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For my little beastie, S.
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From the front-turret window of Mada Vittora’s Paris townhouse, Anouk couldn’t see the fountain at the far end of Rue des Amants. She could see, however, the hopeful souls who made their way down the sidewalk, tourists and Parisians alike, some with their noses in guidebooks and others who knew the route by heart, in search of the granted wishes that, according to an obscure fifteenth-century legend (and more recently made famous in a movie from the summer before), they’d receive in exchange for touching a lucky part of the fountain. What lucky part, Anouk wasn’t sure. No one would tell her exactly what it was a statue of. No books in the house made reference to the legend, and Mada Vittora wouldn’t allow a computer or television inside. Perhaps the fountain was a statue of a bubbling mermaid, or a prancing horse or a little peeing boy; maybe wishers were supposed to touch a special hoof or rub a lucky fin or a lucky . . . boy part. Anouk could hardly go outside and look for herself. Mada Vittora strictly forbade her to leave. Her whole life—​twelve months and eight days, though she looked closer to seventeen years old—​she’d never set as much as her big toe beyond the front door.

A couple made their way down the sidewalk opposite the townhouse, and Anouk settled into the window seat, cradling her chin in her hands, and watched. Tourists, doubtless. Americans. Their too-white sneakers gave them away. They were holding hands, which made Anouk smile, but their faces were anxious. It was a look she saw too often. Wishers focused on the one thing they wanted so badly that they took this detour into the outskirts of the Sixteenth Arrondissement, to an area of Paris that had no other draw, no famous patisseries or cafés or landmarks except for the obscure fountain, in hopes that by some chance, the legend was real.

Anouk knew the fountain’s magic was only a story, but sometimes, secretly, she wasn’t so certain. It was the wishers’ faces. Always strained on the way to the fountain but lighter on the return, as though the simple act of wishing had given them part of what they so desperately needed. She’d seen Mada Vittora create incredible things, floating cakes and poison earrings and mirrors that showed far-off places, but she’d never once conjured a look of joy on anyone’s face.

She watched the Americans disappear beyond the window, pressing against the glass until she couldn’t see them anymore, and then she sighed. A Greek god? Yes, maybe the statue was of a Greek god. Now the view beyond the turret window was the same as always: The row of matching townhouses across the street. The line of parked cars, most of them black and expensive. The sad little tree in the front garden that no one ever remembered to water.

A sleek car slid into the empty space in front of the townhouse, and Anouk sat up. Mada Vittora was back. Anouk quickly checked her hair, her nails, the floors for any rogue specks of dust she might have missed. The driver’s-side door opened and Beau appeared, tall and good-looking, in his black suit with his chauffeur’s hat shading his eyes, and strode around to the back. He paused to stifle a yawn before opening the rear door.

Mada Vittora climbed out, glaring up at the sun through thick sunglasses. She wore the fox-fur coat that had been delivered last week from Galeries Lafayette. As soon as it came, she’d ripped open the package and clapped her hands together and told Anouk that she simply must try it on, just for fun, and they had giggled together as she had curled Anouk’s hair and rubbed blush into her cheeks and paraded her around the house in tottering high heels and the coat.

My pretty girl, Mada Vittora had said, looking over Anouk’s shoulder in the mirror. My pretty little beastie.

Anouk jumped up to open the front door. Two more figures slid out of the car’s back seat, catching her eye, and her good mood soured. Both of them were tall, one with hair the color of sunlight that matched his mother’s, the other with hair a dirty shade of charcoal. What were Viggo and Hunter Black doing in the city? Mada Vittora had sent them to handle business in London just last Tuesday. Surely they hadn’t arranged everything so soon.

Anouk stepped back silently as Mada Vittora swept up the front steps.

“We’re going to have company, my sweet.” Mada Vittora ran her nails down Anouk’s cheek as she breezed into the foyer, tossing her coat on the entry table. The fox fur smelled of leather and perfume. Anouk smoothed its wrinkles and hung it in the hall closet. “Tomorrow night. A dinner party, and dancing too. You’ll have to air out the ballroom. It still smells of sulfur.”

“Who’s coming?”

“The Royals.”

A secretive smile played at the witch’s lips, and no wonder. The Shadow Royals were the elite rulers of the magical realm that, within French borders, was called the Haute—​and they had never dined at the Rue des Amants townhouse. It had only ever hosted the occasional Goblin tea party, the guests with their dusty top hats and garish makeup, even on the men. (Especially on the men.) Goblins might look perfectly human, save the almost imperceptible point of their ears, but they were just as likely to gnaw on the table as on Anouk’s fruit tarts.

She’d need to order better wine.

“How many?” she asked.

“Six all together,” Mada Vittora said, unpinning her hat. “Now, be a dear and fetch us some tea and a drop of whiskey for Hunter Black—poor thing, he’s had a devil of a day. We’ll take it in the salon. And here. Put this away. Carefully.”

She handed Anouk her bag, parting with it as though lending a treasured book. Today it was a black Hermès purse, ostrich leather soft as a newborn’s skin, gleaming gold hardware. Yesterday the same bag had been a crystal-studded clutch. The day before that, a crocodile Gadino. The witch’s oubliette: Mercurial and magically vast, it held the deepest of secrets.

Viggo strode into the hall next, tossing his hat to Anouk without a glance, but Hunter Black paused long enough to look her up and down with those dark eyes that always made her anxious.

“You’ve never worn that necklace before,” he said.

Anouk’s hand flew to her throat, to the small token tucked just beneath the collar of her dress. Leave it to Hunter Black to spot the peek of gold that no one else had. Guiltily, she fished out the charm and worried it between her fingers: an old franc coin, worthless now, with a hole punched in it. She’d strung it on a chain.

“It’s . . . it’s from Luc,” she stammered. “I mean, I found it in his room. He wouldn’t mind me taking it.”

And he wouldn’t. She knew that if Luc had been there and seen her show even the slightest interest in it, he would have tossed it to her with a wink. She’d found it that morning, caught in the crack between two floorboards when she’d gone to his attic to fetch a vial of vervain. His rooms had felt suspended in time without him. The lingering smell of summer on his garden shears, the still-rumpled sheets on his bed, the desiccated herbs tied up in the rafters, English thyme and rosemary and rue, awaiting his hand at the mortar and pestle. It had been a week since he’d disappeared.

She toyed with the franc coin, working her worries into the etchings. It still smelled of thyme; of him.

Hunter Black’s gaze went to Mada Vittora in the hall.

“She wouldn’t mind either,” Anouk said quickly. She tucked the necklace back under her dress collar and cleared her throat. “I’ll hang up your coat, if you like.” She set down the oubliette and held out her hands.

Hunter Black gave a gruff sort of cough and sauntered off behind Viggo. She let her waiting hands drop. That had gotten rid of him, at least. It could be ninety degrees outside, and still he wouldn’t remove the coat unless someone forced it off him at knifepoint. The three of them disappeared into the salon, discussing business and gossiping and speculating over tomorrow’s party. She brought them drinks and listened to their glasses clinking as she returned to the foyer.

“Hello, cabbage.”

Wet lips brushed Anouk’s cheek, and she jumped. She whirled on Beau. The driver’s hat was askew on his head, a boyish grin on his face. She smacked him on the arm and then made a show of smearing away his kiss with the back of her hand.

“You’re awful, Beau.” She picked up the oubliette and turned to the closet. Carefully, reverently, she stepped onto the stool, stowed the oubliette on the top shelf, and then climbed down and dusted off her hands. She lowered her voice. “What are they doing here?” She jerked her chin in Hunter Black and Viggo’s direction.

Beau let out a long sigh as he tugged off his driving gloves. “Things went sour in London, I take it. The Trafalgar Witch didn’t want to agree to the new terms. Sent them packing as soon as they arrived. Viggo’s in a mood.”

“Viggo’s always in a mood.”

“Mada Vittora said something in the car about more pressing matters here. I don’t think she was referring to just the dinner party.”

“Great,” Anouk muttered. “The last time we had pressing matters, more than one body was found in the Seine. At least Hunter Black wears dark clothes. Viggo’s shirts are impossible. Don’t they understand how hard it is to get blood out of white linen?”

“Laundry might not be the first thing on his mind, cabbage.” He tweaked the strap of her apron with his thumb, using the silly little nickname that always drove her mad. “But maybe it should be on yours.”

She looked down to find streaks of dust across the apron’s front. “Impossible—​this is a fresh apron!” She wiped at the stain uselessly while Beau chuckled. Dust, dirt, crumbs . . . it was her job to clean the house from top to bottom, but even for a maid, she managed to collect a shocking amount of grime in the shortest span of time. She untied the apron’s bow at the back of her waist, fighting with the ruffles and ribbons. She pulled the apron over her head and balled it up against her plain gray dress.

“What about Luc? Did they say anything about him in the car?”

Beau’s expression darkened. He shook his head. “Nothing.”

“It’s been a full week. People don’t just vanish.”

Beau clutched his gloves in one hand and rested the other on her shoulder. “Let me worry about him, okay? I’ll figure it out.”

Anouk’s fingers twisted in the apron’s straps. Movement outside the window caught her eye. Another couple strolling down the lane, arm in arm. Parisians, by the look of them. Her hand went to the franc coin at her collar.

“I’d throw a coin in the fountain if I could. Wish him back.”

Beau kneaded her shoulder. “You know wishes made in the fountain won’t come true,” he said softly. “It isn’t real magic, not like Mada Vittora’s. It’s just a silly thing they believe in the Pretty World. Daydreams and fantasies to keep themselves entertained.”

Anouk didn’t answer, sliding the smooth franc between her fingers. Outside, the sad wilted tree dropped a leaf. The rosebushes along the street were dying too, without Luc there to care for them. From some upper room, the smell of English thyme drifted down.

“Anouk.”

Hunter Black had returned to the hallway, his dark hair falling in his eyes. He didn’t bother to brush it away. He never did. “Mada Vittora wants a word.”

Beau’s hand fell off her shoulder. His look said he wouldn’t want to be her. “I’ll see you after dinner. I’ve got to wash the car anyway.”

“Give the tree some water while you’re out there? And the roses?”

“Sure.”

Hunter Black inclined his head ever so slightly toward the salon, where Mada Vittora waited, but then he cleared his throat and motioned to her dress. He knew as well as she did that the Mada insisted Anouk always be in full uniform with one of the ruffled aprons. Hair pulled back in a matching ribbon too. Anouk stuffed the soiled apron in the hall closet and went to the kitchen for a fresh one. She looped it around her neck and started to pull her hair back in a black ribbon as she followed Hunter Black to the salon. Mada Vittora’s husky laugh mixed with the notes of clinking ice.

“. . . business, I suppose. They’ll want to discuss new territory lines, and I’ll be damned if I let that decrepit Lavender Witch gain any toeholds in Paris. This city is mine.”

“I assume the lord and lady are coming to dinner, and that girl, the one who plays at being a countess. Who’s the fourth?” Viggo’s voice lowered. “Prince Rennar?”

A shiver caught Anouk at the prince’s name. Rumor was he hardly ever left Castle Ides, the imposing Champs-Élysées mansion from which he governed the Haute, and when he did, it was only to raze some entire country to the ground and then banish its memory from the history books. No one knew exactly how long the Shadow Royals had been working their magic through the world, but Anouk had found references to ancient civilizations—Egyptians and Aztecs and Romans—that contained allusions to peculiarly powerful men and women.

“Rennar?” Mada Vittora’s cheeks were already flushed from whiskey. “No, he wouldn’t deign to come. It’ll be one of the others, some lesser Royal. A duke, probably.”

Now the Royals’ kingdoms roughly followed political borders, and the various Royal families tended to keep to themselves except for the odd marriage to strengthen alliances and business dealings for trade purposes. They relied on witches to oversee their industries: food and wines, luxury goods, and, above all, the jewelry that Mada Vittora—​the Diamond Witch—​kept enchanted.

Behind Anouk, Hunter Black cleared his throat. She jumped. “Was there something I could do for you, Mada?”

“Ah, my dear. Yes.” She set down her lipstick-stained glass as a grin sliced between her pretty cheeks. Although four hundred years old, she didn’t look a day over forty-five. Sunshine-kissed hair in silken waves to her shoulders. Skin pulled painfully tight over sharp cheekbones. A fortune in plastic surgery, some might have said. Anouk knew better. All it took was a weekly bath of lavender-sage tonic mixed with two thimblefuls of Viggo’s blood.

On the sofa behind his mother, Viggo wore a similar conspiratorial grin until Mada Vittora stood. The moment her back was turned to him, the smile melted off his face. He took a long, hungry draft of whiskey.

“I have a surprise for you, my pretty girl.”

Anouk’s hands froze on her hair bow. Half done, one snaking end of the ribbon falling to her shoulder. “Is it about tomorrow’s party?”

She couldn’t keep the hopeful note from her voice. Anouk was never allowed to attend the parties. None of the beasties were, not even Hunter Black, who usually stalked the shadows of the foyer the whole time, scowling at everyone except Viggo. Parties were for the worthiest members of the Haute, not beasties—​mangy animals that had been whispered into the shape of human boys and girls and given brooms with which to serve. Anouk would stay in the kitchen with Beau, licking spoonfuls of strawberry icing from the mixing bowl, or tiptoe to the stairs to peek between the banisters at the beautiful dancing people.

“No, my sweet. Not about the party.”

Anouk tried not to let her disappointment show. She cocked her head, a question on her lips. Then what?

Mada Vittora placed an icy hand on either side of Anouk’s face. Her smile stretched wide. “Tonight, my darling, you go outside.”

Outside? Into the Pretty World, where the Pretties strolled hand in hand with the sun on their faces amid cars and mailboxes and traffic signals, walking down the tree-lined block and then the block after that and the one after that?


  Outside?


“Do you mean it?” Anouk gasped.

“Oh yes. But first, you’ll need a good pair of shoes.”


Chapter 2
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Mada Vittora’s closet was the stuff of dreams.

Anouk knew every inch of it; she had laundered every  dress, starched every collar, dusted each pair of shoes. Thousands of them. Golden heels, red leather pumps, satin slippers with little blue bows.

“You’ll want a sturdy pair,” Mada Vittora said. “Flats. I could swear I had some Chanel loafers in here . . .”

The witch was currently waist-deep in the closet, rooting around like a pig hunting for truffles, her disembodied voice floating back to Anouk, who sat on the bed with her hands clutched in her lap, fingers squeezed together, the pinch of pain assuring her this wasn’t a dream. She tucked in her chin in an attempt to hide her smile. “I’ve never worn shoes before.”

“Nonsense,” Mada Vittora said from the closet. “Just last week you tried on the Bergdorf heels, remember?”

“I mean real ones. Not just for dress-up.” She wiggled her bare toes.

The witch extracted herself from the forest of fur coats. “Here. These will do.” Her hair was mussed, her cheeks flushed, and Anouk was struck by how beautiful she was even when rumpled.

She held up a pair of stiff oxfords.

Anouk reached for them, but Mada Vittora shook her head girlishly. “Let me. They have tricky laces.” She lowered herself to her knees and started to unlace the shoes. Anouk stared at the perfect part in the top of Mada Vittora’s hair. It was always the other way around: Anouk on her knees, hemming her mistress’s skirt or picking lint off her socks, while Mada Vittora towered over her, godlike. It felt topsy-turvy to have their roles reversed, like a bottle of tonic dropped upside down.

“There now,” Mada Vittora said. “Snug, but they’ll do.”

Anouk bit down on the inside of her cheek. There was a particular tenderness in the way Mada Vittora tied the shoes, teaching Anouk how to lace them with some funny phrase about a rabbit and a hole. The strings of Anouk’s heart pulled tighter with each tug on the laces.

Was this what it felt like to have a mother?

Mada Vittora’s smile stretched over bone-white teeth. “Are you ready?”

Anouk, afraid to speak, nodded.

Mada Vittora took her hand.

Not even Viggo and Hunter Black, standing in the hallway and snickering to themselves, could dampen her spirits. Nor the fact that the shoes pinched the sides of her feet. Or that she and Mada Vittora were headed the wrong way, not down the stairs to the ground floor but up toward the attic. Luc’s rooms? Wasn’t this the opposite direction of the front door? The shoes clunked awkwardly. As the two of them climbed the stairs, tendrils of drafty air came from beyond Luc’s door, carrying scents of thyme, speeding her heart all over.

Mada Vittora walked straight to a ladder that led to a trapdoor to the roof.

“Up you go. Hurry, now, or they’ll get away.” She held out a burlap sack.

“Wh . . . what will?”

“The birds, my sweet. The birds.”

Anouk stared through the open trapdoor in the ceiling, bewildered. It was a clear night; a few stars shone overhead. Fresh air howled down, fluttering the ribbon in her hair. Behind her, the sound of Viggo’s snickering grew. Something slowly curdled in her stomach as she realized what was going on. No, no.

Anouk spun on Viggo. “A joke.” The dry word scraped on her throat. “You aren’t letting me go outside at all.”

He smirked, tossing a conspiratorial look to Hunter Black, though Hunter Black’s face remained as wooden as always.

Anouk choked back the feeling of hot shame. She couldn’t cry. She wouldn’t.

Her hands tightened into fists.

“Oh, my sweet girl, no!” Mada Vittora’s silky hands were on her shoulders, turning her around to face her. “A joke? Ah! How foolish of me. You thought I meant outside into the city. Oh, you silly creature.” Her soft hands stroked Anouk’s tawny hair. “You know that your work is here, in the house. I only meant that there are some crows outside, on the roof . . . Corpus crows, very rare . . . they pass through only once a year . . . breast meat a delicacy for tomorrow’s dinner . . . Luc used to catch them, of course, but with him gone . . . oh, you poor, innocent thing. I’ve upset you.”

Her hands drifted to the sagging ribbon around Anouk’s ponytail. She gently retied it into a tight bow.

Innocent?

Anouk had heard it before. The sweet one. The innocent one. Beau teased her mercilessly for it, and so did the other beasties when she saw them. They thought that because their tasks took them out into the city—​Cricket even lived in an apartment on her own—​they were more worldly than she. And they were, that was the worst part. Anouk had never seen the things they spoke of—​the Eiffel Tower and the patisseries and the bookstore with the sleeping cat—​had never been to a bistro, had never been caught in a sudden rainstorm, never taken a shortcut through a graveyard. But innocent? No. They didn’t know the thoughts that sometimes wandered into her head late at night. Thoughts of stealing shoes, of sneaking out, of running away and never coming back.

She grabbed the burlap sack and climbed the ladder.

“Anouk,” Mada Vittora said. “Wait!”

Anouk paused, hopeful.

“Try to catch at least three,” the witch said.

With a burst of anger, Anouk slammed the trapdoor behind her. Birds! That was all the Mada wanted.

Her face was hot. Her blood was coursing palpably. Viggo’s laughter still clapped against her ears as she paced on the roof. The shoes pinched her feet, clomp-clomp-clomping on the tiles. The wind chilled her as she stood on the roof, seven stories high. The lights of the city below were like a sea of stars, and . . . and she stopped.

The city.


  Paris.


She was—​at least in one sense—​outside.

Suddenly it hit her: the lights and the wide-open night sky and the squeals of brakes and the rumble of tires and the chatter of voices. She dropped to a crouch. Steadied herself. Fingertips curled under the tiles as though she might float up to the stars if she didn’t hold herself down. She squeezed her eyes shut, but she could still hear the cacophony of Paris, pure and raw, not filtered through double-paned windows.

She drew in a breath. Another. The night rushed down her throat with each gasp. How did this chaos, this vast and crazy world, not drive everyone mad?

Start small, she thought.

She opened an eye.

She looked only at the roof tiles, the errant weeds that bravely grew through the cracks. She lifted her gaze to the edge of Mada Vittora’s townhouse, fenced in by iron cresting.

A roosting crow swiveled its head toward her.

Slowly, shakily, she put down the burlap sack and then stood with her arms outstretched for balance, feet unpracticed in the stiff oxford shoes. She cast an uneasy look at the dome of night. The stars shimmered like broken bits of mirror. She’d seen them from inside, but only through the boxy frame of a window. She spun, trying to count them, ten, twenty, two hundred . . . and found herself at the edge of the roof, clutching the wrought-iron cresting with white knuckles, the crow perched beside her. She leaned out farther, transfixed. At the near end of the Rue des Amants, two cars had bumped into each other. The drivers were in the street, throwing their hands up in the air.

She smiled.

And then laughed aloud. This was Paris. Out there were thousands—​millions—​of girls and boys and parents and old people asleep in their beds, or smoking at upper windows, or deep in conversation at corner cafés.

“So pretty,” Anouk whispered.

The crow took off in a flutter of wings. Someone was opening the trapdoor. She spun around to see Beau’s sandy head pop up between the roof tiles.

“Beau!”

“What in the devil is going through your head, cabbage? Get back from the edge before you fall off.”

She dared a glance down to the street below.

He climbed out and kicked the trapdoor closed with his shoe. He had a decanter of scotch in one hand and two glasses in the other. He barely glanced at the city lights as he crossed the roof; he was used to being outside. He handed her a glass. “Viggo told me what happened. It was cruel of them, letting you think you could leave the house.” He held up the decanter. “I thought this might help.”

“That’s the Mada’s 1972 Balvenie. She’ll skin you.”

He herded her away from the edge of the roof, and then poured her a glass. He seemed unconcerned about the possibility of being skinned. “I swapped it out for some Glen Moray from the liquor shop. They won’t notice the difference—​they’re already deep in their cups. Here.”

She sniffed the liquid and recoiled. Then she shrugged and took a deep sip. Fire erupted in her mouth.

Beau grinned as she doubled over to cough. He poured himself a glass. “Lovely view up here.”

She wiped her mouth.

Beau gazed out over the city. “Mada Vittora’s almost succeeded in undermining all the other witches in France. There are only two left who have any real power, the Crémieux Witch and the Rébeval Witch, and they’re both far south, along the coast. The Lavender Witch is strong, but she’s been banished to Montélimar, cast out of the Haute for insubordination—​though there’s a rumor that Mada Vittora set her up. I’ll bet you the rest of that scotch that’s why the Royals are coming for tomorrow’s party. The Mada is going to try to convince them to grant her exclusive claim over the city.” He waved his glass toward the street. “All those Pretties down there, hers for the swindling. They buy their flower bouquets, sip their coffee and their wine, wear their golden jewelry, and have no idea the Diamond Witch’s magic has touched each piece. That they’re pawns of the Haute.” He laughed darkly. “The Royals’ greatest achievement is convincing Pretties they want things that the Royals want themselves.”

Below, a fashionable couple were tipsily making their way along the sidewalk. A diamond bracelet glittered on the woman’s wrist, a gold watch on the man’s, or so it seemed; in fact, they were just common stones and base metals, enchanted to appear desirable. Other witches controlled other industries—​fine wines, luxury cars, even the exotic-animal trade—​but Mada Vittora oversaw the jewel division of Paris, the most lucrative. Diamonds hadn’t been worth a second glance before some ancient Haute queen centuries ago had taken a fleeting liking to their sparkle. But they were hard to extract, and the Royals too superior for manual labor, so she’d had Goblins whisper in the Pretties’ ears that they wanted jewels, and thus the modern mining industry began. Not for iron, not for copper (those came as fortunate but accidental discoveries later, and the Royals were more than happy to siphon off the benefits), but to suit one queen’s whim. The same with art, architecture, airplanes. The Royals whispered in Pretties’ ears, and then they took for themselves the best of what the Pretties produced. All the Pretties in the world worked for the Haute in one way or another. They just didn’t know it. And to justify such a system? The Royals called themselves the silent monarchy, gods to a world of children who couldn’t be trusted to keep their own politics and technology and economies in balance without the secret hands of benevolent rulers.

The couple disappeared around the corner. Anouk leaned as far as she dared over the cresting, but even from this height, she couldn’t see the fountain at the end of Rue des Amants. She sighed.

“It’s ironic,” Beau said. “Pretties walk by every day in search of fake magic from that wishing fountain and have no idea there’s real magic under this roof.” He glanced down at Anouk. “Sit with me? Easy there. Careful.”

They cautiously settled on the edge of the roof, legs through the wrought-iron cresting. She rested her head on Beau’s shoulder.

A nice night, but Luc should have been there. It was always the three of them together, the members of the house staff: Beau, Luc, Anouk. “I miss him,” she said.

Beau cleared his throat as though he too felt Luc’s absence. “I think . . .” He stopped, then started again. “I think . . . never mind.”

Anouk’s left hand clutched her glass. Her other hand went to her shoes, and she toyed with the laces, the pretty bow. “You think Mada Vittora has something to do with his disappearance, don’t you?”

He didn’t answer right away. “We’re bound to her as long as she has our pelts locked in that closet. Luc couldn’t have run off any more than you or I could. We aren’t like the Pretties out there. We can’t come and go as we please. She made us and she owns us.”

It was true. Cricket had once tried to run away with a Pretty surfer boy from Portugal, and as soon as Mada Vittora had learned of it, she’d gone to the library with the pelts and a tonic of rose-infused blood, and the next day, mystifyingly, Cricket was back in Paris and fuming.

Anouk took a shaky sip of scotch. “You don’t think she . . . would have killed Luc?”

“Killed? No.” He paused. “She couldn’t. The magic would backfire on her.”

“You mean the vitae echo.”

He nodded. “Besides, if she was going to kill one of us, it would be Cricket or me. We’re the ones she can’t stand. Luc’s always been loyal; he was her first.” His face darkened. “But beasties don’t just disappear.”

Anouk gazed into the syrupy remains in her glass, feeling queasy.

Luc was much more than a gardener to them. He was the closest thing they had to a leader in their misfit household; he was the scholar, the storyteller, the big brother who always knew what to do. The one to resolve the various disagreements that sprang up between them and clean up their messes. Every week, it seemed he was sewing up Hunter Black’s latest wounds or sneaking Cricket out the back door before Viggo saw her and got that famished haunt to his eyes. Luc was the light they sought out when things grew dark, there to wipe away tears or tend to scrapes, to sit on the edge of the bed and tell them stories of magical places and beautiful people.

Beau wrapped an arm around Anouk’s waist. “Listen, cabbage, I don’t think Luc is dead. Mada Vittora has her reasons for everything. Maybe she’s sent him off on a mission she wants to keep secret.” He lowered his voice. “But just the same, if you think you can do it without risking getting caught, spy on the house. Find clues about Luc. Keep an eye out for anything odd while you’re cleaning. Residue from one of her tricks. A note she might have scrawled and thrown away.”

She looked at him in surprise. Spy on their mistress? She downed the remains of her scotch and reached for the half-full bottle to pour herself some more.

He glanced at the glass shaking in her hand. “Give me that before you drink too much and fall off the roof.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re my brother, Beau, not my nanny.”

Beau winced as he scratched at the corner of his jaw. “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”

“Nanny?”

“Brother.” His hand fell. “It isn’t true, not even remotely. We aren’t related. Not through blood, not through adoption. We’re just . . . just two people who live and work together.”

“But that’s what you’re like to me. You and Luc and even Hunter Black. And Cricket’s like a sister. We’re family, the five of us.” She’d always liked that word, family.

He drew in a long breath through his nose, not answering.

“You’d rather I called you coworker? Housemate?” She knocked her shoulder teasingly against him and then snatched the bottle out of his hands and held it up in accusation. “Stealer of expensive scotch?”

Now it was his turn to give her a hard look. He leaned over and slowly took the bottle out of her hand. “You could just call me Beau.”

His voice had dropped. The scotch was doing dizzy, heady things to her. Up here, on the roof, it felt almost magically private, as though outside of Mada Vittora’s walls they could say anything, be anything. His lips were whisper-close, his breath earthy and sweet from the drink.

He cupped her face in his palm. “Anouk.” His thumb brushed over the apple of her cheek, smelling faintly of his driving gloves.

“Yes?” she whispered.

And then he suddenly grinned. “You’ve soot on your face.” He swiped his thumb over her cheek again; it came away with a black stain.

She wiped at her face. “Again with the dust!”

“Maybe we’ve had it wrong this whole time,” he said in mock seriousness. “Maybe Mada Vittora made the rest of us from dogs and cats and birds but you from a dust bunny.”

She smeared a sooty finger down his nose. “She probably made you from a monkey.”

He threw an arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.

She closed her eyes. Her head spun from the scotch. Luc was gone, and if she was being honest, she knew her mistress probably was responsible. Mada Vittora, who just moments ago had tied her shoes like a mother would for a daughter.

“What now?” she whispered.

If he’d been there, Luc would have known what to do. Luc always knew what to do. Without him, she felt lost.

Beau pulled back. “Now?” He held up the burlap sack. “Now we catch some crows for a dinner party.”

Her face broke into a smile.
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That night, Anouk curled up in her small bed in the turret bedroom. Pasted to her walls were playbills and magazine covers, things Beau had found in the Pretty World and brought back to her. On her dresser was her collection of more found Pretty objects: a single baby shoe, a scratched-off lottery ticket, a man’s chestnut-colored toupee. Simple things that were magical in their utter lack of magic. What could be more impractical than a shoe for a newborn incapable of steps? The improbable hopes of million-to-one odds? The charming lie of a full head of hair? The playbill above her bed showed a picture of a prince and a princess, and most nights she’d sigh contentedly as she dreamed of their dashing adventures.

But not tonight. Tonight she dreamed of birds with gold-tipped wings that spoke with human voices, their eyes not inky black but green and hazel and blue, the eyes of children. She woke up shivering.

At dawn, she put on a fresh apron, climbed the stairs to Luc’s attic workrooms, and grimaced as she slaughtered and plucked the Corpus crows, her dream still too fresh; it was as though she were plucking fingernails off children.

The flight and tail feathers went into a linen bag to be used later for one of Mada Vittora’s tricks. The wispy gray down feathers just made a mess all over Luc’s big wooden worktable. His presence in the room was everywhere: in the placement of the knives and mortars and pestles; in the chair’s indentation that fit his body, not hers; in a half-cut onion, now shriveled. She smiled as she brushed away a dry husk of onion skin. Luc must have been making more invisible ink—​onion, lemon juice, a pinch of bitter herbs. Not long after she’d become a human girl, she’d made a mistake—​too much bleach in the laundry—​and Mada Vittora had banished her to her turret room for a week with no contact from the others, no conversations, no notes, and Anouk had thought she would go mad. But Luc had slipped perfectly innocent blank pages under her bedroom door, along with a fresh candle and matches, on the pretext that she should write the Mada a note of apology. Only . . . the pages smelled strange, like citrus and onion. When Anouk lit the candle to peer more closely at the paper, the heat from the flame made words bloom across the parchment.


  Too bad you didn’t make the mistake of pouring that bleach in her shampoo instead. We could have called her the Bald Witch.


A smile had cracked across her face. With those words alone, Luc had made everything okay.

But where was he now, with his secret notes and silly jokes?

She grabbed the last crow and plucked a handful of feathers. She’d asked Hunter Black that morning if he would kill the crows, but he had only scowled and told her to do her own dirty work. As if killing weren’t the very task he’d been made for. Magic Is Life; Life Is Magic. The motto of the Haute. In order to do their tricks and whispers, members of the Haute needed to take life; the more complex, the better. The magic from a single Pretty life could theoretically sustain a witch for a year. But magic was tricky. Take a life, and the spell had a way of turning on its caster, causing not outright death, but death in slow little pieces: a liver turned to stone, a heart into wood. It was called the vitae echo. And so Mada Vittora, like all the witches, consumed flowers, herbs, feathers, and blood to work her tricks—​smaller pieces of life that carried little or no echo. And if she needed to kill any enemies? Well, beasties couldn’t use magic, but they could use knives.

It was a useful loophole.

Anouk wiped her forehead with her sleeve and then shook out her apron and watched the downy feathers float away into the air, some catching in the light, hanging suspended as though time were frozen. She used Luc’s paring knife to cut out the crows’ pink-fleshed breasts, then arranged them in a glass baking dish and rubbed in oregano, rosemary, and sage from Luc’s stores.

Ready to pop in the oven downstairs.

She ran a cloth over Luc’s table, wiping it clean, then wrapped the carcasses in old newspaper, clutched the bundle under her arm, and picked up the dish.

She padded downstairs and stopped at the landing. Listening. The ticking of the grandfather clock. Otherwise, no footsteps, no conversations. She glanced over her shoulder, Beau’s words in her ears. Spy on the house. Find clues about Luc.

If any clues were to be found, she knew where to look: the scrying room. But it wasn’t as easy as it sounded. The scrying room had an irritating way of moving around the townhouse, appearing behind different doors at different times. Once she’d found it in the guest bathroom. Another time, in the upstairs linen closet.

She walked down the hall, nudged the first bedroom door open with her foot, and looked in, her heart pounding, but it was still just a bedroom, untouched since the last time she’d cleaned it. The next two bedrooms too. The final door was open a few inches. She peeked inside.

It smelled musty, not like a bedroom at all. The reek of old feathers and flesh. There was a chattering of machinery.

Voilà—​she’d found it.

She slipped inside, set down the baking dish, and closed the door behind her. She’d only ever glimpsed the scrying room from a distance, catching flashes of Luc’s curved back as he leaned over the desk, headphones on his ears, pencil in hand. This had been Luc’s job when he wasn’t tending roses—​not just a gardener, but a spy.

The contraption that took up the entire rear wall of the scrying room was a type of switchboard, only this switchboard wasn’t used for two-way communication but for spying: a scryboard. Its operator would connect wires to specific slots in order to listen in covertly on the network of whispers that came from crows and, sometimes, even lowly insects like dragonflies. Scryboards were illegal in the Haute, of course—​hence the reason why Mada Vittora had charmed it to keep changing locations around the house—​but that didn’t mean that every witch didn’t have one hidden away somewhere.

Anouk took a step closer, apprehensive. Unlike the Pretties’ switchboards made of wood and wire, Luc’s scryboard was conjured out of more . . . organic materials. The glossy black wires that connected to different hookups were actually dark, ropy veins. A few malformed black feathers grew out of a row of gears near the top. The whole switchboard seemed to be pulsing slightly. In. Out. Breathing. Not alive, exactly, but not entirely lifeless either.

She sat on the stool, blowing dust off the log of meticulous notes that Luc kept, the record of who he’d been spying on and what he’d overheard. But that was only the official record he kept for Mada Vittora. He had another log. A secret one.

She felt under the desk until her fingers brushed a pad of paper, held there with a latch. She freed the notebook and flipped through the pages, looking for anything that might tell her where he’d disappeared to and why. But it was simply records of conversations he’d overheard—​gossip about Goblins, trouble with a former witch’s boy turned jewelry broker. She had no idea what she should be looking for. She picked up his headphones, turned them this way and that. Glossy black feathers grew from both earpieces, which were connected by a band of curved bone. She put them over her ears, and when she caught her reflection in the window, she thought they looked like wings on the sides of her head.

For a moment there was only the faint sound of whispering. A man’s distorted voice. Nothing she could make out clearly.


  . . . These people . . .


She adjusted the headphones.


  . . . These people with their little dreams and their little desires . . .


The transmission dissolved into static. She traced the wire. It led to a slot marked 444, and she flipped through the log until she found the corresponding number. The account for Mada Zola, the Lavender Witch, was 444. Just the night before, Beau had mentioned her banishment. She cocked her head. Who was this man on her wires now, whispering about dreams?

In the official logbook, there were no records for account 444. But in the secret log, Luc had scrawled this:

 


8 August  Zola speaking to a man at her estate. A disgraced Royal? Her witch’s boy?

9 August  Zola speaking to same man again. A partner of some sort. Romantic? Scheming how to break her banishment and return to Paris. Talk of a queenship.

11 August  I personally attempted contact. Requested help. No response. Will attempt again.



 

Anouk felt a chill. Luc had not only listened in on the Lavender Witch privately—​he’d tried to contact her.

Why?

She heard a stair creak downstairs and slammed the log closed, then took off the feathered headphones. She hurried down the hall with the baking dish of crows, headed for the kitchen stairs.

“Anouk,” a voice called. “Stop.”

She winced. It was Viggo. She’d just walked by his bedroom. She went back and pushed his door open a few more inches. Viggo looked up from his armchair, meeting her eyes. A tube snaked into his left arm’s inner elbow, connecting him to a glass pump that was filling steadily with blood, drop by drop. She quickly looked down; he hated for anyone to watch him during a blood harvest.

“Did you want something, Viggo? Water? Tea?” He shouldn’t even have been home now. He harvested on Fridays, and it was only Wednesday.

“Come here.”

She kept her eyes lowered as she took a step into the bedroom. Viggo wasn’t Mada Vittora’s real son, of course. Witches didn’t have children. The exact reason why was murky in Anouk’s mind, but she knew it had to do with the vitae echo: withered wombs, organs turned to stone, nasty things that came with the high cost of doing magic. In any case, witches had no use for children. It was blood they were after. Fresh young blood in copious amounts. Almost every trick and whisper demanded it. And so each witch adopted or stole a baby boy—​only ever a boy—​to raise. A lifetime of blood siphoned off, pint by pint, in exchange for an upbringing fit for a prince.

Viggo’s hand tensed and released, tensed and released. The blood pumped steadily. “Have you seen Cricket recently?”

She shook her head quickly, relieved at such a simple question. “She hasn’t come by the house in a few weeks. Your mother’s kept her busy with tasks around the city. Thieving books for the library, I think. The last time I saw her was at the Goblin gathering.”

Viggo kept pumping his fist.

“Did she say anything about me?”

Anouk paused.

Cricket had had plenty to say about Viggo at the Goblin gathering, all of it heavily laden with profanity. Something about a closet, Viggo making an unwanted confession, breathy whispers of You’re beautiful and I hate that I love you, though he’d never admit to doing it, of course. Viggo was human and young and handsome and richer than a god. Lusting after a beastie girl was beneath him, even one with cinnamon curls and rosebud lips and an easy strut that turned heads as if by magic. Luckily Cricket was a thief with quick reflexes and a quicker wit; she’d gotten back to a roomful of Goblins before his hands had strayed too far.

Maybe being beautiful was a curse, Anouk thought. Beautiful got you cornered in closets with pawing witch’s boys. While cleaning the parlor once, she’d overheard two Goblin girls in the next room debating whether Anouk was pretty or ugly. Pretty: her heart-shaped face. Ugly: the unfortunate nose. Pretty: long tawny hair, though it was often a mess. Ugly: the heavy set of her jaw.

Ugly, they had ultimately decided.

She’d always been self-conscious about her jaw. It gave her the look of some half-starved creature, she knew, a look that, every time she glanced in a mirror, she feared betrayed her deepest secret:

Animal. Creature. Thing.

An involuntary shiver ran down her spine. “No,” Anouk told Viggo. “She didn’t say anything else.”

Viggo grumbled in the armchair. His face was pale; the jar of blood was nearly full. He’d be in a foul temper the rest of the day, moody and drained.

“I want you to send her a message. Tell her my mother wants her here tonight to help with the dinner party.”

“But the Mada didn’t say—”

“Tell her.”

Anouk’s jaw clamped tight. Mada Vittora possessed their pelts, not Viggo. And yet refusing him was dangerous. One word to his mother, and Anouk might be locked in the cellar for days.

“I will,” she said quietly.

She escaped back to the hallway, only then realizing she was still holding the tray of herbed crow breasts and the paper-wrapped carcasses clutched under one arm. She tossed the bird entrails out into the courtyard, calling to the stray cats, trying to entice them. But they never came close.

Anouk exchanged her dirty apron for a fresh one and tied her hair back in a ribbon. She started with the feather duster, humming through each room on all seven stories, and then took the mop and polish to the ballroom floor. She’d read about contraptions the Pretties used, vacuum cleaners and blenders and something called a Mr. Coffee, but those things used electricity, and electricity interfered with Mada Vittora’s magic.

The afternoon passed in a cloud of dust motes and wood polish. Only once did Anouk pause; while cleaning the windows, she stopped to gaze out at the city beyond and remember the magic of being on the roof last night with Beau.

She heard Beau and Mada Vittora return sometime in the late afternoon while she was buried under mountains of potatoes and carrots, the cookbook splayed open, apron streaked with peels.

Beau came in, carrying a cardboard box. “Cupcakes from Coquelicot. Lady Metham adores them.” He bent over the pot bubbling on the stove, sniffing. “Hot as hellfire in here. Is this a bouillabaisse?”

“Yes. And scamper off, I’m running behind. They’ll be here in an hour.” It was an old kitchen with poor ventilation, and steam made her hair cling to her face. She pushed it back as she attacked the pile of carrots.

Instead of leaving, he leaned in. “Were you able to find out anything about Luc?”

She paused, knife in hand. “His room was just as he left it. I found the scrying room and a few odd notes in his log, but I don’t know what they mean. And then Viggo saw me.” She shivered at the memory of the snaking tubes. “He was doing a blood harvest.”

“On a Wednesday?” Beau’s face darkened. “He harvested twice last week too. Why does the Mada need that much blood?”

They heard footsteps in the hall. Anouk jerked her head toward the door. “You should go. I’ll keep looking.”

“You’ll be careful?”

She hesitated, then nodded.

Beau brushed a curl off her forehead and sauntered out, unbuttoning his chauffeur’s uniform. She finished the bouillabaisse and portioned it into teacups with rosemary woven around the handles; for the second course, she’d have a summer salad, for the third, the Corpus crow breasts stuffed with Gruyère and plum, and then the cupcakes and coffee. She laid out the table settings, polished the silver wearing white gloves to avoid leaving fingerprints, and was lighting the candles just as the doorbell rang.

“Anouk, the door!” Mada Vittora called from one of the upper stories.

“Yes, Mada!”

She hurried to light the final few candles, took one last look at the ballroom table, and grinned at the beautiful spread. She ran downstairs, expecting Lord and Lady Metham. She hadn’t ever met them but felt as though she had; she’d often seen them, their hair threaded through with glittering silver, their clothes gauzy as spider’s silk. Their faces had watched her cleaning daily from the portrait above the drawing-room fireplace. Not just watched her—​spied on her. The portrait was enchanted. There were real eyes behind those painted ones, though Anouk knew chances were slim that they’d ever bother to spy on a maid when they had hundreds of Goblins and witches and Pretty associates throughout France to keep an eye on. It was a requirement that every magic handler in Europe hang the portrait of the Shadow Royals in the most prominent room of the house. To remind them all of whom they served within the Haute. And to ensure no secret meetings escaped the Royals’ ever-watching eyes.

She opened the door and paused, surprised. It wasn’t the Methams. A young man waited on the steps, his back to her, looking down at the sad little tree in the front garden.

He wore jeans and a jacket with the collar pulled up against the night breeze, a wool scarf around his neck, and a hat that hid his hair. For a second, hope pulled taut in Anouk’s chest. Luc had a hat like that.

He turned.

Pale skin, not Luc’s black-brown complexion. It wasn’t him.

The young man tugged off the hat. His hair was honey colored, slightly mussed as though he’d combed his fingers through it distractedly.

He wasn’t wearing gossamer silks. There was no sign of silver in his hair. But he had the same dark eyes that had watched her from the portrait while she swept and polished the drawing room. His was the devastatingly handsome face of the figure in the very center, flanked by Lord and Lady Metham and the other lesser Royals, a golden crown of briars resting on his perfect hair. Once, she’d even hesitantly dusted some fuzz off his pale painted face, half afraid his beautiful mouth might come alive and bite her.

Now his eyes caught the light, flashing dark tapeta like an animal at night.

“Hello.” His voice was deep and not at all unpleasant. “I take it I’m at the right house.”

Anouk found she couldn’t quite speak.

She hadn’t expected the dazzling Prince Rennar ever to wear jeans—​or to be standing on her doorstep.
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Prince Rennar’s gaze dropped to Anouk’s midsection, and with a blush, she realized she was thoroughly sprinkled with flour. She took a step back, holding the door open with lowered eyes.

He looked at her expectantly. It took her a moment to remember that the house’s ancient protection spells required an invitation every time the Royals wanted to enter.

“Your Highness, yes. Welcome to Mada Vittora’s home. Please, come in.”

He stepped in, uncoiling his scarf, taking in the grand foyer with mild interest. But then his eyes slid back to her with the same eyeshine that sometimes reflected in the drawing-room portrait. It always gave her that neck-crawling feeling of being watched.

She reached back now, rubbing her neck. Came away with an errant carrot peel.

“So it’s true.” He regarded her with an odd expression. “Vittora does have beasties serving her.”

His eyes were too sharp, too piercing, as though they could see through her skin to the bones beneath.

She wasn’t sure how to answer this, so she stuttered, “May I . . . take your coat?”

He shrugged out of his jacket and laid it over her waiting hands, but before she could turn to the closet, he grabbed her wrist, quick and firm.

He leaned in.

“You aren’t made for sweeping floors, little beastie,” he said quietly, not unkindly. “Don’t you know that?”

She paused, caught by his words. What did he mean? That’s why she’d been made, to sweep the floors. The question was on her lips, tickling her tongue, but how did one question a prince? Especially one so handsome?

The sharp click of heels on the stairs interrupted her. She jerked upright and hung up the coat quickly, guiltily, as Mada Vittora swept down the stairs. Prince Rennar was slower to straighten.

“Vittora.”

“Rennar.” Mada Vittora’s smile was icy. “I didn’t realize you’d be joining us.”

“We have much to discuss, do we not?”

Mada Vittora extended her hand. “Yes. Over wine.”

The prince took her hand with the slightest nod, a nod that said that even though he was in her house, even though he appeared decades younger than her, he was undeniably her master. He followed her down the hall, only once looking back over his shoulder at Anouk and her flour-dusted apron.

A sharp voice spoke behind her. “Are you dimwitted, girl, or are you going to invite me in?”

Anouk jumped.

Lady Metham stood on the front steps. Her silver hair was pulled back into a wild twist, and she wore a pale gray gown; it looked like a thunderstorm had landed on the doorstep. Lord Metham was beside her, thin and bespectacled, along with a young woman of Asian descent with short-cropped hair whom he addressed as Countess Quine. Their lips bore the lingering stain of colorful powder, a mixture of finely ground flowers, herbs, dried blood, and butterfly wings made fresh daily by the powdersmiths in the basement of Castle Ides. Around each one’s neck hung a glass vial of the mixture. Powder was highly potent, reserved only for the Royals; witches made do with less refined elixirs concocted from their own stores of fresh flowers and herbs. In a pinch, even a plain rose or thorn or housefly swallowed whole could fuel a small trick if more effective means were out of reach.

Anouk invited them in and led them to the salon, where Mada Vittora and Viggo waited and then served canapés and champagne. Not even the drinks washed away the pale blue and green flush of powder on Lady Metham’s lips or the pink stain on Countess Quine’s tongue, and Anouk wondered what magic they had wrought that day. Prince Rennar’s lips weren’t stained at all; the vial of powder around his neck was full. She couldn’t help but steal glances at him. What had his earlier words meant?

As she filled Viggo’s glass with water, he snarled quietly, “I told you to tell Cricket to come.”

Anouk spilled the water, then hurried to clean it up with a corner of her apron. She glanced over her shoulder at Mada Vittora and the Royals, who were speaking in low voices by the fireplace.

“I did,” Anouk said. “I left a message in Wormly’s box, but he wrote back that Cricket had gone to Dordogne on some of the Mada’s business. She won’t be back for a few days. I tried, Viggo.”

But she hadn’t. Not at all. Wormly was a Goblin who carried messages for Mada Vittora; Anouk had seen him earlier that day and had only waved from the window. She wasn’t about to put Cricket in such a messy situation. As far as she knew, Cricket was fast asleep in bed at the moment and dreaming something sweet.

Viggo’s eyes narrowed, as though he sensed the lie.

Mada Vittora clapped her hands and motioned to the ballroom. “Shall we dine?” Her eyes snapped to Anouk and she gave a tight jerk of her head. Anouk ran to the ballroom and pulled out a chair for each of them. Prince Rennar. Lord and Lady Metham. Countess Quine. And at the head of the table, Mada Vittora, whose eyes went to Anouk’s apron.

“Change that dirty apron,” she hissed. “You’re an embarrassment. Oh, never mind, just stay out of the way altogether. We can serve ourselves.”

Hot blood burned in Anouk’s cheeks. She quickly collected the canapé plates from the salon and dashed off toward the kitchen as Lady Metham proposed a toast.

“To the new territories within the Haute,” Lady Metham said. “The Lavender Witch will be furious out there in her flower fortress.”

“Let her be,” Mada Vittora said evenly.

Glasses clinked.

Anouk returned to the kitchen laden with the soiled plates, still feeling the sting of having displeased her mistress. Beau was perched on a stool, scraping the mixing bowl and licking the spoon.

“I envy them,” he said, pointing the spoon toward the ballroom. “Why don’t you cook for me like this?”

She put down the dishes and leaned on the counter, closing her eyes, her cheeks still warm.

Beau pushed back his stool and stood. His hand pressed against her back. “What’s wrong, cabbage?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.” She swallowed down the unsettling bile in her throat. “Prince Rennar is here.”

Beau whistled, low and impressed.

She hesitated. “He looked at me like he’d never seen a beastie before. He said I shouldn’t be sweeping her floors.”

Beau gave the spoon another lick. “What should you be doing, then? The laundry?”

Anouk took the spoon from him and tapped it against her lips, worried. “I don’t think that’s what he meant. He said it as though I shouldn’t be serving her at all.” The sugary smell of compote clung to her nose, turning her stomach, and she lobbed the spoon into the sudsy sink. Music started from somewhere deeper in the house, the high strains of a violin. Viggo must be playing. Sounds of clapping came from the ballroom.

“They’re dancing,” Anouk said.

“They’re drunk,” Beau answered.

Anouk picked up the plates and dumped them into the sink. She tugged on yellow dish gloves distractedly. Could Luc’s disappearance be part of this territory war between the witches? She reached for the soap and a dishrag, but Beau got to the soap first and set it aside.

“Dance with me,” he said.

She gave him an impatient look, holding up the dripping dish gloves. “I’m a mess.”

“You always are.” He wrapped one of his hands around her gloved one. “Come on, I know that look. You’ll worry all night over this. You deserve a break.”

He held up their hands as though ready to dance. Soapy water ran down his arm, soaking his shirt cuff, but he didn’t seem to mind. The tempo of the violin music picked up; Viggo must have been in a good mood. Laughter came from the ballroom.

Anouk rested one hand on his shoulder and sighed. “Go on, then. Show me how.”

He grinned. “Step back. Like this. There. Now forward.”

She tried to follow his movements, leaving damp footprints on the kitchen tiles. He led her in a clumsy circle around the big oak table, counting, “One-two-three-four, one-two-three-four.” The floor was slick from the water dripping from her dish gloves. Soap bubbles popped in the sink.

“When did you learn how to dance?” she asked.

He spun her in a circle by the oven. “I don’t. Know how to dance, I mean. I’m making it up as I go along. Now forward. To your left. Step back.” He swept her around the kitchen, past the dirty dishes and the pantry filled with jams and pickled meats. “Twirl. Bow. Now step to the right.”

“Beau, you’re ridiculous!” She laughed.

He pulled her close, twirling her by the icebox. His shirt was wet to the elbows now. The both of them were a mess, and she felt that same giddiness that she had on the roof, tipsy just from being in his arms, and—​

He stepped on her toes.

“Oh!” She grimaced as she pulled her hands from his and clutched at her foot.

“Merde. Sorry about that. Let’s see the damage.” He lifted her by the waist, set her down on the kitchen table, and knelt to inspect her foot. Her left big toe was red and bore the imprint of his shoe tread, but it wasn’t bleeding. He ran his thumb over it gently. “No permanent harm, I think.” He paused. “I’d hate for you to have lost another one.”

He took her right foot in his other hand and, holding both her feet, ran his thumbs gently over the scars where her little toes had been. It had been six months. Nearly healed.

“One, two, three, four,” he said quietly, counting the remaining toes on each foot.

He didn’t let go of her feet. His hair was disheveled from dancing and from the steam from the stove. She touched her own. It had fallen out of the ribbon.

“Anouk.” Beau’s hands tightened over her feet, kneading slightly.

She tugged her feet out of his grasp, embarrassed by the scars and the missing
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