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I stood in the second-floor parlor of the Calloway's Curiosities and let the dust settle on a Tuesday afternoon in late winter, the kind of afternoon where the light through old glass turns the color of weak tea and the radiators tick like they are keeping time. I was twenty-nine years old, eleven months into owning a magic shop I had inherited from a great-aunt who had vanished, and I was about to spend a great deal of money turning the upstairs of that shop into a bed and breakfast.

The blueprints were spread across a blue painter's tarp someone had left behind in the back hall. Coralie Vance was already on her hands and knees beside the tarp with a clipboard, a measuring tape, and a thermos that smelled strongly of cinnamon. Coralie was the younger of the two coven members I actually called when I had a question I did not want Hazel Bramblewick to answer first, which was most questions. She was also the only person I knew who could make a floor plan look like a personal manifesto.

"So," Coralie said, tapping the parlor with her pen. "Anchor room. Reading chairs by the window, tea service here, the small fireplace there. You want guests to feel like they've walked into a particularly literate aunt's house."

"I want them to feel like they've walked into a house that knows how to take care of people," I said. "Without saying the word witchcraft anywhere near the reservation system."

Coralie grinned. "So, literate aunt."

We walked the rooms together, matching the paper to the actual footprint. The parlor was the largest space and had the best light. Off the back hall were three guest rooms, each with its own window and its own small grievance about the original plumbing. The back garden was visible from the second-floor landing, a frozen rectangle of determined rosemary and bare dirt that I intended to enchant gently, when I was ready, in the spring. The chimney breast ran straight up through the middle of the house like a spine, and that was the part Nate Bricker was going to have opinions about.

Coralie had drawn the chimney in red pen on the blueprint and labeled it FEATURE in block capitals.

I looked at the label. "Is that a suggestion or a threat?"

"It's a suggestion that becomes a threat if you try to remove it," Coralie said. "Your great-aunt loved that chimney. She also loved arguing with contractors about that chimney. I am only the messenger."

I was still smiling at that when the sound of a truck parking at an unusually perpendicular angle drifted up through the floorboards. Coralie checked her watch. "He's early. I told him two."

"I told him two," I said.

Coralie shrugged. "Contractors."

I went downstairs to let him in. Nate Bricker was standing on the front step with a clipboard under one arm and a dented thermos under the other, looking at the house like he was taking its pulse. He was wearing a canvas jacket with Bricker & Co. embroidered in small, competent letters over the left pocket, and his boots were the kind of boots that had seen a great deal of subfloor and had opinions about it.

"Ms. Calloway," he said, which was what he always called me, which I had decided was either a professional habit or a personality trait and had stopped trying to correct.

"Mr. Bricker," I said, which was what I always called him, which I had decided was the only reasonable response to a man who still called me Ms. Calloway in a town where everyone else had been calling me Fern since April.

He stepped inside, set his thermos on the newel post like he was marking territory, and looked around the shop. His eyes went to the ceiling first, then the floor, then the walls, in the order a person looks at a building when they are deciding whether it loves them back. Then he went upstairs.

Coralie and I followed him through the rooms. Nate walked the way he always walked, slowly, with his hands mostly behind his back, taking the pulse of each wall. He made three small sounds I had already learned to interpret. The first was at the electrical panel, a low hmm that meant the wiring was original and the panel was a fire waiting for a friend. The second was at the chimney breast, a slightly longer hmm that meant the mortar was tired and the flue had not been inspected in longer than the mortgage had been alive. The third was at the back stair, a single short sound that meant the treads had seen better decades and the railing was a suggestion rather than a commitment.

"Original wiring," he said, tapping the panel with two knuckles. "Full rewire. New panel, permit."

"I know," I said. "I have the quote."

"You have the quote from who."

"From you, Nate."

He looked at me for a half second longer than strictly necessary, then went back to the panel. "Chimney flue needs inspection. I want to send a camera down before I commit to anything. Original mortar is original tired."

"I know."

"Back stair has seen better decades."

"I know that too."

He looked at me again. "Do you know anything good about this house, Ms. Calloway, or just the things that are wrong with it."

"I know the bones are good," I said. "I know the light is good. I know the garden grows rosemary in February because it is too stubborn to die. I know the previous owner kept a humming tin on the second shelf of the back room for forty years and I am not moving it."

Nate wrote something on his clipboard. "I am not going to ask about the tin."

"That is probably wise."

He went back downstairs. Coralie and I followed. In the parlor he stopped at the wingback chair by the fireplace and looked at it like he was trying to figure out whether it was original or just old. It was just old. The wingback by the window was older.

"I will start demolition Monday," he said. "I will give you a written scope by Friday. The chimney I will not price until I see what's inside it, because I do not want to make you cry."

"I appreciate that," I said.

"I appreciate the honesty," he said. "That's the whole job."

He picked up his thermos from the newel post, tucked his clipboard under his arm, and walked to the door. I opened it for him. The afternoon light hit the front step and made the brass numbers on the door look briefly like they were on fire.

"Monday," he said.

"Monday," I said.

He nodded once, which was the most Nate Bricker ever gave anyone, and went down the steps to his truck. I watched him back out of the parking spot at the same perpendicular angle he had pulled in, because Nate Bricker did not believe in angles that were not right angles. The truck had a sticker on the bumper that said I do not believe in magic, but I do believe in a good caulk, and another on the tailgate that said Bricker & Co., Honest Work, Honest Pricing, Honest Lunch Hours.

I closed the door.

Coralie was already rolling up the blueprints. "He likes you."

"He tolerates me with professional respect."

"That's how Nate likes people," Coralie said. "You'll learn."

I rubbed the back of my neck. The shiver was still there, the one that had settled under my skin when the truck pulled up and had not left when it pulled away. It was not the kind of shiver that came from cold. It was the kind of shiver I had felt the morning a black cat had appeared on my shop step and refused to leave, and the kind I had felt the first time the humming drawer in the back room had decided I was allowed to know it was there.

The house was paying attention.

I did not say this out loud, because saying it out loud in Moonvale was the kind of thing that turned out to be true, and I was not yet ready to find out how true. I went back upstairs instead and stood in the parlor where the blueprints had been, looking at the room as it actually was, which was mostly dust and good light and a wingback chair that had opinions about where it wanted to sit.

I was going to need a lot more tea this week.

I went downstairs, put the kettle on, and did not look at the second shelf of the back room where the lavender tin was humming faintly to itself, the way Marigold's tins did, the way they had apparently done for a very long time. The kettle ticked on the stove. The cat, who had been asleep on the register for the last hour, opened one eye to make sure I was not doing anything unusual, and closed it again when I determined I was not.

I poured the water, set out two cups, one chipped blue and one good, and carried them upstairs.

I did not know yet why I had set out two.
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The teacup slid three inches to the left by itself. I, who had been standing in the parlor doorway with a length of curtain rod tucked under one arm, stopped breathing for a count of three and then for a count of three after that, because the first count had not been enough.

The parlor was empty. Nate had left an hour ago, perpendicular parking and all, and Coralie had rolled up the blueprints and gone home to feed Coralie's cat, who was a different cat from my cat and was, Coralie had assured me, not magical in any way I needed to worry about. The house was quiet in the way that houses get quiet when the last human voice has gone out of them, which is to say not quiet at all if you listened with the right part of your ear.

I listened with the right part of my ear.

The teacup was the chipped blue one I had set out on the side table earlier, without knowing why. It had been on the right side of the table. It was now on the left. I was certain I had not moved it, because I had not touched it, because I had been measuring the window for curtains and had not been anywhere near the side table.

I put the curtain rod down on the wingback chair that was older than the wingback by the fireplace, which was just old, and walked, very deliberately, over to the side table.

"Hello," I said, to the room, which was a thing I had learned to do in Moonvale because it was the kind of town where saying hello to rooms was occasionally rewarded with answers.

The room did not answer.

I picked up the teacup. It was cold. I set it back down, in the middle of the table this time, exactly centered, and went back to the window.

Three minutes later, the teacup was on the left again.

I stood very still and looked at the teacup, and the teacup looked back at me in the way that teacups look back at you when you have been the inheritor of a magic shop for eleven months and have learned that most things in Moonvale are paying attention whether you want them to or not.

A man was sitting in the wingback chair by the window.

He had not been there a moment ago. I was certain of this because I had been looking at the wingback chair by the window for the better part of ten minutes while I measured for curtains, and it had been empty. Now it contained a man in a three-piece suit the color of charcoal, with a pocket square folded into a small precise rectangle and hair combed back from a high forehead and the kind of face that had been handsome in 1947 and had decided, somewhere along the way, to remain so on principle.

He was watching me with patient, faintly amused eyes.

"Good evening," he said.

I, who had been standing in the middle of the parlor with one hand still holding the end of the curtain rod, said, "Good evening," because it was Tuesday evening and I had not had dinner and this was what my life had apparently become.

"Ambrose Fairweather," he said, and inclined his head a quarter of an inch. "I have been here since 1947. I have been watching you since you came upstairs, and I have been waiting for you to notice the teacup for approximately the last forty-five minutes, which I feel is reasonable given that you did set out two."

"You moved the teacup," I said.

"I moved the teacup," he agreed, with the tone of a man who had moved many teacups and did not feel the need to apologize for any of them.

I looked at the door. I looked at the stairs. I looked back at Ambrose Fairweather, who had not moved from the wingback chair and showed no particular inclination to do so.

"I should," I began.

"You should not," Ambrose said, mildly. "I cannot leave the property. I have not been able to leave the property since 1947. I could not leave it to follow you down the street. I could not leave it to follow you into town. I could not leave it if the house were on fire, although I would be very put out, and I use the phrase advisedly." He folded his hands in his lap. "I am bound to this house. You are safe to stay in the room."

I, who had been in the process of stepping toward the door, stopped.

"I am bound to this property," Ambrose repeated, more gently this time. "It is not a metaphor. It is the condition. I have been here seventy-eight years. I will be here tomorrow. I am not going anywhere, Miss Calloway."

"Fern," I said, automatically.

"Fern," he agreed, and the way he said it made me feel, briefly and absurdly, as though I had been called by my name by someone who had been waiting a long time to use it.

I looked at him. He looked like a man. He did not feel like a man. There was a faint coolness at the edge of the room that had not been there a moment ago, the kind of coolness that came off old stone walls in November, except it was late February and the parlor had a radiator that Nate had not yet gotten around to inspecting and was running hot.

"You're a ghost," I said.

"I am a ghost," Ambrose said, and did not seem to find this a difficult admission.

I did the thing I had been trained to do. I reached, with the part of me that Hazel Bramblewick had taught me to reach with, for the silver-dust residue that any spell left on the people and objects it touched. I had read Graham Whitlock's hex off his own hand in the back room of my shop, eleven months ago, in the long quiet after he had left and before I had understood what I had done. I had read the residue on the charm jars on my shelves. I had read the residue on the fourth tread of the back stairwell, which had been charmed by Marigold so thoroughly it had welded itself into structural compliance. I could read anything in this house that magic had touched.

I reached for Ambrose Fairweather.

There was nothing.

I blinked, and reached again, more carefully this time, the way Hazel had shown me, with the slow exhale and the open hand and the willingness to be wrong about what I was going to find. There was, again, nothing. Not the absence of magic. Not the faint silver shimmer of residue. The complete absence of any system I had ever been trained to read. Whatever Ambrose Fairweather was, it was not a hex, and it was not a curse, and it was not an enchantment, and it was not anything that ran on the rules of Calloway bloodline magic at all.

"I don't," I said, and stopped.

"You don't read me," Ambrose said. He did not sound surprised. "I am not part of your inheritance, Miss Calloway. I am not part of your family's magic. I am something else, and I have been something else since before your great-aunt was born, and I will be something else after your great-aunt is, I hope, very old and very tired of being asked where she has been." He paused. "I apologize. That was indelicate."

I sat down on the edge of the wingback by the fireplace, which was just old, because my legs had decided that standing was no longer a thing they were willing to do.

"You knew my great-aunt," I said.

"I knew Marigold," Ambrose said, and his voice did something I did not have a word for. "I have been watching over this house for her. I have been waiting for someone to come who might listen. I am glad it is you."

I looked at the teacup, which had not moved again. I looked at the man in the wingback chair, who was wearing a suit that had been fashionable in 1947 and had not aged a day. I looked at the window, where the late February light was doing the thing it did in Moonvale in the half hour before sunset, which was turn the color of weak tea and make every surface in the room look briefly like a painting of itself.

"I set out two cups," I said, slowly. "I set out two cups and I did not know why I set out two cups."

"No," Ambrose agreed. "You did not."

I looked at the chipped blue cup on the side table, which was the one I had set out for the room, and at the good cup on the kitchen counter downstairs, which was the one I had set out for myself.

I got up, walked downstairs, brought the good cup up, set it on the side table next to the chipped blue one, and went back to the kitchen and put the kettle on.

"You cannot drink the tea," I said, when I came back up with two cups, one steaming and one not, because I had decided halfway through pouring that pouring tea for a ghost was the kind of thing one did in Moonvale and I was going to do it.

"I cannot drink the tea," Ambrose agreed, with the faintest trace of what might, on a living man, have been a rueful smile. "I have not been able to drink anything since November of 1947. I appreciate the gesture. I appreciate it more than you know."

I sat down in the wingback by the window, because it was the one Ambrose was not in, and held my own cup in both hands because the parlor was, despite the radiator, slightly cooler than it had been five minutes ago.

"You said you have been here since 1947," I said.

"Since November of 1947," Ambrose said. "I died in the upstairs hallway. The wallpaper up there now is the wallpaper I hung. The doorframe I came through was the doorframe I left by. I have been in this house since, and I will be in this house until the house is not, and I am not in a position to argue with either of those conditions, although I have tried."

"You have tried," I said.

"I have tried," Ambrose said, gravely. "I have tried for seventy-eight years. I have tried every polite and impolite method of leaving the property that I have been able to devise. I have tried walking out the front door. I have tried walking out the back door. I have tried the windows, which was inadvisable. I have tried being carried. I have tried being invited. I have tried being asked. I have tried being forgotten, which was the worst of them, and which I do not recommend. The property does not release me. I am bound to it. I am part of it. I am, in the language your great-aunt would have used, the house's long memory, and the house is not letting me go."

I drank my tea. It was too hot. I drank it anyway, because drinking it gave me something to do with my hands.

"The contractor," I said. "Nate."

"Yes," Ambrose said.

"You have been," I stopped. "You have been moving his tools."

"I have been moving his tools," Ambrose agreed, with dignity. "I have been moving his tape measure, and his pencil, and his brick. I have been doing this because he is going to open the wrong wall on Tuesday if someone does not intervene, and I would prefer not to have my hallway opened by a man who believes in good caulk and right angles. I have been doing this carefully. I have been doing this politely. I have been doing this in a manner I would describe as theatrical but not malicious."

I looked at him. He looked back.

"You have not told him," Ambrose said.

"I have not told him," I agreed.

"Why not?"

I thought about this. I thought about Nate's perpendicular parking and his dented thermos and his refusal to price the chimney until he had seen inside it. I thought about the way he had looked at the wingback chair by the fireplace, as though he was trying to decide whether it was original or just old, and the way he had decided it was just old, and the way he had been correct about that, which I was going to take, going forward, as a sign of character.

"Because he has to decide for himself," I said. "I am not going to make him believe in you. I am not going to tell him what to think. He is going to have to walk into this room and see what is here and decide what he is going to do about it."

Ambrose looked at me for a long moment.

"You remind me of her," he said. "Of Marigold. In the parts of her that were not, on the whole, reasonable."

I did not know what to do with this, so I drank my tea, which was now the right temperature, and looked at the chipped blue cup on the side table, which was empty and would remain empty for as long as Ambrose Fairweather was bound to this house.

"I am going to ask you things," I said, "about Marigold. I am going to ask you a lot of things about Marigold, over what I am beginning to suspect is going to be a considerable period of time. I am not going to ask you tonight."

"No," Ambrose agreed.

"I am going to ask you tomorrow, probably, and the day after that, and the day after that, until I have asked you everything I can think of, and probably several things I cannot think of yet."

"Yes," Ambrose agreed.

"I am going to bring you tea you cannot drink every evening, because I have decided that this is what I am doing."

"I would be grateful," Ambrose said, and the way he said it made me think that he meant it, which was a thing I had not expected to feel in a parlor with a ghost at the end of a Tuesday in late February.

I set my cup down on the side table, next to the chipped blue one, and looked at the room, which contained a man who had been dead for seventy-eight years, and a teacup that had moved three inches to the left, and a curtain rod I had not measured for, and a wingback chair that was just old, and a wingback chair that was older, and a radiator that was running too hot, and a window that was turning the color of weak tea, and the faint, persistent, lavender glow in the second-floor hallway that had been there since Wednesday and that I had decided, on balance, to leave alone.

The renovation was going to be considerably more complicated than the blueprints suggested.
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I swept the sales floor twice on Monday morning, once for the dust I could see and once for the dust I was imagining, and the cat watched me from the register with the expression of a small animal who had already decided that whatever I was anxious about was my problem. The cat had arrived on my second day in Moonvale and had refused to leave since, on the grounds, I had come to suspect, that the shop had offered it something and the cat had accepted, and that was the end of the negotiation. It slept on charm jars. It hissed at things I could not see. It had opinions about the baseboard in the second-floor linen press that I had decided, on balance, not to investigate.

The truck was already parked at the curb when I came downstairs at seven-thirty. It was a white pickup with Bricker and Co., Honest Work, Honest Pricing, Honest Lunch Hours on the door in slightly uneven lettering, and a second sticker on the bumper that read I do not believe in magic, but I do believe in a good caulk. I had spent the weekend deciding whether the second sticker was a joke, a philosophy, or a test, and had arrived at the conclusion that it was probably all three, which was, I had to admit, a kind of honesty. At seven forty-five exactly, the truck door opened and Nate Bricker got out with a dented thermos in one hand and
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