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  For my little black poodle, 
who can't read this,
but would very much enjoy chewing it






  
  
It was a good day to arrive in New York City.
No one expected me.  Everything awaited me.

—Patti Smith, Just Kids
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I was supposed to be finding a place to stay, not playing dress-up as Snow White at a children’s party.  The hem of the sparkly dress only came to mid-calf—they hadn’t had time to lengthen it to match my height—but that just made it easier to hoist the layered skirts and run up the immaculate steps of the white limestone townhouse. 
I pounded on the door.  
Solid wood.  Faceted glass windows.  Fancy.  You had to have serious money for a place like this on the Upper East Side.  Only a few blocks but a world away from the tiny apartment where I used to visit my grandma for the summer.  “Entertainment’s here,” I called.
The door opened a crack, revealing a face that went from neutral to disapproving in half a second.
“Zelda Hawkins, at your service.”  I swept a bow, then straightened the crown, which was currently trying to rip a flesh wound in my scalp, and gave the beady eye in the doorway a rakish smile before trying again.  “Snow White?  For the party?”
One eyebrow rose.
“I’m with Lily.”  My cousin Luella’s daughter.  Nice kid.  Fashion major at NYU.  Made money on the side by dressing up herself and her friends as fairytale characters and showing up at rich people’s parties.  When she asked me to fill in for a sick Snow White, I couldn’t say no.  Lily was family, even if we’d hardly ever seen each other.
The door swung open like it might snap shut if I didn’t dive through, so I didn’t hesitate.  Inside, I met the full gaze of a housekeeper who appeared to already have second thoughts about letting in the riff-raff.  “Down the hall, on the right,” she said.
“Thanks.” I threw her a salute and meant it.  I knew what it was like to work long hours for not enough money.  She seemed to smile in spite of herself as I bolted past, my sturdy boots making a light squeak on the marble floor.
Wide doors were thrown open to reveal a parlor lit by the afternoon sun.  Cream-colored furniture with tasteful touches of gold filled the room.  The footrests had skirts, and a sparkling crystal chandelier hung above.  Everything was pristine—and probably wildly expensive.  
It was an excellent setting for royalty, even if the current crop was a bunch of college students in costumes.  And there was Lily, in a purple satin Rapunzel dress.  She looked like a younger version of her mother, Luella—only instead of having blonde hair mixed with gray, like my cousin, Lily was still as blonde as whipped honey.  
Nearby, Cinderella and Prince Charming mingled with a horde of small children in new-looking clothing.
I shuddered.  Small children.  Not my forte.  But you do what you have to do.
Lily caught sight of me and beamed.  She clapped her hands in storybook delight.  “Look, Snow White is here!”
I took a deep breath and stepped into the room.  One boot slid behind the other in an improvised curtsy.  I sank into it, happy that my joints were all managing to cooperate.  I could do this.
The noise in the room hushed.
I looked up.
“Your shoes are all wrong,” observed one of the little monsters in pigtails.
Who did this kid think she was, the junior fashion police?  I straightened and stuck my right foot out.  “Didn’t you know?  Snow White always wears Doc Martens.”
The kid’s skeptical look could have been sold by the pound.
“She’s too old to be Snow White, anyway,” added another little monster.
Seriously?  Knocking my shoes was one thing—but my age?  Snow White nearly let out a few choice un-children’s-party-appropriate words.  But this was family on the line, so Snow White kept her mouth shut and instead glared several vanadium steel knives in the monsters’ direction.
Lily stepped delicately through the crowd and gave me a quick hug.  Her hair was pulled back and somehow attached to an extra-long Rapunzel braid.  “You look great, Zelda.”  Her gaze slipped to my Doc Martens, briefly, before darting upward again.
“Thank you.  Sorry I didn’t fit into any of the slippers.  Size ten-and-a-half princess shoes are tough to find.”
“I like your boots.  Snow White would have done better in boots.”
A bell-like tone rang through the room.
I snorted.  “They have an actual gong?”  
Turning toward the sound revealed a second set of doors opening to the next room.  Through the doorway, a table held four triple-decker naked cakes, the kind where you can see the frosting layers.  Two vanilla funfetti cakes, and two dark chocolate cakes piled with white vanilla icing.  
Chocolate and vanilla: The bases were covered.  My mouth watered involuntarily.  It’d been a long time since the expired granola bar I’d dry-swallowed for breakfast.
A woman stepped into the doorway.  She was dressed in that quiet style that manages to look both plain and incredibly wealthy at the same time.  Too well-preserved to be called young.  Too unlined to be called old.  Same as any carefully pressed woman you might see alighting from a tinted-window SUV in the Upper East Side—except for one thing.
Her hair.  White as restaurant china, a perfect frame around her ageless face.
My fists clenched.  
Why?  
It was like I had a word on the tip of my tongue.  And whatever word it was, it wasn’t a pleasant one.
“Cake,” she said, warm and modulated, almost husky.  Cultured.  Her lips formed the word crisply, without the need for volume.
“Cake!” the kids howled as one, rushing past her through the open doors.
“Cake,” I echoed to myself.  The word tasted wrong.  It definitely wasn’t the one my instincts were trying to shove into the front of my head.  I unclenched my fists, slowly.
Lily released my arm to move into position for pictures, and I stood there like an idiot, a scruffy statue to go with the rest of the marble ones in the house.  
Get a grip and smile, Snow White.  
One foot went in front of the other until I had reached the cake, and Lily, and her friends.
That woman was standing off to the side.
Don’t stare, for God’s sake. 
Smile.
The cameras flashed.
Smile, damn it.
My teeth were so exposed they dried, making my upper lip cling to the enamel in an unintentional snarl.  The camera flash made me think of that moment in a horror movie where a strobe of light suddenly illuminates a herky-jerky monster scuttling through the shadows.
What was wrong with me?
Grandma might have known.  I wished—not for the first time—that I still had her guidance.  That I hadn’t pushed away my magic after she died.  That I’d been old enough to take over the family sandwich shop she’d proudly operated on the Upper West Side.
Wishful thoughts, all of them.  But I was here, now.  And once I took care of this little obligation, my new life would begin.  The family restaurant would be restored if I had to work till I bled.
I licked my teeth and tried to rearrange my expression into something less deranged.
With picture time complete, the white-haired woman moved into position to cut the first cake.  We storybook characters flanked her.  She lifted a chef’s kiss of a knife, patterned finish with some kind of hardwood handle, but what else would you expect in a setting so rich.
Whatever was giving me the heebie-jeebies would soon be in my rearview mirror.  Figuratively, since I’d sold my car for cash before I arrived.
Then a scuffle erupted behind her.
Two boys grabbed at each other’s Little Lord Fauntleroy jackets.  They lost their balance and tripped, crashing into the woman from behind.  Sunlight pinged off the Damascus steel as she flew forward with the knife extended.  My heart had time for one big thud before screams flew up from all around.
With reflexes honed in restaurant kitchens and after-hours bars, I stepped inside her reach and seized her wrist, twisting upward to point the knife out of harm’s way.  We stumbled together, my larger size counterbalancing her smaller frame until we both stood upright again.
Up close, she smelled like powdery violets and iron.
And right then, I knew: I shouldn’t have touched her.  
I should have let her accidentally skewer someone, in that pristine white drawing room, and then I should have run all the way back to Florida, on foot if necessary. 
But even as I let go, I knew it was too late.
My hand began to tingle.  
“Damn it,” I said, softly, not for the benefit of the little ears—they could handle a few swears—but because all the air had left my lungs.
I looked at my hand helplessly as red vines with sharp thorns spread across my palm like glitter-covered henna.  Invisible, electrified pins and needles sank into my veins, swept to my shoulder, spread across my chest, and through the rest of my body.  I pressed my lips together.  No way I was going to cry out in front of Lily.  Or these little party gremlins.
My grandmother’s voice echoed: Let the magic in.
“Oh, Grandma,” I murmured to myself, watching the red vines writhe on my skin, “what if I wanted to keep it out?”
When I looked up, the woman was watching me.  Her irises glowed red like a dying broiler element.  Like blood. 
Of course.  One of them.  Yet no one else flinched.  They couldn’t see it.  If they could, they would have been screaming, and not for ice cream.
I knew the Upper East Side was a hotspot for rich old vampires.  I just didn’t expect to run into one of them at a children’s party.
Her red gaze was so mesmerizing it was hard to look away, but I managed to turn my head.  The mirror across the room reflected my crown, which had slid sideways again, and the slightly smeared lipstick on my mouth—
Which now matched the red glow in my eyes.  I winced, squeezed my eyes shut, then reopened them.  Their red reflection still glowed in the mirror.  “Double damn it.”  I’d let the magic in, all right.  Whether I wanted to or not.
The white-haired woman’s gaze followed mine to the mirror.  “Are you quite well?”  So mellow and elegant, but her eyes were nothing of the sort.  And she still held the knife.
When had I seen those eyes before?
Now Lily was moving toward us.  She hadn’t shown any signs of magic yet, and her side of the family hadn’t told her our family secret—ignorance, meet bliss—but just because she couldn’t see any of it didn’t mean she wasn’t smart enough to pick up on something weird going on.
I instinctively put my hands behind my back.  “I’m going upstairs for a second,” I called to Lily, before she got any closer.  “Wardrobe malfunction.”
The woman smiled like a cat with feathers hanging off its lips.  “This way, please.”  She took my arm.  She was stronger than she looked.  Powdery violets and iron, indeed.  
I could have fought her off.
I think.  
But I let her guide me to the stairs before shaking her hand loose.
“Go ahead,” she said, gesturing to the stairs for me to go first.
I nodded to the knife she was still carrying.  "Won’t they need that to cut the cake?”  
She placed it carefully on a marble-topped side table.
Better.  “After you,” I said.
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I followed her to the second floor.  The pins and needles sensation had almost faded, leaving behind a giddiness that made the twisting stairs feel like a carnival ride.  Only faint tracings of the thorny red vines remained.  
We entered a bedroom with crimson walls, polished hardwood floors, and drawn curtains.  It still had touches of gold and crystal, but where the genteel parlor had invited in the sun, this one closed it out entirely.
The perfectly-made bed piled with heaps of pillows made me forget about vampires for one brief, shining second.  This room called out for a set of freshly-washed PJs and a well-deserved midday nap.
Instead, I scanned the furniture for something small and heavy.  There was a gold candlestick on the vanity that would work in a pinch.  I scooped it up and tossed it from hand to hand.  
She closed the door.  “You don’t remember me.”
“Should I?”
She waited.
We both glanced, simultaneously, in the mirror above the vanity.  Two pairs of red eyes reflected back at us.  Her white hair looked pure next to my unruly mix of dark strands and gray streaks that swept from my temples and my crown.
Something about her was familiar.  The red vine tracings, or the strange tingling sensation as the magic took hold, could have come from any vampire.  But the character of it—the soul of it—
This wasn’t the first time I’d felt it.
“I’ve mirrored your powers before, haven’t I?”
She met my gaze.  “A long time ago.”
“The last time I did anything like that, I was a child.”  I paused, unfurling the timeline in my mind.  “In Central Park.  With my grandmother.”  This woman must have known Grandma from way back.  “She used to—”
“Bring people to meet you.”
“Yes.”
“To teach you to copy their magic.”
I couldn’t help glancing at my hands.  “Yes.”
“So many times—so many people—that you do not even remember me.”
Now there was a challenge if I ever heard one.  I studied her face.  No more clues there than I’d already seen.  Then I gazed at her hands, and the memory glowed brighter.  My grandmother’s introduction:  Zelda, I want you to meet someone.  This is Miss…
I snapped my fingers.  “Laguerre.”
“Call me Victorine.  Just because I am Blessed does not mean we must be formal with one another.”
Blessed.  You could hear the capital letter when she said it.  I hadn’t heard that term in a long time.  They weren’t called vampires, not out loud, not if you had any sense.  You called them by their nickname—a quirk they had, an exception to the traditional vampire lore: their ability to enter sacred ground.  It probably didn’t make up for the fact that an old spell had trapped them in Manhattan, the better to keep them from causing havoc everywhere else.
Even if Victorine said she wanted to be on a first-name basis, I still needed to tread carefully.  You couldn’t trust them—although Grandma must have been friendly with this one for some reason. 
Her gaze turned curious, like I was a stuffed specimen in the Museum of Natural History.  “Your magic.  Is it like your grandmother’s?  Does it also last a day or two?”
“You knew her well enough to know how her magic worked?"
“We were on the same side.  I like to think we were friends.”
“I haven’t used my abilities in a long time.”
“You jest.”
“Magic was something I did with Grandma.  When she died . . .”  I looked away, cleared my throat.  “Not that it’s any of your business.”  I set the candlestick down with a thunk.  “I’m beginning to think ending up here wasn’t exactly an accident.  What did you do?  Send one of your Initiates to incapacitate the other Snow White?”
“I have no Initiates.”
“You did the dirty work yourself, then.”
“Why didn’t your parents take over your grandmother’s sandwich shop when she died?”
I blinked at the sudden change of subject.  “My parents didn’t want to run Grandma’s sandwich shop.  We lived in Florida.”  In fact, all of my grandmother’s descendants were in Florida at that point, but were either too young or too rooted to be interested in taking over.  
“Were you surprised to find the landlord kept the property vacant?”
“Kept it vacant?”  When Lily moved to New York and found the location boarded up, we all assumed it had only been that way a short while.
She shook her head slightly, like you would when a small child doesn’t understand something.  “One last question:  Have you ever wondered why the lease was offered to you at a price far below the going rate?”
Unease crawled through my belly and settled tightly around my lungs.  “Um… rent control?”
She laughed.  “Oh, no.  The offer was extended to you to bring you home.”  She picked up the candlestick I’d abandoned and placed it in its original position, as precisely as a chess move.  “I was your grandmother’s landlord.  And now I’m yours.”
My grandmother’s landlord?
And now mine?
It seemed like a power play.  Like she thought she’d maneuvered me right where she wanted.
She didn’t realize that recklessness ran in my family like a swirl of cayenne through cake frosting.  
“I don’t care if you’re my landlord or the Queen of May.  Whatever power you think you have over me, you can forget it.  I’m going to open my shop and if you try to stop me I’ll stab you with the nearest tree branch.”
“Stop you?  I wouldn’t dream of it.  No, I have a favor to ask of you.”
Right.  As if vampires asked favors.  I sat on the edge of the fluffy bed and ran my hand over the high thread count linens.  I would have agreed to almost anything to be allowed to lie down and take a luxurious nap.  I hadn’t had a real rest in days.  Hell, I could have passed out in Snow White’s glass coffin if it was available.
No such luck.
I raised my gaze to hers.  “Let’s hear it.  What’s the favor?”
“What would you say if I told you the Gentry were coming back?”
The Gentry.  Outside of New York they were nothing but stories.  Legends.  A lost dream no less dangerous for being beautiful.  Like the Blessed, they were forever bound to stay on the island of Manhattan, and their true name could never be spoken aloud.
The fae.
I stared at her.  “That’s not possible.  The One Hundred Year Peace locked them away.”  I did a quick calculation.  “We’re, what, fifty years into it by now?  I wasn’t even born when all that went down.  What does this have to do with me?”
“Your grandmother completed the spell that sealed the One Hundred Year Peace.”
“What?”  The One Hundred Year Peace was one of the greatest magical agreements of the twentieth century.  When the war between the vampires and the fae showed no sign of stopping, the elemental witches brokered a peace: The Blessed agreed to stop converting new Initiates, and the Gentry retreated into their own realm for a hundred years.
“I see she never told you.” 
Defensiveness wrapped around me like a too-short towel.  “My mother didn’t want me mixed up in all that.  I was sent to New York every summer to learn magic, not get involved in drama.”
“I’m not sure I would describe it as ‘drama.’”
“No?  What would you call the Blessed and the Gentry trying to murder each other?”
Victorine did not look amused.  “The spell was placed on a special mirror, a connection between our world and the realm of the Gentry.  The Mirror Seal.”  The red in her eyes flared.  “It is more than ‘drama.’  The Mirror Seal has cracked.”
I put my head in my hands.  “Oh, my God.”
“Now you understand.”
I understood.  I understood that I left my whole life behind—my funky Florida bungalow, my job as a chef in someone else’s restaurant, my car, even—for the chance to reopen my grandmother’s shop.  The chance to carry on her legacy, to be my own boss for once, to start over in the summer city of my childhood.  And now a vampire wanted me to drop everything and stop a war.  “You’re going to have to find someone else.”
“Why?  Because you are too occupied with opening a sandwich shop?”
I lifted my head from my hands and shot her a look.  “Yeah.  I am.  I’m not here to get back in the game.  I was never in the game in the first place.  Why do you think I stayed in Orlando?  No paranormal being in their right mind lives anywhere near there.  The theme parks suck up all the magic.  The closest witches are two counties away.  I haven’t even used my magic since my grandmother died!”
For a moment, she looked shocked.  Then her face smoothed.  “If the Gentry escape, the war will begin all over again.  You were not born when the last one took place.  You have no idea of the chaos, the bloodshed it caused.”  She paused.  “Your grandmother knew.  That is why she did what needed to be done.”
“I didn’t know the Blessed had special guilt-tripping powers.”  Even as the sarcasm left my lips, it shamed me.  She held my gaze, saying nothing, until I finally looked away.  “I just—I don’t know how to fix a spell.  Or a Seal.  How can I even help?”
“You are your grandmother’s granddaughter.  I ask only that you try.”
Memories of Grandma came flooding back: her white apron in the sandwich shop, her booming laugh, her long stride on the New York sidewalks, her oversized purse that ate whole countries—and, in a vivid flash, the street vendors we used to visit, and how she bargained with savvy confidence.
Grandma wouldn’t have been sarcastic.
She would have insisted on a fair deal.
If she could do it, I could do it.  I stood and faced Victorine.  “What will you offer in exchange for this favor?”
“I will offer you a lifetime lease on your shop.  For free.”
My jaw dropped.  The value of her offer was astronomical.  I tried to think of a response, but nothing came out.
Her brow furrowed.  “The lifetime lease is not sufficient?  Very well.  A hundred thousand dollars upon the attempt.”
For a hundred thousand dollars I would have found the man on the moon and delivered him in a parade float made of green cheese.  But she wasn’t done.
“And I will give you an artifact, to seal our agreement.  Does that convince you of my goodwill?”
Whatever air was in my lungs, left in a rush.  Artifacts were extraordinarily rare and powerful.  They could hardly be acquired for money, let alone as a gift.
“However,” she added, “I cannot guarantee the precise… qualities of the last item.  Only that it should suit your needs down to the finest possible specification.  What do you say, Zelda Hawkins?  Will you repair the Mirror Seal?”
“You can really do—all that?”  
“I am one of the Blessed.  I have had years to accumulate property and wealth.  Your payment is not small, that is true, but it is within my power.  You are very much like your grandmother, you know.  She drove a hard bargain.”
I wasn’t sure if I’d driven a hard bargain or just stood there while she heaped treasure on my head.
Her red irises softened, more sunlit Coca-Cola than hellfire red.  “Life is long, when your friends leave you, one after another.”  She smoothed the bed where I had sat, as if she was expecting a guest and wanted the room to look its best.  “You should go back to the party before you’re missed.  We will meet again soon.”
One last look around the deep crimson bedroom, then I straightened my skirts and walked out.  On the way down, I noticed framed and matted photos lining the stairwell, from daguerreotypes and sepia-tone to Kodachrome and modern gloss finish.  Photos that spanned far more than a single lifetime.
What had I gotten myself into?
Soft footsteps descended behind me.  “Here,” she said.  “My card.”
The white card hovered in my peripheral vision.  Victorine Laguerre.  
I turned my head and met her gaze once more.  Then I took the card and stashed it in my bra, since I couldn’t get to my actual pockets without hiking up the Snow White skirt like a can-can dancer.
“Thank you,” she said.
“Don’t thank me yet,” I said, as I rounded the last curve of the staircase.  
About-to-be-broken Life Rule Number One: Never get involved.
Lily and the rest of the fairytale gang were still entertaining the rugrats.  Prince Charming juggled colorful scarves, Cinderella blew bubbles, and Rapunzel wielded her long braid like a whip against several kids with foam swords.
I stepped into the room, boots squarely planted.  “Hey!”
Everyone stopped moving.
“Which one of you little monsters wants a piggyback ride?”  Whether I was getting paid or not, I was going to give the people their money’s worth—and enough little monsters rushed me to take the pressure off my fellow storybook characters.
I galloped the kids around the room.  Not much different than hauling fifty-pound bags of potatoes around, although potatoes smelled better, but at least it killed time and took some of the load off Lily and company.
I took advantage of the last few minutes of the party to slip into the room with the cakes.
The chocolate and vanilla towers still stood, although they’d lost quite a few slices to the plainer knife they’d found to replace the missing one.  I drew the blade through the vanilla cake first, neatly removing a slice and laying it on a plate.  Then I added a slice of chocolate on top of that.
My whole existence had been divided between a childhood with magic—those long-ago summers with Grandma—and an adulthood of restaurants and the everyday realness of ingredients you could hold in your hands.
Magic life, normal life.  Chocolate or vanilla.
I slid my fork through the two slices and smelled the earthy scent of Dutch cocoa and the sweetness of vanilla extract.  I took a bite.  Chocolate and vanilla.
Who said you couldn’t have both?
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After the party, our storybook crew retreated to the sidewalk.  Unlike much of New York, these streets were as clean as Disney World.  Leafy tree branches stirred in a hot, half-hearted breeze.  I pulled off the Snow White dress before the summer sun could start cooking me like a pig in a blanket.  I had on a black tank top and denim cutoffs underneath—not exactly Manhattan chic, but relatively comfortable in the blast-furnace heat radiating from the sky and the pavement. 
Lily held out a share of the cash.
“Oh, no,” I said.  “This was strictly on a volunteer basis.”  I needed money, but I wasn’t about to take it from the pocket of my younger relation.  I held out the dress instead.
She hesitated, then pocketed the money with a grateful smile.  She carefully took the Snow White dress over her arm.  “Are you sure you have a place to stay?”
I clapped her on the back.  “Don’t worry about your old Auntie Zelda.”  I wasn’t that old, nor was I actually her aunt, but the age difference was enough to make Auntie Zelda a ballpark approximation of our relationship.
“Okay.  If you’re sure.”  She seized me in a hug—surprisingly strong for such a tiny gal—then walked off with her friends, all of them still in their costumes. 
I’d have snuck her a piece of cake to take back to her dorm, but Lily had celiac disease and couldn’t eat anything with gluten.  I made a mental note to check on the best purveyors of gluten-free bread so I could provide safe food for her at the restaurant.  Sure, she had more options in New York than back at home, but it couldn’t hurt to have one more.
That’s what you do for family.  You ease the way, make life smoother.
I headed south, on foot, toward Midtown.  The gracious residential buildings gradually gave way to glass-covered towers and signs with imposing silver lettering announcing vaguely named but important-sounding companies.
Although I’d reassured Lily that I had a place to stay, I didn’t.  Not yet.  But before I had to resort to running through my limited funds paying for a temporary roof over my head, I had one good shot.
My ex-boyfriend, Daniel.
Daniel and I went way back.  We’d dated, if you could call it that, in that time of life when you’re still young and stupid.  Thanks to my brother’s big mouth—Bruce couldn’t help bragging—Daniel found out we were magical.  
The trouble with Daniel was I was never quite sure if he was dating me for my scintillating personality and smokin’ hot bod… or his fascination with all things arcane.  We broke up and got back together several times while we tried to figure it out, like getting back on a world-class roller coaster one more time even though this might be the ride that finally makes you sick.
Good times.
I assumed he saw my occasional social media post, like I saw his, in that modern spy habit of so-called mature adults everywhere.  We exchanged the occasional text message that bordered on flirtation.  He had his dates and I had mine, both of us equally committed to not committing.  He had relocated to New York years ago, made it big, moved into one of those high-rise buildings with clean lines from top to bottom.
Kind of like him.
I wasn’t sure if our occasional texts added up to meeting in person again, so I didn’t call first.  He’d have a harder time ignoring me if I turned up on his doorstep.  I shook out my hair, flicked my cheeks, and bit my lips before entering the lobby.  The welcome rush of air conditioning chilled the hair on my head right down to my scalp.
“Zelda Hawkins to see Daniel Palmer?” I said to the doorman.
He gave me a quick look up and down before pressing the intercom button.  “Mr. Palmer?  Miss Zelda Hawkins to see you.”
Silence on the other end.
I gave the doorman a wink.  “It’s a surprise visit.”  Understatement of the century.  My romantic relationships always started in the category of Seemed Like a Good Idea At the Time, before getting refiled under Oh My God What Was I Thinking.
The intercom crackled.  “Griselda Hawkins?”  All those years and his smooth, deep voice still melted me like salted butter on hot bread.  Bastard.  Never should have told him what Zelda was short for.
I put on a charming smile for the doorman’s benefit.  “That’s me.”  
Another long pause.
“Send her up,” Daniel said.
I thanked the doorman and jogged for the elevator bank before Daniel could think too much.  I didn’t need him to get into the weeds about why we’d broken up in the first place. 
The elevator flew smoothly upward.  My ears popped before the bell dinged and the doors opened.
I found Daniel’s door, raked my fingers through my hair one more time, and knocked.
No one opened.
Surely he wouldn’t buzz me up to leave me hanging.  
Or maybe he would. 
“Daniel?”  I leaned my head against the frame.  “It’s me.”  I traced my fingertips over the smooth door.  Vampires couldn’t truly compel someone, but they had enough charisma to tip the scale in their favor.  Whatever I’d absorbed from Victorine, I wasn’t above using it.
Footsteps sounded.
I quickly straightened and put one hand on my hip, model-style.  The door opened—but not all the way—revealing Daniel in the gap.  
There he was in a pressed white dress shirt and dress slacks cut to fit.  He must have just taken off his jacket.  No off-the-rack suits for Daniel.  No nicknames, either, never Dan, never Danny.  You’d probably get ten times more for the watch on his wrist than I got for my car.  Toasted spice cologne.  Well-shaped muscles that didn’t need bulk to show strength.
Did I mention he was a sexy bastard?
I gave him a little smirk, a little head tilt that sent my hair swinging.  “Miss me?”
His gaze traced me.  “Like a hole in the head.”
I peeked around his very solid shoulder.  “Got any Mrs. Palmers in there?”  Thanks to the mystical all-seeing eye, also known as Facebook, I knew he didn’t.  But it was a good icebreaker.
He looked over his shoulder, as if checking for imaginary wives, then met my gaze again. “Would that stop you?”  
“Would you want it to?”
At that, he chuckled.  Then he stepped back.  His right hand, the hand with a gold signet ring, gestured me in.  “Get in here, you bad habit.”
Point one for Zelda.
Whatever complicated financial thing he did for a living—I never quite followed—it paid well.  A sleek gray leather couch wrapped around almost the entire room.  The dining table and chairs had more geometric shapes than a box of Versa-Tiles.  Even the floor to ceiling windows were oversized trapezoids instead of rectangles.  Everything looked edgy.  Sharp enough to cut.
I was more of an eclectic bohemian, myself.  Jewel tones, textured pillows, and chaos.
Still, the leather couch cradled my weight in a rather luxurious way when I sank into it.  I leaned back and curved my arms over the back cushions.
He retreated behind the bar, like he needed some kind of barrier in case I decided to jump him, and started setting up glasses.  “What was it you called me the last time we saw each other?  A ‘capitalist shill for a soul-sucking corporation’?  Or was it a ‘soul-sucking shill for a capitalist corporation’?”
“Daniel, baby.  You are a capitalist shill for a soul-sucking corporation—but that’s what makes you so much fun.  Champagne doesn’t buy itself.”  I didn’t drink anymore, not since my wilder days, but the sentiment remained.
He made a sound somewhere between being pleased and being insulted.  “So what brings you to the city?”
“Capitalism, actually.”  At that, the glass slipped from Daniel’s hand and banged onto the counter.  Good thing he wasn’t already drinking, or it would have been a spit take.  “I inherited a sandwich shop.  Well, not inherited, exactly.  I’ve been given a chance to recreate it.”
He leaned on the bar.  “You left those nice restaurants you were working at to run… a sandwich shop?”
“Why does that surprise you?”
“Do you have some kind of”—he paused for a look to the heavens and a deep breath—“business plan?”
“Sure.  Sell sandwiches.”
“Where is it?”
“Upper West Side, my Grandma’s old neighborhood.”
“What shape is it in?”
“I haven’t been to it yet.”  I didn’t share that it had been unoccupied for decades.
Daniel shook his head slowly, then took his time dropping ice into each glass.  “Let me guess.  You sold everything you own, rolled into town, and thought you could crash with the incredibly handsome and successful ex-boyfriend you dumped years ago.”
“He is handsome.  And successful.  And”—I cleared my throat—“incredibly hospitable.”
That made him laugh.  “You should come with a warning label.”
“‘Smokin’ hot?’”  I smiled, sensing he was close to folding.  “Besides, it’s only for a little while.  I just have to get my sandwich shop up and running.  Cash flow, as they say.”
Daniel ran his hands over his close-shaved head.  “I don’t know…”
“Come on, Daniel.  All the Black Cards in the world won’t buy you what I have.”  I flexed my hands like I was showing off a manicure.  The magic tracings weren’t visible to him, but he knew what I was doing.  “I bet you haven’t seen any magic in years, have you?  Since Bruce moved to D.C.?”
He stared at me with disbelief and desire.  “I thought you gave all that up.”
“I did.  Until today.  I took a side job.”  I told him all about my adventure at the children’s party, right down to the texture of the wood in the knife handle and the exact shade of red in the second floor bedroom.  “Don’t you want to see what I can do?”
I swear to God, the man bit his lip.  Then he let out an agonized sigh.  “Fine.  You can stay.”
I sprang up from the couch.  “You won’t regret this.”
“I definitely will.”
“I’ll drop off Jester later, okay?”
“Jester?  Who’s Jester?”
“Didn’t I mention?  My dog.  Won’t make a sound, I promise.”  That was actually true.  Jester didn’t bark; he hid.
“You didn’t say anything about a dog—”
I hustled to the bar and leaned over to plant a chaste kiss on his cheek, where there was enough stubble to add a light sting.  “Thanks, Daniel.  You’re the best.”  I paused halfway out the door.  “Second best, next to Jester.”  The door clicked shut, and I hurried down the hall.
Now that I had a place to stay, it was time to pick up the one true love of my life: Jester, the sweetest, most ridiculous miniature poodle on four legs.
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Lily had been kind enough to watch over Jester until I got settled.  Her student housing permitted pets, but not guests who weren’t students, so even though she’d offered to put me up, too, I wouldn’t have dreamed of taking her up on it. 
Thankfully, her residence hall wasn’t too far away.  I found the building, checked in, and headed up to her room.
Lily opened the door with Jester in her arms.
With old-soul eyes, curly black fur, and an innocent but mischievous face, Jester stole my heart all over again whenever I saw him.  Although he was in fact a rescue dog, he could totally pass for a spoiled purebred, especially when he was cleaned up.  Today, his coat shined, and the poodle puffs on his head and tail were extra fluffy.  He even had a red bandanna around his neck.  
“Isn’t he cute?” Lily said.  “I gave him a doggy spa.”  She waved his paw at me.  “Say hi to Mama!”
Jester wiggled his whole body with wild enthusiasm.
I gathered him into my arms and tousled his soft ears as he tried to give my face a tongue bath.  “Who’s my best boy?”  I always imagined his voice as if he could speak to me: Where you been, Mama?
“Finding us a place to stay, buddy.”  I snuggled his sweet-smelling fur before putting him back on all fours.  He immediately tried to eat a fallen candy wrapper, but I slid my foot over it.  His one major flaw was trying to put everything on earth in his mouth.  “Thanks, Lily,” I said.  “I owe you one.”
“Anytime.  You can pay me back by jumping in as Snow White again.”  
I laughed.  “Return of the middle-aged Snow White.  You bet.  Or maybe the evil Queen, next time.  Come on, Jester.  Let’s go check out our new place of business.”  I untangled his leash, scooped up the candy wrapper, and headed out.  Jester trotted happily alongside, long legs dancing with springy steps.
On a normal day I would have been tired from all the walking.  But thanks to the magic I’d absorbed from Victorine, I was practically rejuvenating every half-mile.  My joints were looser, my muscles warmer, and my energy levels were flying high.  I could get used to being a vampire.  Blessed, indeed.  The only catch was that it gave every living being a sort of glowing red halo.  A visible pulse.  In a city of millions, you couldn’t help but be bowled over by the sheer quantity of life around you.
Jester didn’t have any magical vampire energy, though, so by the time we made it to Central Park, I was carrying him.  “Lazy bum,” I said, giving his poofy head a scratch.
He snuck a doggy kiss onto my cheek.
Unlike the Upper East Side with its stately rows of townhomes, Upper West Side buildings were altogether more eclectic.  Rooftops ranged to all different heights, and every building seemed to be made of a different colored stone than its neighbor.  Cozy shops and old family restaurants sat side-by-side with dry cleaners, thrift stores, and gently aging apartment buildings.
Grandma’s restaurant was between a shoe repair shop and a bodega.  
How many times had I sat at the Formica countertop with one of her famous chicken salad sandwiches and a tall, cold glass of whole milk?  How many forks and knives had I rolled into paper napkin bundles?  I could still feel her settling a hair net over my hair.  The way it tickled the top of my forehead.  How proud I felt to go behind the counter and help slice the tomatoes.
I put Jester down.  The key slid into the lock and caught on the teeth.  Grandma used to jiggle it just right to get the mechanism to turn, so I tried to mimic her shimmy, which was tricky to do while Jester pulled at the leash, intent on investigating some tumbling trash on the sidewalk.
At last, it worked.  The door creaked open, jangling ancient bells.  A wave of dusty stink rolled out, and I fanned my hand in front of my face.
Dirt and some unknown dried liquid caked the floor.  The last remaining stool sprawled on the floor like someone had shot it.  Behind the counter, the menu board had lost half its letters.  Grime covered the workspace to the point you could hardly tell whether the equipment was salvageable.
The only saving grace was that any food remnants had dried to the point where the rats lost interest.
The filth didn’t stop Jester from wanting to investigate.  In fact, it probably only encouraged him.  He surged forward, eager to put his mouth on everything in sight.
“No way, buddy.”  I reeled him back, picked him up again, and stepped further in, bits of broken tile crunching underfoot.  Everywhere I looked, I saw money.  Money for repairs.  Money for new furniture and equipment.  Money I didn’t have—at least, not until I did a vampire a serious favor.
Behind the register, an ancient piece of paper hung in a rusted frame.  Although the print had faded with time, it was clearly an occupational license.  The business name was listed as West Side Sandwiches.  
Except someone had crossed through the “Sand” with a red pen.
I tapped the glass.  “See, boy?  West Side ’Wiches.  Grandma was a real card.”
Jester sniffed delicately around the frame.
“This is our restaurant.  And it’s going to be amazing.”  I turned and surveyed the shop again.  “At least after a renovation.  Or possibly a four-alarm fire.”
The bells rattled behind me.
Who could be calling now?
“Hello?  Anyone here?”  A man’s voice.  Behind the filthy glass stood a youngish-looking guy with thick-framed glasses and a knitted cap, peering through the door, his hand shading his eyes.  Only a wannabe hipster would be wearing a hat like that in this weather.  Dude was tall.  Had to be taller than me, and that was saying something.  How old was he?  The longish hair was throwing me off.  
“Hello?” he repeated.
I moved to the door and cracked it open with my free hand.  My boot blocked the bottom.  “Yeah?”
“I’m sorry to bother you,” he said.  Not quite tenor, not quite bass.  Baritone.  “I’m from Columbia University.  Are you the new tenant?”  His gaze shifted to Jester.  “Is that a poodle?”
“Yes and yes.”
“I don’t mean to barge in on you…”  Like someone born to rank or old money, he radiated self-possession under a smooth veneer of politeness.  He was already confident I would let him in.
My first and most traitorous thought was You can barge in on me anytime, which was ridiculous, because he wasn’t even my type.  Too young.  Too hipster-y.  Clearly some kind of useless cappuccino-drinking grad student.  
Jester wiggled in my arms in a frantic attempt to get closer to the visitor.  There was a face to be kissed, and he needed to kiss it.  
Jester had never heard of “stranger danger.”
“Calm down, stupid.  Not you,” I added, to the stranger.
The stranger smiled.  And dimpled.
Oh, Christ on a cracker.  I had to remind myself he wasn’t my type, no matter how tall he was or how many dimples he had.
“I’m sure he’s smarter than I am.”  He shifted a clipboard under his arm and reached a large hand through the doorway.  “I’m Berron, by the way.  Berron Smith.”  When he saw my hands were full holding the door and holding Jester, he reached toward Jester instead.  “May I pet him?”
Cartoon hearts practically radiated out of Jester’s eyes.  A few pats from Berron, and the tension went completely out of the dog like he had turned into a heavy pile of cooked lasagna noodles.  Jester’s tongue lolled happily.  
“Good boy,” I said.
Berron chuckled.  “So I’ve been told.  May I come in?”
“I’ll come out.  I don’t want to put him down in this mess.”  I set Jester down on the sidewalk.  Jester sniffed rapturously at the stranger’s shoes.  “Columbia?”
He fumbled at a lanyard around his neck and brought up a name badge.  Berron Smith, Columbia University, Urban Redevelopment Program.
“Berron?  That’s an unusual name.”
He pulled his hat off, ran his fingers through thick locks, then replaced the hat.  “My mom picked it.”
The things people do to their children.  “Zelda Hawkins.”
He raised the clipboard, displayed it.  “We’re seeking candidates for a pilot program that assists emerging small businesses in certain areas—”
“Assists?’”
He scrambled to flip the papers on the clipboard.  “The program provides a fund—”
“A fund?  Money?”
“Yes, there’s a certain stipend for allowing us to—”
“Give me that.”  I held out my hand for the clipboard.
“You like to cut to the chase, don’t you?”  He handed me the clipboard and crouched next to Jester.
Jester hurled himself gleefully into his arms.
I flipped the pages.  “How did you get this address?”
“This area is my thesis.  Part of my work is to track changes in the neighborhood.  You popped up on the last update.  We’re helping small business owners restore what they have, rather than be replaced by some chain.”
I liked that.  Grandma would have approved.  And my old neighborhood in Orlando had the same struggle: scruffy local businesses getting run out by slicker chains.  
“So what’s his name?”
“Jester.”  I continued paging through the documents on the clipboard.  Looked legit.
“Hmm.”  When he made that sound, it rumbled.  “Listen, Jester.  Would you like me to help fix up your shop?”
Jester enthusiastically hopped up and down while trying to lick his new friend’s face.
I crossed my arms, a tough move with a clipboard in one hand and Jester doing his jumping circus poodle act at the other end of the leash.  “What’s the catch?”
“No catch.”
I scoffed.
“No, really.”  He stood, leaving Jester miles below, and took back the clipboard.  “Well, maybe—”
“I knew it!”
“You have to take an intern.”
He said intern, I heard free labor.  “No way.”
“Way.”
“You’re not even old enough to know that reference.”
“I like old things.”
“Ouch.  ‘Wayne’s World’ is younger than I am.”
He laughed.  “I mean, I like vintage things!”
I laughed, too.  “That’s better.”
His fingers ran down the stone storefront.  “There’s character here.”  He met my gaze.  “I like that.”
Goosebumps rose on my skin like he’d made the same move on my spine.  There was something oddly intimate about someone other than me paying close attention to this place.  
He released a sheaf of papers from the clipboard and held them out.  “Take these.  It’s all here—everything we’re offering, all on the up-and-up.  Our office has connections to the Department of Buildings, too.  We can help smooth out the paperwork process for renovation permitting.”
Jester took a flying leap at the papers and missed by a whisker.  I took them and tucked them under one arm to prevent another attempt.  “I’ll look at it tonight.”
“Of course.”  His eyeglass lenses flashed with the reflective glow of next door’s neon sign.
It was hard, for some reason, to look away from his mahogany eyes, but a glance up and backward caught the words that had made the colorful reflection: NEW YORK LOTTO.  
Guess it was my lucky day.  
“Think about it,” Berron said.  “Call me.”  He made the universal sign for a phone call.
“If I had a dollar for everyone who said that to me,” I said, “I’d already have enough to renovate.”
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After a shower to wash off the summer sweat, I dried off with towels so sinfully soft they were almost criminal.  If I stayed too long at Daniel’s, I’d be spoiled forever for paycheck-to-paycheck life.  But why not enjoy it while it lasted? 
I hummed the Mary Tyler Moore theme as I got dressed.  As I finished, the sound of voices carried through the guest bedroom door.  At first I thought it was the TV, until I distinguished Daniel’s voice—and another voice I knew well.
I threw down the towel and hurried to press my ear to the door.  
“This whole idea is stupid,” said Bruce.  Ice clinked as my brother presumably helped himself to a glass of whiskey from Daniel’s bar.
Ah, my brother.  Bruce had elemental air magic, like our cousin Luella and her mother, but he didn’t use his magic much.  Unless you counted all the hot air he spewed as a lobbyist in D.C.
I flung open the door and entered the living room.  “What’s stupid?”
My brother whipped around.  “Zelda!  Hey!”
“Don’t ‘Hey!’ me.  Especially right after you called me stupid.”
“I didn’t call you stupid; I called your idea stupid.”
I sent a look in Daniel’s direction.  “You see what I have to put up with?”
Daniel raised his hands innocently.
“What are you even doing here, Bruce?  Other than being an ass, that is.”
Bruce tossed back amber liquid and replied to Daniel as if I wasn’t there.  “The thanks I get for caring about my dear sister.”
I looked at Daniel.  “Did you tell him I was here?”
He opened his mouth to respond, but not fast enough.  Bruce was already off and running.  “Mom told me.  So, apparently, you quit your job, broke your lease, and sold your car?  For what?  A dusty old shop on the Upper West Side?”
“What’s it to you?”
“I want to make sure I’m not going to be on the hook for when this crashes and burns.”
I picked up a stray pillow and threw it at Bruce’s head.
He lifted a hand.  The pillow froze in midair, then floated sideways before falling harmlessly to the floor.  “Nice try.  You forget I’m an air witch.”  He raised the glass to his lips with a smug smile.  “And you’re not.”
Jester trotted over to the fallen pillow and gave it a sniff.
I plopped on the couch beside Bruce and grabbed his wrist.  Hard, thanks to my borrowed vampire strength.  “You know what I am right now?  Blessed.”
“Ow, geez, can’t you take a joke?  Let go—”  A vaporous swirl of silver magic wound around his wrist and my hand.
The glittery silver moved through me like a cold fog, as if it were sliding under and around the vampire magic, tiny ice flakes next to hot pinpricks.  I shivered.  Air currents in the room became visible, and the same pattern traced across my hands in silver.  
Bruce put his glass on the table and made an impatient gesture.  “All right!  You stole my magic, now let me go.”
I had what I wanted, so I released him.  Then I channeled the air, flipping Bruce’s tie into his face, mussing his gelled hair.  “What were you saying about me not being an air witch?”
He brushed down his suit like I’d thrown dirt at him.  “You and your weirdo powers.”
“Oh, I’m weird?  What are you, Mr. Normal?”  I plucked a dog treat from my pocket and levitated it to Jasper.  He eyed it, then snatched it from midair.  “Why did you even come here?  I don’t need a babysitter.”
Bruce rolled his eyes.  “You clearly haven’t thought this through.”
“Sure I have.”
Daniel sprawled in a nearby chair.  He sipped his drink slowly, watching both of us.
Bruce rose and started pacing.  “No, you haven’t.  You want to open Grandma’s restaurant again, right?”
I nodded.
“You don’t think the paranormals will crawl out of the woodwork looking to test you like the mutant lab animal you are?”
“So what if they do?”
My brother laughed.  “You won’t last a month without someone trying to recruit you, kidnap you, or kill you for bragging rights.  You think we remember Grandma?  Well, they remember her too.”
I hated it when he was right.  Especially when I’d just found out she was even more important than we’d known.  “Who are you to tell me anything?  You don’t even use your magic except as a party trick.”
“At least I use it.  You’ve spent most of your life pretending you don’t even have any.  You shouldn’t be here, calling attention to yourself like this.  Go home.  Pick up your stupid poodle and toddle on back to your dinky tourist trap town—”  
He choked.
Because I had used air magic to lock the air near him.
Panic spread over his face.  His hands went to his throat.
“Bruce?” said Daniel.  Then he looked at me.  His eyes widened.  “Zelda, are you—”
“Apologize,” I said to my brother.
His silver magic fought mine.  My own breath caught in my lungs, unable to move in or out. 
Daniel was on his feet.  “He can’t breathe!  How is he supposed to apologize?”
Bruce, turning red, nodded exaggeratedly.
My vision blurred around the edges, but passing out on the floor was better than giving in.  I held my position.
Bruce let go first.
I released his air a second later.
He gasped, then took several heavy breaths.  “Jesus.  What’s wrong with you?”
“I’m sorry, what were you going to say?”  I flexed my fingers and watched the silver air magic dance.
He backed away.  “I apologize, you maniac!”
“For what?”
“For—I don’t know, whatever the hell you got all pissed about.  Your dog?”  He shot Jester a baffled look.  “Going home?”
I stood and moved to my dog.  His wavy, close-trimmed black velvet fur rippled under my hand.
Jester lifted his head and licked my wrist.
I stroked his back.  “I don’t expect you to understand, Bruce.  You never cared about your magic, not really.  My magic… it is Grandma’s.  It’s always been wrapped up with her.  When she died, I didn’t know what to do with it anymore.  I stopped using it.”  I paused.  “Until now.  Coming to New York—it’s like she’s here with me again.”  Something had been unlocked inside me, something that was part of the magical energy surging through my body, part of the spirit that flowed through a restaurant that was a mess to the eye but a paradise of memory to my heart.
I glanced out the window, where the surrounding skyscrapers blocked out the night sky.  “So, no, I’m not going back.  I’m meant to be here.  And I sure as hell won’t hear one word from anyone else about my dog.”  I scratched Jester’s shoulders.  “Isn’t that right, buddy?”  I kissed his head.  “You and me, boy.”
Bruce cleared his throat.  “I mean, you could have said that in the first place.  You didn’t have to strangle me first—”
“I’m sorry.  I know this is your way of trying to look out for me.”
“You’ve never put a high priority on your income, you know.” 
“I keep Jester rolling in dog treats, what else do you want?”
“How are you going to pay for all this?”
“Daniel’s putting me up for a while.  And I got a side gig.”
Bruce frowned as if he were already putting it together.  “Oh, no—”
“I’ve been offered a job by the Blessed.  Well, one of the Blessed, anyway.”
My brother’s jaw dropped.  “Are you insane?”
“Vampires,” murmured Daniel, with a gleam in his eye.
Bruce and I hushed him simultaneously.  
“Watch it,” I said.  “They could hear.”
“Sorry, sorry.”  Daniel moved to the bar and began preparing another drink.
“They have serious money,” I said to Bruce.
“Sure they do.  Which is why they can cover it up after they drain your body and throw it in the East River.”  He shook his head.  “I can’t let you get involved with that.”
“Can’t?  Oh, please tell me I can’t.  I could use a good laugh.”
“You can’t tell her anything,” said Daniel.  “Believe me, I’ve tried.”
“Thank you,” I said, nodding regally in his direction.
“I don’t like it,” said Bruce.
“Too bad.”
Bruce pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes.
“You’re the one who didn’t want to bail me out,” I added.
He lowered his hands.  “Not in exchange for getting you killed.  I mean, you’re a pain in the ass, but death is a bit much.”
“This is my circus.  I’ll handle the clowns.  You can toddle yourself on back to D.C.”
“And what about Lily?”
“What about her?”
“You don’t think Aunt Belinda and cousin Luella wouldn’t have your head if they knew you were involving her in this?”
“Who said I was involving her?  She watched my dog and I filled in for her sick friend.”
Bruce eyed me.
I widened my eyes innocently.
“Fine.  But you don’t even want to think about what will happen if Mom thinks you’re in danger.”
“I don’t need to think about it, because it’s not going to happen.”
Daniel quietly walked between us and handed me a glass.  From the sugary, peppery scent, it was ginger ale on the rocks.  He remembered I didn’t drink.  “A toast,” he said.  When Bruce didn’t move, Daniel picked up my brother’s glass and held it out.
Bruce shot me a look before taking it.
Daniel raised his, giving me and Bruce each a glance that said behave yourself.  “To new adventures.”
I lifted the cut crystal glass.  “To new adventures.”  The cold carbonated liquid slid sweetly down, as bubbly as the new magic sparkling through my veins.
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The next morning, I settled Jester in with his favorite chew toy, threw one of Daniel’s summer blazers over my shoulders, and headed out into a light rain.  I hated carrying an umbrella, and Daniel probably wouldn’t mind as long as I put the blazer back before he got home from work.   
Out on the street, a breeze swirled between the buildings, carrying a welcome bit of cool relief from the Hudson River.  For a late summer day, it wasn’t bad at all.  
When I arrived at Victorine’s townhouse, the housekeeper opened the door.  “Miss Laguerre is expecting you.”  She led me to the parlor.  
I tugged on the jacket to smooth it, then entered.  A three-tiered tray rose from the coffee table, and a rainbow of macarons filled each level.  With the children and cakes gone, the place seemed larger and emptier.
Victorine rose to greet me.  When I approached, she kissed me lightly on each cheek.  Not enough contact to transfer power, but enough to smell her particular scent of violets and iron.  “Welcome back, Snow White.”
I took a seat.  “Snow White got lost in the woods.” 
“Did she?  I wonder.”  Victorine made a tiny adjustment to her silk scarf and seated herself.  Trails of rainwater made lace on the picture windows behind her.  She poured tea and passed me a porcelain cup.
I lifted it to my nose and sniffed.  Green tea, apple, cinnamon.
The vampire covered a smile with a sip from her own cup.  “I am no wicked witch, and this is no poisoned apple.”
“My brother suggested you might drain me of blood and drop me in the East River.”
She let out a delicate sigh.  “Would you like a refill?”
“I didn’t drink any yet—”
She held out her hand.  
“Oh!  You mean—”  Right.  Not a refill of tea; a refill of her magic.  Sure, it had been fun to be bursting with energy and stamina for a day, and seeing the population of Manhattan through a glowing red haze was kind of fun, but did I really need it?  Or was it like eating dessert when you were already full? 
I had never been able to turn down dessert.  I reached across the coffee table and took her hand.  
Heat spiraled up my fingers and around my wrist.  The familiar burn sank into my skin, revitalizing, glowing through me.  I swear I felt my hair get shinier.
When the magic settled, I released her hand, took my cup, and tasted the tea.  
She watched me.  “Not poison-flavored, I trust?”
“Delicious.”  I set down the cup.  “So.  Let’s talk.  You want a fix for the Mirror Seal.”
“And you want a sandwich shop.”
“You got that right.  I’m going to need some kind of guarantee—”
She rang a tiny bell I hadn’t noticed before. 
The maid bustled in.
“Claudette, kindly retrieve the folder from my desk.”  Victorine gave me a serene look.  “If you had been hoping to offend my sensibilities by discussing the money first, I must disappoint you.”
Two macarons later, I was holding a detailed set of contracts in my hands.  I flipped through the pages.  “This is the kind of disappointment I could get used to.”  I closed the folder, set it aside.  “I see the real estate and the money.  I was promised an artifact.”
“Indeed you were,” she replied.  “But these things cannot be written down in run-of-the-mill paperwork.”
“How do I know you’ll fulfill your end of the deal?”
“Because I will fulfill it today.”
I choked on my macaron and had to drain my cup to wash it down.
Victorine calmly poured a refill.  “Did I say something to disturb you?”
“No,” I said, waving my hand with an air of complete confidence that was only slightly spoiled by coughing up macaron crumbs.  Stay calm, Snow White.  Ask the hard questions.  “Artifacts don’t grow on trees.  You expect me to believe you have just what I need?  Now?  Today?”
“No.  But I know where to find it.”
I raised my eyebrows.
She stood.  “Will you follow me, please?”
“Where are we going?”
“To the conservatory.”
“Is Colonel Mustard there?”
She stared at me long enough to show she wasn’t a big fan of Clue, then turned away.
We climbed the spiral stairs.  An upper landing led to a room floored in honey-colored wood that shone in the light of the glass-paneled ceiling and windows.  Soft-looking couches and deep-pile rugs filled the space.  Dozens of plant stands held white pots filled with every color of orchids in bloom.
I approached the windows.  The rain had washed the air, leaving the view of Central Park saturated with a thousand colors of green.  “Wow.”  
Victorine joined me.  Her scarf had been rearranged over her hair, to shade her face, and she’d put on a pair of chic, oversized sunglasses.  “Are you familiar with the North Woods?”
I followed the curves of the tree canopy from south to north.  “I spent more time in the Ramble, or around the Great Lawn.  Why?  Is there a magical artifact in there?”
“Not exactly an artifact.  A being.”  She paused.  “The Arcade.”
The Arcade.  Even as a child I knew not to seek out the Arcade.  Grandma had told me stories of the mysterious creature who gave away incredible treasures… but only in exchange for highly personal and absolutely terrifying prices.  “That’s your idea of where to get an artifact?  The Arcade?  Do I look stupid?”
She slowly tilted her sunglasses down and regarded me.
“Apparently I do.”
Victorine pushed her sunglasses back into place and gazed out at the view.  “You need not fear.  I have paid the price for you.”
She said it calmly, but she might as well have taken one of the orchid pots and smashed it on the floor at my feet.  
What price could someone like her be asked to pay?  All the gold and jewels and multi-million dollar townhouses in the world would mean nothing to the Arcade.
“What did it cost?”
“You would ask, wouldn’t you.”
“I have no social graces.”
A half-smile lifted one corner of her lips.  “Let us say that the bill will come due soon, and I would like to have this settled before that time.”
The breeze danced outside in streaks of silver.  If I threw open a window and jumped, would they carry me?  It might be safer than hazarding the Arcade.
I could have walked away.  Let someone else handle whatever had gone wrong with the Mirror Seal.  The free rent, the money, the artifact—they didn’t matter.  Not really.  Sure, they were nice to have, but they were things.  You don’t risk your safety for things.  You risk it for people.  If I didn’t repair the Seal, who would?  How would the peace be maintained?
My grandmother hadn’t walked away from responsibility.  
Neither would I.  
“Let’s go,” I said.
Her hands tightened.  Then she turned for the stairs.  
I hurried to catch up.  Adrenalin trembled my steps as I followed Victorine outside to a private car at the curb.  
The rain had given way to restless clouds playing peekaboo with the sun.
“North Woods,” she said to the driver.
The landmarks of Fifth Avenue slid by:  The Met.  The Guggenheim.  Mount Sinai.  My fingertips traced the leather armrest.  I felt like I’d missed something, somewhere
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