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Content Notes

	Below is a list of trigger warnings for Baker Thief. If you need more information to navigate the story safely, please feel free to contact me for details. Numbers represent chapters.

	 

	First, general trigger warnings for genocide: a substantial amount of the storyline relies on villains targeting a specific caste of people and transforming them into a power source. 

	 

	Breaking and entering: 1 – 11 – 14 – 19 – 27 – 29

	Gunshots: 1 – 14 – 23 – 24 – 29

	Food: 2 – 6 – 9 – 10 – 16 –  25 – 26 – 28 – 31 – 32

	Alcohol: 6 – 8 – 10 – 26 – 27

	Mob violence: 5 – 6 – 10

	Human experimentation and trafficking:

	2 – 4 – 7 – 11 – 14 – 15 – 19 – 21 – 22 – 29

	Misgendering (accidental): 14

	Fire/Burns: 14 – 15 – 17

	Breathing difficulties/asthma: 1 – 14 – 15 – 16 – 20 – 22

	State violence (police): 8 – 22 – 23 – 24 – 29
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Pendre la crémaillère

	Adèle lay wide awake in her bed, pondering the differences between the unfamiliar noises of a new home and the scuffle of discreet footsteps in her living room. The occasional grating filtering through her door could only belong to the latter. Someone had sneaked into her flat.

	They had chosen the wrong house.

	Adèle pulled her nightstand’s drawer open in a deliberate, silent movement, then wrapped her fingers around her pistol. Not two weeks inhabiting the neighbourhood and a stranger already wanted to steal from her. She might regret deciding to live in the Quartier des Bouleaux. Whoever this thief was, Adèle would make sure they shared some of that regret.

	She slid out of bed, her thin night gown slinking around her. Adèle thanked God she’d put something on. Summers in Val-de-mer grew hot and humid, and she didn’t always bother. Bad enough to be arresting thieves without her uniform on, she didn’t need to be doing it in her underwear. Adèle breathed in deeply, both to calm her nerves and to listen to her intruder. The soft scraping of her desk’s drawers drifted through the otherwise silent night. They were in her minuscule office, then. What a strange choice. The tiny room was almost a cupboard for storage and utilities. Adèle had crammed a desk under the westward window, however, granting her the luxury of sunlight when working late evenings. She used to bring a lot of police work home in her last job, and suspected the extra light would remain an essential.

	Adèle progressed across her bedroom with slow and careful strides, gritting her teeth at the cold floor against her naked feet. Walls and furniture cast unfamiliar shadows around her, and Adèle thanked the lampposts outside for the meagre light filtering through her curtains. She’d needed to adjust to it, but in complete darkness, she might have hit a corner, alerting the thief to her coming. She wished she was still at her old home instead; this new flat’s foreign rooms felt threatening. The presence of a stranger riffling through her belongings didn’t help any.

	She rounded the corner to her office, pistol raised before her.

	A woman bent over her desk, clad from head to toe in black cotton clothes, including a cape and flowing skirts. A bad, stuffy choice in this weather, and the outfit surely got caught on furniture often as she moved around. Still, at least the fabric clung to her soft arms, the rolls of her belly and the thickness of her thighs, giving Adèle an excellent idea of her shape. She’d covered the upper half of her head with a black bandana, which she’d folded and tied behind her head. Long purple hair flowed out of the makeshift mask, cascading down her shoulders to the middle of her back. She held a thin ink pen, sculpted from birch wood after Adèle’s new quartier’s Soul Tree, which her sister had bought for her upon learning she planned to move to Val-de-mer. The quartier hadn’t won the Tournoi in the last thirty years, and Emmanuelle had joked that with her little sister in their ranks, they finally stood a chance. The bauble didn’t warrant stealing, but Adèle hated the idea of losing it.

	“I’m in a foul mood, so you’d better put that down.”

	The thief froze, then let the ink pen fall with a clang before turning to Adèle. Her brown skin glistened in the moonlight, but even face to face with her Adèle couldn’t spot much else. She registered the details she could, memorizing the intruder’s large nose and smirk, along with the brown eyes shining through holes cut in the mask, until her gaze landed on an exocore, tucked in a subtle fold of the fabric that acted as a voluminous pocket. A soft red light emanated from the gem, as if the power it should be pushing through Adèle’s flat was struggling to get out. The metal casing contained most of the radiance, but, as it didn’t fully cover the core, some of the glow escaped. Enough of it for Adèle to notice. Her gaze shot to the stand on the wall, where her recently-bought exocore should be ensconced. It was, of course, missing.

	“Give back the exocore too,” she said.

	Instead of obeying without question, the thief pouted and crossed her arms. Disbelief and indignation rippled through Adèle, and she tightened her grip on her pistol. She’d had enough. Moving into Val-de-mer had already been difficult, and she didn’t need an upstart thief shattering her feeble sense of security and taking off with her flat’s costly source of electricity.

	“Don’t make me say it twice.”

	“Or you’ll shoot me?” The thief’s voice was rich; her tone playful. If the gun scared her, she hid it well. “I don’t think you would. I’m Claire, by the way.”

	“I’ll arrest you.” Adèle ignored the given name. She didn’t want to know! This woman wasn’t Claire; she was a thief who had broken into her house to snatch her valuables away. A criminal who didn’t show the slightest hint of remorse. “I am an officer of the law.”

	She saw no need to mention she only started this new assignment tomorrow, and had never met her boss or colleagues. Nor that she didn’t expect them to be very welcoming of her—not if her troublemaking reputation had followed her from one city to the next. If Adèle had to introduce herself tonight in order to bring Claire in, she wouldn’t hesitate despite the less than ideal circumstances.

	Claire clapped her hands. “Oh, good!”

	Adèle scowled at the thief’s pleased exclamation. Did anything get through her thick skull? Why would she ever consider this good news? Adèle’s doubts must have shown, because Claire chuckled.

	“It explains the revolver. Not a lot of people in the big city have legal reasons to keep a firearm within reach, and those who ignore the law… they’re not the sorts I want to associate with. Or anger.”

	“You ignore the law! You broke into my house. You’re trying to steal my things, right now!”

	“You can’t compare the two! I’m harmless.”

	Harmless? Didn’t she realize harm came in other ways than through physical wounds? The nerve of this girl! Adèle stepped forward, her blood boiling. She wanted to return to sleep, to rest before her first day of work, but she doubted she’d manage to now. Especially since every word out of Claire’s mouth renewed her anger. “Put my exocore back on the desk, then step away from it.”

	“If you insist.”

	“I do.”

	With another pout, Claire slid her hand towards the sling pouch. Adèle willed herself to track every inch of movement, to never lose sight of her. The thief grimaced as she touched the exocore, and Adèle scowled. If the thing disgusted her so much, why even steal it? Then again, perhaps she shouldn’t expect the motivations of a masked and caped thief to make sense. People who sneaked into private houses costumed and laughing tended to have weird ideas about the world around them. Adèle didn’t care to hear them. She wanted her exocore back, and she wanted this Claire to answer for her crime.

	Yet despite her vigilance—despite the assiduity with which she watched Claire’s fingers—Adèle never noticed her drop the exocore in favour of a smokestick. One moment she was staring at the hand, the next it had turned into a blur, and before her brain could even register how wrong this was, thick gray smoke erupted from the pouch. Adèle’s mind scrambled to grasp how the thief had moved so fast, and her instincts took over. She shifted her aim towards Claire’s left knee and pressed the trigger.

	The bang startled Adèle, shaking off the last of her drowsiness. She so rarely shot, she had forgotten how hard it made her ears ring. Her bullet whizzed through thick smoke and thunked into wood. Not flesh. Adèle hurried back as Claire’s cape snapped close by, loud and clear. How had she reached Adèle so fast? Would she strike her next? Where from? Adèle backpedalled against a wall, her heart hammering in her chest, inhaling the smoke in the process. It shot through her airways, burning, and she doubled over to cough. Her firearm almost slipped out of her sweaty palms as she leaned against the wall, trying to recover from her throat closing down.

	Something brushed against her—a flash of purple hair and black cotton—then the soft padding of silent feet grew weaker. Adèle stumbled out of the room, cringing at the wheeziness of her breath. Hard to hear anything above herself. Had the thief fled? She peered at the smoke, slowly improving. As seconds passed, she began to relax. Then Claire’s voice boomed from behind, and Adèle spun on her heels.

	“Sorry for all the smoke!”

	Adèle brandished her revolver again, but Claire was nowhere around. A strange absence followed, and for the first time since waking up, Adèle knew with complete certainty that she was alone in her flat. She hurried to the bathroom, snatching her bottle of vivifiants. She snapped two of the pressured-air capsules into a small chamber, and shoved the open end of it in her mouth. Adèle inhaled deeply, and fresh and stingy air flowed down, reaching into her lungs and appeasing her. With a relieved sigh, she allowed the medication to take effect then spat the worst of the mucus back into the sink. She hoped she wouldn’t need the stronger but slower inhaler later; she was in no mood for the long routine of mixing medication with water and having it boil in her special tin can. Sometimes, though, the rescue vivifiants just weren’t enough. When she felt better, Adèle returned to her living room. Warm summer wind slid into the house from her now-open window.

	Her thief had escaped.

	The woman had stridden into Adèle’s home, browsing through her personal items and unhooking her exocore, stealing power and safety all at once. Worse, she had grinned at Adèle, introduced herself like this entire encounter was a pleasant chat in the nearest café, then slipped through her fingers. A walk in the park! No wonder she hadn’t worried about the revolver.

	Adèle slammed her palm against the wall, humiliation burning through her stomach and throat. She should have arrested Claire. Smoke drifted out of the windows, revealing walls still undecorated. Adèle hadn’t turned her flat into her cozy home yet, and now it felt more foreign than ever.
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Le Croissant-toi

	Reassuring familiarity washed over Adèle as the local bakery’s bell rang. Every morning since moving to Val-de-mer, the lovely sound preceded the scent of fresh bread, the warmth of the bakery, and the delicious croissant she always bought. Established a block away from her apartment, Claude’s Croissant-toi was a haven and her favourite spot in this neighbourhood. Moving had brought about many changes, but Claude’s infallible smile had soon created a routine Adèle used to ground herself. It made this new area feel a little like home.

	Unlike that thief, who’d smashed her growing sense of security and belonging into pieces.

	Adèle heaved a sigh and rubbed her eyes. Even after this Claire had left, she hadn’t managed to get a drop of sleep. She had watched the sky lighten for dawn through her thin curtains, cursing the anxious insomnia on the eve of her first day at a new job. Adèle reached for the talisman at her neck, prayed the bad timing wasn’t an omen of things to come, and returned her attention to the tiny bakery.

	Huge wicker baskets hung on the walls behind the counter, each filled with baguettes and breads of all types—brié, bran, nut sourdough, with white or rye flour, they spread before her in various shades of brown, their crusts almost glowing in the warm light. Claude stood in front like a proud father, round arms on his hips. Adèle’s gaze immediately sought the golden croissants he prepared every day, and her mouth watered at the promise of buttery goodness. She stifled a yawn and hurried closer.

	Claude cocked his head, and strands of rich brown hair fell in front of his eyes. It never seemed to stay contained in his long and loose ponytail, even early in the morning.

	“Madame, have you slept at all last night?” Concern tarnished his otherwise radiant smile. Adèle wondered if he’d ever stop calling her Madame or using “vous” instead of “tu” for her. She couldn’t be more than a year older, and the overt politeness and formal address both amused and irritated her. When she shook her head, he snatched a ceramic cup from his shelves. “Let me brew you my finest coffee, then. On the house.”

	He motioned to the visitor’s counter, a small section at the rightmost end devoid of viennoiseries and fitted with seats, for customers who wished to linger, and Adèle plopped down on a stool. She rubbed her eyes again. “You’re too kind. I had a rough night.”

	“I’m sorry,” he said. “I hope the croissant is extra delicious to make up for it.”

	“That’s a tough challenge.” Adèle grinned and watched him put a percolator over the fire. Claude still powered his bakery through gas, foregoing the more modern exocores. Perhaps he couldn’t afford this latest technology. The upgrade didn’t come cheap, even for low-energy houses, and she wouldn’t have paid for hers if not for the diminished risk of fire. “Your croissants are always impeccable. It’d be a miracle for this one to surpass others.”

	He laughed, and Adèle allowed the sound to wash over her. His voice became deeper when he laughed, heartier, and more honest, as if every loud burst came unfiltered from within. She had never been with a man before, despite a number of romantic crushes, and listening to him now, the stiff smell of coffee drifting around the bakery, Adèle wondered if Claude might become the first. She leaned forward, her gaze following him as he hand-picked a croissant for her. Her romantic life could wait until her job had settled, for sure. Besides, it might give her time for a bond to form, and the sexual attraction that sometimes came with it. One could hope, she thought, staring at his golden skin and bright hazelnut eyes. He’d be a nice change of pace from the wild ride Béatrice had been.

	Claude set the coffee and croissant in front of her. Their gazes met, and his face shifted into a more serious expression. Before he could add anything, however, the bell chimed.

	A tall woman swept in, skirts flowing behind her, with short boyish hair and rich brown skin. She threw her arms up with a grin, called “Claude” in a deep and accented voice, pronouncing the “a” and “u” as two tied vowels instead of a single “o”. Claude’s eyes widened, but after a stunned second, his face split into a welcoming smile.

	“Livia!” Then they were off, chattering in Tereaun, which Adèle struggled to follow. Despite sharing words and sounds with Bernéais, Tereaun had a completely different musicality, a sing-song rhythm foreign to her ears. She loved it, even if she didn’t understand most of it. Claude had gone around the counter to embrace the newcomer, then turned to Adèle, a hand still on the taller woman’s shoulder. “Adèle, this is my younger twin, Livia. Livia, Adèle is new in the neighbourhood, but one of my most regular customers already.”

	A little knot unwound itself in her stomach as Claude presented Livia as his sister, surprising even Adèle. Perhaps she was more interested than she’d allowed herself to believe. She slipped down her stool to greet Claude’s twin, but before she could extend her hand, Livia had twisted away from him.

	“Did you say ‘youngest’?” Livia’s accent induced a flourish in her otherwise perfect Bernéais. She poked Claude’s ribs hard as he laughed, then rolled her eyes and turned to Adèle. “My brother compensates for his missing inches with the five extra minutes in his life.”

	“I’m not sure which is the best deal,” Adèle said. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	Livia glanced at the extended hand, then ignored it to peck Adèle three times on the cheeks. “Same to you,” she exclaimed, stepping back. “I hope you like your new home.”

	Adèle’s mind sprung to the purple-haired thief in her office, all wide smile and bandana and cape. Claire had laughed and introduced herself too, remorseless at her unwelcome presence in Adèle’s home and her shattered sense of security. 

	“I did,” she told Livia, “until last night anyway. I had an undesired visitor about which I really must give my report.” It always amazed Adèle how little consideration for others people could have. It shouldn’t—not with the horrible things she’d seen criminals and old colleagues do through the years. Yet it still did, and she berated herself each time for her naivety.

	She hated to start her job this way. “Hi, I am l’officier Adèle Duclos, your new detective, and last night a thief broke into my house and slipped through my fingers.” This move into the city was supposed to be a new beginning—a chance for Adèle to put her life together, closer to her favourite sibling. Not a resounding success so far. Adèle downed the espresso, smoothed her uniform, and grabbed her still-untouched croissant.

	“I must head out. It wouldn’t do to be late for my first day. A pleasure again, Livia—and Claude, thanks for the coffee.”

	It helped to know at least one person besides her sister cared for her in this city. Even if it was a distant, “I wish you no ill” kind of caring. He’d given Adèle a croissant and solid coffee, and it had soothed her tired irritation. Adèle left the rich warmth of the bakery, stepping into the heavy summer day. Stifling humidity thickened the air, holding down the stench of burning gas. Exocores might cost an arm and a leg, but they didn’t stink, at least. 

	Adèle grimaced and threw the croissant into her vélocycle’s front basket. She had a long way to bike still, and new colleagues to meet. With no idea what lay ahead, Adèle suspected the croissant’s softness might come in handy to remind her she already had a friend in the city.
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	Claude flipped the Ouvert/Fermé sign on his door, then slipped the key in and closed for the day. The morning had come and gone, customers emptying the shelves of his bakery as Livia and he provided for their bread-related needs. He’d never worked the bakery with his sister before, but she fell into the role as though she’d been around for months, serving clients with a wide smile and chatting as she wrapped their loaf and handed it to them. She’d picked up a broom to clean while he counted his till and completed paperwork for the day, but as soon as he emerged from his office, she stopped and stared at him.

	“This is a nice life you’ve got going,” she said, “but you didn’t write me for a bakery problem. Not after so long.”

	Claude pressed his lips tight at “so long”. Livia resented him for not following the family out of Val-de-mer—and in truth, so did he, at times. He missed their dad’s wry puns and the way their mother’s singing always filled the house. But he had spent all his life in Val-de-mer, spoke Bernéais better than he ever would Tereaun, and he hadn’t wanted to flee, no matter how bad the threats to magic users had become. Besides, being alone had granted him time to fully explore his genderfluidity without worrying about potential family reactions.

	“Sorry, Livia,” he said. “The climate grew worse at first, and then…” He gestured vaguely at the air. “You know how bad I am at giving news.”

	“Indeed I know. Thank God for Zita, who writes a novel every week and makes sure to check on you!” The hint of a smile pierced through her stern expression, and in that single moment she was strikingly familiar to their father when he tried to scold them. 

	“I get it, Livia. I promise never to go silent for so long again! Happy?”

	“Yeah!” She strode up to him, her grin returning. Claude’s eyes widened at her approach and the mischievous light in her eyes. Before he could dodge, she’d wrapped an arm around his neck and rubbed her knuckles in his hair, pulling even more strands out of his ponytail. “You can’t blame me for wanting news of my tiny sibling!”

	Her voice covered his protest and he struggled until she let go, both of them laughing. Claude tried to smooth his hair, his skull hurting but his heart full. “Maybe this kind of behaviour is why I don’t write!”

	“As if.” She booped his nose, but her smile lessened. “Now tell me what your magical sister can do for you.”

	“It’s the exocores.” His shoulders slumped. He would rather talk about bread and family and Livia’s sibling-bullying than these unnatural devices. They’d plagued enough of his nights over the last months without occupying his days, too. But Livia had crossed the Bernan-Tereaus Détroit for his sake, and he couldn’t keep his suspicions secret. “Do you have them in Tereaus?”

	“Not yet, but with that ugly bridge of yours it’s only a matter of time.”

	Claude grimaced. Val-de-mer nestled at the bottom of a depression, on the most southern point of Bernan. Here, the sea separating the country from Tereaus narrowed to a thin, thirteen kilometres band. Ferries had always ensured the passage of citizens from one country to the other, but during the last five years a massive bridge had been built over the water: Le Pont des Lumières. They called it a marvel of new technology, the first large-scale structure powered entirely by renewable energy. To Claude, it was a dreadful scar on the sea below, huge supporting pillars plunging into the water. And, if his fears about the exocores meant to fuel it were true, this bridge would become the most ignoble project ever constructed in Bernan.

	“Let me show you.” Claude led Livia through his office, to the cupboard where he stored old administrative paperwork. He rolled the filing cabinet containing them out, revealing the thin trapdoor under, then removed the key hung around his neck. Livia tilted her head to the side as he slid it in the lock, opened the way, and motioned for her to go down the ladder.

	“Secret lair?”

	Claude laughed. “You have no idea.”

	He waited for his sister to reach the bottom and step aside before jumping down, foregoing the ladder and landing behind her. After so much climbing around Val-de-mer’s rooftops at nights, he’d gotten used to simple shortcuts.

	Two gas lamps hung on the low ceiling of his basement, but Claude hadn’t needed them to see in weeks. A huge pile of exocores was strewn on a table in the centre of the basement, each of them glowing a pinkish red, and collectively they cast enough light to move around the small room unaided. A large map of the city covered the right wall, half-buried under black and red pins marking his progress. In the Quartier des Chênes and the Quartier des Mélèzes, where wealthy citizens resided, one could hardly read the street names anymore. Claude’s neighbourhood and other, poorer sections of Val-de-mer had next to no pins, not even the red ones to indicate exocores to steal. His gaze stopped at the newest addition—black, for exocore stolen.

	Adèle’s pin seemed to glare back at him.

	Guilt dried Claude’s throat, and he turned away from the map. Livia had crossed the room to the wardrobe in a corner and opened it. Her fingers trailed the black cotton of Claire’s outfit, then moved to the massive skirts and beautiful dresses behind. Was she purposefully ignoring the exocores, or did she not feel the wrongness of them, as he did? Her smile widened as she continued to inspect his clothes, pulling them out one by one. “You always had more flair than I did.”

	Claude snorted. “Not a hard feat by any measure.”

	“Oh shush.” Livia closed the wardrobe and her voice softened. “So that’s where Claire went. Is it better? For you, I mean.”

	“Claire didn’t go anywhere, you know this. She doesn’t vanish with daylight, just as Claude doesn’t go away when I put a cape on.” He wished it was so simple. His gender swung between male and female, sometimes firmly on one end for weeks, sometimes shifting after a day. Claire and Claude were both full expressions of himself and they helped him handle his fluidity. “It’s not perfect, but it’s better than trying to suppress one gender. So, yes.”

	“Good.” Livia frowned. “No, not just ‘good’.” She strode to Claude, flinging her arms around him and hugging him before he could react. The tightness of her arms communicated what her words couldn’t, and a deep warmth spread through him. Livia squeezed, then stepped back. “I’m happy for you.”

	“Thank you. It means a lot.” This, more than anything else, was why he should write more often. Livia would always be on his side. He’d shared so much of his early gender confusion with her, and not once had she belittled him while he figured it out. Now, more than ever, he wanted an ally he could trust—and no one could beat his twin in that regard. “Back to business?”

	Livia stepped back and hesitated, casting a wary look at the glowing pile on his table. “These… things? These are exocores?”

	The disgust in her voice surprised and worried Claude. She did feel it, then. Starting with the wardrobe must have been avoidance if even standing nearby put her off. His heartbeat sped and his palms grew sweaty. He needed to hold one to sense something off about them, but Livia had known right away.

	“I’ve spent the last months investigating exocore rumours,” he said. “I tracked down their owners and stole those I could, gathering them here. They’re promoted as renewable and safe—the perfect solution to our limited gas supplies and the supposed instability of magic—but their creation process is an industrial secret. I don’t trust it. I can’t! Not when hovering my hand near one makes me feel… sick.”

	Sick didn’t properly describe how he reacted to the exocores. They gave him a slight nausea, true, but the feeling went deeper, gripping him tight. Like someone had flared up an alarm, and his brain and heart and soul screamed in protest, repeating wrong wrong wrong over and over. No one else ever noticed, however, not that he could tell. After some time, Claude had concluded it might be related to his limited magic.

	“Since you hogged all the magic strength when we shared a womb, I figured I’d ask you to check it out.”

	Livia snickered and gave him a little shove. “Jealous still?”

	“You bet I am. Imagine the delicious bread I’d prepare with your power!” He was only half-joking. Sometimes he wished he didn’t have to keep his small abilities a secret and could put his spells into creating unique loaves and cakes, or the butteriest croissant in the entire city. He’d need to practise a lot before he could shift the essence of his magic so significantly, however. His power naturally augmented speed and strength, and Claude had made great use of it recently, but he’d often desired something more… peaceful. “Seriously, though. You can feel it, can’t you?”

	Livia met his gaze, her expression turning into an impassible mask. That, more than anything, alerted Claude to the seriousness of the situation. Livia had the worst of all poker faces. Her face always gave away something, whether through wide grins, deep scowls, or shaking lips. This emotional void scared him.

	“Livia?” he asked, his voice tight.

	“I don’t want to go nearer,” she whispered, casting a glance to the exocores as though they would hear her and react. Her mask cracked into a fearful grimace as a shudder ran up her spine. “They feel so wrong. It scares me that you even have those in your basements. People use them for electricity?”

	“They want to power the entire Pont des Lumières with them. Hundreds of them.”

	Livia stared at the pile of exocores, and Claude could follow the rise of her nausea through the twisting of her face. She breathed in slowly, inching her fingers through her short hair as her lungs filled, and exhaled. Her hands dropped to her side—an old routine of hers before distasteful tasks—then she took several determined strides to the table and snatched one of the exocores up.

	A shocked gasp crossed her lips, then a loud swear. She flung the encased gem across the room, cringing as it hit the wall and clang to the ground. “Oh, no, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” She had addressed her words to the thrown exocore and dashed after it, scooping it up from the floor. Although her grimace returned the moment she touched it, Livia ran a finger over its surface. “It’s not your fault. I know, I understand. I shouldn’t have done that.”

	A deep unease grew at the bottom of Claude’s stomach as his sister whispered apologies to the exocore—heartfelt, horrified apologies. His mouth dried, and words failed him, as if his mind snatched them away before he could form a complete sentence and ask her why. But he needed to know. He couldn’t dodge out of this now, not when he’d spent months hunting down exocores, trying to unravel the secrets behind their creation, to understand what was wrong about them and if he should destroy them.

	“What’s going on, Livia?”

	She lifted her head, tears shining in her eyes. They didn’t quite hide the furious determination behind them, however, and Livia set her jaw. “These feel like people, Claude. They’re… people’s core, the sheer energy we draw on when we cast magic. I—touching one was like forcing them to help me create a spell. Like I could have ripped off parts of their souls for my needs.”

	Claude stumbled back and reached for the wall behind him for support. “Are you saying—the electricity…”

	“Comes from trapped witches’ lives, I think. And I… I can’t tell if they’re sentient or not, so throwing one like this…”

	Claude’s gaze snapped back to the exocores on his table. The forty-seven exocores he had stolen from various homes in Val-de-mer’s quartiers, acting on instinct more than anything else. The forty-seven souls, abused and trapped, at which he’d flung a multitude of insults over the course of the last weeks. The floor seemed to vanish under him. People. Alive, after a fashion, stored in gems, in his basement and all across the city. A scream built inside, but it stuck in his throat, imprisoned there as surely as these witches were in exocores.

	A light hand squeezed his forearm and startled him. When Livia spoke, her voice was steady, grounding. “You’ve been rescuing them, Claude. At least no one is using them while they’re here. They’re safe here, and we’ll find a way to free everyone.”

	Free them. Over the last months, all he had thought about was how to destroy the exocores. Collect and eliminate, in short. He hadn’t understood their nature, only that they were wrong, that something needed to be done about it. But these were people, and destroying the exocores… Claude closed his eyes, struggling with the heavy mix of guilt and relief washing into his nauseating horror. Thank the Saints he had called Livia to Val-de-mer. What would he have done, without her insight? Killed the exocores? But together, he knew they could find a solution. And if he needed to break into every house of Val-de-mer to save those trapped in exocores, he gladly would.

	 

	
[image: A simple black croissant]-3-
Bande à Part

	Biking to Val-de-mer’s west precinct showed Adèle the brutal differences existing between some of the city’s quartiers. Emmanuelle had called the Quartier des Érables the heart of Val-de-mer, and every time Adèle’s path brought her to the rue Saint-Adémar, its northern edge, she rediscovered why. It breathed life. Here, three-storied buildings leaned against one another, linked by attics and balconies, housing local business, families, and artists. People greeted each other on the sidewalks, shops kept their doors open or had stalls in front of their location, and music drifted past from a nearby park. 

	And yet, just one street away, the scenery changed completely. Massive villas and spreading lawns formed the Quartier des Chênes, and its people averted their eyes as others biked past them. No commercial avenue brought life to the area, and the rare park remained well hidden behind ample vegetation. How many tightly packed homes had been destroyed to make room for these mansions inside Val-de-mer’s old walls? Fences and hedges concealed the inhabitants from prying eyes, but the Wansonian names on streets and individual houses served as constant reminders of who too often held wealth and power in the country of Bernan, even more than a century after conquest. 

	Adèle tried to ignore the street names of Preston, Ross, and Stanley surrounding her—Wansonian generals, politicians, or merchants—and parked her vélocycle in front of the precinct. She paused there, her breathing laborious. Val-de-mer’s old walls enclosed the highest part of the city, and she had biked uphill most of the way, leaving her struggling for air. Reluctantly, she snatched a vivifiant and its chamber from her bag then cracked the capsule in it before inhaling the medication with relief. It was only a temporary fix, but on this first day of work, it would have to do. She wanted to appear calm and in control.

	Her new workplace had no reason to envy the surrounding houses. Two massive wooden doors greeted visitors at the top of smooth, marble stairs, and on each side the structure extended, proud and solid, with columns in a style reminiscent of the first settlers to arrive. Its green roof contrasted with the red tiles of nearby manors, and the oxidized copper tiles reflected the sun, forcing Adèle to squint against the light’s glare. The old architecture mixed seamlessly with the large and clear windows, the modern sign on the entrance, and clacking of heavy typewriters reached Adèle as she stepped inside.

	She stopped in the grand hallway, impressed and estranged by the airy space and its illumination. The entirety of her old station could have fitted here, with its cramped space and shoddy gas lamps—all a punishment for her unit’s willingness to dig where they shouldn’t. A year in the mouldy, decrepit offices had almost killed Adèle’s lungs, causing irreparable damage. They had wanted her to leave—to vanish along with every bit of proof of corruption she had unearthed, and which they had promptly buried anew—and she’d had little choice but to oblige. It would be better here, she thought as she studied the hall. She wouldn’t have years of bad blood between her and other colleagues slowing her investigations. She hoped the latter wouldn’t happen again.

	Adèle strode to the secretary and asked for help finding her way through the large building. Even with clear directions, she took a few wrong turns before she reached the premises of her new team’s office space: l’Unité Koyani. Someone had added a flowery “Enter at your own risk” sign under the name, and Adèle stared at it. What kind of unit had she landed herself into? All her old bosses had said was that she could either transfer or leave police work altogether. Any request for more information was met with laughter and promptly denied. She had accepted, hoping for a new beginning with less mould in her office and more chances to see her sister. Further research had revealed the Unité Koyani had a reputation for digging where it shouldn’t, and tended to draw the ire of colleagues, all behaviours she was intimately familiar with.

	The detectives worked in a large and open area, their desks placed in two rows of three, each with a plaque for name and pronouns. Papers and files covered all but one of them—hers, she guessed. Two separate offices lined up on the left wall, while signs on the right labelled the rooms there as the conference hall and the interrogation room. Immense windows bathed the wooden floors and dark furniture in a warm light that seemed to beckon Adèle inside.

	The spacious office would have been a welcoming sight, had it not been devoid of people.

	No colleague waited for her, no boss, not even a janitor. The premises were eerily silent, and wariness replaced Adèle’s eagerness as she took her first stride into her new office. Had everyone gone elsewhere? 

	No. She spotted a cup of coffee forgotten on a desk, lacking the dark rims that would have appeared if it had been given time to cool and evaporate. When she approached and touched it, the cup was warm. Papers rested beside it, half-completed. Her new team had been around not so long ago. Adèle was wondering where they’d gone when the murmur of voices reached her. Several people talking, muffled by walls and distance, the sound coming from the right-hand doors—either conference hall or interrogation room, then.

	Adèle padded through the office, unreasonably afraid of making any noises. She didn’t want to break the dampened atmosphere, as if this strange silence had something sacred. Her previous workspace had been a cacophony—colleagues arguing, phones ringing, doors creaking and slamming, all underscored by the constant buzz of the ventilation system. Some nights she’d even heard screeches and clanking as the building struggled to keep standing and living. This place was all tranquility and new technology, and the stark contrast unsettled her. She was glad to hear the whispers grow louder as she reached the conference hall.

	Her fingers rested on the doorknob for a moment, the metal cool against her skin. Her gut twisted with nervousness. The voices inside were engaged in a lively debate—nothing more natural than that, and nothing to worry about. She stomped down her first-day jitters, then stepped into the room.

	Silence fell. Five police officers spun towards her in perfect synchronicity, fixing intense gazes on Adèle. They were all sitting around a table except one: a small woman with ferocious, deep-set eyes and olive skin, and the only one in uniform. Capitaine Koyani’s black and white outfit marked her rank, and Adèle froze under the glare of her new boss.

	“Officier Duclos,” Koyani greeted her. “I’m glad you finally decided to join us.”

	Cold anger underlay the captain’s pleasantness, and the corners of her full lips twitched as she smiled. Koyani gestured at an empty seat with her red prosthetic arm, but Adèle stayed frozen, her heart hammering in her chest. She wasn’t late. The instructions she had received had said nine in the morning, and she’d checked every mural clock on her way through the building.

	“Capitaine, I apologize, but…” she said, her voice tight from fear of angering her new superior even further. “I was told meetings started at nine.”

	Koyani’s arm flopped to her side, before she raised it to rub her temple. “Of course. They know I hate lateness.” She fixed her gaze on Adèle again, but her ire had slipped out of it. “Please sit down. It’s fine.”

	“You think Poitras sent the instructions, Capitaine?” The question came from a man in his thirties with a high-pitched voice and a flowery shirt—likely the creator of the sign, Adèle thought.

	“Who else?” Koyani replied. “Petty office sabotage is just his style. But no matter. I can deal with him later. Welcome to our beloved unit, Officier Duclos. As you can see, we’re quite popular with our colleagues.”

	“I’ll remember.” Adèle sat between a muscled black woman with grey cornrows and a wiry, beak-nosed man, relieved not to get chewed out. It sounded like similar mishaps were common occurences for Koyani. “What is the correct time?”

	“We have round-up meetings every Lundi, at eight thirty.” Capitaine Koyani’s hands returned to ample hips, and she radiated authority as she swept the group with her dark eyes. More than that, even. Her gaze wrapped the others in pride, severity, and trust, and she cast these so naturally it made Adèle long for a similar look. The capitaine belonged in a leadership position, where she could judge others for their strengths and weaknesses, and use them as was best. So much competence and stature packed into five feet of muscles and willpower left no questions as to who was in charge.

	“Let’s continue, then.” Koyani ran a finger over a list on the table before her until she reached their next order of business. “Yuri, please share your progress on the eau-de-vie ring.”

	Yuri was the slender man on Adèle’s left, his blue eyes so pale she’d mistook them for white, his skin no darker. He leaned forward and detailed what he’d done over the last week, and Adèle paid close attention. Although she’d arrived halfway through the case, she hoped she could be useful in some measure. It turned out a group had been sneaking a new addictive substance into the city, pretending at first to sell a clear and strong alcohol. No one had cared until it moved from low-class revelries in the Quartier des Ormes to some of Val-de-mer’s richest balls, right here in the Quartier des Chênes. Now the police had to crack down on it, but they were having no success.

	Yuri explained the leads he still needed to explore, listened to suggestions, then they moved to the next order of business. The group went over two more cases like this. First, the case leader summarized their progress over last week, then everyone talked about new leads, potential problems, or hypotheses. Capitaine Koyani guided the discussions, cutting off any unproductive topic before it stretched on. They worked as a team, every officer contributing with their expertise, and all of them deferring to Koyani’s final decision. The structure also provided a great chance for Adèle to learn everyone’s names. The meeting progressed, smooth and efficient, devoid of the bickering that had stalled all of Adèle’s previous experiences. 

	Half an hour into the meeting, Adèle was smitten with this team.

	“This covers our ongoing cases,” Koyani declared. “I’m afraid l’officier Duclos is not the only new thing this morning, however. We have a special case.” Everyone perked up at once, flipping notebooks to blank pages and readying their pen. Adèle cursed herself for not bringing anything to write with, but she hadn’t even been shown her desk yet! She would have to rely on her memory this time. Koyani’s gaze lingered on her and she sketched a smile. “Like most of us, this case wound up in my unit because no one else wanted it.”

	The black woman on Adèle’s right, Inha, startled her with sudden laughter. “Not our job to be wanted, boss.”

	“Quite true, and it would be a mistake to think otherwise. Now, about our case… Everyone dodged this bullet for two reasons. First, several politicians and commanding officers have an interest in it, which means success or failure could play big in one’s career. Second, it’s thievery, and we catch one of those in a hundred, so none of the promotion-seekers believe they can find our culprit. They would rather pass than fail spectacularly.” Koyani paused, as if she needed to control her disdain and irritation at their attitude. The scribbling of her team’s pens filled the silence, and Adèle held her breath. She had managed to forget about Claire until now, but with thievery on the table it was hard not to think of the criminal who had shattered her sleep. “It seems someone is sneaking into our wealthiest citizens’ houses, taking off with their valuables. This includes jewelry, silverware, exocores… objects easy to carry around. Two witnesses indicated they wore a long cape and a mask—like some sort of vigilante—and had purple hair. All our reports come from wealthy inhabitants and I—”

	“Not all.” Adèle blurted the words out against her better judgment about interrupting Koyani. Once again, all eyes homed in on her with perfect synchronicity. She swallowed hard, her head buzzing so loud she was half-convinced they could hear it. But it had to be Claire. How many wretches with purple hair pranced about in a cape at night, stealing? “Her name is Claire. She was in my flat last night, and it doesn’t qualify as wealthy no matter how you put it. Her disguise is black, made of cotton, and she has long purple hair. Short, fat, with pale brown skin. Further details were difficult in the dim light. She stole my exocore.”

	“Is that so?” Either Koyani wasn’t impressed, or she hid it well. “Anything else you can think of?”

	“I pointed a gun at her and she didn’t seem worried. She escaped by throwing a smokestick in the room, so she comes equipped to deal with potential problems.”

	“Good.” Koyani smiled, and the implicit approval sent warmth coursing through Adèle. “I’m sure you’re eager to lead hopeless cases with us, but—”

	“Please,” Adèle interrupted. “Hopeless cases are my specialty.” She needed that case. Claire’s nonchalance and her sudden escape had gotten to her. Adèle had no idea if her flat would ever feel like home now, all because this flimsy girl thought it was fun to break into people’s homes and take off with their things.

	“No.” Koyani’s voice cracked through the meeting room. “I’m glad for your enthusiasm, but you’re too close to this. Élise gets this one. As our best source of information and a newcomer, you can shadow her. Ask questions and make as many suggestions as you want, but she is in charge and has the final say. You’re not to do anything she hasn’t permitted. Understood?”

	Adèle cast a stiff glance at Élise Jefferson, the quiet girl who’d said very little through the entire meeting, except for her own progress report and the occasional sarcastic remark. Her dark curls framed a pale and round visage, with shining brown eyes. She’d seemed too small for police work to Adèle, but the detailed report of her activities over the last week proved she could handle herself. Competent or not, however, Adèle had wanted this case to be hers. She swallowed down her bitterness.

	“Excellent. Unless someone has more to add, this meeting is over.” Koyani scanned every officer one by one, and they shook their heads in answer. Once certain no one would speak, the capitaine picked up her sheets. “Good day of work, team. Duclos, in my office. I’d like to talk.”

	Anger still simmered in Koyani’s tone, and she stomped out of the room, striding past Adèle without a glance in her direction and giving her no option but to fall in steps with her. Adèle followed, nervous yet marvelling at how such a small woman could move so fast. They crossed the larger office area and entered the spacious room on the other side, which Koyani had claimed for her own. As soon as the door clicked behind Adèle, the capitaine spun about.

	“Let’s clarify a few things.” Metallic fingers pushed her bangs aside before she gestured at the guest’s chair. “Sit.”

	Adèle would have rather stayed standing. Nervous energy coursed through her and, if she sat, she’d be wringing her hands and shuffling around. Yet Koyani’s tone left no room for arguing, so she took a deep breath to calm her jitters and settled into the seat.

	“First, about this morning… we are a team. Almost a family. Lateness at group meetings is a mark of disrespect.”

	“I didn’t—” A raised hand stopped her.

	“I know, I know. This isn’t on you—other police pull shit like this all the time--but you should know for the future. I don’t tolerate it.”

	Adèle’s face and throat burned with shame anyway. She tried to convince herself Koyani’s anger wasn’t directed at her but struggled with the capitaine’s brusque tone. First impressions mattered, and even if others were to blame, this whole affaire had messed up hers. She swallowed her feelings down, her shoulders squared, and waited for the rest, remembering Koyani’s smile in the reunion room, her satisfied “excellent” when Adèle didn’t argue about Claire’s case.

	“Don’t make that face,” Koyani said. “You are wanted here. I asked for your transfer.” 

	“You… what?”

	“I asked for you. I’m sorry, was that unclear?” Adèle stared blankly as shock and confusion rippled through her. When she had been told she’d been transferred, she had assumed her presence in the Unité Koyani was imposed, perhaps even a form of punishment for Koyani. A glimmer of amusement shone in Koyani’s eyes, but the other woman kept her face schooled as she asked, “Do you know what my team does?”

	“Not exactly.” She had already learned they were efficient and that they handled difficult cases that many would rather avoid, but Koyani seemed to seek a more precise answer. Adèle volunteered what she had gathered and hoped none of it was too far off the mark.

	“Close enough,” Koyani said afterwards. “Mairesse Jalbert created this unit to chase down cases everyone refuses to touch, either because of their political weight or because they’re likely impossible to solve. We have her blessing and her protection, and more leeway than most. We’ve also touched enough corrupted colleagues that we’re no longer welcome anywhere within police forces.

	“Now, I hate wasted potential, and I’ve learned that when nobody wants an investigative employee, it can be due to crass incompetence, or because they have a way of digging out what everyone wants to bury. You have three months to prove you’re the latter category, or I’ll have you shipped back into a mould-ridden hole like the one you no doubt just left. Succeed, and you’ll be part of the team for good.”

	Adèle recalled how they’d worked together earlier, seamlessly contributing to each other’s cases, examining new angles and possibilities through healthy debate rather than by outshining others. The respect and efficiency she’d witnessed had struck envy in her, and now she learned they were explicitly allowed to investigate corruption? She wanted in. The desire burned through her stomach, stronger than her previous shame, and hardened into determination.

	“We’ll get her, Capitaine.” She squared her shoulders and smiled back. “With your permission, I’d like to go file my report and join Lieutenant Jefferson.”

	“You have it. I won’t wish you good luck, however. It is only half the battle.”

	That still left half she could make well wishes for, Adèle thought, but she withheld any comments. If good fortune didn’t follow, she would have to create her own.
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	The rest of Adèle’s day was split between her theft report, running around the huge precinct to acquire all the necessary supplies, ensuring she was set up properly for future work, and officially meeting her colleagues.

	The latter happened the moment Adèle returned with her supplies. As she stepped back through the door, the wide office area fell silent. Her presence killed the half-whispered conversations, and she knew they’d been chatting about the team’s newcomer and her remarkable entrance. Adèle stared at the four gathered—a strange group of police officers if she’d ever seen one.

	“Don’t stop for me,” she said, striding to her desk and dumping the supplies on it. “I’m sure it was a pleasant conversation.”

	A beat of silence, then a raucous laughter escaped Inha, who had sat on Adèle’s right during the meeting. She was the unit’s oldest member. Time had grayed her tight cornrows and wrinkled and marked her dark skin, but her arms retained impressive muscles. 

	“You’ve got character,” she said. “Nice to have some fresh blood around.”

	Was it Adèle’s imagination, or did it sound like they meant to hunt her down? Like a pack waiting to jump on her. Adèle pushed the idea aside. Her initial entrance hadn’t happened in the best of ways, but Koyani clearly wanted her in this team, and she had no reason to believe the others were hostile to her presence. Besides, she had more than character: she had the skills to prove she belonged, too.

	“And it feels good to join a team instead of rotting away in a dump,” she said.

	“Don’t let the airy area fool you,” Élise replied. “We still clean the precinct’s trash.”

	“And get no thanks for the dirty work,” Yuri added, before raising the cup of coffee Adèle had spotted earlier. She suspected its content had cooled over the last two hours, but Yuri sipped at it anyway. Perhaps he couldn’t bear to waste a drop of it.

	“Don’t be so grim!” Marcel’s northern accent needlessly elongated every vowel and reminded Adèle of home, near Lac Saint-Damase, where she had grown up. “You’ll discourage our new friend before her first day is even over.”

	Of all the team members, he’d been the most talkative during the meeting. His hands flittered midair as he spoke, adding dramatic punctuation to every word. Where the others had remained serious and careful in their estimations of the work they could accomplish over the next week, Marcel had grinned, professed hopes of important achievements, and encouraged all to do the same. An attitude that quite fitted the bright-coloured shirts with flower patterns he wore. His positive outlook had soothed Adèle’s nerves during the meeting, and it calmed her now, too.

	“Don’t worry. I have thicker skin than that.” After she’d tried and failed to stomp the corruption at the backbone of her last police corp, she’d heard worse than the speculations of a small team about their new colleague. “Shall we start, Élise? I can’t wait to dig through these theft reports and see what we can uncover.”

	A slight smile curved Élise’s lips, while Inha laughed again. “Ah, the enthusiasm of newcomers,” the older woman said. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”

	“Words of wisdom from our family’s grandma.” 

	Adèle couldn’t tell if Élise was being sarcastic or not. Inha must have thought so, because she gave her a playful shove with a heavy-booted foot. Then she slid down her desk and clapped her hands—a signal the whole team immediately obeyed. They scattered back to their respective desks, all well within earshot, and soon Adèle’s new colleagues had opened their case files and jumped into work. Only Élise remained in front of her.

	“Let’s decide how we approach this, and then you can go fishing for information while I close my other case.”

	There weren’t a billion ways to handle thievery cases, and Claire’s wouldn’t be any different. They settled on a classic strategy to begin: first, they had to sort through and organize what they knew. Make lists of everything she’d stolen and everywhere she’d stolen it from, to see if patterns would emerge. Many thieves weren’t careful and picked targets too close to their homes.

	Élise showed her where they stored large cork boards, then helped her find a map of Val-de-mer. Adèle didn’t waste a moment to start, reading through the victims’ reports and listening to her colleagues’ frequent banter. Those who had to stay at the office chatted as they worked, ate together, and continued their on-and-off conversations in the afternoon. The helpful dynamic Adèle had witnessed during the morning’s reunion never really died, and the team alternated between unravelling cases and discussing their private lives. Yuri recounted his weekend shopping for binders with Marcel while Inha shared her night in the Quartier des Sorbiers’ clubs with her two polyamorous partners, hoping to meet new women. Half the time, Adèle found herself forgetting her work to listen in to the stories. She loved the group’s ease with one another.

	At the end of the day, Adèle’s desk had returned to a more normal state for a detective: it was covered in files to read and scribbled notes. She stared at the mess, then at her map, on which she’d pinned several of the locations Claire had presumably stolen from. These were her weapons—information and her wits. More than the revolver at her belt would ever be. Koyani had called the case hopeless, but only determination filled Adèle. They would find the thread connecting these thefts, and they would arrest Claire.
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