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The building was 1947 limestone with original casement windows and a boiler that knocked every night at 3am like a polite ghost with a regular schedule. I’d moved into 3C eleven years ago for the bones of it — thick walls, solid joists, a building that had been engineered with conviction. You could feel it when you walked in. Some buildings sit on their foundations with confidence. This one did.

The apartment above mine had been empty for eight months. The tenant before the new one was a retired postal worker named Tom who walked a fixed circuit between his kitchen and his television from eight in the morning until eleven at night. I knew his route the way I knew load paths — not consciously, just as background data. When he moved out in December, the absence of his footsteps was more noticeable than the footsteps had been.

The new tenant moved in February third. A Tuesday. I heard her before I saw her. She didn’t move in a line. Most people unpacking trace a simple circuit — bedroom to kitchen to living room to bathroom, the logic of claimed territory. The footsteps above me moved in patterns I couldn’t predict. They stopped mid-stride and resumed somewhere different. They circled things. They paused for long periods and then crossed the room in three quick steps. It was either very unusual unpacking behavior or someone who moved through space with a completely different internal logic.

On the third night I smelled something through the light fixture above my desk. Not smoke — I’d have called the super immediately for smoke. Something botanical and warm, sage and something resinous underneath, and faint. Not alarming. Just present, and inexplicable via any model I currently had.

On Friday there was a sound I couldn’t identify — low and rhythmic, definitely voice, could have been music or could have been something else. It lasted about twenty minutes, starting at eleven thirty, and when it stopped the sage smell that had been hovering since Wednesday briefly intensified and then faded.

On Saturday something came through my ceiling. I was at my drafting table at two in the morning — not insomnia, just a deadline — and a slow liquid drip appeared at the seam between the light fixture and the plaster. It was pale gold. It smelled of rain on warm stone. It landed on the blueprints spread below it in three slow drops before I got a bowl under it, and then it stopped, and by morning the bowl was empty and the blueprints showed no staining.

I’m an engineer. I have a professional relationship with the inexplicable that amounts to: take measurements, revise the model. I wrote down the time, the quantity, the color, the smell, and the rate of evaporation. I noted that none of it fit any known failure mode I was aware of.

On Sunday morning I went upstairs. I knocked at 10:03.

The door opened before I’d finished the second knock.

She was in bare feet on cold hallway tile and she didn’t appear to notice. Dark auburn hair, most of it pinned up with two pencils that looked like they’d been grabbed from the nearest flat surface. Reading glasses pushed up to her forehead. An oversized green cardigan open over — from what I could see — a pair of black cotton shorts. The cardigan had slipped off one shoulder. She made no move to fix it. She had her arms crossed loosely over her chest and she looked at me with green eyes — not hazel, genuinely green — that were doing the same systematic work I recognized in myself, just faster.

“I heard you on the stairs,” she said.

“I’m Cal,” I said. “3C. Directly below you.”

“I know which apartment is directly below mine.” Not unkind. Factual. “I’m Rowan.”

“Something came through my ceiling Saturday night. Around 2:45am.”

She didn’t seem surprised. She pressed her lips together slightly, which might have been a wince of apology. “I know. I’m sorry about that. I wasn’t expecting the amplification in this building — the limestone is older than I realized. The full moon landed on an open window and the combination was...” she considered. “Excessive.”

“The full moon.”

“Yes.”

I’d noticed the light through my blinds Saturday night and thought: full moon. I hadn’t thought about what else that might mean.

“There was also light,” I said. “Thin lines of it, at the ceiling seams, around one in the morning Thursday.”

“That would be the candles.” She tilted her head slightly. “Were they bothering you?”

“No.” Honest. “I wanted to know what they were.”

Something shifted in her expression. Small and quickly controlled, like she’d been expecting a different kind of conversation.

“Most people knock because they’re disturbed,” she said.

“I’m disturbed by things I can’t account for. I wasn’t disturbed by the light. I wanted to understand it.”

A pause. Something that might have been the beginning of a smile.

“You’re an engineer,” she said.

“Structural. Cal Mercer.”

“Rowan Fell.” She uncrossed her arms and extended her hand. I shook it. Her skin was warm — not unusual warm, just warm, the way some people run warm — and the sage smell that had been a trace for three days intensified briefly and then settled.

“Coffee’s on,” she said. “Come in, if you want. I’ll explain the ceiling.”

The reasonable response was: thank you, I just wanted to introduce myself, I’m sure it won’t happen again. That was what I’d planned.

“All right,” I said, and followed her in.

Her apartment was full of plants. Every windowsill thick with them. Shelves bracketed between the windows holding small terra-cotta pots. Three trailing vines grown across the ceiling on thin wires — actually across the ceiling, which shouldn’t have been structurally practical in an apartment with seven-foot ceilings and indirect north-facing light, and yet every leaf was healthy, dark green, specifically oriented toward the windows.

The kitchen held a long table covered in glass jars: labeled in her handwriting, small and careful, grouped by some logic I couldn’t immediately parse — not alphabetical, not by color, possibly by property. A mortar and pestle the size of a mixing bowl sat on the counter. Next to it, entirely ordinary, a black drip coffee maker.

“Sit anywhere,” she said.

She poured two mugs without asking how I took mine. Set one in front of where I’d sat — black, which was correct — and settled across from me with her legs folded under her on the chair, her own mug held in both hands.

“You’re not going to ask,” she said.

“I’m cataloguing first.”

She waited.

“Plants are healthy in light conditions that shouldn’t support them,” I said. “The jar system is organized by something that isn’t alphabetical — probably function, based on the groupings I can see. The smell in this apartment is layered — sage baseline, something resinous, something floral I can’t identify.” I picked up my mug. “You knew my coffee preference.”

“I can tell things about people,” she said carefully. “Sometimes. It’s not reliable.”

“You heard me on the stairs before I knocked.”

“The building carries sound differently than most.”

“The limestone.”

“Partly.” She tilted her mug. “And partly me. I’ve been here six weeks and I’ve been — calibrating.”

“To the building?”

“To all of it. The building, the residents, the energy of the place. It takes a while in a new space.”

We drank our coffee. I was aware that she was giving me information carefully, in measured increments, watching how I received each piece before offering the next. I was doing the same — not because I didn’t trust her, but because I had the habit of not claiming certainty until I had enough data.

“You’re going to say it at some point,” I said.

“I’m a witch,” she said. “Real one. Practicing for eleven years.”

“What does that mean, exactly? Practically.”

She exhaled through her nose — not irritation, more like someone setting down something heavy to describe it. “Magic is real,” she said. “I can work with it. Shape it. The full moon amplifies certain kinds of working, and in this building the amplification is stronger than I expected because of the limestone. That’s what came through your ceiling Saturday.”

“What would have happened to someone who touched it?”

“Nothing bad. It would have felt warm.” She paused. “Warm and slightly good, the way you feel when you’ve been outside in the right kind of weather.”

“That’s a specific description.”

“I’ve tested it.” A small smile. “On myself.”

The plant nearest my elbow turned its leaves slightly toward me. I watched it do it — a slow, deliberate reorientation that took about ninety seconds. Toward me specifically: when I shifted in the chair, the leaves tracked.

“That’s not a light response,” I said.

“No.”

“What is it responding to?”

She looked at the plant. “Heat. Energy. The usual things plants respond to.” A beat. “Slightly recalibrated for my preferences.”

“You’ve altered the plants’ responses.”

“It’s more that they’ve —” She thought about how to phrase it. “They’ve adapted to my presence over time. They know me. You’re new. They’re curious.”

Rowan Fell, I was learning, gave information without apology and without excess. She stated things as fact and waited for the response. I was starting to understand why she’d opened the door before I’d finished knocking — she’d been listening for someone who would take her seriously.

I stayed fifty minutes. That wasn’t the plan.

She knocked at twenty past ten on a Tuesday. I’d been awake — working, not waiting, though I noticed the distinction in my mind — and I heard her on the stairs with the same specificity she’d had in my ceiling for six weeks. Her step was different from the other tenants. Lighter on the right foot, more decisive on the left.

“I’m out of salt,” she said.

She was in the green cardigan again, different black shorts, hair down this time. It fell to the middle of her back and she’d pushed it over one shoulder and she was looking at me with the patient directness she brought to most things.

“I can give you some.”

I went to find the salt. Behind me I heard her step into the doorway — not into the apartment, just the doorway — and I was aware of her looking at my space the same way I’d looked at hers.

“You don’t have very many things,” she said.

“I have what I need.”

“You have two mugs.”

“I live alone.” A pause while I found the salt. “Usually.”

I turned and held it out. She was closer than I’d expected — she’d moved without sound, which I was starting to accept as simply how she moved — and our hands both closed around the shaker at the same time before I let go. The warmth moved through my palm at her touch. Not temperature — something else. A pulse of it, starting where her fingers overlapped mine, traveling up my forearm and into my chest where it settled like a coal banked for the night.

She pulled back. Quickly. The salt shaker went with her.

“Thank you,” she said, and something in her voice had changed — careful, precise, like someone stepping around an obstacle in the dark.

I let her go. I didn’t say anything about the warmth. I thought about it for the rest of the night.

She came back Thursday to return the shaker. She held it out at arm’s length, left it on the doorstep when I reached for it. Our hands didn’t touch this time.

I noticed. I thought: she noticed it too.

I couldn’t sleep Wednesday. It happened occasionally — not
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