste’s…


She coughed and patted the saint statue’s foot. “I’ll be back for this, so don’t go anywhere.”


The marble felt cold. Her joke, clumsy.


It had been a long day, made even longer by her button-up heels, so Céleste shucked them off and wandered barefoot down one of the cemetery’s windier lanes. This corner of Père Lachaise was more overgrown than the rest, left to its own devices by junior groundskeepers. Ghosts weren’t the sole reason. There were other hazards there: pits filled with broken glass and trip wires tied to stumps. Céleste was usually good about avoiding those, but that night her toes snagged an alarm strung with bells.


“BEGONE, OR I SHALL HAUNT THEE UNTIL THE END OF THY DAYS!” Honoré Côte leapt out of a tomb inscribed with the exact same name, brandishing a cheese knife. It was Camembert—not blood—stuck to the edges.


“Céleste!” The young woman blinked, looking vaguely disappointed that there was no one to stab. “You didn’t say the watchword.”


“Ab Aeterno.”


“That was yesterday’s password.” Her friend scowled.


“Cocorico?”


Honoré crossed her arms.


“‘I’m exhausted and all I want is to eat cheese’?” Céleste snatched the knife, which was dull enough to make the Camembert taste sharp when she licked it. “What were you going to do with this anyhow?”


“If you don’t know how to serve death with a cheese knife, then our défense dans la rue lessons have been in vain.”


Céleste couldn’t tell if the other Enchantress was joking or not. Honoré’s humor went well past the gallows, but self-defense was a serious matter for a gangster’s daughter. Défense dans la rue was nothing to laugh at either. It was street fighting. It was boxing. It was jiu-jitsu. It was using every dirty trick you could to keep your opponent from slitting your throat.


It was something Honoré Côte was very, very good at.


One swipe, and the knife was hers again. “No more cheese until you tell me today’s watchword!”


“What if I told you we made five hundred francs today instead?” Céleste asked.


“Really?” The other Enchantress’s blade lowered. Her face brightened—enough to highlight the angry welt where a moustache had been pasted to Honoré’s upper lip. “Five hundred?”


“Our mark was practically salivating when I walked back into the restaurant. Your disguise worked wonders!”


Céleste couldn’t take sole credit for this sin. Truthfully, it had been Honoré who’d led their mark to believe that the painting was a Delacroix. Even less truthfully, it was “Monsieur Alexandre Dumont, purveyor of fine art” who’d stopped by the man’s table and commented on the quality of the canvas the “bereaved niece” had left him to guard.


“I wasn’t sure…” Honoré tugged at her shirt’s high collar, the one that hid her distinct lack of an Adam’s apple. “My voice slipped a few times, but I suppose he paid more attention to the words than the tone. I told him he could sell the piece for six thousand at my shop.”


Somewhere in the other Enchantress’s tailored suit was a case of calling cards, inked with Céleste’s oh-so-sharp fountain pen. The address for Monsieur Dumont’s store would lead their eager mark to an empty street corner. The painting he’d purchased wouldn’t take him much further… Any other purveyor would be quick to point out that it was not, in fact, fine art.


It was a fine forgery.


“Well, you were man enough to fool him,” Céleste said.


The other Enchantress nodded at Céleste’s bare feet. “I’m sure you did your share of ankle flashing to get him up to five hundred francs!”


This was a joke, Céleste knew. Long-standing between them. Almost as old as their friendship. In the five years they’d known each other, the other woman had worn more names than gowns. Being a young lady in Paris meant navigating a number of social obstacles—corsets and curtseys and a whole host of things Honoré didn’t have patience for. This was the reason she sported trousers and shortened her hair with the sharpest of knives. Céleste saw little need to carry weapons up her sleeve the way the other Enchantress did. Men, as a species, were easily distracted. Often, all she had to do was show a sliver of skin, and most marks became paraffin wax in her palm.


You’d rather stab someone than seduce them? she’d asked Honoré.


To keep my ankles to myself? Absolutely.


“There was no ankle flashing this time. Merely a few tears.” Céleste smiled. “Like I said, your disguise worked wonders. Though it appears ‘Monsieur Dumont’s’ moustache was reticent to depart your person.”


“Is it bad? I tried a new adhesive, and it was a little too… adhesive.”


“It’s not… not bad.”


“I don’t understand why moustaches are fashionable.” Honoré’s nose wrinkled. “They itch like hell.”


“Most men don’t use glue.”


“Well, it’s better than wearing a corset. Ribs already are cages! Why must you lace another one on?”


Céleste did not disagree. Her own bodice was digging into her skin, and she knew that if she didn’t interrupt her friend’s speech, it would grow into a ten-minute diatribe about the flammability of crinoline. Do you know how many women go up in flames every year? Dresses are death traps! Death traps that hardly ever have pockets!!!


She fished her empty coin purse from her belt and showed it to Honoré. “I already deposited today’s take.”


“At la Banque d’Ossements?”


Pasted moustaches had taken the gang’s confidence schemes a good ways—men almost always trusted other men—but fake facial hair didn’t quite cut it when it came to Paris’s banks. Women weren’t allowed to open checking accounts, so the Enchantresses were forced to store their spoils with the dead instead. The Bank of Bones, they called it. Fifty francs with the mortal remains of J. M. N. Leroux de Prinssay in division twenty-five. Two hundred with Susan Durant in division fifty-six. Seventy-five by the lair of the feral orange tomcat, money none of them would ever touch again if they wanted to keep their fingers.


“Five hundred in division eighty-six.”


“Whose grave?” Honoré pressed.


Ah… Céleste tried to remember, but her thoughts crawled with ivy. Had she really not stopped to read the name? “I got distracted. There was a cat.” The other Enchantress made a stony face; not unlike the statue Céleste had tasked to guard their new treasure. “There was a saint too?”


“There are thousands of saint statues in this cemetery,” Honoré retorted. “This is precisely why we have systems in place, mon amie! If we don’t record names, we’ll forget where we’ve stored our fortune! If we don’t use the watchwords, I might mistake you for an attacker!”


“If I were a wheel of Brie, that would be terrifying—”


Another rustle came from the underbrush. Honoré’s face hardened even more as she raised her cheese knife, and Céleste felt her own laughter die in her throat.


“Hello! I mean—allons-y! Please don’t stab me!”


Honoré sighed and lowered her knife as the youngest Enchantress leapt out of the bushes.


Sylvie was small for her eleven years. Fae-sized. Her dark hair grew as wild as a thicket. Her eyes were brown too, but they were always wide, reflecting the sky, so Céleste sometimes painted them blue in her memory.


There was a baguette in the girl’s arms this evening; the loaf of bread was almost taller than she was. “I found dinner!”


“Did you find it, or did you steal it?” Céleste had a sneaking suspicion.


It was confirmed with a slight shrug. “We steal stuff all the time.”


“We acquire francs from those stupid enough to part with them,” Céleste corrected. “We do not raid neighborhood boulangeries, especially if we want them to sell you pain au chocolat every morning.”


Sylvie bit her lip—the girl did like her sweets. She was forever distracted by pâtisserie displays, and at any given moment, she had at least two macarons on her person. Honoré joked that if Sylvie ever got cut, she’d bleed sugar. Céleste just hoped the girl would make it to adulthood with all her teeth.


And no arrest record.


“What if a police officer had seen you, hm? Bread isn’t worth getting locked back in the orphanage, is it?”


Sylvie suddenly looked very small. Almost as small as the day Céleste and Honoré had caught the girl trying to pick their pockets. She’d been starving then. Beyond desperate.


“I didn’t mean— Please don’t cry, Sylvie!”


Too late. Dark eyes shone darker with tears.


“Ce n’est pas grave!” Honoré to the rescue. “We’ll leave extra change at the boulangerie tomorrow. Right now, this bread belongs in our bellies. I’ve got cheese to go with it. And some tarte au chocolat.”


At the mention of dessert, Sylvie grinned, her tears miraculously vanished. Pretending. Of course! Céleste couldn’t decide if she was incensed or impressed.


The girl clasped her hands together. “You remembered my birthday?”


“How could I forget something that happens every two months?” Honoré replied dryly.


At least that. Sylvie didn’t know her actual date of birth, which meant the Enchantresses ate cake whenever the girl wanted to make a birthday wish. If all these festivities were true, she’d be closer to forty than eleven.


“I’ll go get a candle!” she said brightly.


There was no sign of tears whatsoever on Sylvie’s face as she dashed into the mausoleum.


Céleste followed. The original Honoré Côte must have loved astronomy, for no expense had been spared on his tomb’s glass roof. It was fashioned like an observatory, salted with constellation etchings. As a result, the place was far brighter and far warmer than one might expect. Each Enchantress had staked out a side. Honoré’s held a collection of non-cheese knives and fake moustaches, while Sylvie’s had to be scoured for stale pastries every night before the rats got to them.


Céleste’s corner could hardly be called a corner.


Silk gowns were draped like curtains. Diamond necklaces dangled in place of chandeliers. And among all this sat the strangest studio any artist in Paris could claim. Canvases lined the wall next to a variety of wigs. Paintbrushes lay out to dry on the central tombstone. Flecks of color splashed the stone next to wax candle drippings—late-morning light was best here, but Céleste often painted by flame as the other girls slept.


Sylvie had set her baguette on top of the central stone’s faded epitaph: HONORÉ CÔTE, WHO STARED AT STARS UNTIL THEY HAD NAMES.


Monsieur Côte’s name had been stolen by the Enchantresses, like everything else here. Was the dead man turning, just a few feet below, knowing these young women had converted his sacred resting place into a space for their criminal activities? If he had been anything like his namesake, he’d be proud.


And perhaps a little exasperated by the crumbs.


Sylvie kept pulling croissants out of her pockets. It was truly impressive that she’d managed to snatch such a lot of fresh bread without the baker noticing. Then again, the youngest Enchantress had fingers lighter than feathers, so light that she’d even managed to slip a ring right off Honoré’s own hand, back when they’d first met…


“What did you do for your birthday, ma rêveuse?” Céleste asked, as she began sorting through dresses. Some were lavish and others were dirty, but they all had stories sewn into their hems. The bereaved niece was only one of many aliases. “Besides pilfer pastries?”


“Oh, this and that.”


Céleste chose a silk dressing gown and turned to face her ward. There were only thirteen years between them, but she knew she was the closest thing Sylvie would get to a maman. It was one of the few roles Céleste could not unbutton or step out of.


“What exactly?”


“I woke up.” The girl began counting with her fingers. “I peed in the bushes. I thought I was done, but then I had to go back and—”


“You don’t have to be that exact!”


Sylvie flashed an impish grin. It looked like it belonged to one of the goblins illustrated in the stack of Andrew Lang fairy-tale books by her bed. The ones she’d flipped through so many times that their spines had tattered. The books were beautiful, arranged in a veritable rainbow of colors, their covers gilded with portraits of fairies. But the stories inside were written in English, a language none of the Enchantresses had mastered. This didn’t stop Sylvie from reading them over and over. She’d come up with her own versions over the years.


Her imagination was… vivid.


“I explored a secret tunnel down by the Seine that led to a chamber full of spiders and bones. Then, when a gentleman stopped to ask where my parents were, I pretended to be a long-lost princess. Then I tried taming a tiger.”


Céleste strongly suspected this had been a stray cat.


The feast was their usual fare: bread, cheese, tarte au chocolat, and a bottle of drinking water they’d filled in the closest Wallace Fountain. Honoré spread out a picnic blanket—which also served as the tarp beneath Céleste’s easel and was covered in colors upon colors—on the front steps of the mausoleum. Crystal goblets were filled to the brim as Sylvie started describing the “tiger” she’d tried to tame. It had indeed been a cat. And not just any cat but the feral orange tomcat who’d commandeered a good number of their francs. “I tried luring him with some pâté, but he just turned around and lifted his tail stub. That means ‘no, thank you’ in cat-speak.”


“As if a cat would ever say ‘thank you.’” Honoré snorted.


“They do,” Sylvie insisted. “They talk all the time. We just don’t listen well enough.”


“Could you imagine? I bet they’d sound like crotchety old men and shunted prima donnas, cursing things just because they can.”


“Or perhaps they could tell us whose grave I buried today’s francs in,” Céleste offered.


Honoré rolled her eyes. “You’ll have to dig that up for yourself, mon amie. And, Sylvie, you do know that if cats were as big as tigers, they’d probably kill you. Right? Next time you have good pâté, don’t waste it on moggies. Put it on some bread instead.” She ripped off a piece of baguette with her teeth.


“This is why I don’t take you to parties,” Céleste said.


“The bread or the cynicism?”


“What’s cynicism?” Sylvie snatched the loaf from Honoré, ready to take a bite of her own.


“Cynicism is the needless interruption of fairy tales.” Céleste grabbed the bread before the girl could really sink her teeth into it. “Knives aren’t just for cutting people, you know.”


When she returned the baguette to Sylvie, along with the appropriate piece of cutlery, the girl began sawing. Bits of crust flecked the ground, but the blade was too dull to slice all the way through.


“That knife is meant for cheese,” Honoré told Sylvie. “There’s a sharper one under my pillow you can use.”


As Sylvie slipped back into the tomb to find it, Céleste studied her other friend. The same gothic cheekbones that suited Honoré to suits made her expressions more nuanced than most. Her blonde hair was rumpled from “Monsieur Dumont’s” top hat, but her eyes were flat, like the surface of a dark lake at dusk. Anyone else might mistake this for calmness, but Céleste knew better.


“What’s wrong?” she prodded. “Is it the francs?”


“It’s not the francs.”


“What, then?”


“There’s a difference between cynicism and realism,” growled Honoré. “Between tigers and talking cats and moggies.”


“She’s only making up a story.”


“Stories are like sugar. If you consume too much, things start to rot.” Insects sang to the evening light. The other Enchantress held her knees close to her chest, and early shadows settled into her face. “You shouldn’t let Sylvie think we can just make believe our way out of mistakes.”


“Isn’t that what we do for a living?”


“We lie, yes, but not to each other. Not to ourselves.”


Céleste looked down at the tarte au chocolat. The silky chocolate at its center had been cracked by a small candle, ready for Sylvie to blow out. Was it so wrong to let the girl keep eating cake?


Céleste didn’t believe so.


She didn’t want to believe so.


“I just…” Honoré glanced back into her namesake’s tomb. “I don’t want Sylvie to get lost.”


Too late. Céleste could see that their ward was unsheathing a blade from some bedding. Très Arthurian. Their lives were closer to a fairy tale than not, and it was better to be a lost child than unwanted. And better unwanted than… whatever Honoré once was. Céleste knew the young woman’s father had been a gangster, because of the ring she sported on her right middle finger. Distinctly designed for violence—the top was forged as a dragon’s head, and the bottom was thick enough to touch a curled fist. Any punch it delivered would leave a nasty bruise. The fact that Honoré wore the ring led Céleste to believe that the young woman’s father was dead, but the subject had never been broached.


Best let sleeping beasts lie and orphans dream.


“The kid just wants a cat.”


“Well, I don’t,” Honoré grumbled. “They have fleas.”


Céleste knew her friend, knew to stay silent as church bells joined the crickets around them.


After the first few tolls, Honoré raked fingers through her hair and sighed. “Sylvie has to grow up sometime. She can’t keep just running around Paris pretending she’s some secret American heiress. Real life is hard. Real life is shit. We’ve got to start preparing her for it.”


Céleste looked down at their collection of cheese knives. “I suppose you’ll teach her how to be fatal with cutlery?”


“She shouldn’t be scampering around the streets without défense dans la rue lessons. I was already proficient at her age.”


It was hard to imagine Honoré as an eleven-year-old. Or a little girl, for that matter. Obviously, she’d been nothing like Sylvie, who was now skipping out of the tomb, her knife stabbing straight up, oblivious to the fact that she’d impale herself if she slipped.


“Keep the pointy end down!” Céleste urged, shooting Honoré a look. “Do you really think it’s a good idea to teach Sylvie to stab things?”


“Oh, I don’t need to learn that! Stabbing is easy!”


Honoré let out a sigh.


“See?” Their ward plunged the blade into the tarte au chocolat. “I hereby declare it time for dessert.”















Chapter 2



Fiddle Game


Céleste Artois was always hungry. This was the reason she both loved and hated fiddle games—the con could be pulled in an afternoon. In the span of an hour, even. The venue was, by necessity, a fancy restaurant. Her job was to eat there alone, to order every elegant thing on the menu, to chew, to swallow, then to dab the corners of her mouth with a napkin and pretend she was satisfied.


This was the hardest lie to tell.


How could she be satisfied at an establishment like Foyot’s? This restaurant was made for hunger. It catered to imperialistic palates; sitting across from the Luxembourg Palace made it a convenient haunt for senators. There were even deeper pockets at other tables. Some of this wealth was older—men with titles and ties that went all the way back to a time when France had a crown. Others had made their money with railways and streamliners—nouveaux riches was what they’d been called in her father’s circles. Arnaud Artois had always said this term with a slight sniff, as if his family’s crumbling château could make up for the fact he himself was an exceedingly bad businessman.


If only it had…


Céleste wondered what term best suited her. Nouveau pauvre, perhaps? Did that accurately describe an heiress who’d lost a fortune, then spent the rest of her life trying to steal it back? Never mind that she’d nearly succeeded. Never mind that she could afford to buy every item on the menu, including the béarnaise sauce that was rich enough to be its own meal.


She was still starving.


She knew that everyone felt this way, to some extent. It was the reason the Enchantresses’ confidence schemes were so successful: Every person was born with a hole inside them. Shapes varied—love, power, fame, revenge, fortune, life itself—but the emptiness was universal. Promise to fill someone, and they would follow you anywhere.


They’d pay any price.


“More wine, mademoiselle?” A waiter approached the table, holding a bottle of Pontet-Canet that might as well have been squeezed from garnets for how much it cost.


Personally, Céleste thought it was a crime to answer no.


Professionally, she had to. “A coffee will do.”


Coffee would afford her more time to scout for a mark.


This was probably what foxes felt like when they slipped into henhouses, Céleste mused as she scanned the rest of the restaurant. Fiddle games were quick-pick affairs, limited to whoever happened to be sitting nearby. Such as the gentleman with his mistress two tables over—her without a ring and him covering his with a napkin. No target there. He was too taken with the promise of sex to bother with greed. Céleste skated her gaze over several tables with politicians and paused to study a portly fellow reading Le Petit Journal through his monocle. He might do. Though on second glance, Céleste realized he’d fallen asleep. This confidence trick required someone conscious. Someone who fancied themselves an entrepreneur. Someone callous and careless and tipsy enough to employ both traits.


Someone like the young man at the corner table, crowing to his companion about the previous evening’s exploits over a plate of foie gras and his fifth flute of champagne. “They have an elephant in the garden of Moulin Rouge! Not a real one, of course. There’s a staircase in its leg that leads to an opium den. The women up there… Have you ever encountered a belly dancer, Baptiste? I met several on my tour of the Balkans with Father last summer. They were bendier than the Montmartre variety.”


Yes, he’ll do. Céleste sipped her coffee down to the dregs. Typical cock: too busy preening to notice there are teeth nearby.


Or to notice his tablemate’s discomfort. Baptiste flushed to the already-flaming roots of his hair, slipping down his chair until he was more tablecloth than not. He’d probably request the check soon, which meant Céleste needed hers to come first.


She flagged down the waiter, listening in as her mark kept rambling.


“Have you ever been to the Balkans, Baptiste? It’s beautiful, but a bit backward—did you know they believe in vampires there? Actual vampires? With fangs and everything! One of the dancers, she started telling me stories. Says they don’t take just your blood but your soul too so that you don’t even go to heaven when you die. Not that I’ve been a paragon of virtue, but still! You’d like to think Saint Peter would open the pearly gates when you shed this mortal coil, no?”


“I don’t think you have to be worried about vampires, Henri,” Baptiste told his friend dryly.


“They did discover a body by the hotel.” The mark took yet another swig of his champagne. “That’s what sparked the entire conversation. Some poor soul was entirely exsanguinated! Well, I say ‘soul.’ Ha! The police were never able to identify him—the dancer told me it was a sign. ‘Always keep one eye on your shadow,’ she said. ‘Keeps the devil away.’”


Henri squinted down at the floor, and Céleste wondered if maybe the young man was a little too tipsy to play this fiddle game. Then again, he was clear-headed enough to allude to Shakespeare. And if he really did believe in vampires, then he’d have no trouble believing Céleste. Besides, the waiter was already returning with her bill.


She smiled graciously.


Out came her coin purse.


Let the show commence.


“Oh dear…” Céleste smoothed her gown, knees tilting toward the corner table. The mark’s eyes cut away from his own shadow to the soft edges of her skirts. Easy enough. “I’m afraid I left my money at the flat. It’s been a tumultuous morning—you see, my uncle passed away and I’ve been helping my brother clear out the estate and I needed to step outside for some air and I must have forgotten to check my purse…”


“Are you saying you have no way to pay?” asked her waiter.


The gentleman reading Le Petit Journal awoke with a snort. The lovers whispered secrets across their table. Baptiste looked slightly less mortified now that his companion was no longer Foyot’s most scandalous guest.


“The flat is only a few blocks away. I can be there and back in ten minutes. If you want, I’ll even leave my uncle’s painting as collateral.” Céleste lifted a parcel from underneath the table and unwrapped it. The cloth dropped back to reveal another Delacroix replica. “It’s worth the meal at least.”


“I’m afraid that’s against our policy, mademoiselle.”


“Please…”


She didn’t even need to use the next line: What would you have me do? Henri puffed out his chest and strutted to her table.


“I’ll settle the lady’s bill,” he said.


A fifty-franc note passed hands, simple as that.


“Thank you, monsieur!” Céleste thrust the painting into her “rescuer’s” arms before any debt could be cited. “My uncle’s flat is three streets over. I’ll be back with your money before you finish your champagne!”


“Oh, I doubt it.” This mutter from Baptiste gave her pause. If he suspected a trick, it might be better to cut and run.


“I’ll return,” she said firmly. “My brother asked me to get this painting appraised.”


Baptiste shook his head. “That wasn’t— Let’s just say Henri has never left a glass wet. We’d be happy to watch your artwork for you.”


So the man wasn’t suspicious. He was honorable.


Maybe too honorable for this game…


But they’d reached the point of no return. Henri set the unwrapped painting on their table and refilled his flute with a sixth bubbling serving, raising it to her in a toast. “Hurry back!”


It was a May day with a feathery sky: suited to strolling. Céleste bustled down the street for the benefit of any diners who might be peering through the window, slowing only when she rounded the corner. Running would spell trouble to the police who patrolled the streets around Luxembourg Palace. This was one of Paris’s more well-kempt districts—more cars than carriages meant that less horse shit ripened the curbs. There was less soot too. Most of the gas streetlamps had been swapped out for electric lights. People walked here without fear, even at night. They wandered through blooming gardens and stopped to smell the roses and took all their beautiful surroundings for granted.


Céleste wasn’t a particular fan of the flowers, herself, these days. Every time she coughed, she cursed them: Damn hay fever!


She had been cursing a lot lately.


Spring air thickened in her throat. She paused to catch her breath before turning into an alleyway. It was as posh as the rest of the sixth arrondissement—not lined with trash but ivy. A secret garden, Sylvie might have called it, if she weren’t busy swinging a small loaf of bread at Honoré’s walking cane. The two Enchantresses were standing at odds with each other. Céleste recognized the stance. She’d been made to practice it over and over again, during her first défense dans la rue lesson.


Now it was Sylvie’s turn.


“The cheese knives were too sharp, then?” Céleste nodded at the ficelle in the girl’s hands.


“For Sylvie? Yes,” Honoré grumbled.


“Anything can be a weapon!” The youngest Enchantress sounded like one of the parrots at the free menagerie of the Jardin des Plantes, echoing back a phrase it didn’t quite understand. “A scarf can be used as a garrote! A hat can be thrown at your opponent to blind them!”


“And what will you do with breadcrumbs?” Céleste wondered. “Summon a flock of vengeful pigeons?”


“That would be more fun than footwork,” Sylvie said.


“Fighting isn’t supposed to be fun,” Honoré replied. “And footwork can be the difference between life and death. If you aren’t standing right, you’ll find yourself on your back, and once you’re on your back, your attacker has the advantage. He’s probably going to be a man, and he’s probably going to weigh more than you—”


“Ha!” Sylvie reached out with the loaf, poking Honoré on the center of her tightly bound chest. “I win! You’re supposed to say ‘touché,’ right?”


“Only if you’re fencing,” Céleste said.


“Fencing!” Honoré’s nose wrinkled as she brushed crumbs from her three-piece suit. “Fencing is for rich people with nothing better to do. When you’re in a street fight, there’s no time to say ‘en garde’ or any of that other honorable bullshit. If you wait around for your opponent to talk, you’ll find their blade slicing your throat—”


“That’s not always true,” Céleste broke in, before the diatribe could get too grim. “It wasn’t true when we first met.”


It had been in an alleyway much like this—perhaps it had been this alley. Her memory of that evening was fuzzy with falling snow and the cold shock of leaving Twenty-Seven rue de Fleurus. Gertrude Stein’s famed salon wasn’t far from there, so it was entirely possible that this was the side street where Céleste had found herself held up at knifepoint.


“You mean when Honoré tried to rob you and all you had was an art portfolio?” Sylvie piped up.


Honoré hadn’t been Honoré then. Céleste hadn’t known who she herself was either. The name at the bottom of the sketches had belonged to a girl who still had a father. A fortune. A future.


She’d had nothing to lose when she handed the drawings over to the thief.


“Yes, well, Céleste wields words just as well as any blade,” Honoré recounted. “She was quick to disarm me.”


“As I recall, you were the one who convinced me to take up a life of crime.”


A dimple appeared next to Honoré’s pasted moustache. “Speaking of robberies, did you find a good mark?”


“At the corner table, by the window. They should be easy enough to fool. The one who covered my bill keeps going on about vampires.”


Honoré laughed then and twirled her cane. “This will be entertaining. Keep practicing your footwork, Sylvie! I’ll be back soon.” The Enchantress strolled off to do her part, not stopping to smell the roses.


Céleste clenched her teeth and coughed again, into her bare wrist. The wine had been a poor choice. It must’ve stained her lips, close enough to the color of rouge to go uncommented.


“What did your mark say, about the vampires?”


Céleste pulled her gown’s sleeve over the smear of wine and looked back at Sylvie. It probably wasn’t prudent to explain to an eleven-year-old what exsanguinated meant. “All sorts of nonsense. He’s quite drunk…”


“Did he see one?” The girl’s grip tightened on the bread. “Here?”


“In the Balkans.” Céleste caught herself. If she fed Sylvie’s imagination any further, Céleste would be up all night for the next week, telling the girl that the shadows that streaked across their mausoleum’s glass ceiling were cats. Only cats. “He heard stories about them from a belly dancer. She was entertaining him—trying to get a good tip, I’m sure.”


Sylvie frowned. “Where are the Balkans?”


“Turkey. Serbia. Very far away,” Céleste assured her. “You’d do better to focus on Honoré’s imaginary enemies.”


Sylvie gave a hopeless sort of sigh and finally bit into her bread. Her dark curls quivered as she chewed. “I’d rather play the fiddle game.”


“You do play!”


This was loosely true. About as loose as the change in any failed mark’s pockets. If Céleste wasn’t able to secure a sale, Sylvie bumped into the man on his way out of the restaurant and relieved him of his banknotes anyway. The girl tried to grab the business card that “Monsieur Dumont” had left there too. They were painstaking to draw, and Céleste preferred to use them twice, if possible.


“I know, I know. ‘Always have a backup plan.’” Sylvie was using her parrot voice again, repeating the phrase Céleste said so often herself. “But I don’t want to be a contingency! I want to eat in the fancy restaurant with you!”


“I’ll teach you the role when you’re older.”


“I am older. I just had a birthday.”


It was hard not to laugh at this. Even harder not to cough. “You need to work on making your lies more believable,” Céleste said. “Maybe we can practice telling tragic backstories to strangers at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées tonight.”


Sylvie’s wish—for her thirty-ninth birthday—was for the three Enchantresses to attend a ballet together. Céleste suspected this was the result of the Ballets Russes posters that had recently gone up all over the city: drawings of a dancing man wearing nothing but damn roses. She also suspected that the only reason Honoré had agreed to go see such a sight was because this Delacroix forgery was the last of their paintings. The Enchantresses needed a longer con to tide them over while Céleste worked on more masterpieces.


The thought wearied her.


She’d been sleeping more at night, instead of painting. It was hard to stay inspired with an endless string of battlefields and maidens floating in lily pads—poor Ophelia. So many painters had tried to capture her demise. Delacroix himself had done so, not once but twice! Céleste’s own versions sold well. No doubt the young men who bought them went home to hang them on their walls next to L’Inconnue de la Seine. The plaster death mask of the nameless girl who’d been fished from the river was—eerily enough—very much in vogue. Copies decorated a fair number of Paris’s drawing rooms.


Everyone loved a drowning woman.


A good sob story.


“The best lies are rooted in truth,” she told Sylvie. “And you might as well turn your pain into profit. Try to talk about the fact your parents died—”


“But they might not be dead,” the girl said.


Before Sylvie had found her way to the other Enchantresses, she’d been trapped in an orphanage on the outskirts of the city. It was a careless place, where sawdust was substituted for flour and children’s pasts got lost with the rest of the paperwork. Sylvie tended to write her own versions, same as she did for the English fairy tales. Most of them involved missing royalty, in some fashion. Each one ended with a happily ever after.


The only person she’d be fooling with that sort of story was herself.


“Maybe not.” Céleste tugged carefully at the sleeve of her own mourning gown. “Your mark doesn’t need to know that though. They just need to feel sorry for you. They need to feel like they have the upper hand.”


Sylvie’s own hands fluttered at her sides as they continued their liar’s lesson—as if she were a fledgling, eager to fly. But there wasn’t much time to come up with a good script for the ballet attendees. Honoré had finished reciting her own lines. There was an extra swagger in the young woman’s step as she returned to their alley.


“That was entertaining! Excellent selection, mon amie. Though you should hurry back before Henri gets too inebriated. He just ordered another bottle of champagne to celebrate his financial windfall. Sylvie! Did you eat your sword?”


“Only half,” chirped the youngest Enchantress. “Now it’s a dagger!”


Céleste fought back a smile. Of all the people she’d ever met, Sylvie had the most literal hunger. The kid’s stomach was a bottomless pit. It was no wonder she wanted to go back to the restaurant, where the scents of butter and cream ribboned the air, and the waiter was bringing a plate of cakes to Henri’s table. Along with a fresh bottle. The mark was trying to hide a grin of his own. He hid Dumont’s calling card too when he spotted Céleste, covering it with a linen napkin as she approached the table.


Good.


“Oh, thank you, messieurs! I returned with your francs as fast as I could!” The sum had been in her skirts all along, but Céleste made sure to pant as she deposited the money on their table. It was too easy to act out of breath. “My brother asked where the painting was, and I told him it was already with the appraiser. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost it…”


Henri didn’t even glance at her francs. “It was no trouble at all. In fact, Baptiste and I were discussing how nice this would look on his wall. Why don’t we save you an errand?”


“You—you wish to buy it?” A quick frown.


Tensions played out beneath her mark’s face too: excitement, agitation, don’t-let-the-chance-of-a-lifetime-slip-away. “How does four hundred francs sound?”


Delicious. Céleste savored every new bill that was placed onto the tabletop. “Monsieur, it’s too much! This painting may not even be worth half that. Let me get the appraisal first—”


“No!” Sweat jeweled Henri’s hairline. “Four hundred and fifty francs.”


She eyed the painting and then the money, pretending to look torn. “I don’t know…”


“Trust me, your brother will be overjoyed when you return with this sum,” Henri said. “So will Baptiste’s wife, when he gifts her this painting. Right, Baptiste?”


His friend grunted—then had a foot-to-shin flinch. “Er, yes.”


Men were rarely as honorable as Céleste hoped. Not that she was in any position to judge, stuffing so many francs into her coin purse. She took an éclair too, when Baptiste offered the plate of pastries—ostensibly out of guilt. He felt sorry for her. Sorry that she was being cheated out of a small fortune. The feeling wouldn’t last, of course, when he realized it was Henri who’d been hoodwinked. But the Enchantresses would be attending a ballet by then, with different clothes, names, and faces, shaking coins from some other rich young man’s pockets.


The éclair would be long gone too.


Sylvie was waiting outside the restaurant, feeding pigeons with the last crumbs of her ficelle. Her face fell when she saw the purse Céleste was carrying, heavy with money Sylvie wouldn’t be able to steal herself.


“But I wanted to be the backup plan!” She scowled. “I was going to ask him more about vampires.”


“You’ll have plenty more chances to steal tonight. For now, I’ve brought you a new blade.” Céleste grinned as she handed over the éclair. “You should eat it before Honoré tries to teach you more footwork.”















Chapter 3



The Rite of Spring


The ballet that night began on a bright note. The Champs-Élysées was one of Paris’s best-lit neighborhoods, with electric streetlamps along all its major avenues, and when Céleste stepped out of the cab onto Avenue Montaigne, her crème de menthe–colored gown turned into something truly liquid. Drinkable. Several gentlemen stopped to stare as the young woman made her way to the theatre entrance, so mesmerized that they didn’t see that they, in turn, were being sized up, measured by the fabric of their waistcoats and the contents of their pockets.


By Honoré and Sylvie, respectively.


It had been a long time since the Enchantresses had performed a long con, but Céleste fell back into her role with ease. Be the shiny thing. Be as gold as the doors of the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, which are brilliant enough to break a bird’s neck. Brilliant enough too to bounce Céleste’s reflection back at her. Her wig was black, and her smile was perfectly painted on. Only her eyes felt familiar, as gray as Père Lachaise’s gravestones. And just as haunted.


There was a wealth of potential marks in the theatre, though the audience was a strange mix. This ballet had brought out the bohemian crowd. Men who tied their hair back with twine and had pencils tucked behind their ears in case inspiration struck. They were frowned upon by the wealthier patrons—the ones who wore tails and tulle, diamonds and ospreys. By the stage was a woman dressed in a boa made of peacock feathers. Deep teal, velveteen purple, a green as drunk as Céleste’s gown… it was unlike anything she’d ever seen, which meant it had to be worth some money. The woman wore gold too. Her wrists shimmered with bracelets, and when the orchestra began tuning, she waved her arms as if she herself were the conductor. Strange… too strange to make a target of, certainly.


Their next victim was more likely among the gentlemen who milled at the edges of the theatre, talking business. Honoré’s moustache and suit blended seamlessly as she eavesdropped for opportunities. From this distance it was easy to lose her in the crowd.


Sylvie, on the other hand, was starting to stand out.


The youngest Enchantress was in the middle of the aisle, holding a pocket watch—twenty-four karats and ripe for stealing. Or it would have been, if the man who owned the timepiece hadn’t secured it to his vest. Twice. His first fob chain dangled loosely. The second linked Sylvie—undeniably—to the crime.


She’d gotten herself caught.


Céleste made a quick study of Sylvie’s would-be victim. He was quick too. He’d already snagged the girl by the wrist, and the fact he chained his valuables twice over meant that he was familiar with thieves. Aside from the watch, he didn’t seem to have much worth stealing. Whereas most men in this theatre sported top hats and dapper suits, this one wore a looser version of the outfit: no jacket, only a vest to keep his rolled sleeves in place. His hair was as dark as calligraphy ink, but colors splashed his fingertips—so Céleste could place the man as a fellow painter.


She found herself wanting to paint him.


The sensation surprised her. It had been years since she’d worked with live models—or had any desire to—but there was an edge to this young man that drew Céleste in, a sharpness that had nothing to do with his jawline or his forearms. Both were so defined that she’d need to whittle a pencil to its finest point to mark his likeness onto paper. She’d have to press harder for the brows, except at the part where a scar nicked through the right arc. This, along with the small blue mark that had been tattooed beneath his left eye, only made Céleste aware of how symmetrical the rest of his face was. What beautiful bone structure! There was a divot on his chin that sparked an irrational desire to place her own thumb there.


She reached for Sylvie’s hand instead, her heart racing. “Pardon me, monsieur! And pardon my sister, please. I asked her to find out the time, but she hates speaking to strangers, so she must have tried to peek at your watch. She meant no harm.”


This was where Céleste would normally swish her skirts to show a sliver of ankle, but something told her this man would see past that. She couldn’t decide what color his eyes were. Brown, technically. But it was the kind of brown that broke into different colors, depending on where he stared. Hints of amber. Flecks of mica. They flashed when he watched Céleste. Not quite gold, but not quite angry either.


“Your sister?” He danced delicately around the word. His scarred eyebrow lifted in a broken arc, no doubt trying to bridge the differences between Céleste’s pale features and Sylvie’s shading. “I suppose you both do share the ability to stop a room.”


The theatre had paused, Céleste realized, when she dared to break away from his gaze. Other ballet patrons were watching the taut gold watch chain, waiting to see what this handsome stranger would do.


He continued speaking, low enough for only Céleste and Sylvie to hear. “I’m afraid your sister has made a poor choice.”


It’s certainly worse than stealing a few stale loaves of bread.


If the artist filed a police report, Sylvie could get locked away… Céleste gripped the girl’s opposite wrist and started counting out the exits in her head; they were already starting to shrink—an usher was making his way down the aisle. On the other side of the theatre, Honoré had unbuttoned her cuff links and was all but leaping over seats in an effort to reach them. Businessmen forgot about potential investments. Ladies gasped behind their fans, scandalized.


How much of a mess would it be if Honoré pulled a knife from her suit? And she would, if she thought the other Enchantresses were in danger.


Céleste wasn’t sure they were just yet.


There was still room to talk her way out of this… she could see it in the artist’s eyes, the way they lit from Sylvie to his watch. The extra chain’s gold links winked like a fuse beneath the theatre lighting, but his grip on the girl’s other wrist wasn’t as tight as it could have been. Again, Céleste noticed the paint splashing his fingertips, the rough crack of a callus beneath.


They had more common ground than not.


“Monsieur, please. The only scenes I enjoy creating are still lifes with fruit and flowers and the occasional lobster.”


A smile. It was crooked, yes, but a smile nonetheless. “I bet you have a damn hard time getting lobsters to sit still.”


“Not really,” Céleste quipped back. “Sisters are much more of a challenge.” She nodded at Sylvie. “I’m sorry for the trouble mine has caused you. Would you happen to have the time, monsieur?”


The artist shook his head and turned toward the usher.


Shit.


Honoré was still several rows away. Sylvie squirmed. Céleste wondered if she should wrench the girl free and run—if she’d even be fast enough in these skirts. But before she could try anything, Sylvie’s victim released her himself, waving the usher away with paint-streaked fingers.


“No. As I said, your sister made a poor choice.” The artist tugged on his double fob chains. His smile looked just as taut. “My watch doesn’t tell time.”


Tick tock. It took Céleste another second to realize what had happened.


He was letting them off the hook.


Sylvie, however, still wasn’t releasing the watch. The girl’s fist tightened over the timepiece. “It’s not broken! I can feel it ticking!” the youngest Enchantress insisted.


“That would be impossible.” The artist pulled his fob chains even harder, reeling the pocket watch from her palm. There was an hourglass with wings engraved in its filigree—a symbol that meant time is fleeting in the language of tombstones—but when he opened the watch, it was clear that the hands were frozen. Stuck at 8:45. “See?”


Sylvie stared and stared, as if she could make the gears move by sheer force of will. “Why would you wear a broken watch?”


“Why would you try to steal one?” he asked, not unkindly.


“It’s shiny.”


“Ma rêveuse!” Céleste scowled.


After so many homespun fairy tales, Sylvie chose now to tell the truth? Admitting a crime was the worst crime of all. “Oh… that’s right. I’m supposed to tell you that I’m an orphan. And you should feel sorry for me.”


“Is that so?”


“It is!” Sylvie chirped. “Do you feel sorry for me?”


“Not particularly,” the artist told her. “But I understand, seeing as I too am part magpie,” he said with a wink.


Sylvie cocked her head. “You’re a bird?”


Not a bird but a fellow thief, Céleste realized. That would explain the second fob chain. It would also explain why he hadn’t raised more of a fuss with the theatre staff, why his lips were still set with that slightly crooked smile. She didn’t realize how hard she was staring at them until his eyes found hers again.


“I find it difficult to resist shiny things,” he said.


Crème brûlée. That was their shade, she decided, just as Honoré arrived, ready to speak in a proper baritone and sweep the other two Enchantresses away. But as soon as she saw the artist’s face, she froze, as rigid as the ring on her middle finger. Céleste knew for a fact that this wasn’t because of how handsome the man looked. No, there was some different chemistry between them.


Something that caused Honoré to break character—when she spoke, her voice was high and cracking. “Rafael?”


It was the artist’s turn to straighten. His eyes widened. “Gabriel?”


Honoré had stolen plenty of identities over the years, but as far as Céleste knew, she’d never named herself after an archangel.


“No…” The artist was staring at the dragon ring, his face pale. “Mon Dieu! You look just like him…”


Honoré looked as if she’d been stabbed. Her own knife stayed tucked up her sleeve, glinting just past that unbuttoned cuff.


“Wait!” Sylvie chirped. “You know Honoré?”


“Honoré?” The artist’s eyebrows rose as his hand wandered to the back of his neck. “That wasn’t her name when—”


“Rafael and I grew up together.” The other Enchantress shoved her fists into her pockets. She was no longer frozen but shifting back and forth, matching the uneasy sounds of the orchestra.


“My name’s changed too. I go by ‘Rafe’ these days.”


This got a snort from Honoré. “Rafe?”


“It fits better on the bottom of a canvas,” he answered.


“Still painting, huh?”


“Céleste paints!” Sylvie volunteered gaily.


Rafe’s eyebrows arched even higher. “Oh? So that part was true?”


It was. And suddenly, this made Céleste feel as wriggly as Honoré or that lobster she’d dropped into a boiling pot of water. That still life had been relatively painless. Well, not for the lobster. She’d split its shell for dinner that night, and somehow, now, she could feel that too: seen at the seams, then cracked open.


Was Céleste becoming a worse liar?


Or was this man an even better one?


Judging by Honoré’s reaction, it was the latter. “What the hell are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in Constantinople by now? Or stowing away on some luxury streamliner?” There was a bitterness to the other Enchantress’s voice that Céleste had never noted before. “Eating some shit like caviar?”


“Caviar are eggs, I believe,” Rafe said, with a voice that did not match the way his hand gripped the nape of his neck. “Though I can’t say with any certainty. I never did manage to make my way to first class—and it turns out that Paris is the best place in the world to be a penniless painter. Me voilà!”


“You aren’t penniless! You have a gold watch.” Sylvie reached for his timepiece again, tapping its glass face with her finger.


Just like that, the watch started to work.


Céleste inhaled sharply when she saw the hands move. They weren’t ticking but spinning, gliding over minutes and hours, until they came to a halt at half past twelve. The theatre suddenly felt as if it had fallen out of time itself. The stained glass ceiling—which had been pieced together to look like sunrays bursting through storm clouds—went dim. Violins sharpened their tune. Dust swirled in the stage lights, and Céleste started to sway.


Sylvie reached out to steady her.


Rafe did too. “Is everything all right, mademoiselle?” His hairline somehow looked even darker as his brow furrowed. “Are you well?”


Honestly? No. Céleste was seeing things that weren’t there. The open watch spun from his waistcoat. 8:45. Gold backing. 8:45. Gold backing. 8:45. Behind her, the instruments ceased tuning, and there was the rainlike patter of ballerinas’ slippers behind the curtain. She thought she’d had more time than this…


“Mon amie?” Honoré whispered.


“I’m fine,” Céleste said. Everyone else in the theatre was taking their seats, and a hush had sunk into the venue, making its velvet richer, its shadows bolder. “We should sit.”


Rafe closed his watch. An odd look passed over Sylvie’s face as the artist returned the timepiece to his waistcoat, securing the loose fob chain for good measure. This was probably the first time the youngest Enchantress had failed to pick a pocket. It wasn’t an easy thing, to discover you were not invincible.


Céleste’s steps wobbled as she started down the aisle, and when Honoré offered a steadying arm, she did so with her left. The hand with the dragon ring stayed stuffed in her pocket.


“Good thinking on the fake faint,” her friend murmured as they found their seats.


Céleste still felt lightheaded, but she did not say so. She didn’t ask about Rafe either.


“Did you overhear any investment opportunities?” she wondered instead.


Honoré shook her head. “All anyone was talking about was this ballet…” She pointed to the second title in the program: The Rite of Spring. “It’s about a Russian virgin who dances herself to death as a pagan sacrifice. Most avant-garde.”


“Was it written by a man?”


“Obviously.”


The stage curtains lifted, and ballerinas in long white tutus began fluttering to the music of Chopin. Sylvie watched, rapt, the dancers turning like stars in her eyes. Even Honoré got caught up in the fluent movement of the performers’ limbs. Crescent-moon Cs and serpentine Ss. Across the aisle, Céleste could see Rafe sitting on the edge of his seat, running his thumb over the face of his pocket watch. The rest of him was still, so still, and the stage lights brought out the most dramatic shading around his face. Again, she felt her fingers itching for a pen.


His gaze met hers, suddenly, as if he hadn’t really been watching the dancers after all.


Céleste’s pulse quickened.


The edge of Rafe’s mouth sharpened—another smile?


She found herself matching it, even as she looked away to join the polite smattering of applause when the first dance ended. The lady sitting in front of the Enchantresses did not clap. It was the same woman wearing the peacock boa—her pale shoulders peeked through its feathers. The bones beneath were sharp, the muscles tense. She was no longer watching the orchestra but the side stage, where the dancers were disappearing. The shadows there struck Céleste as strange. She studied them for a moment and realized they were stretching in a way that didn’t agree with the spotlights. They looked almost sticky.


Her grin slipped from her face.


Was she seeing things again?


Suddenly, the other woman stood. Feathers fell in an iridescent trail down her back—not a boa at all but a cape. It swirled around her heels as she leapt toward the stage: up and over. She disappeared behind falling curtains.


“Is she allowed to do that?” Sylvie wondered.


Honoré looked up from the program she’d been poring over. “Do what?”


“The woman sitting in front of us just jumped backstage,” Céleste informed her.


“Oh…” Honoré stared at the empty chair for an extra beat. Her brow crinkled. “Maybe it’s part of the performance. I’ll admit I’m curious to see what the fuss is about. Virgin sacrifices aside, a ballet can’t be that scandalous, can it?”


Céleste wasn’t sure. She looked back to the shadows onstage, but they had settled. The audience had done the opposite. They lit up the back of her neck with their whispers. She heard someone hiss, and again she was reminded of a fuse…


Rafe was no longer in his seat when she glanced across the aisle, but for some reason, her pulse kept on thundering. Her heart felt like cannon fire in her chest as the musicians lifted their horns to their lips. There was a furious rush of spring pipes, the exact sound you’d hear if you stepped on a hornets’ nest. Curtains drew back. The dancers behind them bore no resemblance to the ballerinas from before. Their homespun dresses shuddered as they stomped across the stage; their braids swung in unwieldy arcs. With each press of their feet, the shadows by their slippers stirred, around and around and around.


The darkness did not merely stretch this time. It swarmed.


Céleste watched in horror as the shadows broke apart and grew dozens of tiny wings, whipping up into a cloud strong enough to make the painted background flutter. The spin of Rafe’s watch, she could pass off as dizziness, but the dark fog onstage only grew worse as she gripped her seat. Her chest tightened too. This couldn’t be happening. This shouldn’t be happening. Was she hallucinating? She’d heard of people doing that, calling out to long-dead parents or seeing angels at their bedsides, but that was usually right before their final breaths.


She couldn’t breathe now. Panic gripped her throat, forcing her to cough into her opera gloves. Rouge smeared across their creamy fabric. No… not rouge. Céleste stared at the color. It was wrong, wrong, wrong. Too dark. Like the floor by her feet, where the shadows seemed to rush around her ankles, tugging like some inevitable tide…


There was a scream.


It might have been hers. That would explain how Céleste heard it above the cacophony that called itself an orchestra. But when she heard the piercing sound again, when she looked up, there were no shadows on the stage at all—the dancers were stomping on a floor filled with feathers. Swirls of teal. Pliés of purple. The last gasps of green as they were pulverized.


There was no starry light left in Sylvie’s eyes when she caught a crushed feather in her cupped hands.


On the other side of Céleste, Honoré flinched. A crumpled program had hit her between the shoulders, thrown by some upset audience member. It was impossible to tell who. When Céleste turned around, all she saw were hostile faces. It was as if the pagan pulse of the drums had slithered into everyone’s veins. Beautiful women in beautiful gowns snarled like tigers. The gentlemen next to them rolled up their sleeves.


And their shadows. Their shadows were pulling away just as the dancers’ had, smudging the outskirts of the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées like a charcoal drawing. Céleste could no longer see the gilded quote above the wealthy men’s boxes. She couldn’t even see the shine of the exits.


“We need to leave!” Céleste screamed over the orchestra. The musicians kept on playing, despite the fact that more projectiles were being launched at the stage: Programs. Fruit. A champagne glass. This shattered a bit too close to Honoré’s top hat as she wedged it back on her head.


“Immediately,” she agreed.


Sylvie was already in the aisle. Céleste tried to follow, but two men lurched in front of her, their fists flying. Smashed spectacles and black eyes. It was exactly the kind of brawl you’d expect in a back alley.


The kind of fight Honoré trained so relentlessly for.


The other Enchantress threw herself in front of Céleste, clearing a path with a few well-placed jabs. Her eyes lit up as she began to undo her cuff links. “Go, mon amie! I’ll meet you and Sylvie back at the cemetery!”


Céleste pushed toward the rear of the theatre, trying to catch up with the youngest Enchantress. Shoulders, elbows, feathers, shadows, screams—everyone was screaming, and somehow this made her feel better.


Someone stepped on her dress.


Then her toes.


The floor felt mired, as if she were sludging through mud instead of carpet. Céleste managed to pull herself up the aisle and through the lobby, then finally into the night. Here she stood. Out of breath. Scanning the sidewalks frantically for Sylvie. There was no sign of the youngest Enchantress in the steady pools of light cast by electric streetlamps.


Other ballet attendees had begun gathering beneath them. Women sobbed about their torn gowns, while men with bruised knuckles tried to comfort them. Someone was calling for the police. Accusations were flying: “Those damned bohemians were the ones who started it! Throwing fruit as if they were jungle apes!” followed by, “Better fruit than a bottle of Veuve Clicquot!”


No one was talking about the way the dancers’ shadows had swarmed like hornets.


Céleste stared back at the theatre. She did not spot Honoré. She almost didn’t recognize Rafe either, when the artist stumbled out. His hair had come untied, falling in front of his face. Through black tangles, she could tell his lip was split. Bleeding. He didn’t seem to see Céleste until she was close enough to take a second swipe at his pocket watch.


She resisted the urge.


Barely.


“Have you seen Sylvie?” she asked instead.


Rafe wasn’t smiling when he swept his hair from his face. His jawline looked sharper than ever. “Who?”


“The magpie girl—”


Something about his stare caused Céleste to falter. She’d lost her wig, she realized. It had gotten ripped off in the chaos, and now her roots were showing—hair that had gone as silver as starlight despite her youth. It was her most striking feature, in more ways than one. She gritted her teeth whenever fellow painters compared her to an Alphonse Mucha drawing and suggested that she wear a lily behind her ear, like some budding spring goddess. How lucky you are to be born with such beauty!


They had no idea how wrong they were.


But Rafe made no mention of flowers or the unnatural shade of her hair. “Ah, yes. I saw your sister helping herself to more sparkly accoutrements in the lobby. She seemed to be enjoying the crime immensely. But you, mademoiselle…” His gaze landed on her gloves. “You’re bleeding.”


There was no denying it, but her tongue searched for a lie out of habit. Out of sheer self-preservation. It’s makeup. It’s red wine. But none of these excuses were convincing enough.


It was blood.


It was hers.


Céleste was not all right. Up until now she’d been able to ignore it, to dismiss it, to tell herself—and the other Enchantresses—that her hay fever was simply worse this spring.


But roses couldn’t do this.


Not even damned ones.


“You’re bleeding too,” she told Rafe.


“Eh.” The artist dabbed his lip. The skin around his right eye had an extra shine—the beginnings of a bruise. “I’ve been in worse brawls. This isn’t even my first fight at a ballet, if you can believe it. Did our mutual acquaintance start this one too?”


Honoré. There was still no sign of her, but Céleste did spot Sylvie exiting the theatre, wearing a sapphire necklace. Obviously stolen. It was bound to attract the attention of the police officers who’d started to canvas the crowd.


Sylvie’s eyes lit up when she caught sight of Rafe and Céleste, and as the girl began to make her way toward them, Céleste felt her own red panic rising again. She wanted more time. She wanted her stained gloves to be a costume, something she could peel off or pretend away. She wanted the youngest Enchantress to stay out of jail, out of sight of the policeman who was now interviewing witnesses by their lamppost.


“Excuse me!” Céleste grabbed the man’s uniform sleeve, tugged all his attention toward her. “Monsieur! What on earth is going on? I demand an explanation!”


The officer paused when he saw Céleste, and she felt the loss of her wig more keenly. She could see Sylvie from the corner of her eye—the pause of silver and sapphires. This became a shooting star streak as the girl made her way across the street, fading into the evening. Céleste exhaled and released the policeman’s sleeve.


“I’d like an explanation as well.” The officer produced a notepad and a pen. “No one seems to be able to tell me why this riot broke out. Did you see anything of note, mademoiselle?”


I saw a broken watch tick. I saw shadows spin their own dancers. I saw an entire theatre of people possessed by some strange darkness.


Céleste knew how these things sounded. “There were feathers,” she said instead.


Rafe looked at her sharply.


“Feathers?” the policeman asked.


“The woman seated in front of me was wearing a feathered cape. She jumped backstage before the music began, and then there was a scream, and then… feathers. Floating everywhere.”


The policeman nodded, but it was clear he wasn’t taking her seriously. He wasn’t even taking her statement. His pen tapped idly against his notepad. He glanced back at Rafe. “And you, monsieur? Did you see this woman with the cape?”


“I—I can’t recall,” he said slowly.


“And the feathers?”


Rafe pinched his lips. “All I saw was an ostrich headdress getting plucked like a Christmas quail. To be fair, it was difficult to see much of anything. That theatre was chaos incarnate.”


“Clearly,” the officer said. “The ladies seem hysterical.”


Céleste’s fist tightened around her bloody gloves. Hysteria—always the convenient excuse, always targeted at women.


But was it the truth this time? Was the consumption inside her so hungry that it had climbed from her lungs into her brain? Had her panic somehow set off the rest of the audience?


“The gentlemen were even worse,” Rafe told the police officer, who was taking down his statement word for word. “The wealthy crowd and the bohemians have always been at each other’s throats about the meaning of art. My guess is that tonight was the ballet that broke the camel’s back.”


Men and women kept fluttering like moths around the brightly lit theatre doors—but if you looked high enough, you could forget the chaos. Céleste stared up at the stone edifice—where a carving of Apollo played his harp for the nine muses. The woman standing behind the naked god had a massive pair of outstretched wings.


That was the sort of statue she’d want guarding her own grave.


She hated that this thought came to her so quickly. Hated that she’d have to walk back to the cemetery—with all its buried bones and unspent gold—and tell the other Enchantresses that they needed to plan for a future without her.


She didn’t want to go.


Not yet.


But what choice did she have?


Rafe’s watch chains winked at Céleste beneath the lamplight. “I think I could use a drink after that rampant display of chauvinism,” he said, once the policeman wandered off.


“What, you didn’t have enough champagne bottles flung at you during the riot?” Céleste asked with a smile.


A small smirk grew on Rafe’s face too. “I did get hit by a tin of caviar, if you can believe it.”


She didn’t believe him, but it was a nice excuse to laugh. For just a moment, Céleste Artois could forget about the terrible fate that lay ahead. She found herself wanting to hold on to the feeling a little longer.


“What do you say, mademoiselle? Shall we bid adieu to this unruly scene and start another? I know of a charming place on the Left Bank that serves no fish eggs whatsoever.”















Chapter 4



Absinthe Makes the Heart Grow Fonder


Absinthe had never been Céleste’s preferred drink. It wasn’t that she disliked the flavor—the sharp sweet tang of anise that caused the tongue to feel slightly numb after a few sips—or the ritual of slotted silver spoons and sugar cubes. It wasn’t the stories of a fairy as green as the alcohol itself or even the darker tales of insanity that the drink’s opponents liked to tout. Her avoidance had always been personal, a grudge against the smoky salons where emerald fountains flowed. Places where all she’d heard was no, no, no. Where her sketches weren’t afforded a second glance. Good, but not good enough, one particularly drunk artist had said. Let me show you how it’s done.


He’d pulled out a pencil and tried to sketch her.


Then he tried to kiss her.


It had put a terrible taste in Céleste’s mouth, but it had also given her a fresh conviction. If she couldn’t be good enough, she would be awful. If no patron was willing to pay the tuition she needed to attend Académie de La Palette, she’d draw the damn banknotes herself.


Rafe’s history with absinthe had clearly been different. “I’ll have une correspondance.”


The bartender understood—Parisians had been ordering absinthe this way for decades, by asking for “a ticket” to the Charenton asylum. It was tongue-in-cheek, obviously, but when the man asked for Céleste’s order, she wanted to laugh. Hysterically. She already felt she was losing her mind, so why not go ahead and summon a fairy or two?


“I’ll take one as well,” she told him.


The bartender appeared unbothered by the state of Céleste’s torn dress and the bruises on Rafe’s face. This could have been because they’d wandered out of the eighth arrondissement, across the river, and down the Left Bank, in search of a café more affordable for penniless pockets. They’d ended up in the Latin Quarter, where university students drank cheap wine and The Rite of Spring was far enough away to feel like a fever dream.


Céleste shivered, despite the fact their table was by a set of doors open to the warm night air. The lamps were hot too. She tried not to focus on how their flames cast her profile against the wall, where a poster advertised Eau de Récollets mineral water. A winged woman bottled water from a geyser, and the yellow words above her claimed this was a cure for arthritis. Céleste felt herself sneering as she read them. Miracles! Magic! Snake oil. She used to wonder at the sort of people who fell for such ruses. How could you be so gullible, to believe that a few extra francs spent would take away pain?


She knew now it had nothing to do with gullibility. It was a distinct choice to fool yourself. To celebrate birthdays you’d never see. To go to a ballet and leave with a stranger. To toss your bloody opera gloves in the Seine and watch them drift downriver. To lift your goblet of absinthe before the sugar cube dissolved. To swallow it all down before you could cough it back up—sludge and sweet rot.


Rafe raised his eyebrows as she set her empty glass on the table. “I was going to propose a toast to my second ballet brawl. Tant pis!”


Céleste ordered another drink. “I’m more curious about the first fight,” she told him.


“It wasn’t nearly as dramatic as tonight’s.” His burnt-sugar eyes caught the candlelight. “There was no Veuve Clicquot artillery involved. Théâtre de Belleville has always been more of a working-class establishment, cheap enough for the masses to enjoy. I tried to be even cheaper and snuck into a show without paying. When the ticket holder found me in his seat, he raised a ruckus. Anne—sorry, I mean, Honoré—kicked him in the crotch.”


“That sounds like Honoré.” The crotch kicking, Céleste meant. Not the other name; her friend had never uttered it before. She’d never said anything about Belleville either, which was strange, considering the neighborhood was only a few blocks from their cemetery camp.


The watchword system made more sense now.


As did the pits of broken glass.


“I take it she hasn’t changed much?” Rafe said.


“Well, she has grown a moustache,” Céleste replied slyly.


“That was unexpected,” the other artist admitted. “She pulls it off well. A little too well. I hope I didn’t upset her by commenting on the family resemblance.”


Honoré is always upset, Céleste wanted to say, but the bartender had come back with a second glass of green liquor, another sugar cube. He seemed determined to prepare it properly, pouring the water through the spoon himself. It was a slow process. Drip, drip. Long enough for her to think about what Rafe had said.


“Who is Gabriel?” she asked, once the bartender left them alone again.


Rafe pinched his lips. “You and Honoré… you’re close, yes?”


“Like sisters.”


The other artist stayed silent for a moment.


Somewhere up the cobblestone lane, a violin started playing. When Rafe spoke, it was clear he’d chosen his words with care. “If she hasn’t told you about Gabriel, there’s a reason. She was always trying to protect him too. But I shouldn’t say anything more. It’s not my story to tell.”


Céleste considered this. She considered the man sitting across from her as well. Tangled black hair, scars, and such an easy smile—too easy, perhaps. “She never told me about you either.”


The tattoo below Rafe’s left eye flinched as his smile disappeared. “Yes, well, there’s not much to tell. We were kids together. Kids who ran around with knives and tried not to fall on them.”


This made Céleste think of Sylvie rushing from their tomb, so eager to cut her birthday dessert. It had been hard to imagine Honoré as a young girl then. Just as hard as it was to imagine why the other Enchantress was so unsettled by this man, yet not threatening to stab him.


“There’s got to be more to your story than that,” Céleste said delicately.


Perhaps she hadn’t been delicate enough. Rafe’s tattoo wrinkled again. He glanced at his drink with a look that suggested he wanted to quaff it. “Honestly, I’m surprised Honoré remembers me. I—I was—” He cleared his throat. “Well, I was the black sheep of Belleville. Never quite fit in there, no matter how many red scarves or shiny boots I wore. My parents were from Spain, but they moved to the neighborhood shortly after I was born, so I don’t think that’s the reason it never felt like home.”


“Could it have been all the stabbings?” Céleste reasoned. Belleville was one of the more dangerous parts of Paris, thanks to a gang known as the Apaches.


His scarred eyebrow twitched. “Did my fair share of that,” he said. “Stealing too. Mamá always hated that I was getting into trouble. My father was different. As long as I brought home money to help with the rent, he didn’t care where it came from.”


Céleste arched a brow. “But now you’re penniless.”


“Practically.” The artist’s hand went once more to his watch, covering the chains protectively. “I needed to get the hell out of Belleville. I needed more.”


“More than money?”


“So much more.” Rafe leaned forward in his chair, his eyes catching the glimmer of the lantern, his voice going as deep as the shadows. “I needed magic.”


The fiddle song up the lane went sharp. It was Céleste’s turn to stare down at her absinthe. Perhaps she shouldn’t have guzzled that first round so fast. She’d hoped the hallucinations would stop once she’d started drinking or that she might at least be able to blame the alcohol, but Rafe kept on speaking in his low, smoky way, sending sparks from Céleste’s neck down to the base of her spine.


“Magic exists. You might not believe it yet, but you see it, don’t you? You saw the feathers at the Théâtre des Champs-Élysées, and I’m guessing you glimpsed the shadows too.” His hands gave a small flourish in front of the lantern, casting the shape of a fox on the wall beside them. The creature pulled away from Rafe’s silhouette—trotting several steps before disappearing into Céleste’s shadow.


She could feel it.


An unspoken whisper against her skin. A breeze on a windless night. “That…” Her throat was dry. She swallowed. “That was you?”


“The fox? Yes. The shadows during The Rite of Spring?” He shook his head. “I was merely a spectator.”


Céleste waved her own hand in front of the lantern. Her shadow stayed hand shaped. “How?”


“Magic is a law of the universe,” Rafe said, “the same way water is wet or the sky is blue.”


“Yes, but I can see the sky.” She nodded at the night just past his shoulder, where the moon would soon unpeel over zinc rooftops. “I’ve been able to see the sky since I was born.”


“You probably saw magic then too,” Rafe said. “Most children do, as I understand it. But we grow up and grow blind. If you’re lucky enough to find yourself Enlightened again, you have to make the most of it.” He looked back at Céleste’s profile cast over the mineral water poster. “You strike me as an opportunist. Can I see your hand?”


Her shadow reached out to his. “Are you going to predict my future?”


“That’s beyond me,” Rafe said. “If you want your fate spelled out, you should go to the Seine. There’s a woman there who reads palms like novels. But she takes a piece of every fortune she tells. You leave every reading with one less crease.”


“I take it you’ve never been?” His own hand was warm, calloused in the exact same places as hers.


“It’s easy to lose yourself in magic, if you aren’t careful.” Rafe ran his fingers over her own, drawing new lines over Céleste’s palm. It was just a whisper of a touch, but a whisper was enough. Her shadow shivered. The sparks at the base of her spine flared enough to make her lean forward in her chair.


The lantern flickered on the table between them.


Heat prickled Céleste’s cheeks. It flushed down her chest when she swallowed, but she didn’t pull back.


Rafe didn’t either. Instead, he looked more closely at her palm, where crimson paint from her Delacroix forgery was starting to peel. “I see you’re an artist after all,” he said warmly.


“I dabble.”


“I’d say it’s more than that.”


There was something hypnotizing about the way his gaze reflected the lamp’s flame. Magnetic, even.


“It could have been.” Céleste forced herself to glance back at her absinthe glass. Its contents matched the green of her dress, the green of the lily pads she’d planned to paint around her next version of Ophelia. A project that would never be finished. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life drawing drowning women. “Once. I had big dreams when I first came to Paris, but Paris had no dreams for me. I gave up painting for myself, and I’m good at pretending I don’t regret it.”


At least, she had been.


It took a concentrated effort not to meet Rafe’s eyes. Not to think about the tones she’d mix onto a palette to bring out their brown—fox fur and amber and fire. Even then, it would probably be impossible to capture the way they glimmered. Did it have something to do with magic?


“I understand,” he said. “I used to play fiddle games with Honoré too. We were trying to save money for train tickets, but—well, it was never enough. Even when it was.” He fell quiet for a moment. “You’re wrong about the dreams though. Paris has more to offer than you’d think… if you know exactly where to look.”


“I’m guessing you do.”


His smile curled the edges of his lips. Easy again. “I’ve never met another Enlightened forger before. I may have an… opportunity for you, if you’re interested.”


Normally, her answer would be no. Céleste only ever worked with the other Enchantresses, and she already felt bad enough for abandoning them—Honoré would be waiting up for her. Sylvie too was probably awake, counting cats as they padded over the mausoleum dome, smudging stars with their paws.


She should return to them.


She should say no.


The fox leapt back to Rafe’s shadow when he released her hand, streaking over the Eau de Récollets poster in a way that made its yellow letters stand out even more… If this man was bullshitting her, she couldn’t see how, and if he was telling the truth…


It meant Céleste wasn’t going mad. It meant miracles did, in fact, exist.


“What does the job pay?” she asked.


“More than money,” he said.


“Shadow puppets?” She tried to keep her voice light, dancing on strings, lest it betray the hope she tasted.


Rafe’s shadow nodded, while his gaze stayed still. “Or wings. Or paintings hung on the walls of the Louvre. Or rubies that make your lips just as bright when you wear them. You can ask my employer for anything in his power if you bring him enough dreams.”


“You steal… dreams…?” Her thoughts spun, trying to wrap around what he was saying. “From sleeping people?”


“The dreamers aren’t asleep. They’ve been awoken to magic—‘Enlightened’ is the technical term. They spend their evenings imagining all sorts of things in La Fée Verte’s salon.”


La Fée Verte. Immediately Céleste thought of absinthe advertisements, each featuring a beautiful, eerie woman dressed in green. “The green fairy?”


“It’s what the imaginers call her. Very few magicians have real names,” Rafe told her. “La Fée Verte is the hostess of an enchanted establishment on the Left Bank. It’s an incredible place! Ideas have power there. Real power. They can be converted into spells that bring statues to life or change the river’s currents or shift the very stars themselves… It’s why La Fée Verte invites the city’s most creative minds to her salon every night. It’s why she collects their thoughts.”


“And why do you take them?” she wondered.


“For the same reason you will, I expect.”


“What’s that?”


“A future.”


Céleste looked back at her hands, at their shadows cast over the promise of the winged woman’s poster. She turned them into fists. “Why come to me with this?” she asked.


“I need help,” Rafe told her. “The job is big, and my employer is getting impatient. A second forger would take some of the pressure off.”


“You haven’t even seen my work,” Céleste pointed out.


“There’s no need. If Honoré vouches for you, that’s enough for me.”


“Honoré would call you mad.”


“She’s called me worse.” Rafe laughed. “But magic is madness to those who can’t see it, so act with care. Don’t go telling police officers you see feathers everywhere when they don’t… That’s a surefire way to get yourself an actual ticket to Charenton.” He drained his goblet’s absinthe down to its sugary dregs and stood. “There are far better destinations. Cursed pyramids, mystical monasteries, mountain caves inhabited by hermits who live forever, bazaars where starlight is bottled and sold… The horizons are endless! Even in La Fée Verte’s salon, there’s a room where you can paint landscapes and walk through them.”


“Really?” Céleste stood too, breathless, trying to ignore the iron taste on her tongue as she placed some francs on the table.


“I painted a city underneath an ocean once and almost drowned trying to explore it, before I thought to give myself gills—”


“There are men who live forever?”


“Ah.” Rafe hesitated, then shook his head. “Not men.”


“Hermits.”


“Myths, more like. Even if there were truth to them, it’s not the kind of magic you or I could steal. We are but mere mortals.”


As if Céleste needed reminding.


She stuffed a cloth napkin into her purse, just in case.


Rafe ducked out of the café and began walking. His shadow rippled—and not just because of the lane’s cobblestones or the gas lamps that lit their way. He was beckoning her. “Follow my lead. From here on out, we’re proper painters, with heads full of stardust. I trust you can act the part?”


“That depends on whether the stardust is a metaphor,” Céleste said, still breathless. It was hard to keep up, especially now that magic was in the mix.


“The stardust can be poetry,” he said, as he stepped out onto Boulevard Saint-Michel. “Or songs. Or sketches. La Fée Verte is able to pull such things from people’s minds. You’ll see when we reach the salon, but first you have to think lots of whimsical thoughts: glass snowflakes, swords in lakes—those sorts of things. It will make her more likely to invite you inside.”


Céleste had walked this street many times, following its tram tracks to the river, but Rafe didn’t venture that far. They stopped short of the bridge, by the Fontaine Saint-Michel. She was familiar with this landmark too—how could she not be? The fountain was striking. A heavenly battle played out in its bronze: the archangel’s sword always pointed down, the devil forever crouched under his heels, and a pair of dragons spouted water for generations of pigeons. There was no winner, no loser, no change.


Tonight, however, one of the sculptures started moving.


The dragon on the left-most pedestal winged down to the plaza, where Rafe and Céleste stood.


“Holy hell!” She gasped.


Rafe laughed. He didn’t seem to mind that the statue had fangs the size of steak knives or that these were looming just over the couple’s heads. “It’s all right!” he promised.


“It’s a goddamn dragon!” she hissed.


“Not damned by God at all.” Rafe placed a hand between the beast’s curled horns. “And I believe it’s technically a chimera, from ancient Greek mythology, but that’s neither here nor there.”


The statue itself was most definitely here. And alive. It seemed to be nudging against Rafe’s fingers, the way a cat might demand to be scratched. “How is it doing that?”


“Magic,” her companion replied, his tone teasing.


“No shit.”


“That’s right! No shit! It’s stardust, like I said.” Rafe started rubbing the statue behind its lionlike ears. At this point, Céleste wouldn’t have been surprised if the bronze beast started purring. “This magnificent creature was sculpted in 1860 by A. Jacquemart, who left small sparks of himself in his statues. All the best artists do that, you know… lose slivers of their soul to whatever they’re working on. La Fée Verte figured out a way to harness that energy. This statue is her gatekeeper now. He weighs your thoughts to see if they’re worth entertaining. Why don’t you go ahead and give him a show?”


Céleste studied the statue more closely. In Greek mythology, chimeras were cobbled together using random animal parts, but the way A. Jacquemart had sculpted this piece felt far more flowing: lion jaw into ram’s horns into bat wings into a scaled tail. Dragon was a better-fitting term.


And more whimsical, to boot.


She thought of the stack of fairy books by Sylvie’s bed, flipping through their illustrations of buried treasure and looming kings. These had to be fanciful enough. Right? Or could the statue sense that she was using someone else’s story? A. Jacquemart hadn’t given the dragon pupils, but she knew, somehow, that it was staring, searching her mind for bright thoughts.


After a long moment, the statue turned and stepped into the street.


A dragon, Céleste thought faintly. A dragon is walking across Boulevard Saint-Michel.


The sculpture gleamed against the headlamps of passing automobiles; slashes of light brought out the bronze scales of its tail. This was an astonishing sight, but none of the drivers braked for it. Someone did honk at Céleste and Rafe when they followed the beast.


On the opposite sidewalk sat an alley she didn’t recognize. This street wasn’t rue de la Huchette or rue Saint-Séverin. It shouldn’t have been there at all—the cast-iron flower lights of the nearby MÉTROPOLITAIN sign usually bloomed over storefronts, but tonight their orange rays illuminated a gap in the buildings.


The dragon’s scales gleamed as it slipped through.


A few of Rafe’s hairs were glowing too—impossibly silver—as if they’d just walked for years instead of minutes. He did not look old. More like a knife’s edge under a midnight moon or a wish waiting at the bottom of a fountain.


Céleste wasn’t sure which metaphor suited him more.


“Are you ready?” Silver hairs glinted as Rafe tilted his head after the dragon.


She followed the artist’s gaze through the alleyway’s shadows. A few steps in, and the buildings took on a grown quality, as if their architects had simply planted drawings in the earth, then let water and sunlight do the rest. Columns climbed like vines. The balconies’ wrought iron wrapped around itself, blooming at the ends. Lamps with iridescent flames lined the lane, lighting doors with jeweled knobs. Things kept sprouting in the corner of her vision. A turret. A staircase. More doors.


The dragon of the Fontaine Saint-Michel trundled past these, its tail slithering down the leaf-covered lane, then curling around taloned paws as the statue halted by a green door. It had no emerald knob. The only decor was golden script written over the mantel: IN SOMNIS VERITAS.


The statue crouched beneath these words, waiting for Céleste and Rafe.


Was she ready?


She wanted to say yes, but how could anyone be ready for this?


“I—I have no idea.”


“Well, the statue didn’t eat you, so clearly that’s not true.” Rafe leaned in then. There was no lantern between them, but Céleste’s cheeks still warmed. She felt him pick a bobby pin from her hair so that a long ribbon of it fell to her shoulder. “There! You see? Stardust.”


She blinked, breathless again. A few of the strands tickling her collarbone were no longer white but opal, shining in the same way as Rafe’s. The artist hadn’t moved. The heat of his closeness had become glittering.


“What—what is happening?” Céleste reached up to grab a shining hair. Her heart trembled like an overstrung fiddle, and a rosy flush bloomed across her décolletage. “Don’t you dare just say ‘magic.’”


Rafe laughed and took a step backward into the alley. “Words cannot compare to what awaits us behind that door, mademoiselle. I’d much rather show you.”


Céleste let him go a few steps farther before she decided to follow. She didn’t want to appear too eager. She also wanted to make sure Rafe approached the dragon first. She was fairly certain he’d been joking about the statue eating people. Then again, she’d thought he’d been bullshitting about magic too. But the truth of it changed everything. How could you read someone else if you couldn’t even predict the shape of their shadow? When their very edges kept shifting?


Currently, Rafe’s silhouette seemed to be on its best behavior. There was no sign of a fox when he approached the dragon by the green door, and when he bowed, his shadow followed suit. The sculpture nodded back. The entrance to the salon swung open.
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