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Chapter 1 — The New Tenant
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The kettle sang a half-second before the water boiled, the way it always had, and Margot poured without looking because she'd been pouring for this particular kettle since she was nineteen and it had never once lied to her about its timing. Steam curled up off the gaiwan. Bergamot, a little wet stone, the bright thread of the Earl Grey blend she sold more of than anything else because the people of Denver, magical and otherwise, apparently could not start a Tuesday without it.

It was the last week of August and already too hot for the tea she was making, which was exactly the kind of contradiction the Hollow Kettle ran on. Outside on Hemlock Row the bricks were giving back the morning's heat in slow waves, and the patio tables were going to be useless by noon, and inside it was cool and dim and smelled like every good thing Margot knew how to make. She set the cup in front of Mr. Okonkwo, who came in at seven-fifteen every day and read an actual paper newspaper and tipped in exact change, and she did not have to ask what he wanted because she never had to ask what anyone wanted. That was sort of the whole problem with her, if you asked Bea, which Margot tried hard never to do.

"You're out of the cardamom buns," Mr. Okonkwo observed, not looking up.

"June's bringing them at eight. She overslept."

"She always oversleeps."

"She's nineteen. It's a medical condition." Margot wiped down the copper rim of the urn, caught her own reflection in it warped and small, a smudge of flour on her jaw she didn't bother with. "I'll save you two."

Mortimer was on the windowsill in the patch of sun he'd been claiming by force since the Clinton administration, an enormous gray cat the approximate size and temperament of a bag of wet sand, and he opened one eye to confirm that nothing in the room required his involvement, then closed it again. He was the most powerful argument Margot knew against the idea that familiars chose witches for their virtues. Mortimer had chosen her, near as she could tell, because she had a warm shop and didn't make him do tricks.

The Row woke up around her the way it did every morning, which was to say slowly and with opinions. Bea unlocked Thistledown across the way and propped the door with the iron boot-scraper, and the smell of dried mugwort and somebody's grandmother drifted across the bricks. Hari hauled his flower buckets out to the curb, dahlias the size of dinner plates, the good late-summer ones in colors that didn't have honest names. Odette's lights came on in the bookshop, though Odette herself wouldn't appear for an hour, because the lights in Vellum & Vermin answered to a resident who had been dead since before the war and liked to read in the early quiet.

And the lamp over the Kettle's door brightened.

Margot noticed it the way she noticed everything on the Row, which was without quite deciding to. The old gas-converted lamps that hung on iron brackets the length of the block had a habit. When someone walked under them who was genuinely, uncomplicatedly happy, the lamps warmed half a shade, a small flush of light you'd miss if you weren't a person whose entire life was paying attention to exactly that kind of thing. They did it for kids on the last day of school. They did it, embarrassingly, for newlyweds. They had not done it, as far as Margot could remember, for any reason at all on an ordinary furnace-hot Tuesday in the dead middle of a Denver August.

She looked up.

A man was standing in front of the Marigold.

The Marigold had been empty for as long as June had been alive and longer — a tall narrow building on the corner with a sprung maple dance floor inside and gilt plaster gone the color of weak tea, a FOR LEASE sign so old the phone number had three fewer digits than phone numbers currently had. Nobody rented the Marigold. The Marigold was where the Row's history went to sit quietly and not be disturbed. And there was a man in front of it with a key in his hand and a duffel bag at his feet, tilting his head back to look up at the dark windows like he'd just been handed something he wasn't sure he deserved, and the lamp above him was glowing like a small contented sun.

He turned, as if he'd felt her looking, which people generally did not, and smiled.

It was an unfair smile. Margot would think about this later and want to file a complaint with someone. It was the kind of smile that arrived before the man behind it had decided whether to use it, a thing that happened to his whole face at once, and it was aimed across forty feet of hot brick directly at her through the window of her own shop, and she felt it land somewhere under her sternum, unwelcome and heavy, a thing she was going to have to deal with.

She also, in the same breath, felt the binding strain.

It was small. It was so small that anyone else would have missed it, and Margot only didn't because she'd spent eleven years with one hand permanently on that particular leash. Deep under her ribs, in the place where she kept the half of herself she did not let out, something turned over once, like a sleeper at the sound of a familiar voice, and pressed up toward the surface, and she clamped it down so fast and so hard that the teaspoon in the saucer in front of Mr. Okonkwo rang against the china.

"Hm," said Mr. Okonkwo, who missed nothing.

"Settling," Margot said. "Old building." This was a lie that had served her well for over a decade and she saw no reason to retire it now.

By the time she looked back the man had picked up his duffel and was wrestling the Marigold's stubborn front door, which stuck the way it had stuck since the Eisenhower administration, and was losing, and was laughing about losing, and Margot turned away from the window and went to grind beans she did not need to grind so that she would have something to do with her hands.

***
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HE CAME IN AT HALF past eight, of course he did, because that was simply the kind of day it was going to be.

June had arrived by then in a clatter of cardamom buns and apologies, hair still wet, telling a long story about her alarm and her roommate and the light rail that Margot only half listened to because she'd heard the structure of it before even if the details rotated. June was a good girl and a frighteningly strong witch and operated her own considerable power the way she operated everything else, which was at full volume with the safeties off, and watching her some days was like watching someone juggle knives they didn't know were sharp.

So Margot had a bun in one hand and was telling June for the fourth time that morning to please decant the loose Assam into the labeled tin and not the unlabeled one when the bell over the door went, and the warm air of the Row came in, and with it the man from the Marigold.

Up close the smile was worse.

"Okay," he said, looking around the shop like he'd walked into a surprise party thrown in his honor, "this is the best room I've ever been in, and I've been in a lot of rooms."

"We have tea," Margot said.

"I can see that. I can smell that. It's incredible. What is that, the —" He breathed in, and something crossed his face, pleasure and a kind of careful restraint folding together so fast she almost didn't catch it. "Bergamot. And something underneath it. Smoke?"

"Lapsang in the house blend. Most people don't get the smoke."

"I'm not most people," he said, and then immediately looked like he regretted it, like the line had come out smoother than he'd meant it to, and he had the grace to wince at himself. "Sorry. That was — I'm new. I just moved into the corner. The big sad gorgeous one with the dance floor. I'm Dorian."

He stuck out his hand. Margot looked at it.

She was, she would tell Bea later, not in the business of refusing to shake hands like some sort of feral animal, so she shook it, one brisk professional pump, and the binding under her ribs lunged so hard at the contact that she heard the unlabeled tin of Assam — the one June had decanted into despite four warnings — slide six inches along the shelf and stop. June, thank every small god, was in the back. Dorian's eyes flicked toward the shelf and then back to Margot's face, and she watched him decide not to say anything about it, which was interesting, because new people on the Row either didn't notice that kind of thing at all or noticed it and made it weird.

"Margot," she said, and got her hand back. "I own the place."

"Margot." He said it like he was tasting it. "Is it always like this in here? This —" He gestured at the whole shop, the dim cool, the hundred tins, the steam, Mortimer on the sill. "I keep waiting for it to be too much and it just keeps being exactly enough."

And that was the trouble with him, Margot thought, right there, eight minutes in. Because she had built this room. She had built it tin by tin and shelf by shelf over a decade of mornings, and she knew precisely what it was and precisely what it cost her to keep it that way, and nobody — not Bea, not her regulars, not the grandmother whose recipe cards still lived in the kitchen drawer — nobody walked in off the street and named it on the first try. He'd done it like it was easy. He'd done it like he could feel the room the way she felt it.

"It's a tea shop," she said. "What do you want?"

"Honestly? Recommend me something. I trust you." He leaned an elbow on the counter, and the lamp outside the window over his recently vacated patch of sidewalk dimmed back to its ordinary self now that he was indoors, and Margot pretended she had not been tracking that. "I'm going to be a regular. I can feel it. I'm going to be the worst kind of regular, the kind who has opinions."

"We have one of those already. He sits where you're standing."

"I'll fight him for it."

"He's eighty-one."

"I'll fight him gently."

Against every instinct she owned, Margot felt the corner of her mouth go. She turned it into the act of reaching for a tin so he wouldn't see, and behind her she heard him exhale, soft, like he'd caught it anyway and it had cost him something, and when she set the steeping cup in front of him — a first-flush Darjeeling, because she'd decided in the half second of reaching that he was a Darjeeling, bright and a little too charming and gone before you were ready — Mortimer got up off the windowsill.

Mortimer did not get up off the windowsill. Mortimer had to be physically relocated for cleaning, for closing, and once, memorably, for a small kitchen fire. Mortimer regarded the act of moving as something that happened to lesser animals. But the cat poured himself down off the sill in one boneless gray motion, crossed the floor with the unhurried confidence of a landlord, and leapt up onto the stool beside Dorian, where he arranged himself against the man's arm, put his enormous flat face up against Dorian's sleeve, and began to purr like a poorly maintained motorcycle.

"Oh," said Dorian, going still. "Hello."

"That's not normal," Margot said. "I need you to understand how not normal that is."

"He seems normal. He seems like a normal large cat enjoying a normal —"

"He bit a health inspector. He has a documented history."

Dorian lifted one hand, very slowly, and set it on the cat's head, and Mortimer pushed up into it and purred louder, and Dorian looked up at Margot with an expression she could not read, something underneath the charm that was almost like alarm, like the cat's easy welcome was the one thing all morning he hadn't known how to deflect.

"I have that effect on people," he said, and it came out lighter than whatever was behind his eyes. "Sometimes. It's — a thing."

"It's a thing," Margot repeated.

"It's a long story."

Outside, across the bricks, Bea had come to the door of Thistledown and was openly watching the Kettle's windows with both hands pressed to her chest like a woman at the opera, because Bea had clearly clocked the new man and the brightening lamp and the unprecedented behavior of the cat, and Margot was going to have to live the rest of this day, and possibly the rest of this month, with Bea's commentary on all of it.

She rang up the Darjeeling. She told Dorian it was on the house, first-time-on-the-Row, which was a thing she did for everyone and not a thing she was doing for him specifically, and she said it firmly enough that they both understood she was clarifying that. He paid anyway, folding a bill into the tip jar with the cat still mashed against his arm, and he thanked her by name, and he carried his cup to the door, and the bell rang, and the warm bright outside swallowed him, and the lamp over the threshold flushed half a shade as he passed under it and stayed that way for a long moment after he'd gone.

June came out of the back with cardamom on her hands. "Who was that?"

"New tenant. The Marigold."

"Somebody rented the Marigold?" June pressed up to the window. "Huh. The lamp's doing the thing."

"The lamp's fine."

"The lamp is one hundred percent doing the thing." June squinted at the cat, who had returned to the now-cold patch of sun on the sill and was sulking about its temperature. "And Mortimer touched a person voluntarily. Margot. Margot, the cat —"

"Decant the Assam, June."

Margot took herself into the kitchen, where the recipe cards lived in the drawer in her grandmother's slanting hand and the big window looked out on the back passage toward the Ember Court, and she put both palms flat on the worktable and breathed until the thing under her ribs settled back down into its leash, sullen, awake now in a way it hadn't been in years. She'd kept it quiet for eleven years. She'd kept it quiet through funerals and break-ups and one ill-advised Thanksgiving, and it had taken a stranger with a duffel bag and a stupid smile eight minutes to wake it up enough to throw teaspoons.

Through the back window the light over the passage to the Court was steady and ordinary. But the air coming up from the Court was wrong, and she only noticed it because she was standing still for once, paying attention to her own kitchen — a thin cool draft, out of season, sliding up from the cobbles where the old hearthstone sat in the middle of the courtyard giving back a hundred years of banked warmth.

The hearthstone did not produce cool drafts. The hearthstone had never, in living memory, produced anything but heat.

Margot stood with her hands on the worktable and her grandmother's cards in the drawer and the cat sulking in the front room and a stranger's smile still sitting unwelcome under her sternum, and she told herself, with the determined efficiency of a woman who had a great deal of practice telling herself things, that it was nothing. Old building. Settling.

She did not go out to the Court to check. That was the part she'd remember, later, with something that wasn't quite shame. She had felt the first cold come up out of the stone, and she'd had a stranger's warmth still ringing in her chest, and she had chosen, that morning, not to look.
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Chapter 2 — A Draft in the Court
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By Thursday Margot had run out of reasons not to go into the Court.

She had a standing one, technically. The hearthstone was hers to tend the way the rest of the Row was hers to tend, which meant nobody told her to do it and everybody assumed it was done, and the doing of it was a thing she'd folded so far into the bones of her week that she no longer noticed she was the only one who did it. Twice a month she swept the cobbles around the stone and laid her hands flat on its broad warm face and gave it the small steady feeding it asked for, a thread of herself poured down into the working her grandmother had kept and her grandmother before that, and the stone took it and held it and gave the Row back its even temper and its survivable winters and the particular quality of safe that you only noticed when it was gone.

She had fed it eight days ago. It should not have needed her.

The passage between the Kettle and the bookshop was a slot of cool dark even in August, brick close enough on both sides to touch, and she came out of it into the Ember Court with her broom over her shoulder and stopped.

The cold met her at the mouth of the passage.

It wasn't dramatic. Denver in late August did not do dramatic cold; the sky was a flat hot blue and the cottonwoods over the back wall hung dusty and still and the afternoon sat on the city like a hand. But the Court held a draft that had no business in it, a thin moving chill that came up out of the cobbles and pooled in the center of the courtyard where the hearthstone lay, and Margot crossed to the stone and crouched and put her bare palm against it the way she'd done a thousand times, and the warmth that should have come up to meet her hand came up wrong. Faint. Guttering. A banked fire two days from going out, when it had no right to be anything but steady.

"That's not right," she said out loud, to the cobbles, to the cat who hadn't followed her, to nobody.

"No," agreed a voice, "it surely isn't," and Margot nearly went over backward onto the bricks.

Wendell Boe was sitting on the iron bench against the far wall in the shade of the cottonwoods, which she had walked straight past, because Wendell had a way of being somewhere so quietly and for so long that he became furniture. He was eighty-some and dressed for October regardless of the actual month, a cardigan buttoned wrong and a flat cap and hands folded on the head of a cane he didn't strictly need, and he was looking at the hearthstone with the mild, faraway fondness of a man visiting an old friend in a hospital and pretending the friend looked fine.

"Wendell. I didn't see you."

"You don't, mostly." He said it without any sting. "Your gran was the same. Look right through a person, the both of you, when you've got the stone on your mind." He tipped his chin at it. "She's cold."

"She's a little cold. It's probably —"

"Don't tell me it's the weather, love. I kept this stone forty years before your gran ever laid a hand on it." He worked himself forward on the cane, peering. "She's not cold because the air's cold. The air's cold because she is. You've got it backwards, the way everybody gets it backwards, on account of nobody banks a hearth anymore and so nobody remembers which way round the warm goes."

Margot stayed crouched with her hand on the stone. Under her palm the faint heat flickered, steadied, sank. "I fed it eight days ago, Wendell. Properly. Same as always."

"I'm sure you did." He patted the bench beside him, and because it was Wendell and because she didn't have anywhere better to put the cold feeling in her own chest, she came and sat. He smelled of pipe smoke and wool. "Same as always," he repeated, gentle. "That's the trouble, see. Same as always isn't the same as enough. You feed her a thread. Your gran fed her a thread, toward the end. A thread keeps the lights on. A thread doesn't bank a hearth." He frowned at the middle distance, and she watched the thought slide away from him the way thoughts did now, his face going soft and lost. "There was a doing for it. A proper doing. We did it at the turn, all of us in the Court, and the warm would last the whole — the whole —" He stopped. His hands moved on the cane. "I've lost it. It used to live right here." He touched his temple, not upset, just noting. "It'll come back. It comes back when it wants."

"It's all right." Margot put her hand over his. His skin was cool too, she thought, and didn't like the thought. "I'll figure it out."

"You always do," said Wendell, "that's what I'm afraid of," and she didn't know what to do with that, so she didn't do anything with it at all.

***
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SHE CAME BACK TO THE Court that evening after close, alone, to try.

This was the part nobody saw, which was most of the parts. She swept the cobbles in the long gold light and she knelt at the stone and she loosed the leash a careful notch — not far, never far, just enough to pour a thicker thread down into the working than she usually risked — and she gave the stone everything she let herself give, which was the whole of her permitted half, and the stone drank it and warmed under her hands and held the warmth for the length of three breaths and then let it sink away again like water into sand.

It wasn't enough. She knelt there with her hands flat and her permitted half spent and the cold coming back up around her knees and understood, with the calm of a woman receiving very bad news in a very orderly way, that whatever the stone needed now was more than she would let herself hold.

"You're going to wear a groove in those bricks."

She didn't startle this time. She'd heard the Marigold's back door an hour ago — the Court was bordered on its fourth side by the rear of his building, the only one of the four that opened onto the courtyard, a fact she had been actively not thinking about — and some part of her had been tracking the small sounds of a man unpacking a life into a space that had been empty her whole adult one. Now Dorian stood in his own open doorway in the last of the light with his sleeves shoved up and plaster dust to the elbow and a look on his face she was getting used to, the easy warmth with the careful thing underneath it.

"It's a meditation practice," Margot said, getting up off her knees with as much dignity as a person can.

"Sure. Very Zen. The kneeling, the muttering, the —" He nodded at the stone. "Is that thing supposed to do that?"

"Do what."

"Pull." He said it simply, and then watched her face the way he'd watched the shelf full of Assam slide on Tuesday, like he was deciding how honest to
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