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​Chapter One

May 31st

It’s So Over
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The Board of Peculiar Living stamps their letters with wax. Fancy, really, considering they’re about to ruin my life.

I sit cross-legged on the dusty beam in my attic, letter in hand. My plaid boxers are wrinkled from sleep, and the air is crisp, dampened only by the steam curling from the teacup that balances precariously on the edge of a nearby table. They went all out this time—creamy, embossed paper, an official stamp in gold, and a signature that loops far too much. Honestly, it looks more like something you’d use to invite a rival to a duel.

But no, this is much worse.

I smooth out the parchment, ready for my audience. My audience, you ask? A few fat pigeons lounging on the rafters, tilting their heads at me like they’re expecting another storytime. Yes, I read to them.

“Dear Ms. Strange. It has come to our attention that Velour Court, your esteemed property, has fallen into a state of disrepair.” I glance up at the pigeons. “They’re calling us esteemed. Thoughts?”

One of them flutters to another rafter.

“The issues we have documented include: a significant bird infestation in the attic—You are hardly an infestation. Don’t listen to them. If anything, you’re charming.”

They puff up, clearly pleased. Or hungry. Still can’t tell.

“—multiple cases of floorboard collapse, dilapidated interior and exterior, faulty plumbing, and a vermin problem in the basement. Should these concerns not be addressed in full, we regret to inform you that the building will be vacated and repurposed. We kindly request that all residents vacate the premises by November 1st. Signed,  Elizabeth Briarwood.”

I savor the final bit. “Kindly request. Oh, they’re so polite when they’re trying to make us homeless.”

The pigeons shuffle a little. Ah, they, too, are nervous. Good. I’m glad to not be alone for once. Why am I empathizing with birds?

“They really outdid themselves this time, didn’t they?” I roll the letter back up, tossing it onto the small table beside my tea. It lands next to a half-empty box of biscuits—Gingy’s latest failed batch. Hard as rocks, naturally. He means well, the poor cookie.  “Vacated. Repurposed. Like we’re some shabby boutique up for renovation.”

The pigeons coo again, and one waddles closer, looking for crumbs. I crouch down and look straight into its beady little eye. “Do you think anyone’s going to help me fix this? Because I’m getting the distinct impression I’m on my own.”

It tilts its head, utterly unbothered.

“You’re right. I should’ve expected as much.” I start pacing, floorboards creaking with every step. “La Velue won’t lift a claw unless it directly benefits his hoard. Delaware’s still nursing that busted paw, and I’d bet all the gold in Aphrodite’s jewelry box that Citrinitas has something on fire again.”

I shake my head. “And what am I supposed to do about this ‘vermin problem’? Last time I went down there, La Velue nearly singed my eyebrows off.”

Another pigeon flutters down onto my shoulder. “Oh no, don’t get comfortable. You’re part of the problem, remember?” I wave it off, earning an indignant flap of wings in return. “I take it back. I’m sorry.”

I finish the last sip of tea and cross to my wardrobe. I pause for a moment, fingers brushing along the polished wood handle. I pull it open and study the rows of perfectly pressed clothes.

“Pigeons,” I announce, pulling an orange suit from the depths of the wardrobe, “should I go with something daring?” I hold it up for them to see, stepping into the shaft of light for full effect. “A little zest to brighten up this dreary old building?”

The pigeons tilt their heads in unison, like a panel of judges from a particularly cruel reality show. One lets out a low coo as if to say, absolutely not.

“Really? Not a fan of the citrus spectrum, I see.” I toss the suit aside with a sigh and reach for the next one.

“Aha, now this...” I hold up a brown checkered tweed suit, admiring the craftsmanship. “Classy, vintage, a touch of academia. Sherlock Holmes vibes, no?”

Silence. A few flap their wings in mild disapproval, one even giving a half-hearted squawk.

“Tough crowd. Maybe you’re right. I don’t want to look like I’m about to deliver a lecture on existentialism at Columbia.”

Next, I pull out a deep red suit. “How about this? This is a power move. Daring, striking—“

They all turn away at once.

“Not subtle enough for you, hm? You think I can’t pull off red?” I glare at them, but they refuse to meet my eye. “Critics, the lot of you.”

I’m down to my last option. With a smirk, I grab my trusted purple suit. “And now, the pièce de résistance,” I declare, turning the suit towards them. “Purple. Mysterious. Regal. The perfect balance of ‘yes, I’m in charge,’ and ‘no, I don’t care about your opinion.’”

The reaction is immediate and unanimous. The pigeons coo approvingly; some even preen their feathers.

“Ah, so this is the winner, huh? Predictable, but fine. I suppose it is my signature look, after all. You have good taste, I’ll give you that.”

I drape it over the back of the chair and start searching for a shirt. I settle on a gray checkered button-down with matching trousers. I smooth the fabric, pleased with how well it drapes, and reach for my bow tie. It’s the little details that matter. Then, slip on the jacket.

I catch my reflection in the cracked mirror—a glimpse of green and grey eyes. I fasten my bow tie, adjusting it until it sits just right.

“Alright, you feathered fiends,” I run a hand through my mess of black and silver hair. “Time to get the day started. Floors to check. Floors to patch. Tenants to harass into helping. You know, the usual.”

From somewhere below, I hear Citrinitas’ latest explosion rattle the walls.

“Perfect timing, as always.”

I descend the stairs, the wood creaking beneath my feet. Velour Court has always had a mind of its own, the sounds it makes like an old creature groaning. It’s endearing. Until it’s condemned, apparently.

As I reach the eighth-floor landing, I pause. The elevator’s there, its tarnished brass doors gleaming. I glance at it warily. The elevator is a fickle beast. Fifty percent of the time, it works, and the other fifty... well, it drops like a stone or stops randomly between floors. It has character. But my legs ache from going up and down these stairs all night, and frankly, I feel like gambling.

“Alright, you might kill me today, but let’s dance,” I say and press the call button.

The ancient machine groans in response, its gears rattling as the doors grind open. Not a promising start, but I’m committed now. I step inside.

Just as I’m about to press the button for the basement, the door to apartment 8A swings open. Out steps Lucy, her pale face turned downward, white hair still a bit wild, like she’s just woken up from a century-long nap. Which isn’t that far off, considering I haven’t seen her since 1982, even though she lives here. Angels and their ridiculous sleeping habits...

“Lucy?” I call as I hold the door. “You’re... going out?”

Lucy startles like I’ve caught her doing something illegal. She blinks at me, her silver eyes wide in that soft, innocent way of hers. A small canvas is tucked under her arm. “Oh. Yes. I—um, I was thinking of going to the park. To paint.”

The park? I can’t remember the last time Lucy left Velour Court. I half expect the Heavens to open and for hellfire to rain down just because Lucifer Morningstar decided to get some fresh air.

“Well, look at you, being all social.” I give her a wry smile. “Mind if I join you? Not to the park, but on the ride down. The elevator might, you know, kill us both, and I could use the company.”

Lucy hesitates, glancing between me and the hallway. She’s wearing an all-white suit, speckled with paint—most likely not intentional, but the effect is... whimsical. It suits her. She nods, stepping into the elevator with me.

“I don’t think it’ll kill us,” she says softly.

“Oh? You’ve got some inside info? Because I’m about seventy percent sure this thing was built by the guy who designed guillotines.”

She gives me a small smile as the doors wheeze shut. It shudders, then jerks as it begins its slow, rattling descent. It always makes this creaking noise, like it’s just hanging on by a thread. Still, it’s better than walking down eight more flights of stairs. These old legs can’t take much nowadays.

Lucy’s fidgeting with her canvas, thin fingers tracing the edge.

“You haven’t left your apartment in a while,” I say, careful not to sound too concerned. “Special occasion?”

“I needed more... inspiration. The walls were starting to feel too close.” She looks up at me. “I thought some sunlight might help.”

“Good idea. The world has some interesting colors when it’s not filtered through the dust of this building.”

Lucy smiles a little, her lips barely lifting.

“So, what are you working on?” I ask, nodding toward the canvas.

“A commission. It’s for... um... Dionysus, actually.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Dionysus commissioned a painting from you?”

“Yes.” She bites her lip. “He wants me to paint his favorite wine bottle.”

That sounds exactly like Dionysus. I almost laugh. “Of course, he does. And let me guess, he’s requested it be painted while he drinks from it?”

Lucy giggles softly, a sound so rare I almost look over to make sure it was real. “He did. But I declined.”

“Smart choice. You’d never finish it if you let him crack it open.”

The elevator lurches, jolting us both. Lucy grips her canvas tighter, and I brace myself against the wall. The elevator resumes its descent, albeit slower and creakier than before.

“We might die after all,” I say, half-joking.

“That wouldn’t be so bad.”

It’s so casual, the way she says it. “Hey, now. I like a good dramatic statement as much as the next person, but that one’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

Her eyes flicker downwards. “It’s not that,” she murmurs. “I just... don’t feel like I belong sometimes. Like... like everyone here is alive, and I’m just pretending.”

I tilt my head, leaning against the brass rail. “Lucy, you’re the literal Devil. You could throw us all into a fiery pit with a snap of your fingers. If anyone belongs here, it’s you.”

She keeps staring at her shoes. A polished pair of Oxfords her mother bought for her back in the day for fifty quid.

“Besides,” I continue, “we’re all pretending. That’s the whole point of living in Velour Court. You think Asai doesn’t wonder what he’s doing here with the rest of us? Bigby pretends she’s just a normal detective, but she’s still terrorizing Hunters. Hell, even I pretend this place isn’t crumbling around me most days.”

Lucy’s silver eyes find mine. “Thank you, Ms. Strange.”

“Just calling it like I see it.”

The elevator dings, the doors wheezing open to the lobby. Ms. Blåveis is sitting at her reception desk. Neat as always in her pinstripe suspender pants and white blouse.

“Still working, huh?” I say to Lucy, stepping out.

“Yes. And thank you again.”

I wave a hand. “Get out there. Try not to catch fire or anything.”

Lucy gives me one more small smile before stepping out into the world.

Ms. Blåveis’ golden eyes flick up from whatever

paperwork she’s been meticulously filing as I approach. My pace falters, and for one indulgent moment, I’m caught in her gaze. A predator to prey. A cat and a mouse, but not the cartoon kind. There’s no oversized mallet here, only the sharp cut of her eyes. Probably because I’ve taken the elevator again.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Blåveis,” I greet her, keeping my tone light. Might as well try to preempt the inevitable critique. “Did you change your hair?”

“Ms. Strange.” Her voice is clipped as though she’s already tired of the conversation. She folds her hands on top of her desk. “You’re late.”

“I wasn’t aware I was on a schedule.”

“You’re always on a schedule. How else would this building function?”

“Well, the magic of delegation, for one,” I counter, stepping closer to the desk. It’s an antique thing, all carved wood and a faint smell of lemon polish. “And a great deal of denial.”

“Denial is your strongest ally, I’m sure. You used the elevator.”

“I did. The stairs were feeling a bit repetitive today.”

Her expression tightens, if that’s even possible. Ms. Blåveis doesn’t exactly have a relaxed mode.

“That elevator has been out of service for months. No one uses it.”

“Well, I just did.” I glance back at the still-open elevator. “I’ll admit, it’s... temperamental. But it got me down here in one piece. That counts for something, right?”

Ms. Blåveis doesn’t look impressed. In fact, her frown deepens. “Last time someone used that thing, it was Gingy. He was trying to deliver spaghetti to Lemon. Halfway up, the elevator just crashed. Spaghetti everywhere.”

I grimace. Gingy delivering anything is already a risky venture. “Sounds like a nightmare.”

“It was. Do you know how long it took to clean up? There was marinara sauce all over the elevator shaft. And poor Lemon cried for hours because his dinner was ‘splatted.’”

I press my lips together, trying hard not to laugh. “I can imagine. Gingy and spaghetti are a dangerous combination to begin with. Add a free-falling elevator? That’s practically apocalyptic.”

“This isn’t a joke, Ms. Strange.”

“Of course not. But come on, it’s not like I was delivering spaghetti.”

Ms. Blåveis arches her brow, and I feel a strange sense of being twelve years old again, caught doing something that was very clearly not allowed.

“You shouldn’t be using the elevator at all,” she states. “No one uses it anymore. Dionysus only uses it when he’s too wasted to realize he’s putting his life in danger. Which is often.”

Of course, it is. I picture Dionysus slumped against the side of the elevator, wine bottle in hand, blissfully unaware that he’s one malfunction away from plummeting to the basement. “That sounds about right.”

“The elevator is not stable. It hasn’t been for a long time. I don’t know why you insist on tempting fate.”

“I like a bit of adventure in my day. It’s fun.”

“Fun. Fun is the word you’re using for something that could very well result in your untimely death.”

“Untimely?” I scoff. “I don’t think timely applies to me anymore.”

Ms. Blåveis gives me a look that suggests she isn’t in the mood for philosophical musings about mortality. “Regardless, no one in this building uses it. Not the tenants, not me. It’s not safe.”

I sigh, crossing my arms. “I’m well aware it’s not safe. But I’ll have it fixed. You know, in the next... five months. When I’m trying to prevent the entire place from getting bulldozed.”

She frowns but covers it quickly. “I would suggest you start with the elevator, then.”

“Sure, I’ll just add it to the list. Right after the floorboards that drop you into the basement and the plumbing that’s older than some of our tenants.”

“You’re the one who signed up for this, Ms. Strange.”

“And here I thought you cared,” I quip, giving her a teasing smile.

She doesn’t bite. “I care about efficiency. And not cleaning up any more unnecessary messes. Like the one Gingy left.”

“Right,” I rub the back of my neck. “Well, no more elevator for me, then. At least until it’s fixed.” Hopefully, before this building collapses in on itself. “Although a part of me thinks it’ll hold out. It’s stubborn like that.”

Ms. Blåveis adjusts a stack of papers on her desk. “If I were you, I wouldn’t rely on it.”

“You look positively radiant, by the way.”

“I haven’t fed,” she deadpans. “I’m sure I look it.”

“Gold still suits you better than red. Anything new?”

“Two complaints about the hot water. Again.”

“Lovely. Who complained this time?”

“Ms. Monroe and Ms. White.”

Oh no. “Snow didn’t threaten legal action, did she?”

“She wrote a very formal letter in perfect legalese, which she insists she won’t follow up on. But the subtext was blistering.”

“How fun for me.”

Ms. Blåveis’s lips twitch. “Asai tripped down the stairs while carrying Mrs. Periwinkle’s groceries. Again.”

I raise a brow. “Is he alright?”

“Nothing broken but his pride. Mrs. Periwinkle fussed over him until he nearly drowned in apologies.”

Mrs. Periwinkle wouldn’t let someone out her care if they had even the faintest bruise. “I’ll check on him later. Or maybe I won’t. He’ll recover faster without an audience.” I pause, watching Ms. Blåveis as she deliberately avoids looking at me. “What else?”

Her smile is delicate, a little too smug. “Scottie left you another love letter.”

“Ah.” I inhale. “How terribly unfortunate for me.”

She places the letter on the counter. The envelope is a deep crimson, sealed with what looks like wax, but is probably just dried blood. Knowing Scottie, it’s meant to be “artistic.”

I pick it up gingerly. “Let me guess, this one mentions a tragic romance where I fall in love with her ghostly charms, only to be torn apart by death itself.”

“You should really stop encouraging her.”

“I’m not encouraging her. I just haven’t banished her yet.” I tear open the letter with little ceremony, skimming the first few lines. “Your gaze haunts me more than the bullet that ended my life. Oh, if only you could see my heart, bleeding still for you...”

I hold the letter between two fingers and let it dangle. “Remind me to set some fire to this later.”

“Of course.”

I lean against the counter, rubbing my temples. “Scottie means well, in her... ghostly way. I’m just not sure how to tell her that ‘No’ means ‘No,’ especially when she can walk through walls.”

“Maybe you should try the direct approach.”

“Oh, that always works. Just tell the ghost who’s been haunting me for the last hundred years, who still insists she owns this building, to back off?”

“Yes.”

I stare at her, and she stares right back. “You’ve always had such a way with words, Ms. Blåveis.”

“I’m aware. The wolves went out, and the dragon is demanding more cinnamon. Apparently, the last delivery was insufficient.”

“Demanding, is he? Perhaps she’d like to accompany me to the grocer and explain his dietary preferences in person. I’m sure the sight of her rummaging through the spice aisle would be delightful.”

“I’ll leave that negotiation to you. As for the matter of the bird infestation in your attic—”

“My attic is not infested. It’s merely temporarily inhabited by creatures with an affinity for open spaces and high ceilings. They pay no rent, but they contribute ambiance.”

“Ambiance,” she echoes dryly. “And what ambiance does droppings on ancient wood provide?”

“Rustic charm,” I quip, but her unrelenting stare wipes the smirk from my face. “Fine. I’ll handle it. Right after I deal with the dragon and the paint Aphrodite left smeared across the fifth-floor staircase.”

“One wonders how you manage it all.”

I lean against her desk, crossing one ankle over the other. “Oh, I don’t manage. I survive, like a plant growing through the cracks in pavement. It’s terribly poetic when you think about it.”

“Perhaps too poetic for a condemned building,” she says, and there it is—the reminder of the sword dangling over all of our heads.

“Nothing’s condemned yet, my dear Ms. Blåveis. Not while I still breathe.”

“Breathing is overrated.”

I straighten up, clasping my hands behind my back. “Very well, anything else? Aside from the complaints, the fall, the stalking, and other nonsense?”

Ms. Blåveis shakes her head. “Not yet. Though, it’s early.” She picks up a pen and clicks it. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

The conversation, it seems, is officially over. “As you wish, Ms. Blåveis. I’ll stop tempting fate for today.”

“See that you do.”

I give her one last smile before turning the corner, and I’m met with the door to the basement. Lemon’s drawn a giant green dragon on it in a messy scrawl of crayon. I make a quick cross over my chest. God, please don’t let me trip again or be eaten. Though I don’t think she’ll answer my prayers anytime soon. She’s too busy vacationing in... What was it? Australia? Greece?

The stairs to the basement creak underfoot as I make my way down, the air growing cooler with each step. Gods, it’s unnervingly dark down here. The basement is massive to accommodate a certain dragon, but it doesn’t help that it feels like a labyrinth in the dark. As I descend, I keep one hand on the railing, the other fumbling for the light switch when I reach the bottom. When I flip it, the old industrial lights flicker to life with an electric buzz.

La Velue grumbles, his deep, rumbling voice vibrating through the floor like distant thunder. Her massive tail, spiked and dark green like the rest of him, shifts across the floor, curling over his snout to block out the sudden brightness.

“Good morning to you too, La Velue,” I say, stepping forward and brushing my hand against his snout. Her scales are warm, almost hot, but smooth to the touch, like ancient stone.

“I hate light.” La Velue shifts, one of his large claws scraping across the stone floor as he attempts to curl further into his den. “You always forget I hate light.”

“I didn’t forget,” I say with a small smile, patting his snout again. “I just need to see where I’m stepping. You’d hate it even more if I tripped over something and set off one of your traps.”

She lets out a low growl. “I would prefer if you didn’t disturb me at all.”

“Unfortunately, today’s one of those days.” I lean against a

nearby pillar. “I’ve got news.”

One of his eyes peeks out, and it’s like the ocean itself resides within. “News?” he repeats, as if the very concept offends him.

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “The building’s been condemned, Velue.”

“Condemned? What do you mean condemned?”

“The Board of Peculiar Living. They sent me a lovely, gold-stamped letter. They’ve given us five months to fix everything or...” I gesture vaguely, “...or they tear Velour Court down.”

His long whiskers twitch. “And you are just now telling me this?”

“It’s not exactly dinner conversation,” I reply, crossing my arms. “Besides, you don’t really get involved with these sorts of things.”

La Velue rolls over, her back facing me. “I see. And what exactly do you expect me to do about it?”

“Well,” I start, stepping around his curled tail to face him, “I thought you could help with one small issue. The rat problem down here.”

He snorts, a puff of steam escaping his nostrils. “Rats? You want me to... what, eat them?”

“Yes, exactly! It would solve a big chunk of the basement problem. The Board wasn’t too thrilled about the idea of rodents infesting the place.”

La Velue doesn’t look interested. If anything, she looks more annoyed than before. She lifts her head slightly, giving me a disdainful look with one half-lidded eye. “I don’t eat rats, Ms. Strange.”

“You don’t?”

“They give me indigestion,” La Velue says, resting his head on his crossed claws. “Rat intolerant.”

“Rat... intolerant?”

“Yes,” he snaps, tail twitching. “The last time I ate one, it upset my stomach for days. The smell of burning rat is even worse. I don’t know how you expect me to help when my constitution can’t handle it.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Of course. Why wouldn’t you be rat intolerant?”

“You should have thought of that before coming down here asking favors.”

“I thought it would be a simple request,” I mutter. “Just a few rats, nothing crazy. But no, even that has to be a negotiation.”

“I don’t negotiate over things that cause me pain.” He turns his head away again. “Find someone else to deal with your rats.”

“Who?” I throw up my hands in frustration. “Asai? Bigby? Aphrodite? They’ll all laugh in my face. I’m not about to ask Citrinitas to alchemize a solution, we’ll end up with radioactive rats instead of dead ones.”

“That is your problem,” she says, eyes closing. “Not mine.”

I let out a long breath, my fingers drumming against my arm as I try to figure out another angle. “Is there anything you’re willing to do? I could... find you a meal as a reward?”

An eye cracks open just a bit. “What kind of meal?”

“A big one. Something exotic. You like goats, right?”

“Goats are fine,” he says with a shrug. “But what I really want... is venison.”

“Venison. Alright, I could probably manage that.”

He huffs. “Cooked, Ms. Strange. Not raw like some common beast.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course. Venison. Cooked. Anything else while I’m at it? Maybe a side of roasted vegetables? Dessert?”

La Velue grins, showing off a row of sharp teeth. “A bottle of red wine. Dionysus has a few fine ones tucked away. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

“Right. Venison, cooked, with wine. I’ll get right on that.”

“Then maybe I’ll consider helping.”

I turn toward the stairs. “Wonderful. I’ll put it on my to-do list—right after fixing the elevator and preventing the Board from bulldozing us into oblivion.”

“Take your time,” he calls after me. “I’m not going anywhere.”

As I climb the stairs, her grumbling laughter follows me all the way up. Needs must when the devil drives.
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​Chapter Two

Lucy’s Having a Good Day, So Why Aren’t I?
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I push open the basement door, emerging from the shadowy underworld into the relatively well-lit lobby. Ms. Blåveis raises an eyebrow at me as I pass by, no doubt still judging my life choices, but I don’t stop to chat. I’ve got bigger issues at the moment.

I head toward the kitchen. Maybe Gingy has something that isn’t entirely made of sugar. Gods, I really am desperate. When I reach the kitchen door, I’m hit with a wall of sweetness so thick it makes my eyes water.

I cough, waving a hand in front of my face. “What in God’s name...?”

My hand rests on the ornate brass door handle, and I brace myself for what’s inside. When I open it, the kitchen is awash in sugar. Literally, there’s a light dusting on the floor, the countertops, even the walls. And standing in the center of it all is Gingy, a nine-inch-tall gingerbread man in a Barbie chef’s coat. Around him is an army of gingerbread men, maybe twenty or thirty, all standing at attention like tiny soldiers. They wield candy cane spears and shields fashioned out of wafer-thin cookies.

They all notice me at once and flop dramatically to the floor, arms and legs splayed out in what I assume is supposed to be a theatrical display of playing dead.

“Gingy, what... what am I looking at?”

He grins up at me, his frosting eyebrows lifting in that mischievous way of his. “My army.”

“Your army.”

“Yep! I’ve been busy! They’re ready for anything now!”

I stare at the gingerbread army littering the floor, then back at him. “Are they ready for pest control? Because we have a rat problem.”

“Uh...” Gingy blinks, shifting awkwardly. “They can... uh... do rat stuff too. Maybe?”

“They’re cookies, Gingy.”

His little hands go to his hips. “Gingerbread warriors, Ms. Strange. Show some respect!”

I sigh and step over a fallen soldier.  “Very impressive. But you know, I didn’t come here to discuss your... confectionary battalion.”

“Oh? Then what do you need, boss?”

“I need venison. Cooked. You wouldn’t happen to have any, would you?”

Gingy tilts his head. “Venison? Hmmm... nope!”

“Of course not.”

“I’ve got sugar though!” he says brightly, gesturing around at the very obvious abundance of sugar. “And noodles!”

“Noodles.”

“Yup. Sugar and noodles. That’s what I’m working with today.”

“That’s what you’re always working with, Gingy. What about actual food? You know, meat? Vegetables? Literally anything that doesn’t come out of a candy jar?”

“Hey, I’m working with what I got! Noodles are a classic! And who doesn’t love sugar?”

“La Velue,” I mutter under my breath. “I need to bribe him with venison so he’ll help deal with the rat infestation.”

“La Velue won’t eat rats?”

“No. Apparently, she’s ‘rat intolerant.’”

“What? Like lactose?”

“Yes. And he won’t even burn them. Doesn’t like the smell of it.”

Gingy snorts, and I give him a look.

“Don’t laugh. It’s a real problem. Now I’ve got to find venison somewhere because the dragon will only help if I offer him a gourmet meal complete with wine, and you don’t even have a steak, let alone something as fancy as venison.”

“Well, I could try to make, like... a venison-flavored noodle? Or sugar? I’ve got this new technique with frosting—“

“No. Just... no.”

Gingy crosses his arms, looking offended. “I’m telling you, my gingerbread army is the way to go.”

I glance at the icing-frosted warriors again, some still pretending to be unconscious. One of them rolls over, suspiciously close to my shoe, probably hoping I’ll trip on him.

“Right,” I say, brushing crumbs off my trousers. “Well, keep doing... whatever this is.”

“Will do, boss!” He salutes.

As I turn to leave, a thought flickers—the birds. I’ve had a plan for a while now, but all I need is a distraction. Yes... this could work. I turn back to Gingy, who’s now poking at one of his fallen gingerbread warriors with a liquorice whip.

“Gingy. One more thing.”

Gingy perks up, whipping around to face me. “Oh-ho, now she wants something else from Gingy!” His hands are on his hips again. Sassy little bastard. “What is it this time, Ms. Strange? Need me to bake up an army of gingerbread cats to chase the rats? Or maybe a chocolate tank to roll over your plumbing issues?”

“I need you to distract the birds in the attic.”

“What.”

“You heard me.” I motion towards the ceiling. “The birds. I just need you to keep them occupied long enough for me to catch them and release them into the park. They’re making a mess, and—”

“I’m a cookie, Ms. Strange!” Gingy points at himself, all nine crunchy inches of him. “In case you forgot, which you obviously did, I am made of gingerbread!” His voice gets shrill as he continues, “You want me to waltz into a room full of birds who’d see me as a midday snack? Do I look suicidal to you?”

I take in the sight of him—tiny, frosting-lined, absolutely edible. Right. He has a point.

“Well, they’re pigeons,” I say, trying to justify my ridiculous request. “Not, you know, crows or hawks or anything that would, I don’t know, swoop.”

“Oh, well, pigeons—that’s so much better! Thank you, Ms. Strange, for clearing that up. I’ll be much more at ease knowing it’s pigeons ripping my limbs off one crunchy bite at a time. Maybe they’ll even leave my head to watch the carnage.”

“Okay, yes, I see now where that might be an issue.”

“Might be an issue?” He throws his head back with a sarcastic laugh. “If by ‘might,’ you mean ‘absolutely, definitely, without a doubt, a terrible idea,’ then sure, Strange. Might be an issue.”

I can’t help but smile. “Fine, fine, I won’t send you into the bird’s nest. But do you know anyone who isn’t made of baked goods that could help?”

Gingy taps a tiny finger to his chin. “Let me see, who’s immune to being devoured by birds? Hm... nope! No one comes to mind. I think you’re on your own, big shot.”

“I was hoping for something a bit more constructive.”

“You want constructive? How about this—don’t send your living dessert to deal with carnivorous birds! I’m surprised I even have to say that!”

“I suppose that is constructive advice.” It’s hard to take being scolded seriously when the source is covered in sprinkles and smells like cinnamon.

“You bet your bow tie it is. You’re just lucky I’m in a good mood today, or I’d have started a union for overworked, underappreciated cookies.”

I roll my eyes. “Oh yes, that would go over very well. I’d love to hear your bargaining terms.”

“More respect, for starters!” He gestures to the strewn-about gingerbread soldiers. “Do you see this? Cream, sugar, and icing went into this army, and what do I get? Disdain and ‘Oh, you’re just a cookie, Gingy, no one takes you seriously.’”

I kneel down, bringing myself a little closer. “I take you seriously. You’re my best chef, you know.”

“Only chef, Ms. Strange. Only.”

“Well then,” I straighten back up, “keep doing what you’re best at. And no, that doesn’t include feeding yourself to the birds.”

“Damn right. I’m sweet, but I’m not that kind of sweet. Now, how about that caramel spaghetti? It’s a surefire hit—might even distract the pigeons!”

“Gingy.”

“You’ll come around.” He winks before turning back to his gingerbread army. “I’m telling you, Ms. Strange, you’ll be back. You’ll crave it one day.”

“Right,” I mutter as I head back out. “I’ll take my chances with venison first.”

The lobby is empty, save for the ever-watchful presence of Ms. Blåveis. She’s eyeing me with a sharpness that immediately puts me on edge. Her golden eyes track my every move, and when I catch her gaze, I can tell something’s not quite right.

I stop mid-stride. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

She narrows her eyes a little more. Then, in the driest voice possible, she says, “You have, what I hope is, sugar in your hair. And all over your suit.”

I glance down at myself. There’s a fine layer of white sugar dusting my purple jacket like I’ve just stepped out of some hellish bakery.

“Of course I do,” I brush off my sleeves, though the sugar clings stubbornly. “Anything else?”

Ms. Blåveis tilts her head a centimeter to the left. “Yes. There’s also a gingerbread man clinging to your leg.”

“What?” I look down, and sure enough, one of Gingy’s soldiers is wrapped around my ankle, its frosting arms locked in what it probably thinks is an iron grip. I let out a deep sigh. “Oh for God’s sake.”

I shake my leg gently, and the gingerbread man loses its hold, dropping to the floor with a soft thud. It immediately flops over, playing dead.

“Back to Gingy, soldier,” I say, pointing toward the kitchen.

The little cookie doesn’t move at first, but after a moment, it hops back onto its feet and scurries off toward the kitchen, leaving a trail of crumbs in its wake.

I watch it disappear and then turn to Ms. Blåveis with another heavy sigh. “This place is a nightmare.”

“Yes, but it’s your nightmare.”

I collapse onto one of the worn chairs behind reception, rubbing my temples. “It’s going terribly, Ms. Blåveis. Just absolutely terrible. Nothing is going according to plan. La Velue won’t deal with the rats because apparently she’s rat intolerant—“

“Rat intolerant,” she repeats as if trying the words out to see if they make any more sense in her mouth than they did in mine.

“Yes. Apparently, they give him indigestion. And Gingy has turned the kitchen into some kind of sugar-coated war zone. He doesn’t even have any real food—just sugar and noodles.”

Ms. Blåveis brushes off sugar still clinging to my hair. It’s an odd gesture, considering how she usually is. “You’re a mess.”

“I feel like a mess.” I groan, leaning back in the chair. “And the Board’s breathing down my neck, and we’ve got five months—five months—to fix everything or they’ll tear Velour Court down. I mean, I knew things were bad, but this is... I don’t even know where to start.”

Ms. Blåveis sweeps more sugar off my shoulders. “Well, maybe you could start by not taking advice from a gingerbread man.”

“That’s probably step one, yes,” I admit, rubbing my eyes.

She gets the last bit and crosses her arms. “You’ve faced worse. You’re just feeling overwhelmed because it’s all coming at once.”

“Overwhelmed is putting it mildly. I’ve got a dragon demanding venison and a wine pairing before he’ll even consider helping, and I have no idea where I’m going to get venison from in the next few hours.”

“You could try the butcher’s on Carmine Street. They occasionally stock venison.”

“They do?”

She nods. “It’s rare, but they cater to peculiar clientele, as you know.”

I stare at her, wondering why she always has solutions for things I didn’t even know were solvable. “Of course you’d know that. Thank you.”

“You should also get a glass of wine ready,” Ms. Blåveis adds. “Dionysus has a fine selection in the cellar. I’m sure he won’t notice one bottle missing.”

“Are you telling me to steal wine from Dionysus?”

“No.” She folds her hands. “I’m telling you to borrow wine from Dionysus. With no intention of returning it.”

“You’re ruthless, Ms. Blåveis.”

“Yes, and you should be, too. The Board won’t wait for you to figure this out. You need to handle things quickly and efficiently.”

I sigh, standing up and smoothing my suit, even though it’s still a bit sugary. “You’re right. I need to stop acting like this is all a surprise and start fixing things.”

“I can hold things together here while you deal with the rest. But don’t waste time.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I say, offering her a small smile. “Thank you.”

Ms. Blåveis nods. “Good luck, Ms. Strange.”

I walk toward the door, feeling more focused than I had before. No more gingerbread men. No more sugar. Just venison, wine, and saving this building from crumbling into dust. Easy enough, right?

The bell above the door jingles as I step into “A Cut Above.” The scent of raw meat makes me salivate, reminding me of the meals I once shared. It’s not the sort of place that would ever make it into one of those trendy food blogs, but it’s perfect for peculiar tastes. Customers mill around the glass display cases, each one a little... off.

One man near the back is staring at the cuts of beef a little too intensely, his eyes glowing a faint gold. Another customer, a woman with sharp cheekbones and the faintest hint of claws at the tips of her fingers, sniffs a rack of lamb—definitely werewolves—at least half-dozen, pacing and growling low in their throats. Full moon must be coming up. 

I step up to the counter, and there’s Johnny. He’s broad-shouldered, and a few lines around his face show his age. White apron stained with the day’s work. When he sees me, his face lights up.

“Ms. Strange!” Johnny grins, wiping his hands on his apron. “Long time no see. What brings you in? Looking for something special?”

I lean against the counter, giving him a polite smile. “You could say that. I’m in need of the largest, finest cut of venison you’ve got.”

“Venison, huh? That’s a rare order around here. Who’s it for, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“La Velue.”

“La Velue? Well, why didn’t you say so earlier? If it’s for the dragon, I’ve got just the thing.” He motions for me to wait a second and disappears into the back room.

“Nice jacket,” a voice purrs. Raspy, teasing. For a moment, I think it’s Grace. But I turn to find a tall woman with wild auburn hair and a sly grin. Her pupils are larger, much like a dog’s, a telltale sign of lunar influence. She’s beautiful in that feral way werewolves can be when they’re not shredding furniture.

“Thank you. I try.”

“You try well.” She steps closer. “You smell good.”

“Thank you, I bathe regularly.”

“Not human. Not wolf.”

“No,” I agree. “I’m not.”

The wolf’s grin widens, revealing teeth just shy of a snarl. “I like that. You should come with me.” Her fingers brush my lapel, tugging at my jacket. “I could take care of you.”

Ah. A territorial claim. Werewolves and their need to dominate. Don’t get me wrong—I enjoy a bit of feral passion as much as the next person, but the moon-struck variety is a bit too energetic for my tastes. Last thing I need is claw marks on my sheets or blood on my suit. I have little interest in becoming a chew toy.

“As flattering as that is,” I say, catching her wrist. My thumb moves in soothing circles along her pulse before moving her hand away from my chest. Her pulse is racing, thrumming under my fingertips like a trapped bird. “I must decline. You see, I value my skin in its current, unsavaged condition.”

She pouts, a surprisingly endearing expression for someone who could snap my neck with one hand. “You sure? I could be gentle.”

“Darling, I’ve met your kind under the moonlight. And gentle isn’t in your vocabulary then.”

Her ears twitch, and she exhales like a sulking pup denied its favorite bone. She’s moon-drunk, poor thing.

I sigh and reach out, patting her head. She stiffens and I half-expect her to snap at me. Instead, she leans into the touch. It’s hard not to smile. Werewolves are glorified golden retrievers at heart.

“There, there,” I scratch behind her ear. “It’s not personal. You’re lovely, truly. But I’ve got a dragon to feed, and he’s far less forgiving than you. You’ll find someone willing to howl at the moon

with you soon enough. Just not me.”

Her tail—yes, I can see it poking out from beneath her oversized coat—gives a reluctant wag. She lets out a low whine as she steps back. “Fine. You’re no fun.”

“On the contrary. I’m delightful. Just not suicidal.”

One of her packmates slings an arm around her shoulder, dragging her to one of the displays. A sharp bark of laughter breaks out as he jostles her.

Johnny returns with what can only be described as the most magnificent cut of venison I’ve ever seen. It’s huge, easily the size of my arm, and the meat is dark, rich in color and marbled with the right amount of fat. It looks like it was carved from a mythical beast, not your run-of-the-mill deer.

“For La Velue, nothing but the best. This is a special cut, aged to perfection. I’ve been saving it for someone who appreciates the finer things. Sounds like that dragon’s just the guy.”

I nod, impressed despite myself. “It’s perfect. He’ll love it.”

“And that’s not all.” Johnny reaches beneath the counter and pulls out a small jar of red powder. “This here is my own personal seasoning blend. It’s a secret recipe passed down from my grandfather. A little of this on that venison? It’ll be to die for. I guarantee it.”

He taps the lid, and a rich, earthy smell wafts up from the small opening. I can’t quite place all the ingredients, but it’s fragrant with hints of rosemary, garlic, and something smoky.

“Johnny, you’re spoiling me.”

“For a dragon like La Velue? I’d consider it a personal failure if I didn’t offer you the best I’ve got. That beast deserves it.”

“Well, you’re saving my hide with this. I need her to help with a bit of a situation.”

Johnny eyes me knowingly. “Rat problem in that building of yours?”

“How’d you know?”

“Word travels fast. And let’s be honest, it’s Velour Court. Place like that, bound to attract all sorts of complications.”

“Complications is putting it mildly,” I mutter, sliding over a few Hell Coins. “But yes, rats. And apparently La Velue has standards, so she won’t help unless I feed her something worthy of his refined palate.”

Johnny laughs. “Sounds about right. Dragons are always picky eaters. But don’t worry—this venison’ll do the trick. Throw it on the grill with that seasoning, and he’ll be singing your praises in no time.”

“Let’s hope so,” I say, already imagining La Velue lounging in his dark corner of the basement, picking her teeth with his claws after a hearty meal. “Because if this doesn’t work, I’m going to have to start trapping those rats myself, and no one wants that.”

Johnny slides the venison into a paper-wrapped package and hands it to me, along with the jar. “You’ll be fine. Just remind her who’s boss, yeah?”

I smirk, tucking the package under my arm. “I like to think she knows, but sometimes I wonder.”

Johnny winks. “Dragons need a firm hand. You’ve got this, Ms. Strange.”

“Thanks, Johnny. I’ll let you know if this does the trick.”

“Anytime.”

I nod to the sulking she-wolf as I pass. “Cheer up, darling. It’s a big city.” Her gaze follows me, but she doesn’t pursue. Smart girl.

With that, I step out of A Cut Above and back onto Carmine Street. Maybe this’ll be enough to get La Velue off his high horse. Either that, or I’m about to serve up the most expensive rejection dinner of my life.
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​Chapter Three

Maybe I Should Thank Ms. Blåveis More Often?
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I push open the front door of Velour Court. The familiar scent of dust and aging wood greets me, along with Ms. Blåveis at her usual spot behind her desk. Golden eyes flick up to me as I enter.

“Welcome back. I see you’ve acquired your dragon bribe.”

I nod, adjusting the venison. “The finest cut of venison this side of New York. La Velue better appreciate this because I’m not exactly in the mood to negotiate with a dragon with an upset stomach.”

“And what are you planning to do with it now?”

“Put it in the freezer until I can prepare it. But there’s a small issue.” I glance over at the kitchen door. “I don’t exactly trust the freezer to not close on me. You know, in case I end up becoming a Ms. Strange-flavored popsicle.”

Ms. Blåveis looks at me for a moment. Then, with a sigh, she steps out from her desk. “Fine. I’ll accompany you.”

“Your enthusiasm is noted,” I say dryly, leading the way toward the kitchen.

As soon as we enter the kitchen, though, we’re greeted by a sight that makes me stop dead in my tracks.

The gingerbread army has arisen.

Tiny candy cane spears glisten menacingly in the fluorescent light, and the miniature soldiers are lined up in perfect formation across the sugar-coated floor, their beady icing eyes locked on us. One of them lets out a high-pitched war cry—a sound I didn’t even know gingerbread men could make—and the entire army charges.

“What the—“ I barely have time to register what’s happening before they’re upon us.

The first wave comes at us fast, their little candy spears pointed at our shins. I sidestep one of them, but another jumps onto my leg, clinging with its frosting-covered hands. “Oh, come on!”

Ms. Blåveis lifts her foot and kicks two of the tiny soldiers across the room, sending them flying into a sack of flour. They hit the bag and fall limp, their candy spears clattering to the floor.

“Why are they attacking us?!” I manage to shake off the gingerbread man latched onto my leg, sending it skittering.

“No more unpaid overtime! No more free meals!” The little warriors shout in unison, their tiny voices impossibly loud for their size.

Ms. Blåveis lets out a low groan. “Of course.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” I say, taking a step back as they advance. One of them waves a gumdrop flag like they’re storming the Bastille. Adorable, but I suspect they could actually do some damage if they wanted to.

“They’re unionizing.”

“They’re what?” Of course, they are. Of course, Gingy’s creations would stage a revolt the one time he’s not here to rein them in.

“Better wages!” one of them shouts, thrusting his candy cane spear toward Ms. Blåveis’ ankle.

She scowls and kicks him aside like a particularly offensive soccer ball. He flies into the counter with a soft thud. “They want wages. And vacation days.”

“They don’t even work!” I snap, dodging a spear thrust aimed at my shin. “They’ve only been alive for two hours!” I swat one of the gingerbread men away. It flips in the air before splatting onto the floor, frosting splintering everywhere.

“Ms. Strange, this is absurd!” Ms. Blåveis slaps another off her shoulder.

Several more gingerbread men appear from behind the counter and leap at us, this time targeting our knees. They latch on with surprising strength, their sticky hands gripping tight.

Ms. Blåveis grits her teeth, pulling one off her knee and tossing it across the room. “There’s too many of them.”

A group of the gingerbread men rush us from the side, pushing us both toward the back of the kitchen. I stumble, trying to regain my balance, but the combined force of their tiny bodies is too much. They swarm around us, herding us toward the large freezer at the back.

“Oh no, no, no, no—“ I try to turn around, but there are too many of them now, a veritable wall of sugar and icing and tiny, evil grins.

Ms. Blåveis gives one more well-placed kick, sending a gingerbread man flying, but it’s too late. We’re pushed back into the freezer, and with a slam, the door shuts behind us. The sound of the lock clicking into place echoes in the sudden quiet.

I stand there, staring at the door, my breath visible in the cold air as realization sinks in. “We’re locked in.”

“Yes. I noticed.”

“This is... not how I pictured my day going.”

“No one ever plans on being locked in a freezer by a gingerbread army.”

I look down at the massive package of venison in my arms. “At least I’ve got La Velue’s dinner with me. So if we freeze to death, I can at least say I was doing my job.”

“That will be a comforting thought in the final moments, I’m sure.”

“How long until Gingy comes back?” I place the venison on one of the metal shelves. “Because I’d really prefer to not die in here.”

“Gingy’s sense of time is unreliable at best. We could be here for a while.”

“Well, isn’t this just a proper kerfuffle.”

Ms. Blåveis’ fingers drum against her thigh, nails painted a pastel lilac. It’s a color I’ve always liked on her—subtle, yet unexpected. “If we get out of here, I’m holding you personally responsible for getting rid of that army.”

“Me? They’re your problem too, you know.”

“They’re your tenants.”

“Fair point. The first thing I’ll do is make sure every single one of those gingerbread soldiers gets retired.”

“Good plan. Let’s hope you survive long enough to enact it.”

Tap. Tap. Tap. Her fingers drum faster, her gaze darting to the heavy freezer door and back. 

“You’re doing the thing.”

Her eyes narrow. “What thing?”

“The finger thing. You’re frustrated.”

“I’m fine.”

I tilt my head. “You’re not fine.”

“Why are you always like this?”

“Charming? Observant? Impossibly good-looking?” I offer, twisting my bow tie.

“Infuriating.”

“That too,” I concede, leaning against the wall. Perhaps I should kiss her forehead. She used to love that. “You know, it’s okay to admit this sucks. I won’t tell anyone.”

The nervous drumming stops, but only because she clenches them into fists. “I don’t like feeling trapped.”

“I know. But we’re not trapped. We’re... temporarily inconvenienced. If I die, you can just resurrect me, right? Isn’t that a vampire thing?”

“I think you’re confusing vampires with necromancers.”

“Shame. It would’ve made for a good story.”

I shiver violently. My hands, starting to numb, find solace in the pockets of my trousers. Cold metal meets my fingers. I pull out the key to the building’s basement and glare at it. Useless.

“You’re shivering,” Ms. Blåveis notes, with all the care one might give to an observation about the weather.

“Yes, well. Unlike you, I require a pulse to maintain body heat.”

“If you died, this wouldn’t be an issue.”

I meet her golden gaze, unamused. “Tempting offer, but I’ll pass.”

Ms. Blåveis hums softly, turning away to survey the freezer. “Do you think the venison was worth it? Being beaten by cookie-men?”

“You think this was my fault?”

“Well, you are the landlord.”

A low growl escapes my throat before I can catch it. “I swear, if I get out of here and Gingy isn’t covered in crumbs and regret, I’ll—”

“Throw him into the oven?”

“Too dark, even for me.”

“Fitting,” she replies, glancing over at the many tubs of ice cream. “We can always start cannibalizing the stock. Your survival instinct seems weaker than I imagined.”

“Not weak. Just,” I exhale, “slightly hindered by the fact that I’m freezing my ass off.”

“Perhaps if you wore warmer attire, instead of playing some Victorian funeral director.”

“Excuse me, I wear layers.” I flick my jacket, stylish as always. “There’s an art to this look, Ms. Blåveis.”

“There’s frostbite in your future, Ms. Strange.”

How long until the rest of the tenants notice our absence? Likely never. Dionysus would be drunk, Snow wrapped in a legal case, and La Velue wouldn’t care. Maybe Scottie will notice. She’ll think, “Hmm, I haven’t proposed to Ms. Strange in a minute.”

“Do you think we could overpower them? The gingerbread men?”

“They have licorice whips,” Ms. Blåveis says, tone as dead as she is.

“I’m aware. But they can be crushed, surely. You could handle a few on your own.”

Ms. Blåveis shrugs. “Possibly. But that doesn’t solve our current situation, does it?”

“No, it does not,” I agree, feeling ice creep into my bones. “Lovely, just lovely.”

For a long moment, we stand in a deadlock of inaction, neither of us moving because there is, frankly, nothing to do. My thoughts drift to the building, to the repairs waiting for me—once I make it out alive. The floorboards on the first floor are still a death trap. Then there’s the rat problem. What a disaster. And now, unionized baked goods.

My life has become absurd.

Ms. Blåveis is studying me now, head tilted. “You know,” she says slowly, “there is one way we could conserve heat.”

I raise a brow, feeling a hint of suspicion. “And that is?”

“Cuddle.”

“...Excuse me?”

“You are cold. I am cold-adjacent. Body heat would circulate more efficiently if we—”

“No.”

She shrugs again. “Your choice. You might lose a finger first.”

I exhale, debating the indignity of freezing versus the indignity of... cuddling a vampire. “Fine,” I move closer. “But if anyone hears about this—”

“No one will. I don’t gossip.”

“Good.” I sit down next to her, feeling her still. “You’re very solid, for a corpse.”

“Thank you.”

She shifts, her arm slipping around my waist. I didn’t expect her to take the whole ‘body heat’ idea quite this far. But as soon as she pulls me closer, I give in, leaning against her with a sigh. Pride has no place in a freezer.

“You’re surprisingly snuggly.”

“Desperation does that,” I mutter, nestling in closer despite myself. Her body is ice-cold, but it’s oddly stabilizing. Like the chill numbs me to the worst of it, or maybe I’m just too frozen to care at this point. “Don’t read into it. This is purely about survival.”

“Of course,” she says, but I hear the change in her tone. Something softer, almost teasing. “Not at all because I’m terribly warm and inviting.”

“Hardly. You feel like a marble statue that’s been left out in the snow.”

“Still. You snuggled.”

“You’re the one that pulled me in. Clearly, you’re the clingy one.”

“Necessity.” Her arm tightens slightly around my waist. “But you’re rather soft for someone so... prickly.”

I’m not sure I like how she hesitated picking that word. “I’m soft?”

“By comparison,” she replies, the edge of her lips quirking in that rare, barely-there smile. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

There’s something about the way she’s holding me now that makes me pause. Her grip has changed. There’s something more... purposeful in it. The way her hand lingers, the way her fingers press into my side, just enough to notice.

Her golden eyes glint in the dim light of the freezer. It’s an old instinct that stirs in my bones—prey. And despite my best efforts to ignore it, I feel it crawling up my spine.

“Did you sleep well?” she asks.

My mood sours, but I mask it well. I dreamt of her again. My mother’s fingertips—calloused and perfect—glided over my forehead, over my temples, as if sketching me anew. Those hands that built me, loved me, and in the end, let me go.

She read aloud from a leather-bound book, her voice the ocean, pulling me under—a gentle, willing surrender to the dark waters of forgetfulness.

I woke gasping, sweat on my skin, sheets sticking to me as I clawed at my throat like a drowning woman. Even then, I felt the ghost of her touch. As unreachable as the stars she used to point out to me.

I miss her. I miss her.

The thought echoes, unbearable as if I’ve become hollow, and the words are ricocheting off the walls of my ribs. She, the woman who gave me life, the one who carried me when I was too small to know what being carried meant. And yet she is gone.

How peculiar it is, this ache that never dulls.

“As well as one can when the floorboards threaten to hurl one into a dragon’s den.”

The corner of her mouth curves into a smirk, just enough to expose the barest hint of a fang. “I can hear your heart racing.” Her voice is a thread of silk, wrapping around me, pulling me tighter.

“Simply the effect of too much coffee.”

“You don’t drink coffee.”

“Perhaps it’s the cold.”

“Hmm. Perhaps.” Two seconds pass, then: “Or perhaps it’s me.”

“Ms. Blåveis, you’re not getting any ideas, are you?”

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t blink. “What kind of ideas?”

“The kind where you decide this is a good opportunity to... indulge.”

Her gaze slides to mine, a flicker of something darker beneath the surface. Something predatory. “I haven’t fed in decades,” she whispers. “But it wouldn’t take much. Just a little taste.”

My pulse jumps, and I’m suddenly acutely aware of how close we are. How very mortal I am.

I glance at her lips, the slight curve of them, pale and utterly still. “Don’t even think about it,” I warn, my voice sharp, though a little breathless.

“I’m not,” Ms. Blåveis replies, but her hand tightens a fraction more around my waist. “I’m simply... aware of the proximity. And of how... fragile humans can be.”

My heart rate spikes, and I know she can hear it.

“What are you so afraid of?”

Afraid? No, I wouldn’t call it fear, exactly. It’s something more insidious, a sense of being known too well, of being utterly at her mercy. “I’m not afraid.”

“Good,” Ms. Blåveis drops her voice. “Fear doesn’t suit you, Strange. But submission...”

Her eyes flicker to my throat, just for a second, and I see the hunger there. It’s like watching a fire spark, small at first but dangerous if fed. “Ms. Blåveis—”

“I know. I won’t. I’m in control.”

The words are steady but there’s a tension now in how she holds me, like a coiled spring.

I meet her gaze, searching for any cracks in that control. But it’s there, barely contained behind her composed mask. “I trust you,” I say, and the truth of it surprises me. “But don’t make me regret that.”

“I won’t,” Ms. Blåveis says, softer now. “You know I wouldn’t harm you, Ms. Strange.”

“I know,” I reply, my heart pounding a little too fast for my liking. “But you’re giving me that look.”

“What look?”

“The ‘I might bite you’ look.”

“You’re too paranoid.”

“Says the vampire who just talked about a little taste.”

She doesn’t deny it. Instead, she leans in, her cold breath brushing against my neck, sending a shiver that has nothing to do with the temperature. “You smell alive,” Ms. Blåveis whispers. “Warm. That’s all. I’m not used to it.”

“Well, enjoy it from a distance.”

She pulls back, though not far enough to stop the tension thrumming between us. “You’re still snuggling.”

I roll my eyes but stay close. “I’m trying not to die of hypothermia. Not everything is about you.”

A small smile crosses her lips. “That’s what you say.”

I glare at her. “Stop enjoying this.”

“I’m not,” Ms. Blåveis says, though her hand lingers just a second longer against my waist before easing off. “Just appreciating the moment.”

I resist the urge to elbow her in the ribs. “Appreciate it quieter.”

That predatory gleam finally fades back into the cold, distant look I’m used to. “I’ll behave. Don’t worry.”

I lean back, not enough to break contact, but enough to breathe. “Good.”

A soft sound reaches my ears. It’s like something scraping against the frost-covered walls of the freezer. I freeze (pun unintended) and tilt my head, trying to focus through the bitter cold.

“Did you hear that?”

“Do you not hear it?”

“I’m still cursed with regular, human-level sensitivity to sound.”

Ms. Blåveis sighs. “There’s been movement in here for at least the past two minutes. It sounds like—”

Another pained groan, this time clearer, followed by a soft, pitiful cry.

“Gingy?” I step forward, peering behind a stack of ice cream tubs, and sure enough, there he is.

The tiny gingerbread man is slumped against a tub of mint chocolate chip, red piping gel smeared across his torso like a horrific wound. He looks up at me with wide, icing eyes, his little frosting hands clutching at his “injury” in melodramatic fashion.

“Gingy!” I exclaim, kneeling down beside him. “What happened?”

He gasps dramatically, his body trembling as he tries to lift his head. “Ms... Strange...” he wheezes, voice quivering. “I’ve... I’ve been... betrayed.”

Ms. Blåveis lets out a long, slow sigh behind me. “Oh no, whatever will we do?”

I shoot her a look, though I can’t help but agree with the sentiment. “Gingy,” I lean in, “what do you mean, betrayed? What happened to you?”

He coughs, clutching at his wound again. “They... they overthrew me. My... my army. They turned on me, Ms. Strange. I... I never saw it coming.”

Ms. Blåveis rolls her eyes. “You created them, and they overthrew you. What a shock.”

Gingy’s mouth trembles. “I was... stabbed... by my own lieutenant. His candy cane spear... so sharp. I trusted him, Ms. Strange; I thought we had something special.”

I bite the inside of my cheek, trying very hard not to laugh. “I’m sure it was a... tragic betrayal, Gingy. But why are you hiding in the freezer?”

“My army... They trapped me in here, stabbed me! And now...” He lets out a pathetic wheeze. “Now I’m dying.”

“Dying?” I repeat, watching as he slumps onto his back, staring at the ceiling. “From a candy cane wound?”

“From betrayal,” Gingy corrects, his voice faint now. “My own creations... turned against me... I’m no longer their king.” He pauses, his beady little eyes rolling toward me. “Ms. Strange... tell them... tell them I tried.”

Ms. Blåveis crosses her arms. “You want her to pass on your last words while she’s literally freezing to death?”

“I just... wanted to serve.”

“You’re serving alright. As an inconvenience.”

“Hey!” Gingy tries to sit up but only manages to flop uselessly against a tub of Neapolitan ice cream. “I’m in pain here! Betrayal hurts!”

“Not as much as frostbite,” I snap, shivering again. “You’ve been hiding in here this entire time? While we’ve been freezing our limbs off?”

“I had no choice! They locked me in here! They’ve taken control of the kitchen, Ms. Strange! It’s chaos out there. The sugar supply is gone... the flour... rationed. My empire has fallen!” He raises a hand to the sky. “I was too soft with them! Too generous with the sprinkles! And now—”

Ms. Blåveis lets out a sharp exhale. “You’ve been hiding behind tubs of ice cream, giving a monologue, while Ms. Strange here is losing circulation in her extremities. Wonderful.”

“I’m a victim of tyranny! They’re merciless! Organized! They... they even drafted a charter—”

Ms. Blåveis walks up beside me, her shoes crunching on the icy floor. “I don’t have time for this nonsense.” She reaches down, grabs Gingy by the back of his chef’s coat, and lifts him off the ground.

“Hey!” Gingy wriggles in her grasp. “Careful! I’m injured!”

“You’ll survive,” Ms. Blåveis says, her expression as dead as her circulation. “Unfortunately.”

I rub my temples, feeling a headache forming. “Look, Gingy, as much as I appreciate the tragic rise and fall of your gingerbread empire, is there any way you can help us get out of here? Because I am not made of gingerbread. Or dead. And I’d very much like to be anywhere else but this freezer right now. So, unless you have a brilliant plan to get us out of here, we’re going to be stuck until someone—probably Dionysus in one of his drunken stupors—wanders in and lets us out.”

Gingy gasps again. “No! No, no, no! We can’t wait for Dionysus! He’ll eat me in a drunken snack frenzy!”

“Then do something useful, gingerbread,” Ms. Blåveis says.

“There might be a way... A secret escape.”

“A secret escape from your own freezer?”

“I’m a chef! You think I don’t plan for every culinary emergency? What if the soufflé collapses and I need to evacuate?”

I glance at Ms. Blåveis, who seems entirely unimpressed. “Is this real?” I ask, turning back to Gingy.

“Yes!” Gingy manages to escape Ms. Blåveis’s grip and lands with a soft plop. “There’s a vent. Small, but... manageable. I can lead you there. You can thank me later.”

“I’ll thank you when I’m warm.”

“The vent is just past the sorbet.” Gingy wobbles and then points toward the tubs of sorbet stacked high in the corner. “The vent, it’s behind there. You... you’ll need to move it. I’m too weak. Too... injured.”

Ms. Blåveis and I exchange glances. I can practically hear her inner monologue of annoyance. Still, I’m too cold to argue, so I step forward, kneeling in front of the sorbet tubs. My hands feel like icicles as I grip the sides, moving them out the way.

“You’re really going to make me do this while you’re standing there, all heroic and wounded, aren’t you?” I cast a sideways glance at Gingy.

He clutches his chest, red oozing from the wound. “I would help, but as you can see, I’m... bleeding out.”

“Right. Dying from betrayal.”

“It’s a noble death.”

Ms. Blåveis huffs, bending down to help me move the rest of the sorbet. The tubs shift easily, revealing a small metal vent embedded in the wall. And when I say small, I mean... gingerbread man small.

I stare at the vent for a moment, then turn to Gingy. “You realize that I am not made of gingerbread, right?”

Gingy looks between me and the vent, frowning as if just now processing this crucial detail. “Well... no. But... it’s still a vent. And it’s—”

“Gingy,” I gesture to the cookie-sized opening. “That vent is the size of your average mouse hole.”

Ms. Blåveis stands up straight, crossing her arms. “Even if I turned into a bat, I couldn’t fit through there.”

We’re doomed. I don’t even have the energy to fight it anymore. My bones ache, and my fingers are stiff. I just let out a long sigh and let my legs give out.

Ms. Blåveis catches me before I hit the ground. Gently, she lowers me, letting me rest against her again. “Rest,” she says, her voice soft.

“I’m... I’m fine,” I mumble, though my eyes are already half-closed. I lean back into her, too exhausted to care about how ridiculous this is. Ms. Blåveis, of all people, keeping me from faceplanting in a freezer. “Just letting my hopes and dreams freeze along with me.”

“Optimistic as ever.”

“Don’t give up hope just yet!” Gingy shouts, sounding like a squeaky toy. “I—I can still save you!”

“How, Gingy? Are you going to summon a magical cookie army to break down the door?”

“No,” he says, a little too earnestly, “but I can crawl through the vent and unlock the door from the outside.”

Ms. Blåveis’s eyebrow twitches. “You’re going to crawl through that vent? Undetected?”

Gingy nods. “If my army doesn’t catch me. I’ll be fast. Like... like a sugar rush.”

My eyes roll so far back into my head, I’m surprised they don’t get stuck. “So our survival hinges on you not getting caught... by the same gingerbread men that stabbed you.”

“I won’t be caught!” Gingy’s hands are balled into fists. “I’ll sneak through. I’m small and stealthy. Like a ninja! A sugar ninja!”

“Sugar ninja. That’s the plan? You’re going to stealth your way through an entire army.”

“Exactly.”

Ms. Blåveis sighs, her hands resting on my shoulders. “Ms. Strange is currently freezing, Gingy. I suggest you hurry before she turns into a popsicle.”

I give her a weak smile, even though my faith in this plan is at nonexistent. “It’s fine, Ms. Blåveis. Maybe I’ll just... live in the freezer from now on. Become one with the ice. A nice, frostbitten landlord.”

Gingy scrambles in the vent. “I’ll be back before you know it! Don’t... don’t die while I’m gone!”

“I’ll do my best.”

Ms. Blåveis adjusts her grip on me. “He’s not going to make it.”

“I know. We’re doomed.”

She hums softly. “At least you’ll have company.”

“Lucky me,” I whisper.

“Your brand of immortality,” she murmurs, her breath cool against my ear, “is... unideal.”

A flush rises in my cheeks before I can stop it. Damn her and her proximity. “Unideal? That’s quite the understatement. It’s downright inconvenient.”
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