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For those who have faced
many trials in pursuit of beauty.
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“THE PROMISE OF BEAUTY BIRTHS A NEVER-ENDING GAME; ONLY THE OBSESSED WILL SURVIVE.”


—Orléansian proverb




The Goddess of Beauty left behind her very own caisse for the first queen of Orléans. It contained four precious instruments she used to beautify the early humans.


First, a golden comb with the sharpest and widest teeth to ensure each hair had its place and to instill a sense of composure and equilibrium.


Second, her pomegranate leaves from which to brew her powerful nectar.


Third, a jeweled chalice from which to drink the sacred liquid and fill themselves with strength and a steadfast manner.


Fourth, a mirror made of glass to show them the truth of all things.


But when the God of the Sky cursed the humans and Beauty made the Belles, she imbued the caisse with a set of challenges. When awakened, an egg of death would hatch and loose the objects, each one setting forth a trial to determine which woman had the right qualities to rule Orléans with her divine blessing.


Beauty made a bargain with an enemy, the Goddess of Death, to keep the caisse safe in her caves until the kingdom needed it to select a new ruling house.


Every participant who failed the Trials would be Death’s for the taking.


from The History of Orléans





ONE



People are drawn to death. They flirt with it like the bayou moths that draw too close to our red sill-lanterns, coveting the heat, only to burn themselves alive in the candlelight.


Orléans is that moth now; the rooftops of Trianon flicker like ignited wicks, and three guards lift a dead courtier on a stretcher out of the Chrysanthemum Teahouse. Windy-season rain soaks her lace veil. I watch as one of her arms flops out, grayish in color and haggard, a broken branch at her side.


You’re supposed to feel something when a person dies, when the light in their eyes is snuffed like a candle. A twinge in your stomach. A pinch in your heart. A fallen tear skating down your cheek. But after watching my sister Valerie die and since burying Amber and Arabella, nothing inside me moves. Maybe it’s better that way.


Noelle, another Belle at this teahouse, rushes to my side. “Did she really fall from the balcony?”


My eyes remain fixed on the dead woman and the crowd of agitated onlookers. “She attacked Kata during a beauty session. Ended up falling from the tenth floor.”


“But why?”


“Wanted more treatments than her ration token allowed. Thought she could bully it out of Kata. When she didn’t get what she wanted, she cast herself off.”


Noelle presses a hand to her waist-sash. “They usually just throw tantrums. Spit and curse. The attendants force them to calm down. I can’t believe she’d do this.”


“I can,” I reply.


Anguished faces press against the teahouse windows from outside. The citizens do this across the kingdom every week when the teahouses open for ration appointments. Their fists knock; their hands wipe away streaks of rain to have a better look at the Belles. The handles of their parasols clobber the glass until cracks spread like lightning bolts, eager to storm in.


I should be afraid. Their energy hums with anger like bees in a kicked hive. They want a return to the old way—Belles in the teahouses and unlimited beauty work for those who have the right amount of spintria. But the banged-up windows will be immediately replaced, the rowdy visitors fined or jailed.


An imperial attendant shouts to the servants: “They’re at it again! Sill-lanterns out. Windows and doors double-locked. All Belles to the main salon!”


Iron shutters stamp out the morning light, while day-lanterns blaze like trapped stars.


Guards flood both sides of the staircase. Those outside use clubs to beat back the bodies. People plummet to the ground. I hear bones crack and the screeches of pain. Shackles and cuffs are slapped to ankles and wrists. Others scatter in all directions. The prison wagons line up, carting off the newly detained to provide more company for Sophia in her prison, the Everlasting Rose.


A hand finds my shoulder, and I jump. “Don’t touch me!” I holler, then immediately regret it. Noelle’s face is crumpled with upset. Her third eye sheds a tear. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I was stuck in my own thoughts.” I take her hand. “Let’s go.”


After three years, I’ve come to love the hidden Belles of the teahouses, those kept secret by the Du Barrys, forced to work as second-class citizens. They are anything but. Now they’ve become as much my sisters as those I was raised with.


Noelle and I walk together into the main salon. There, twenty Belles hover around a weeping Kata. I pull her to her feet. Tears drop down both her noses. “No scratches?” I ask. She nods and hugs me. “We’ll try to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”


“But how?” She sniffles. The deep red of her skin never fades.


Violaine is pacing in front of a roaring windy-season fire. “It’s getting worse, Edel. They’re more and more aggressive. My morning client slapped me.” She lifts her veil to show me the handprint splayed across her translucent flesh.


“And the circuit-phones have been a mess,” Ava adds. “Even with my extra ears, I had to take them off the hook. We’re still working through the appointment ledger, and the waitlist isn’t moving. And when we turn them down, they get angry.”


“You have to push the queen and her ministers, Edel,” Larue says. “Things have to change. That Belle’s Bureau is supposed to set laws that help us—not make things worse.”


“The palace attendants came yesterday and said we have to carry tracking pins on our cloaks,” another adds. “For our ‘safety,’ they claimed. These Belle Laws have just turned into more restrictions.”


“When I went to the Market Quartier this morning, vendors refused to take leas from me. Said my money wasn’t welcome,” Daruma says.


“I know. I know.” I pull a parchment pad from my work apron, and a nearby servant hands me a quill. The thick pad spills over with my proposal for Queen Charlotte. I add their latest to the list of grievances and listen to their harrowing stories for the next few hours.


When Charlotte was first coronated, Belle amendments were passed, granting us freedom from the teahouses. Belles were registered and given rooms and a wage for honoring the beauty work ration tokens. We were given the promise that we’d be taken care of and protected.


That hasn’t happened. Instead, I’m caught in a storm, pulled in a thousand directions.


The sky windows fill with gray light, scattering rays through the room. Servants slip from behind silk screens and push back papered wall panels. They wheel in afternoon carts with modest sandwiches and pots of tea. I remember how they used to brim over with raspberry cream puffs, sugar-dusted madeleines, beignets, honey croissants, and snowmelon slices. The kitchen made food as pretty as the world expected people to be. Now even that’s changed.


“They think their beauty scopes will be back any day,” Kata grumbles.


Ena races through the door, struggling to hold a bunch of hate post-balloons with her extra hands. She clutches their angry red tail ribbons. “How are these getting into the mailroom?” she asks. “The servants?”


“What is it this time?” I ask.


“Death threats. Beatings. Burning down teahouses,” she rattles off. “The usual.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t get mail at all,” someone says. “The only post-balloons we need are from Edel.”


“I’ll ask for more guards and mail surveillance,” I say, scribbling another note down. “The Glass Isles teahouse just put out a fire last week. We need to take these threats seriously.”


“I think it’s the Jolie Society. They’re loyal to Sophia, and they all wear pins like the emblem on these nasty post-balloons.” Ena shakes the balloons, and the emblem flares; a white fleur-de-lis encircled with a red snake. “They want everything back the way it was.”


The room erupts with upset.


“Everyone hates us. Feels like it’s the whole world.”


“They can’t do that to us again. I won’t work like that.”


“I refuse,” one shouts.


“Me too,” another replies.


I walk over to Ena and the hissing, hateful post-balloons. I stab them with the quill. They sputter to the floor, and Ena throws their hateful letters into the fire.


“I won’t let that happen,” I tell them.


After that, the room settles. Still, as we eat sandwiches and sip our tea, an anxious thread tugs among us all—I gaze at them, taking an account. As I look at everyone who is here, I notice who isn’t.


“Where’s Delphine?” I ask.


“She left,” Ena replies. Everyone shifts uncomfortably. “When the collectors from the Imperial Bank came to pick up our rent and taxes, she said she was fed up. Called it no better than the spice plantation and their overworked Gris.”


I swallow an angry scream. Another Belle leaving the teahouses to live on the streets or peddle her wares in the underground markets across the kingdom. There have been others—three or four whose disappearance I’ve heard word of, and then no more. My heart knocks around in my chest. “Where’d she go?” I ask.


Silence is my answer.


“I love her just as much as you all do. Even though I didn’t work alongside you in the same way.”


No one will look me in the eyes.


“I’m not going to send the guards after her,” I say. “But she could be in danger.”


“We shouldn’t have to pay money to the queen for doing beauty work,” Violaine finally says. “We used to be tortured. That should be enough. We shouldn’t have to pay another lea for the rest of our lives.”


“I’m trying to make sure—”


“You have to tell them we’re unhappy. You have to tell them no,” Violaine says. “You can’t blame Delphine or the others for deserting—from what I hear, they’re being offered shelter and good currency. The teahouses aren’t synonymous with safety anymore.”


Other voices pipe up then, everyone chiming in to share their discontent, their fear, their anger. It’s too much.


“I can’t think,” I reply, and dart up the stairs away from all their voices.


On the tenth floor of the Chrysanthemum Teahouse, I’ve transformed our Belle-product storage room into my experiment lair. Small blimps float overhead, carrying clusters of day-lanterns, dusting my worktables with light. Leeches cluster on the edges of porcelain bowls, while dried herbs sit in a mortar and pestle. Drawers expose their contents—bei powder bundles, wax blocks, skin paste pots, rouge-sticks, pincushions bursting with needles. The potbellied stove warms irons and tiny cauldrons and porcelain teapots.


I take a deep breath. I can’t run away from my duties downstairs, but I can distract myself for a while. My experiments are laid out, ready for me to resume mixing—some days I have more faith in these elixirs to change the Belles’ circumstances than I do in Queen Charlotte and her ministers.


I collect three skin paste pots, the deep colors now stronger when mixed with dye and herbs, and my newly developed contour cream. I use tweezers to pluck newly developed eye films from a shallow basin of water. I fill a small box with a variety to show Charlotte, including the liquid that began as my sister Camellia’s elixir. I’ve been toying with it, using my arcana like a scientific instrument. With a little more tweaking, I think it could be something special—special enough that perhaps the people who flock to Belles for beauty work would embrace this instead.


“Tailor-made elixir,” I whisper to the tiny glass bottles. “Maybe we open a shop in each city. Issue modification boxes. Each bottle specially crafted for the user.”


Camille was focused on the blood—neutralizing the arcana. But why should we have to change? Instead, I want an elixir that will change the Gris. If they want to adjust themselves, that’s their business—leave us out of it.


“Excuse me, Lady Edel,” an imperial attendant calls out into the room.


I look up. “I’m not to be disturbed in here. You know that.”


She enters anyway. A glittering gold-and-white post-balloon hovers above her left shoulder. “An urgent message,” she says. “From the queen.”









TWO



“Would you like some tea, Lady Edel Beauregard?” my new imperial attendant, Adele, asks, drawing my attention from the carriage window. The world swims by. I glare into her eyes, where red is seeping out like blood trapped in blue-tinted glass. She’ll need a treatment soon. One she won’t be able to get without waiting on a lengthy list.


“You asked no less than an hour ago, and my answer still hasn’t changed. Enough, all right? I’m not a teacup pet that needs looking after. I want to arrive alert,” I snap.


“Only following Her Majesty’s instructions,” she mumbles before returning to her station on the other side of the carriage, carrying the tray. We would be the same pale shade of cream but a hint of gray lingers just under her skin.


If Camellia were here, she’d tell me to be nicer. Sweeter. But sugar and softness won’t help extinguish the fires beyond the window.


I gaze out. The Chrysanthemum Teahouse is a blur behind us. Once a prism of lavenders and magentas and reds, now it’s a dark mansion fenced in iron with shuttered windows and a guarded path.


This journey should feel like returning home, but it doesn’t. Even after three years at court as a representative of all Belles. Even after all the time I’ve spent in Trianon, wandering what’s left of its splendor, trying to force myself into its new rhythm. Even after sitting in on cabinet meetings with the Iron Ladies as they debated what to do with Sophia, how to reimagine the role of beauty work in the lives of the people of Orléans, what to do with us Belles as if we were merely colorful tokens on a game board.


Now nowhere feels right anymore.


Not Maison Rouge.


Not the Chrysanthemum Teahouse.


Not here.


The once-beautiful rose-shaped pavilions sit on their sides, their scent of snowmelon cider, peach champagne, and luna pastries replaced with the stench of ash and burnt wood. My sisters would cry, especially Valerie, to see those pretty pavilions crumbled like sugar houses.


At the thought of Valerie, my heart pinches. Her death is a deep bruise that will never go away, and my anger is fresh, even after three years.


We plod through the Garden Quartier, the emerald lanterns fluctuating in the darkness until the moon peeks from behind the clouds. Posters on avenue boards and promenades show a portrait of Queen Charlotte with tomatoes continuously splattering over her face. A slogan races across the top: THE LAND OF ROTTING BEAUTY.


Adele knits her hands in her lap and stares at me. Her eyes gleam with questions.


I sigh. “What is it?”


“Is the new queen really going to release Sophia?” she asks.


“Where’d you hear that nonsense?”


“The National and the Orléansian Times both reported it.”


I scoff. “That’s nonsense. You can’t believe anything you read now...or hear.”


“Both said after three years of imprisonment, the old queen has to stand trial or be released. It’s the law. They interviewed the leader of the Jolie Society.”


“Them! Silly idiots.”


“They’re building a case for Sophia’s release and—”


I put my hand in the air and silence her. Anyone loyal to Sophia is not worth listening to.


“The opera singer Geneviève Gareau is telling all her fans and followers to support the Society. Their leader—”


“It’s because she has the memory span of a gnat.” I grit my teeth. “They’ve forgotten what it was like when she was queen.”


“They want...” She trails off.


I narrow my eyes at her. “What?” I ask, daring her. “Spit it out.”


“For things to settle down. Maybe even go back to what they were...”


The look on my face silences her. “You can go back to what you were doing now,” I say.


I turn to the window again. The audacity of her words. A headache begins to blossom as my jaw clenches. I clutch the box in my lap and try to push away all thoughts of ­Delphine and the other Belles who have chosen to leave. I know it was their choice and they were granted freedom. But I wish I’d been able to make them want to stay. And I wish I could know where they are now so I can be sure of their safety.


The carriage enters the Market Quartier. Wisps of ash swirl about like snow, and as the carriage navigates through the throng of bodies, I see the wealthy ordering their hired guards to chase away rioters from their limestone mansions, the night merchants rushing to close their shops and protect their wares. I catch glimpses of gray skin and red eyes. The city is unraveling, a spool of expensive thread tumbling from a sewing box.


Rioters have increasingly attacked the imperial carriages. Three have been flipped onto their bellies this week, sending courtiers to the infirmary. The rationed tokens cannot service all the needs and desires of the courtiers of Orléans. They tear up the city on days the teahouses are taking appointments. And the rich are unhappy with only one change a month when they’ve had unlimited beauty work their entire lives.


The beauty magazines and scopes parade the fortunate members of Orléansian society who have found ways to break the rules. What is it like for those Belles who have left the teahouses? Beauty work in backward shops? How will they remain safe?


It feels as if a play is unfolding and at any moment all the actors will stop, take a bow, and wait for applause.


“Lady Edel,” Adele says softly, and I glance at her. Her gaze is direct, as if she’s gathered her courage. “I’m sorry. I want you to know that I’m no supporter of Sophia. I just thought you should know what the whispers are. You should be prepared.”


As if on cue, a tomato hits my window like a bloody rock, its moldy guts exploding and streaking down the glass. Hands are lobbing rotten fruit at carriages like it will change the thrower’s fate. Sling a maggot-filled snowmelon, and the grayness will disappear—teahouses back open, ­Belle-products as plentiful as post-balloons, beauty work for those with the most spintria.


I laugh. Adele gawks—surely she didn’t expect me to cry. But I soften toward her. I don’t want anyone afraid of me the way they were afraid of Sophia. I accept her apology with a nod and then move toward the back of the carriage.


“I’m going to walk,” I inform her, and reach for the emergency panel of the carriage.


“Lady Edel!” she protests, jumping shakily to her feet as the carriage rolls on. “The emergency doors are only supposed to be used once the carriage has stopped.”


“Not very useful if the emergency occurs while the carriage is moving.”


“But this isn’t an emergency!”


“Isn’t it?” I say, rolling my eyes. “You can have my trunk sent to my apartments in the palace.”


I tug at the slat, and the emergency panel snaps back, revealing the small hidden door that I’d installed three years ago when I took this position. The carriage is going slowly enough, I gauge. The sound of knocking floods the carriage.


I yank up the hood on my cloak to avoid being recognized. A few hands punch the side of the carriage. “Get through to the Imperial Carriage House quickly. Tell them no one is aboard. They’ll let you pass and harass another,” I order before grabbing my box and slipping out.


I stumble when I leap to the ground but catch myself. It was easier than I thought—I’ll be doing that again, I think. The crowd moves on without me, following the carriage and thumping its sides. I give it a moment and then follow, keeping my hood low. A chilly breeze sends a ripple of gooseflesh over my skin. The scent of early flower blossoms pushes through the smoke; the God of the Ground sending his gifts, they say.


The carriage follows the road, but I branch off onto the walking streets, where the crowds are thinner, but closer—no wheels to avoid here, people jostling one another and shouting. Some race through the streets with their animated signs glittering with upset slogans and massive voice-trumpets. A newsie cuts into my path. I curse at her, but she doesn’t hear. She’s too busy waving her banner around. The headline is lightning illuminating the dark fabric—KINGDOM ­UNRAVELING AT SEAMS; QUEEN CHARLOTTE UNABLE TO KEEP ORDER.


“What kind of ruler is this?” someone in the crowd shouts. “Let’s replace her, too. Just like her sister.”


“It’s time for a merchant house to reign,” another challenges. “They know about real work.”


“Sophia wasn’t that bad,” one replies. “She did more for us than her back-from-the-dead sister.”


“At least people were afraid of her enough not to riot. Now we have this mess.”


“Our queens used to be dignified, lovely, and, most of all, feared. I’ve seen nothing of that as of late.”


“I bet this is all Queen Sophia’s doing. I heard that some people are being paid to cause chaos. This is what she wants. And she’s winning. Charlotte would do right to get it over with and let her out of prison!”


“The whole world will be gray before the new queen does anything. How are we supposed to live this way? Our traditions have been destroyed without regard for the ways things are, were, and ought to be.”


I almost yell back at the woman and defend Charlotte, but two men flip over a pavilion. People scatter. I rush along the promenade past ravaged portraits of long-forgotten courtiers and reviled members of the royal family; vile words and gashes mar their faces. Bill posters scream contradictory messages—FREE SOPHIA! KILL SOPHIA!


Three boys push past me.


“Watch where you’re going!” I yell. “I’m not a spirit. I’m right here, and you can see me.”


They don’t turn back.


With fists balled, I enter the Royal Square, spilling over with newsies and their navy story-balloons and black gossip post-balloons and flashing light-boxes. Many advertise their latest stories:


“The Orléansian Times has medical reports from the ­Palace Infirmary. Queen Charlotte not getting better. She may not make it through the next year of her reign.”


“Interview with Minister of Justice in the Imperial Inquirer. Imprisoned Regent Queen Sophia will need to stand trial to be held for a life sentence.”


“The Trianon Tribune interviews Barnabé Dene, head of political group the Jolie Society, who is petitioning the queen and her cabinet for the release of our one true queen, Sophia.”


Other newsies attempt to haggle their way through the palace checkpoint flashing their press parchments. The guards bark about the entry list and the newsie restriction.


“Have your papers ready,” an inspection guard hollers. “Official invitations only.”


I take out my travel parchments, and the portrait of my face stares up at me, the eyes winking every few seconds. Wax stamps mark the numerous trips I’ve made back and forth between Maison Rouge and here, or to meet with other Belles who have been given residence in the teahouses. I push my way to the front. “Move aside. I’m an honored guest.”


“Are you expected by Her Majesty?” a palace attendant demands.


“I’m returning from the Chrysanthemum Teahouse on the queen’s orders.”


The official palace invitation glows beneath the night-lanterns with the queen’s glittering seal; the word Urgent thudding in animated ink.


He nods and steps aside. As the checkpoint gate closes behind me, a palace blimp slithers overhead, dropping a silhouette screen of Queen Charlotte. An egg flies above the crowd, narrowly missing the blimp.


I hope she’ll listen.









THREE



The palace is a fortress now. The promenades are punctuated with guards, populous as night-lanterns. The gardens are littered with camps, tents, and stalls for weaponry. An arsenal built to keep the people at bay. The once-twinkling windows are adorned with bars.


Not a place for queens and court.


When I first arrived here with my sisters years ago for the Beauté Carnaval, I couldn’t take my eyes off its glittering arches and sparkling turrets. I remember the fountains and plazas and pavilions, boulevards lined with manicured trees and shrubs, shimmering pavement, marble terraces, white stone buildings trimmed in gold, gardens exploding with color, and a river snaking along full of glistening boats overflowing with laughing courtiers. The hair rose on my arms the first time I saw it, even though I wanted to hate it. We’d been swept into the world of a storybook and told we were heroines, ready to save this world from grayness. My heart had fluttered despite my protests. Beauty swept us along in its tide.


But now as a trio of attendants walk me and two other guests from the checkpoint, my stomach constricts. I look up at the building with its barred windows and bleak light, and it reminds me of a morning-lantern about to go out.


“Why aren’t the palanquins still here?” one of the guests complains, fussing with her dress and flapping her fan. “Did all decorum go away? Is there not a drop left? This is quite the walk.”


I laugh and feel her glare. She reminds me of the one friend I’ve made at court: Gaelle Marchand, from the House of Fortunes. She will be bored and smug, waiting for me in the Belle apartments, fussy about me being gone so long. Hopefully. My one solace in returning to deal with the chaos.


We approach another gate, its bars thorned and glistening with the promise of poison for those who dare climb it.


The door slides open. An attendant steps forward with a night-lantern. She snatches its ribbons, pulling it closer to us; its light is almost blinding. “State your names.”


“Edel Beauregard,” I say with a sigh. “Again.”


“The Belle,” she replies, then gasps with embarrassment. “Excuse me, I—”


“Yes, one of those. And I have a name—which I just stated.”


“Welcome back, Mistress Edel, and my sincerest apologies.”


“Not accepted.”


I used to be able to rein in my rudeness—at least some of the time. But too much has happened now. I am out of patience. Her white face pinches, and she bows as if that will sweep away everything her words represent. She ushers me toward the massive staircase, where guards have replaced the statues on every step. We climb in silence, the roar of Trianon an echo.


A woman waits at the east palace entrance. She wears a small pillbox hat boasting the word servant in a cursive gold stitching. The thinnest of nets is draped over her face to hide the gray. “Her Majesty has been awaiting your arrival,” she reports crisply, eyeing me.


“The carriage traffic was terrible. Angry crowds blocking the Imperial Mile. Getting through Trianon is getting more and more difficult,” I explain.


“Nothing appeases them,” she replies. “Nothing quiets them. Not the windy-season rain. Not the darkness of night. Not the sleepy hours in the early morning. All hours of the day, they’re out there in the Royal Square and throughout Trianon.” She leads me down a winding series of corridors. All the walls are blank, plaques and portraits and art stripped, while guards and attendants stand with watch-balloons primed to capture every movement.


“She’s waiting in the Cabinet Room.”


“Is there a meeting? There wasn’t one scheduled until later this week.”


“It’s been moved up,” she answers. “It’s urgent.”


As we enter, the Beauty Minister, Rose Bertain, rushes over and wraps me in a warm hug. She wears a jeweled eye patch, a casualty of time spent in Sophia’s prison, and her skin holds a rich licorice color, one that will last long. “You’re well, my little poppet?”


I nod and squeeze her hand. “What’s going on?”


Charlotte’s ministers and advisors sits around a circular table; jaws locked in grimaces, exasperated glances exchanged, and heated words echoing in the high ceilings. Several of the Iron Ladies enter next, pacing and grumbling. Lady Arane, their leader, nods at me, her eyes black as obsidian. A mask hangs from the waist-sash of her spiderwebbed dress.


“Come, come. I haven’t been told, but with this group, you know there’ll be much to discuss,” she whispers, taking my hand and leading me deeper into the room.


Charlotte pivots to face me, and her eyes fill with light. “Edel, I’m so glad you’re here.”


“Your Majesty.” I bow. Charlotte is always happy when I return, as if the mere sight of me will somehow clean up this mess.


She reaches for my hand and squeezes. Her fingers hold a tiny quiver. The poison left a permanent yellow to the whites of her eyes despite the beauty work I did for her last week. But the rich brown of her skin catches the beauty-lantern light and she looks beautiful.


“Our troublemaker has returned.” The Fashion Minister flaps his fan in my direction as he stretches across a chaise in front of a fireplace. The sight of his brown face softens me.


“Good to see you, too,” I reply. “I know how much you missed me.”


“I can tell by the look of your hem that you need me,” he says with a raspy laugh.


I sneer at him, then smile. All the time I spent distrusting him in the past feels so silly now. His warm smile is a comfort.


Charlotte takes her seat at the head of the table. “Edel, I’ve been staring at the hourglass ever since your last post-balloon, waiting for your arrival. I’ve made a decision that I must tell you all about.”


“And I have a few things to show you, and an idea to put before the cabinet,” I say, lifting my box. I’m eager to discuss the elixir with her—a more practiced hand than mine may be able to take what I’ve accomplished and make it truly useful.


“I’m afraid it will have to wait,” she says before I can say more. “I must face the Orléansian press corps in less than an hourglass.”


“For what?” the Minister of News asks.


“I will tell you in just a moment. Everyone, please find your chairs,” she orders.


An unease settles in the room. I find my seat, and the Iron Ladies sandwich me. I place my box on a table spilling over with old documents, among which I see a map of the kingdom detailing that week’s casualties.


“As you all know, we’ve reached a new crisis peak. Several women from merchant houses in the Silk Isles have died. They broke into a courtier’s home to steal Belle-products, and the personal house guards killed them. Very unfortunate.”


The Beauty Minister gasps in shock. “How beastly!”


“Camellia is working as fast as she can to make and ship out more products,” I interject. “She wrote to me just yesterday that Padma was setting out a thousand boxes on the pier for the imperial boats.”


“It only feeds their addiction,” Lady Arane interjects.


“And creates continued disparity,” her disciple Lady ­Violetta adds, placing her iron mask onto the table. The left side of her head is shaved close to the scalp, leaving behind the pattern of a spider’s web that matches Lady Arane’s dress.


I again lift my traveling box, the elixir glittering inside. “If you would let me show you—”


Charlotte interrupts. “No amount of products will appease them right now. Nor additional ration tokens. The regulations aren’t working as we’d hoped. A few of the other Belles from the secondary class—my apologies for using that unfortunate term—continue to use their gifts illegally. This feeds everyone’s taste for the old ways.”


“I am investigating and gathering more information about where those Belles might be,” I say. “Every time you’ve sent me out to those reported locations of illegal teahouses, they’ve already closed and moved on. But none at the ­Chrysanthemum and the Silk Isles Teahouses are involved—I know for certain.” I almost add that Delphine has abandoned her post, but it would only derail the conversation. I tuck it away for another time.


“We’ve caught one—Antoinette. She’s been jailed, and we’re preparing to question her,” the Minister of Law adds. “Our covert guards will roost them out of their nasty little nests.”


My head snaps in his direction. “Pardon me? They’re not birds. They’re young women,” I snarl. “Why was I not alerted? Consulted on the terms of her punishment?” Anger rises in my voice. “Am I not the head of the Belle’s Bureau? I should be the one to question them. Why was I not told? And were those people who were harboring her jailed as well?”


“You are being told right now, Edel,” Charlotte replies, skipping my last question. “This is what these meetings are for.”


“Not good enough,” I press. “I want immediate post-balloons sent to me on all Belles-related matters. No matter where I am.”


“We should reopen the teahouses fully. No more twice a week. No ration tokens,” the Minister of Law interjects. “A quick and temporary peace until we test more solutions.”


“Or create some sort of new teahouse system,” the ­Minister of Finance adds. “Our economy is hemorrhaging. The Imperial Bank will not survive without the flow of spintria. The tax on leas is not enough.”


“We’ve been over this plan before,” I snap, “and it’s off the table. Belles will not agree—”


“We know, we know,” Charlotte replies, raising her hand to silence me.


I continue anyway. “Allowing the Belles to live and work at the teahouses—under their own free will—and earn their own leas is the right start. But the taxes must end. Entirely.”


The Minister of Finance balks, pressing a well-manicured hand to her chest.


I ignore her and push onward.


“We need more protections in place. The teahouses aren’t completely safe for them anymore. But if you’d let me show you what I’ve discovered”—I tap the sides of my box—“it could help us draft new regulations. I’ve intensified the effects of Belle-products and am on the verge of personalized products that bond with a unique individual’s—”


“Take them,” Charlotte says, waving a hand at an attendant. “Take them to my desk with the other things for review. But now is not the time.”


I seethe as the attendant plucks the box from my hands—his nails are painted gold. I’ve never seen an attendant with painted nails before. Charlotte changing more of Sophia’s rules, perhaps. The attendant disappears with the box.


“We should close all the teahouses and build one giant one on the isle of Chalmette. Maybe in the outskirts of Nouvelle-Lerec will do. One central place. Guarded and monitored,” the Minister of War offers.


“Oh, like a prison!” I respond, eyebrows arched. “Why not the Everlasting Rose?”


“You think Belles can just live among us—like regular citizens of Orléans?” he challenges, his brow furrowed.


“What are we, then, Minister? Teacup pets? Animals bred for slaughter? Dolls from a child’s nursery?” With my box of elixir gone, I ball my fists. “We are not game tokens. Not anymore. You need us.”


“And you need us,” he shouts back. “You aren’t safe without our imperial guards; the masses would not just be at your door—they’d be inside and wouldn’t take no for an answer.”


“The need is too great.” As the Minister of News shakes her head, the headline segments on her hair-tower whip and snap like flags.


Frustration binds my stomach. The problem is a tangled ball of yarn. Untangle one string, another one forms a knot.


“We need to do this in phases,” Lady Arane replies. “We’ve spent the last three years putting bandages over the wound, only to have this infection grow.” She glares at each of us. “You should’ve never started the rationing so soon.”


“I thought you were the Iron Ladies,” I say. “Against all beauty work. You’d have us still imprisoned—and working under those terrible conditions?”


“Addicts must be weaned. Stripping it all away in one swoop breeds desperation. We must work with the addiction and then master it,” Lady Violetta says, pounding a fist on the table.


“I will have to train thousands of more soldiers to quell all the uprisings and provide protection to Belles,” the ­Minister of War adds. “Taxes will have to rise. Unrest will flare even more.”


“Citizens will go bankrupt using their spintria underground,” the Minister of Finance warns. “The royal infirmaries will fill with botched bodies. Even now, they’re reporting an increase in bizarre occurrences—people who have used dye to change their skin and ended up poisoning themselves. A woman just died for trying to have a set of her ribs removed by a butcher. People are scalping their teacup pets for wigs!”


Charlotte groans. “No one wants to embrace a new age, a new way. The Jolie Society has amassed a gargantuan following, all of it soaked with the poison of my sister. They want her back on the throne.” She shrugs. “They’ve even petitioned for an audience. Courtiers and celebrities have been storming the court, flooding me with new policies and demands. And we don’t know who is funding them.”


“Do not cave to the pressure,” the Beauty Minister replies. “Sophia will face her punishment for what she’s done, and that will show the world none of her nonsense will be tolerated any longer.” A teacup leopard crawls out of her hair, down her shoulder, and onto the table.


“But perhaps we might have an audience with them just for show,” the Minister of War offers.


“To show what, exactly?” I snap. “And to whom?” All these fools—none of them Belles, and all of them with opinions of how to cater to the needs of those who have lost power, and not to those of us who never actually had it. I’m at this table among them and still not being heard.


The Minister of War’s pale face pinches with annoyance. “I suppose you have a better idea?” He gestures for me to share.


“I agree with Madam Bertain. Sophia needs to be dealt with. Put her on trial. Expose all her crimes to the world. Finally issue her a punishment,” I say. “She used to relish in the carriage tours, waving at visitors and sending letters to scandal-loving newsies. Remember? The press and the people haven’t seen her in three years. She has become a mystery ripe to be rediscovered.”


“I stopped allowing her to send those letters because it enabled her to breathe air into those fantasies,” Charlotte says. “Instead, I send her weekly letters and remind her of why she’s there so she will no longer have delusions of grandeur. Food, water, a bed, and a bath are the only comforts I will allow her right now.”


“Still, bring her to court. Let them see her in all her disgrace,” I demand. “Send the world a message, Your Majesty.” I pound the table, and the teacup leopard squeals, dashing back into the Minister of Beauty’s hair. “Squash the rumors. Show them a campaign of your strength. Give the newsies something to fill the papers with. Cut off her head and drape it across the hourglass in the Royal Square!”


The room gasps in horror.


“You speak about severing heads as if it’s as easy as slicing a banana.” Charlotte waves a hand in the air to silence everyone. “That is not the path I’ve chosen. She will be tried for her crimes this year, as is Orléansian law. I cannot indefinitely imprison a member of the royal family. But we must solve this problem in order for the prosecution to be seen as legitimate.”


The ministers fidget and look away from one another.


“The solution I have decided to propose will put an end to Sophia’s shadow—even mine. What Orléans truly needs is a fresh start.” Charlotte stands. “And that is why I called you all here.”


My heart flips in my chest; its beat angry with anticipation.


“I don’t think I can fix this,” Charlotte says slowly. “I’ve tried. We’ve tried. Tirelessly. My patience and energy have been depleted with this endless endeavor.”


“You are the queen,” I tell her.


“A queen that no one wants,” she says, sounding as weary as she looks. “A queen that can’t keep her cities from burning and people from dying. A queen that can’t convince her people that beauty work has to change if we’re going to survive.” Tears glisten in her eyes. “I’m calling for the Beauty Trials.”











FOUR



“You’re doing what?” the Fashion Minister screeches, sitting straight up on his chaise.


“The tournament from fairy tales?” I laugh, the absurdity catching me off guard. The Beauty Trials are among the favorite stories told to children who have questions about the world; questions that can only be answered with such tales. The kind of stories that make gods and goddesses close enough to touch, rather than ancient entities whose magic remains like fossils. I snort. “Surely you’re joking. Surely—”


Charlotte waves a hand in the air. “Give me a moment to explain. We’ve been at this for three years now. All the arguments. All the fires. All the mess in Trianon and our other beautiful cities. I must do whatever it takes to protect us all. Even if that means removing myself.” She steps away from the table. “Being the ruler requires sacrifice. That’s the main role of a queen. My mother taught me that.”
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