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CHAPTER 1
THE FINE PRINT COMES WITH A CROWBAR



My great-aunt Maeve left me three things in her will: a house, a year of debt nailed to its floorboards, and a fireplace that fell in love with me the second I walked through the front door.

The lawyer only thought to warn me about the house.

He was a stag in a three-piece suit, with antlers wide enough that getting through his own office door took a complicated tilt-and-shuffle routine. He read the will at me in a bored drone with his eyes on the blotter.

The upshot was that I was now the proud owner of Number Twelve Tallow Lane, known as Tallow House, in the township of Mossbarrow. The place was left to me free and clear in Maeve's shaky hand, and the word "encumbrances" didn't make an appearance until the final paragraph, by which point I'd already signed my name to the parchment.

Yeah. As I was coming to learn, the bad news always rides in right behind the ink.

My name's Sam Pendle, by the way, and I'm human. Back in the capital that meant pretty much nothing. Out here in the sticks it turns me into a fireside rumor with legs that nobody quite believes in and everybody wants a look at.

It seems crazy to think it now, but three weeks before that letter caught up with me I'd had a steady job crunching numbers for one of the more reputable guilds, a girlfriend who stopped traffic, and a rent-free room over the merchant district. Then the counting-house started aggressively streamlining my department. The girlfriend left me for a licensed wind-wright who possessed all the right permits. The apartment was tied to the job, so away went the keys as well.

By the time the courier tracked me down to an old academy roommate's floor, everything I owned was in two canvas bags, and I'd started to develop a grudge against a universe that seemed to be picking on me. Personally. So you'd better believe that when I heard a dead woman I'd met exactly once was offering me a free roof, I thought it was the best news I'd had in years.

Of course I signed without reading the small print.

And now here we are…

Mossbarrow sat at the bottom of a valley so green it looked contagious. The stagecoach dropped me at a bridge under a freshly painted sign that read HUMANS WELCOME. I stood and looked at that a while. It was the first such sign I'd ever seen, and I think it read less like an invitation than a public-safety notice for everybody else.

Then the woman selling apples by the bridge stopped mid-sale to stare. She was a lamia. Everything above the waist was soft and losing an argument with a peasant blouse, and everything below was emerald scale taking up a third of the flagstones.

I tried very hard to look at the apples.

It was the lamia who recovered first. As I drew level she leaned off her stool, uncoiling enough of her length to bring her face level with mine.

"Human," she said, and her eyes, slit pupils the color of a drowned corpse, went down the length of me and back up at a speed that would have got her slapped in the capital. "And a real one. Human all the way down, are you?"

"Mostly."

"Mostly." She rolled it around and flicked her tongue out to taste the air. "That's a shame. I was hoping for all the way down."

"It's mostly a figure of speech."

"It needn't be." She pressed a bruised apple into my palm and waved off the copper I fumbled out of my pocket. "On the house."

"You don't have to do that."

"I know." She held onto my hand a good deal longer than the handover needed. Her skin was cold, and we stood there holding the same apple while she considered me like the last slice of strudel in a bakery window. "A soft thing like you, wandering about unsupervised. You'll want to be careful."

"I'm only here about a house."

"They always say that." She leaned in. "Do let me know if you find yourself in need of intimate protection. I'm very thorough and I've nothing on this afternoon."

"That's kind."

"It isn't kind at all, love. I've a cold pitch and a warm coil and I'd have you behind that stall before the coach was over the bridge." She smiled with three or four too many teeth.

The barrel-chested orc who'd actually been trying to buy the apples—a giant green figure who, incidentally, had one thumb too many on a hand the size of a dinner plate—turned to track me too. He looked astonished to see me, which isn't a reaction I ever hope to get from someone who could crush me like a grape. Then three kids playing tag stalled at the railing to join in, and one of them, who appeared to be a swarm of angry bees holding a roughly humanoid shape, buzzed up to my elbow.

"Mister! My friends say humans do it just for fun. Even out of season."

"Go ask your sister."

"I did ask her." The swarm tightened up into something with a face in it, briefly, so it could look pleased with itself. "She said she'd fuck a human just to find out if it was true, and Ma hit her with a spoon."

"Your mother sounds sensible."

I told him to go ask his sister again, shifted my grip on my two bags, and walked on into Mossbarrow.

The stares that followed me off the bridge probably didn't carry much malice. But they were intense, and they came with an unblinking curiosity I wasn't used to. From what I'd read on the coach down, I was now a resident of a town small enough that its buildings made special accommodation for minotaur horns and harpy roosts. So maybe humans really were that rare out here.

Tallow House was the last building I came to, and I didn't need to check the numbers to know I had the right place. Every other house on that street put out a warmth I could feel from the middle of the road. Their windows threw gold onto the cobblestones, and every chimney was sending up clouds of smoke into the evening air.

Mine had cracked windows, a garden going back to nature, and one thin thread of gray struggling out of the chimney. The front door bucked against its hinges, like somebody had been swinging something heavy into it from the inside.

Still. A rundown house I owned free and clear beat any house I didn't. Right?

Determined to be all about the glass half full, I went up a path choked with leaves. Before my knuckles could graze the wood the door was dragged inward, and I was face-to-chest with a woman who was not remotely pleased to meet me.

She filled the doorway, a head taller than my six feet. A streak of silver cut through dark hair, and a band of black fur across her eyes gave her the look of a predator pricing its next meal. Her canvas shirt was losing control of an improbably stacked chest, her sleeves were rolled to the elbow over forearms thicker than my thighs. My gaze tracked down past her waist to a pair of heavy hips, where a short brush of a tail snapped up behind her and bristled the second my eyes lingered. Then her shoulders bunched, and she sank a claw into the oak doorframe, tightening her grip on the crowbar.

I took a step back, my mouth going dry.

I made the extremely sensible decision to stare at her eyes instead of her breasts, her tail, or… well, anything else that could be considered a crowbarable act.

"We're full," she barked, and shoved the door with her hip to slam it in my face.

"Actually…"

"What. What do you want, human?" The door stopped an inch from the frame.

"It's just that I think…"

"What! Spit it out!"

"It's just that I reckon I might well actually own this place."

There was a pause, then a low growl, and then she yanked the door wide open and glared at me. She had a face built for glaring.

"Say that again."

"I own it. I'm Sam Pendle. Maeve was my great-aunt. I have her will, if you need to look at it. It's got a wax seal and everything."

I pulled the parchment out from inside my coat and held it up like a shield. The wax seal did precious little to intimidate the crowbar.

"Pendle." She spat it. "So you're the nephew."

"I'm a nephew, certainly."

"You're the one who's supposedly good with numbers and never once came to see his aunt while she was dying, because his job was so damned important. That nephew?"

Ouch. "Yes. That's me. But right now I'm also a man who's been bounced on a coach bench for nine hours and would commit a variety of forgivable crimes for a chair."

"You'll get a chair when I've decided you're having one."

"That's fair."

"Don't agree with me, it's unsettling." She blinked at me, snarled, and stepped back exactly one inch.

It was the stingiest welcome available anywhere in the realm, and I took it. I turned sideways and squeezed through the gap she'd left me, and for one second her chest pressed full against my back, warm through both our shirts, and I felt every inch of it.

She froze, and neither of us said a word about it, though I've thought about it since.

The hall was high-ceilinged and dead quiet. For a place that was supposed to be generating a steady boarding income, the only sound I could make out was the floorboards groaning under our weight. There were no coats on the pegs and no boots in the mud-trays.

"I'm Nell," she said, slamming the door shut behind me. "Nell Wallace. And I've been running this boarding house on my own for a month."

"On your own?"

"On my own! And I helped run it for your aunt before that. Maeve held the deeds fifty years, but the last six, once she got too frail, I did the actual work." She crossed her arms and the canvas pulled dangerously tight. "I hauled the coal. I patched the slate. I scrubbed the linens! All while her capital-dwelling nephew stayed noticeably away."

I worked hard to keep my eyes above the waterline. If there's one thing I know, it's that you don't interrupt a badger-kin holding a crowbar when she's building momentum.

"Well. Thank you for that. Genuinely." I looked down the empty hall. "But is it just me, or are we a touch short on actual boarders?"

"Oh, he's noticed."

"It's a fairly loud silence."

"They cleared out the week Maeve passed. Said without a Hearthkeeper the wards were failing, and an unwarded house isn't safe." Her tail slapped the wainscoting. "So you're standing in a boarding house with no paying guests, fourteen empty beds, and a roof that leaks into the second-floor parlor. Congratulations. May it bring you every joy in the world."

"You don't mean that."

"I do not."

Then she stepped closer, close enough that I had to look up at the black band across her eyes.

"And you and I are going to have a talk about all the back wages you owe me."

"That sounds lovely. Could we have it near a chair?"

She stared at me a long moment. Then she growled again, turned her back, and walked off, and I followed the heavy thud of her boots into the front parlor.

The room was what happens when years of deferred maintenance get held together by pure stubbornness. The rugs were worn to the backing threads. They were also swept spotless. Somebody had glued every peeling edge of the wallpaper back down onto crumbling plaster. The furniture was one sigh from collapse and didn't carry a speck of dust.

I was about to say something about that when a roar went up behind me and I spun around.

It seemed to be coming from a fireplace, though that's probably doing it a disservice. The thing took up half the far wall and the blaze inside it was going gangbusters.

Now, as far as I knew, all a fire does is eat wood and throw out heat. This one was leaning at me. Golden flames stretched tall and spilled over the hearthstone. They bent toward the doorway and very nearly reached. The banked coals pulsed bright amber. And a wave of comfort rolled across the room and bled the winter straight out of my coat, and wrapped around me in a welcome I couldn't remember getting from anything before. Including people.

For the first time in, well, forever, my shoulders dropped and all I wanted was to put my bags down and sleep.

The word 'home' went cheering around the inside of my skull. My brain had never once made that racket before. I'd been inside the property for, what, ninety seconds? So getting this attached to masonry this fast told me magical shenanigans were afoot.

Nell's reaction was more interesting. She glared at the grate, then whipped her head toward me, snarling, with every fang on display.

"What did you do, human?"

"Nothing!" I kept my hands where she could see them. "Honestly. Nothing."

"Nobody does nothing and gets that. It's practically indecent."

"I've been here a minute and a half!"

Then the fire gave an unnatural pop and a thick ribbon of white smoke came off the logs. Instead of drafting up the chimney it rolled out into the middle of the room, stalled in the dead air, and twisted itself into block letters.

RESIDENT COUNT: ONE.

It held that for three seconds. Then the edges blurred, and it paused in a way that looked dangerously like thought.

...TWO? CHECKING.

The letters dissolved and the fire dropped back to its crackling baseline, though the flames kept angling toward my side of the room, fizzing with a hopeful energy.

"Okay," I said. "So the boarding house I've inherited is haunted. Good to know."

"It's not haunted."

"It's writing to me."

"Haunted I could fix with salt and a rosary." She said it to the grate rather than to me. "It's worse than haunted."

"Worse how?"

"The Hearth likes you." Her tail twitched and she glared at the flames. "Forty years! Forty years I cooked the meals and stretched the pantry for your aunt. I balanced the books. I broke up the brawls. I chased short rent off a dozen boarders. Then six years running the whole roster alone, and I kept every soul in this house fed and safe. And what did I get for it?"

"I get the feeling it's not much."

"Nothing! Not a flicker! The day Maeve passed, the Hearth went dead to me. Cold iron and gray ash!"

I got as far as opening my mouth before her eyes flared and the crowbar came up level with my head.

"And now you waltz in off the street and it rolls onto its back and spreads its legs for you! It has never once written me into that smoke. Not once, not in all my years here. But you? It counted you before your bags hit the floor!"

She slammed the bar against the wall, leaving a fresh crater in the plaster that matched half a dozen others. I got the sense that wall got this treatment fairly regularly. But the strike seemed to take the last of the fight out of her, and her shoulders came down, and all at once she looked bone-tired.

"I doubt the fancy city lawyer mentioned it," she said, the bark gone out of her voice, "but your aunt died owing the Guild a full year of hearth-levy."

"I don't understand."

"Tallow House is a designated aetheric property. If its Hearth doesn't burn, it doesn't generate. If it doesn't generate, we can't pay the tax."

She said all that like a recitation, a thing she'd had to explain to a great many people who didn't want to hear it.

"Who's holding the paper?"

"A heron named Rackham. And we're the last building on this lane that isn't already his."

I let that sit a moment, and did not care for how it settled.

"How long have I got?"

"Twenty-six days. Then he comes to the door with a writ, and Tallow House becomes his, and he tears up this whole street to build a spa."

If I didn't have bad luck I'd have no luck at all. I dragged one of the dilapidated armchairs out from the table and sank into it. It groaned theatrically and held.

"Okay. You're right, the lawyer didn't tell me any of that. But back up. You're telling me the property tax in this town gets paid in magic fire?"

"Capital boys." She shook her head. "You don't know you're born. Not in fire. The levy's owed in hard coin—a full year of it—and we don't have a copper to put against it. But a house that burns bright enough by Long Night gets written off as a civic asset."

"So we light it up, or I lose it."

"You light it up or everything your aunt left you is forfeit, and Rackham swoops in. Literally." She let that sit. "And I'll be scrubbing somebody else's floors at sixty. So no pressure on you, human."

She hooked the opposite chair with her boot, dragged it out, and sat, laying the crowbar across her knees. Then she rubbed the bridge of her nose where the black fur met the silver.

"Look, human. As much as I might wish otherwise, the Hearth actually answered you. That's the most heat this room has thrown since, well. You know. So it's decided you're the one who's going to help me dig us out."

I kept my face blank, but inside I was running the numbers, and the numbers weren't pretty.

I felt for Nell. I really did. She'd poured her sweat and her sanity into these floorboards for my aunt. But all the compassion in the realm won't patch a rotting roof, and it definitely won't clear a magical tax debt I had no earthly way of paying.

I'd come down here expecting a turnkey asset. A semi-functioning business I could take over and pull a little cash out of. Instead I was sitting inside one enormous liability. It seemed to be depreciating by the hour. No guests, fourteen empty beds, and the twenty-six days on the clock weren't exactly making my socks roll up and down.

So here's where my brain went. If Rackham already held the paper, the smart play wasn't fighting him over a house that was manifestly falling down around my ears. The smart play was a clean surrender. Sign the deeds over, walk away without a tax liability nailed to my name, and—maybe, just maybe—squeeze a modest liquidation fee out of the Guild for saving them an eviction. Heron or not, creditors tend to be pragmatic about the cheapest way out of a hole.

I looked up. Nell was watching me.

I hadn't said a word out loud. But I imagine she'd watched a month of boarders do that same arithmetic and walk, and I'd guess she knew the look of a man running the numbers on his way out the door.

I braced for her to take my head off and unclog the kitchen drain with my skull.

Instead her broad shoulders dropped, and the crowbar slid out of her fingers and clanged against the floorboards, and then there was just a tired woman looking at a fire that had never once answered her.

"Sun's down," she said. "And I've been hauling wet plaster since dawn. Take the room at the top of the stairs. It's about the only one that's ready to let. We'll look at the actual numbers in the morning."

Then she walked into the dark hallway without looking back.

Behind me the golden fire gave another cheerful pop.

At least one of us was having a good time.


CHAPTER 2
THE BOOKS ARE WORSE THAN THE CROWBAR



The 'room at the top of the stairs' turned out to be less of a guest suite and more of a zoning violation. By the standards of the capital—and they were pretty low anyway—any honest inspector would've condemned it on sight as a repurposed linen closet. The single narrow bed I tried to get a few hours' rest in smelled of cedar and somebody else's better decade, and the warped window frame let in a winter draft so invasive I could see my own yawns in the dark.

A largely terrible night's sleep got rather worse when, at around three in the morning, the freezing draft stopped and the moonlight coming through the curtainless glass vanished. Something with an impossible number of dust-covered wings was pressing itself against the outside of my second-story window. It lingered there for some time, its huge weight blocking out the sky and watching me in total silence.

Which was, you know, utterly terrifying.

But then whatever it was detached from the glass and flew off to be swallowed by the night. Just a friendly local neighborhood moth, I told myself. Nothing to worry me there. At all. Then I pulled the thin quilt over my head, rolled over, and failed to go back to sleep.

I woke up freezing, sleep-deprived, and with my exit strategy now firmly in place. I was going to sign the deeds for Tallow House over to the heron, surrender the property's tax liability, and find a coach back to the borders of sanity as fast as humanly possible.

My sour mood did not improve when the Hearth kept trying to make itself a clingy presence in my life. It had banked itself to an orange glow overnight, but the second my boot hit the bottom stair, the coals flared into an eager gold and a wave of heat smelling of split pine and cinnamon rushed up the stairwell to meet me. At the same time, a ribbon of white smoke detached from the mantel, twisted in the air, and formed block letters in the dead space.

MORNING.

"Morning," I said, absently. It was a long three seconds before I realized I was making polite conversation with a fireplace.

"Don't do that!"

I turned and saw Nell filling the kitchen doorway, holding two steaming mugs. She was already dressed for heavy labor in work pants and a henley, and her grip on the handles was white-knuckled enough to crack the ceramic.

"Do what?" I said.

"Don't talk to it," she snapped, her dark mask of fur pinched into a scowl. "You'll only encourage it, and it doesn't need encouraging. It needs managing. And that's my job."

She shoved a mug against my chest, and I saw that the tea inside was dark enough to strip paint off a hull. Well, finally some good news! It was cut with the exact ratio of milk I'd have poured myself.

"Thank you!" I said. "I cannot tell you how rare it is to come across someone who knows how to make a proper cup of tea."

Nell glared at the hearthstone, looking eager to take the brickwork apart piece by piece.

"Don't thank me. The Hearth told me how you take it," she growled. "That damned fire watched you sleep all night, and then it wrote me a bracket of smoke to tell me your dairy preferences. Forty years I've run the kitchens in this house, and it has never once given me a recipe for anything I want! Just... sit down at the table. We're going to look over the books."

"I can do books," I said, taking a sip of the suspiciously perfect tea. "Let's see exactly how much this ghost town owes, and how fast I can sign it away."

The silence that followed was heavy enough to crack the floorboards, but then Nell just turned her back to me and walked into the kitchen. I followed her, keeping my mouth, a little too late perhaps, firmly shut.

The kitchen was, clearly, Nell's personal fortress, and it was beautifully clean. The air smelled of lye and dried oats, the stove was polished black, and the room was dominated by an oak table that had been scrubbed so hard the wood grain stood permanently raised.

And set square in the center of that table were three brass-bound account books.

I didn't trust myself to say something that wouldn't make the atmosphere even worse, so I pulled out a chair, sat down, and opened the top volume. Within sixty seconds the accountant in my brain took over and started making disapproving noises.

My great-aunt Maeve had kept the books in a looping script with impeccable margins, and that just made the shambles worse. Tidy bookkeeping on a dying business is one of the saddest things in the world.

Years of tracking fractional percentages for a guild counting-house had taught me to gut a balance sheet in minutes. I didn't need a line-by-line audit to see the shape of the disaster that had befallen Tallow House.

For a half-century, my aunt had run it as a premium sanctuary in a chaotic monster town. She offered a clean bed, hot meals, and secure wards. And because the property was a Hearthhold, it ran on a strict empathic loop. The building itself fed on the daily contentment of its residents, converting that domestic peace into valuable Hearth-glow.

"Right there," Nell growled, pacing behind me and stabbing a claw over my shoulder at a column of figures. "That's when the naga seamstress moved out. And down there is when the elderly kobold went into the ground. And then we just couldn't find anybody to take on their empty rooms. By then, Maeve was getting too old to manage the stairs, and I'm only one woman. Then the others started to move out. A house this size goes hollow fast without bodies in all the beds."

I traced the corresponding revenue drop. As the lodgers drifted off, the money coming into the house evaporated. Without happy people to fuel the empathic loop, the Hearth's output collapsed, and the margins tracked the decline: the property's core tier sliding down from its peak at Blaze, holding for years at a dependable Glow, and then flatlining at Ember.

"And a Hearth stuck at Ember," Nell said, "doesn't generate enough aetheric value to pay the Guild's hearth-levy. We'd been bleeding silver to make up the difference, but with Maeve gone the silver dried up and the debt started racking up. It's a death spiral, and the Guild built the damned thing on purpose. A dark house pays twice. A bright one pays nothing. The Guild relies on the hearth-levy to power the town's wards, and the tax lands hardest on the houses producing the least light."

I traced my finger down the final column. The logic was brutal, but I understood it immediately. A house running at Blaze fed Mossbarrow's grid, so the Guild found it within their hearts to charge it nothing. A dark house stuck at Ember was a drain on the town, and the Guild would penalize it as hard as it could to force a liquidation.

Even before Maeve had died, Tallow House had suffered two solid years of punitive taxes against falling rental revenue. Calculating the compounding interest alone was making my head hurt.

"You're a full year behind," I said, staring at the final red-inked summation. "Nell, an empty boarding house doesn't generate the kind of silver you'll need to stop the heron's paper getting called in. People generally don't climb out of a hole this deep."

"But that's exactly where you come in, human! Because with you here, we won't need the silver. We just need to produce a proper level of light again! We do that, and the Guild halts the collections and Rackham's paper becomes worthless."

I looked back down at the crippling numbers. Hoping a magic fireplace would cure a bankruptcy sounded like terminal financial denial. But before I could pull rank and point that out, Nell reached across the table and slapped the book shut. Her claws bit deep enough to pierce its leather cover.

"We only have twenty-five days," Nell growled. "Because then it's Long Night. At the winter festival, the Guild inspector walks every street and takes a hard aetheric reading on every hearthstone. Any property that reads as 'dark' has any arrears it's generated called in full. Right then, right there on the doorstep. No appeals, no arguing, and nobody in this valley coming to help."

She pulled her hand back, leaving four deep gouges in the binding. "I sold everything I owned to clear the levy last year. My savings, my tools, near enough everything but the clothes on my back. There's nothing Tallow House has left to give."

She leaned over the table, her dark eyes locking onto mine. "So we have twenty-five days to either hand Rackham a year of back-levy in hard coin—which we physically do not have—or we burn this house bright enough that the Guild reclassifies us as a civic asset and wipes the debt clean. A Blaze house is a forgiven house."

"And currently, we're at Ember, right?"

"Yes. But we're barely at Ember." The gruffness slipped out of her voice. "Look. I know you want to cut your losses and run. But Rackham will only give you copper pennies for a condemned Ember property. Help me stoke the Hearth back up to Blaze, though, and a bright Hearthhold isn't just tax-exempt—the Guild pays you for the excess aether. Do that, and if you still wanted to sell up, you could auction a Blaze house for enough silver to buy your old counting-house outright."

It was a naked manipulation tactic. Nell was dangling a giant, untaxed capital asset in front of a recently fired accountant to trick him into helping out. And, to be fair to her, the math was flawless. If I surrendered the deeds to the heron now, I'd walk away from my inheritance with pretty much nothing. If we fixed the place up, though, I'd be sitting on a fortune.

And it wasn't like I had a glittering life impatiently waiting for me back in the capital…

"Okay," I said slowly. "Let's assume, just for the time being, that I'm interested in the capital gains. How exactly do you see us upgrading the asset? How do we get off Ember?"

"That's easy, human! We need boarders. And then, once we have them, we need them to be happy. Tallow House is an empathic engine. It doesn't run on wood or coal. It runs on the daily peace of the people living inside it. They need to be fed! And mended. And to feel safe. And laugh." The black fur bristled across her brow. "And loved."

From the front parlor, the golden fire gave another one of its cheerful pops.

"Don't you talk back to me!" Nell shouted at the archway without turning her head. Then she slid a piece of parchment across the table. "But before we can even think about sourcing boarders into renting those rooms, there are all sorts of jobs that need doing to make the place habitable."

Nell's list was four pages long. It opened with a header reading Things That Will Kill Us By Long Night, worked its way down to Things That Will Only Maim Us, and finished on a single line all by itself.

The Chimney Flashing.

That last one was underlined twice in black ink.

"We can triage page one today," Nell said. "Aetheric engines run on warmth, so every draft in this house is bleeding Hearth-glow straight out into the street. We seal the envelope today. You can read, which is a point in your favor, human. And you've got two working arms, which handles the rest."

"Hang on. I've gone from essential to the success of this whole endeavor to manual labor?"

"You're a second pair of hands. That's the one resource this property has been short of since your aunt got sick. Maybe if her nephew had come calling once in a while, we'd have been able to nip most of this in the bud. You ask me, the very least you owe Tallow House is a few hours of honest sweat."

There wasn't a great deal to say about that, was there?

And every job on that list wanted more than one person to do it. The back door was the worst of them, and the one Nell was sharpest about; earlier she'd jabbed a blunt claw at the swollen timber and laid down the law. "That's a two-person job, you hear me? You do not attempt it alone."

My aunt, clearly, hadn't been able to lift her corner of anything for years, and the cold had crept in through gaps Nell could diagnose but couldn't close by herself.

"Hold the glass flush against the frame," she ordered.

We were standing in the freezing parlor, and she was bracing a new pane of glass with her palm. "I can't hold it steady and run the putty knife at the same time. Never could. Take the knife and run the seal. And quit gripping it like you're embarrassed to hold a tool!"

"The knife and I are still establishing a working relationship," I said, trying to force the stiff putty into the wooden track. "It thinks I'm an accountant, and I agree with it."

"Talk less and press harder. You're not buttering toast, human. You're telling the winter 'no.'"

So I told the winter no. For an hour I worked the putty while Nell braced the pane, her shoulder set against my bicep and neither of us mentioning it, walking me through the angles in a low voice about four inches from my ear. When I pressed the last bead home and it held—four hands securing one window to keep the valley weather out—we both heard a fresh coal wake up in the grate four steps away.

"Well, look at that," Nell muttered.

"Do I take it that it likes the fact we're working together?"

"No. It's just approving the work." She answered half a second too late. Behind her legs, her tail dropped its bristle and swayed once, low and slow, the striped brush of it going soft with it. Then she caught the movement herself, clamped a hand over the fur to hold it still, and did not look at me while she did it.

For the rest of the morning the Hearth kept manufacturing wildly inefficient miracles, all of them directly in my eyeline. A draft sealed itself in the main hall just as I walked past. A dead brass sconce by the stairs flickered into a hopeful glow. And when I went to wash the window putty off my hands, the freezing tap ran hot for exactly thirty seconds.

But every time the house spent its critically low reserves to make my life easier, Nell's jaw set a fraction harder. I kept my mouth shut about it. There's no graceful way to tell a woman that her own house is embezzling power to flirt with the new guy.

We'd just wrenched the rotting stair tread up off its rusted nails when a frantic knocking rattled the front door. Nell grumbled a curse, dropped her crowbar, and marched away down the hall to haul the heavy oak open.

"Nell! Hello!" a melodic voice spilled into the hallway. "I heard, well, the whole town heard, that you'd finally taken someone on!"

"Maybe."

"So, I've brought back your good ladle!"

"I don't own a good ladle, Yarrow."

"No, you don't," the visitor agreed, not letting logic slow her momentum for a fraction of a second. "Is he in? The human? I promise I won't stay. I only want a tiny peek. Just a sniff, really..."

"He's holding a staircase together," Nell said, physically blocking the doorframe. "With both hands. Come back never."

"I could hold the other end!"

"You could not."

Then a face leaned around Nell's waist and locked onto me. She was a kitsune with a cascade of auburn hair, a pair of red-furred tails swaying lazily behind her knees, and zero concept of personal boundaries. Her body was poured into a silken dress that was surrendering to the gravity of an unbound chest and heavy hips. Her slit-pupil eyes zeroed in on me and stayed there, frank as a customs search.

She took me in, standing on the stairs covered in plaster dust and gripping a ruined plank of wood—and a flush of pure arousal darkened her neck. Then she made a wet sound in the back of her throat, and the scent of overripe peaches flooded the hallway. Pheromones. The kitsune was literally leaking out onto the floorboards.

"Oh, he is, though, isn't he!" Her gaze dropped explicitly to my crotch, then snapped back to my face. "Tall. Broad. And look at those cute little round ears. Marjorie swore the ears were just a rumor." She flashed me a smile as her tails twitched in a suggestive figure-eight. "You don't molt, do you? You can tell me. I'm very discreet, and I have phenomenal stamina."

"No. No I don't molt," I said. "Humans tend not to."

"Oh, good." She leaned further round the doorframe, and the peach smell came with her. "Because I've a bed, a bottle, and nothing in the book until Thursday, and I'd dearly love to find out whether the arithmetic on you holds up."

"They say a lot of things."

"They do. Half of them, I sell." Her tails went still, which was somehow worse than the wagging. "Everything I do has a price on it, love." She let that sit exactly long enough. "You, though. You I'd fuck for nothing, and throw the curse in after."

Eleven years of client meetings, and I had a stock phrase ready for every hostile thing a person can say to you across a table. Not one of them covered a woman waiving a fee I hadn't been quoted.

"That's very civic of you," I said, and it came out a tone higher than I'd sent it.

She laughed like I'd handed her something. "Liar."

Hang on. Was I flirting? On a staircase, holding a plank? Apparently so, and I'd have to go and think about that somewhere else later.

"Civic," she said, delighted, and turned to Nell. "I'm going to⁠—"

Nell shoved the door shut, clipping the kitsune's nose and cutting off whatever obscene proposition was coming my way next.

I stood in the quiet, still holding the rotten stair tread. "Who was that?"

"That," Nell said, marching back to her end of the staircase, "is why I'm sending you to the Muddled Mug tomorrow instead of letting all these women come here! There are at least forty female demi-humans in this valley, not one of them has had so much as a sniff of a human male in a decade, and every last one is going to discover a household utensil she desperately needs to return to me. They don't want the ladle back, human."

She grabbed her crowbar. "Now, pick up your end of the wood, human, and try to look significantly less breedable."

"Isn't there somebody in this town who does repairs like this for a living?" I asked, after a while of wrestling the stairs level against the riser, with the riser winning the battle.

"There's Stan," Nell grunted, bearing down on her end. "He runs the heavy contracting around here and does the jobs even two of us shouldn't try without a winch."

"So where is Stan, and why hasn't he sorted this out for you?"

"Stan has a family to feed and a business to run. And I have a year's levy I can't clear and nothing to pay him with." Nell stopped wrestling the wood and looked at me. "He's an unspent favor, human. I haven't spent him, because the day I start cashing in Stan's pity is the day this stops being a house I run and turns into a charity case the town has to prop up." She drove the tread home with one stamp of her boot. "I'll spend my favor when I have no other choice. Not one minute before. And not on things I can do myself with a second pair of hands."

That was Nell Wallace on a plate, I suppose. She'd carry a dying building on her back until her spine snapped before she'd ask the guy next door for a free afternoon. The only help her pride could stomach was the kind she could file under delegation.

By midday I'd bled in at least two dozen places and learned that an old house is just a long list of small betrayals waiting to rot into a hole. For lunch we ate stale bread and hard cheese in the kitchen, and I took the chance to finally ask the question I'd carried since the chimney smoke first said 'hello' to me.

"Can you walk me through the logistics of all this," I said. "You said the Hearthlight runs on 'fed, mended, and laughing.' What does the building actually want out of its day?"

The kitchen fire popped, a sound that felt suspiciously like a cheer, and Nell shot it a withering glare that told it to mind its own business.

"It doesn't want anything, human. The Hearth just demands," she said. She tore her bread in half and shoved the larger piece toward me. "Physical repairs to the building matter only because a leaking roof kills the mood, and a cold room is harder to enjoy. But the loop runs on people being all right. Your aunt Maeve never patched a roof in her life, but she kept the table set and the gossip flowing. In her day, Tallow House was full of life, so the Hearth stayed full, too."

"And now?"

"And now, I know every mechanical trick for keeping the coals from dying, but I don't know a single one for making the house want to live."

She stared at her bread, her hand tightening around the crust until her knuckles went pale. "Forty years I've banked it, fed it, and scrubbed its grate. It has never once written my name in the smoke. But you walk in, and it's already running a concierge service for your tea. It decided I'm just the staff, and you're the owner."

That didn't sound like something either one of us wanted to explore. I tried to move the conversation on. "And when was the last time it reached Glow?"

"Right before Maeve took to her bed for the last time. We had a wedding party in the parlor, with fresh music every night, and the house was just… buzzing. But the joy sank into the floorboards when they left, and I've been carrying the weight of a dying Hearth ever since. Now, we're done talking. Let's move on to page two."

Page two of the list, as the evening drew in, brings us to the part of the day I'm not particularly proud of.

Despite the failing light, Nell had hauled a wooden ladder outside to clear out some of the rotting gutters. She had no business doing it alone, but I'd drifted back to the parlor, letting my brain spool through the nature of a year's missing levy. Because no matter how I sliced it, the math came out the same. We were going to lose Tallow House to Gerald Rackham in twenty-five days.

And I knew that if I just walked away today—if I snuck off in the dark and called into his office to sell this crumbling liability to the heron-man at the Guild—his buyout coin would clear the debt and maybe even put enough silver in my pocket to buy a first-class coach ticket back to the capital. It would let me start over somewhere warm, where nobody knew my name. And for a moment, I felt myself really want that coach ticket out of Mossbarrow.

But then the guilt hit me. I'd met my great-aunt Maeve exactly once. I'd spent years crunching numbers in the merchant district while she grew too old to run this place, and I hadn't bothered to even visit as she lay dying. And now here I was, standing in her drafty parlor, planning to cut my losses on the only thing she'd left behind…

At the exact moment I could feel myself dangling on the precipice of a decision, stay or go, I heard the thud of the gutter coming half-clear against the siding outside, followed by Nell's voice drifting down from the top of an unsecured ladder. She was talking to herself.

"Right. That's another job done. Just keep going…"

Just keep going.

I imagine she'd been saying that to herself for years. And I knew she'd go right on saying it alone, long after the cynical city boy signed the deed to her home over to a developer and vanished out of her life.

So, yeah. Maybe the failure of Tallow House was inevitable. But I wasn't willing to be the guy who walked out on it before the clock ran out. I could at least hold the ladder until the ship actually sank.

With a new spring in my step, I walked out the front door, crossed the frost-hardened weeds, and set my full weight on the bottom rung of the ladder.

"You're meant to be footing this, human!" Nell called down, not taking her eyes off the rusted iron.

"I know. I am now."

"Hmm." She wrenched a fistful of rotting leaves free and let them fall just past my shoulder. "Then foot it. And pass the bracket up when I ask for it. And don't look up. I'm not doing this so you can stare at my tail!"

I held the ladder. I passed the bracket up when she asked. And I stared at her tail the whole time.

In my defense, she had told me not to look at the wrong thing.

We got the gutter clear before the last of the light bled out of the valley, and when we'd finally worked our way down to everything on the list two people could reach from the ground, we sat on the back step to drink a last round of tea. Nell, once again, had made mine exactly how I took it. That was a piece of intelligence the fire had willingly surrendered, and which she plainly resented possessing.

We sat shoulder to shoulder, boots in the dirt, watching the blue dark come up.

"Tomorrow," she said eventually, "you'll need to go into town."

"Why?"

"You go to the Mug and let the locals get a good look at you, and we find out whether a single soul in Mossbarrow is willing to move back into this house if we manage to get the fire properly lit. I can burn the parlor bright as noon, but we won't clear a copper while the beds stand empty. For that, we need bodies. Paying, happy ones at that. And you're the new face." She drank her tea. "And a human face at that. The exotic appeal apparently does something for the locals. I wouldn't know anything about that."

"You're sending me out there to be… bait?"

"I'm sending you out to be human at them, and we'll see if it takes. Trust me, we need all the help we can get."

Behind us, through the open door, the fire ticked and settled into the grate, and a thick thread of white smoke drifted off the coals, caught the cooling draft, and slowly bent itself into a single word.

STAY.

"The Hearth really isn't subtle, is it?" I said.

"It never has been. It's just not had anyone to aim it at for a while." She stood up, her knees cracking as she gathered our empty mugs. "Bed. After actually putting in a proper day's work, you're going to hurt tomorrow in places you didn't even know you owned. We start digging this house out of its grave at first light, and your 'charm', heaven help us, is the best shovel we've got."


CHAPTER 3
SPITE IS A TERRIBLE FINANCIAL STRATEGY



Nell sent me into town the next morning to be looked at.

I suspected what she actually wanted was an uninterrupted hour on her own, with nobody banging on the door with a pretend ladle to return just to get a glimpse of me.

The city I'd come from possessed exactly one civic virtue, and that was total indifference to its citizens. Four million strangers had silently agreed to share the same crowded streets and treat one another as if they didn't exist. And I'd been fluent in that language. Back in the capital, I could cross a packed transit station at rush hour, pay my three-copper fare, and be bothered by precisely no one. I'd learned fast to stare at the sidewalk and keep moving whenever I brushed a Wayarou, and before the Guild could fine me for obstructing magic. It was a highly effective system of social isolation.

I'd filed this condition under 'loneliness' right up until I lived in a place that did the exact opposite, at maximum volume.

Mossbarrow fundamentally wasn't built for humans. The lane I walked down to reach the Mug had doorframes raised to clear unicorn horns, and half the second-story windows were missing their glass to serve as hippocamp throughways. It was a valley designed for claws, wings, and fur. And, thus, to the local population, a plain human male was evidently the most fascinating—and carnally appetizing—thing to walk down their street in forever.

As I headed for the main square, half the residents stopped their morning chores to stare. I lacked horns, I didn't have a single scale, and my ears were curiously round. Back in the capital, 'human' was a tax demographic. Out here in the sticks, it seemed I was a walking, breathing aphrodisiac.

The gauntlet kicked off before my boots were even off Tallow Lane. A woman with the lower half of a speckled doe was sweeping a doorstep that I doubted needed such focused work. As I approached, she stopped the broom, leaned over the wooden handle to display her bare breasts, and stared directly at my crotch. She went right on brushing the exact same square foot of flagstone as I passed, dragging her tongue slowly over her bottom lip. Her velvet-furred ears swiveled to track my footsteps, and her tail gave an encouraging twitch against her spotted rump.

I tucked my chin deeper into my coat and tried to convince myself she was being neighborly. That took quite some convincing.

Across the lane, a man the approximate dimensions of a brick garden wall stopped halfway through his front door. He ended up wedged in the frame, dropping a full bundle of firewood to stare at my hands as if ten fingers without claws were an explicit tease. Then something tiny and iridescent exploded off a picket fence. It was a fairy, buzzing up in a frantic fountain of sparks to hover at eye level just long enough to flash a microscopic, immaculate pair of tits in my face before dive-bombing straight for my groin. I had to swat her away like a dangerously horny horsefly.

Back home, that level of heavy-breathing surveillance would have meant I was about to be robbed at knifepoint in a blind alley. Out here, the threat model was a different beast. Nobody had ever sat me down to explain how my species was viewed in the broader realm. But the street was practically humming with heat. The people of Mossbarrow didn't want my silver watch—if I wasn't careful, I'd be pulled into an alley for a wholly different purpose.

The town square sat at the bottom of the valley hill. It consisted of a dry fountain, a public notice-board, and seven slumping shopfronts that collectively represented the apparent commercial ambition of Mossbarrow. Off to one side sat a stone tower conspicuously missing its bell, and a Guild office with locked shutters and a plaque polished to the shine of a threat.

The Muddled Mug—my destination, where I was to be 'looked at'—sat on the far corner, and it smelled of roasted beans that could probably have argued a miser out of his last copper. I'd never wanted a cup of something so much in my life. But I didn't make it there in a straight line.

"You'll be the Pendle nephew, will you?"

I turned and saw the local postmaster standing at the notice board, pinning up a piece of parchment as if it might detonate. His bronze badge read Mr. Tibbets, and he was a toad. More specifically, he was four vertical feet of warty dignity stuffed into a tight green waistcoat, and he delivered his words to me without even turning around.

"The human, yes," I said. "Does everyone around here already know?"

"News doesn't have far to travel when the Hearth at Number Twelve writes it in the sky for the whole damn valley to read." He set the final pin and finally turned to give me a significant look. "For forty years, that was the warmest Hearth on the lane. Your aunt Maeve fed this entire square on credit she never bothered to collect. Now Gerald Rackham intends to knock it flat and raise a spa!"

He gave the word 'spa' the tragic weight of a terminal diagnosis.

"You don't approve of spas?"

"I approve of my pension. Rackham's Guild administers my pension. Therefore, I disapprove of very little out loud." He leaned closer, dropping his croak into the damp register reserved for state secrets. "Settle a wager for me, though, human. Is it true your sort can't smell fear?"

"We can't really smell much of anything," I said. "Our noses are mostly decorative."

He nodded as if I'd made his week, filing the data point somewhere permanent behind his unblinking eyes. I worried that whatever bizarre mythology Mossbarrow was going to believe about my species by the time Long Night arrived, a significant fraction of it was going to be my personal fault.

Then a voice from the apothecary doorway saved me from further interrogation. Or, at least, I initially thought it did. But it belonged to the kitsune from the day before. Her auburn tails fanned out behind her knees in a shifting pattern I lacked the cultural context to read. She'd watched the Tibbets performance like it was a paid matinee.

"Don't let him recruit you into the local myths, human," she purred. "Last spring, he had half the valley convinced your people molt."

"I already told you we don't."

"I know that now. But he doesn't." She looked me over. "I'm Yarrow. I sell remedies, dangerous secrets, and the occasional targeted curse. Terms by arrangement. If I were you, though, I'd hurry up and go get fed at the Mug. And try not to start a territorial war before noon. Entertainment that pays for itself is terribly thin on the ground out here. Fuck you later."

I blinked. Did I hear that right? I started to say something further, then decided there was no direction the conversation could turn that would leave my self-respect intact. I set off across the cobblestones at a dignified walk that fooled no one.

As I went, a goat-legged fellow mending a shutter stopped hammering and offered me, unprompted, the use of his sister, his spare room, and his sister's spare room, in that order. I just nodded and kept walking. Further down, an ancient tortoise sitting on a wooden bench slowly extended his wrinkled neck at me, one vertebra at a time.

"They say your sort can screw for three solid days without sleep."

"That's the rumor."

"My mistress would want it verified." He blinked, slow as a door closing. "Properly. Under observation. For science."

I told him I'd have to check my diary.

I guessed that by the time I reached the far corner of the square, the rumor of human stamina had inflated to five days and acquired witnesses.

The bell over the Mug's door finally rescued me from the avalanche of gossip. At home, a commercial coffee house was a uniform grid of standard-issue chairs built to strict Guild code. The Muddled Mug, on the other hand, had clearly been zoned by an utter lunatic.

The interior was a cavern of heavy booths dropped directly into the floorboards to accommodate naga coils, reinforced standing-desks for giants, and suspended ceiling-roosts for wyverns who preferred their morning brew at high altitude. Nell had briefed me that it was Mossbarrow's central nervous system, which explained why it was the only business on the square that didn't look like it was waiting for Rackham's demolition crew.

It was an impressive piece of real estate, and I'd probably have enjoyed looking around more. But I stopped evaluating it, because the girl working the counter was bent double over a low wooden tray, presenting an anatomical display that would've halted a herd of charging rhino.

What I was looking at was a frilled apron failing to contain a pair of long legs and an astonishingly perfect ass.

Now, I'm a discreet man, and I can usually keep my leering under control. But the gravitational pull of this girl's backside was overriding every polite instinct I owned. I stood frozen by the door, staring at the thin fabric stretched across her heavy curves, busily calculating the exact leverage required to drag her hips back against the counter, bury my face in her neck, and irrevocably ruin both our mornings.

I blinked hard, my pulse hammering a frantic beat in my throat. I'd never had a thought that explicitly filthy in a public place in my entire life. My brain, expensively trained to spot public liability issues, filed the girl under 'Catastrophic Magical Hazard.' She had to be projecting something that grabbed my libido by the balls. Probably some room-clearing aura of pure sexuality.

Then I realized the most alluring creature in all creation was whispering under her breath.

"...and I know it's all my fault," she seemed to be telling the wooden tray. Her voice was velvet, and it made the hair on my arms stand up. "You have excellent crumb structure. You are a respectable pastry. But the cinnamon rolls just have more surface area for the icing, you understand, and I only have one display plate left!"

She paused, apparently letting the baked good offer a counterargument.

"Don't look at me like that," she pleaded, hovering a pair of silver tongs anxiously in the air. "You know I'd put you in the front window if I could. I'm so sorry! Now, please just get in the basket."

She set the scone down on a plate as gently as if she were putting a baby in a crib. And only then did the echo of the door chime above my head finally reach her, giving me away.

"Oh—hi, sorry, you're new, I didn't—welcome, what can I get you?"

The girl straightened up and spun around, and my internal inventory systems shorted out. First, she was a succubus, built from the ground up to be everything. She had a heart-shaped face she kept nervously ducking out of the light, and a mouth that did something lethal to my blood pressure even when it was only forming the word 'sorry.' Her apron was pressed tight against gigantic breasts, and two curved horns nestled in her dark hair. The instant she looked at me, their tips flushed neon pink.

"Hi. I'm Lottie." She wiped flour-dusted hands on her apron and stared at me, eyes widening. "And, sorry, are you a human? Like an actual, real human!"

Her red eyes darted over me. Everyone else on the lane had looked at me like meat. Lottie looked at me like a miracle she didn't dare touch. It was a look of genuine, panicked awe, taking in every inch of me, from my round ears to my blunt fingernails to the conspicuous lack of molt.

"We don't get many of you out here, and you're—you're really tall, for a⁠—"

She went pinker than her own horns and spun around to face the espresso machine.

"I'm getting that a lot this week," I said, somehow persuading my legs to take a stool at the counter.

I used the next twenty minutes Lottie spent fussing with the coffee grinder to finish my assessment of her. Every single inch of this girl had been magically issued for high-casualty, mattress-soaking seduction. And I couldn't take my eyes off her spade-tipped tail, which stayed wound twice around her narrow waist, acting like a safety belt she didn't trust loose in public.

By the exacting standards of demonic biology, though, Lottie was apparently a bit of a failure.

I know this because she told me. At length. She unloaded her entire tragic history while she made me a cup of coffee good enough to briefly make me love my life again. A real succubus, she explained, pulling a perfect shot of espresso with trembling hands, would have had me at her mercy by now. A real succubus walks into a room, and the room rearranges its furniture to accommodate her ass. Her cousin, Flurida, could stop events at the coliseum with a yawn and a slow wink. Her mother, just by sneezing at the wrong moment, had once caused an orgy involving an entire wedding party, up to and including the priest performing the ceremony.

"I'm supposed to be an apex predator," Lottie whispered miserably as she steamed a jug of milk. "I am biologically designed to pin you against this counter, wrap my tail around your throat, and mercilessly ride your cock until your soul leaks out of your ears."

"That sounds like it might be quite the health code violation."

"I know!" she squeaked. "And I couldn't do it anyway! I've literally never even kissed a guy. The last time a centaur tried to buy me a drink, I panicked and explained the bakery supply chain to him for twenty-five consecutive minutes. I just get so nervous. And when I get nervous, I talk. And when I talk, I apologize." She slid a small pitcher across the counter. "And you cannot seduce a single soul when your entire personality consists of saying sorry."

"You seem to know an awful lot about how it's supposed to go, for someone who's never done any of it."

"Oh, we're born knowing." She said it flat, sky-is-blue flat. "It comes issued with the body, like the horns. Every single one of us arrives knowing exactly what to do and precisely how to do it." She wiped the steam wand, miserable again. "I've just never once been let anywhere near a chance to."

"Don't worry about it," I said. "The quality of the coffee is seducing me just fine."

She caught the compliment, fumbled a saucer that didn't need catching, and dropped it with a loud clatter. The tips of her horns flared once again, and the air pressure around me dropped like a stone. The floor tilted a half-degree toward her side of the counter, and every imperative I owned aimed itself at her tits.

Lottie stared at my grip on the mug, and her eyes went wide. "Wait. Are you sweating?"

"My heart rate is probably sitting at something like one hundred and forty," I managed to say. "And I'm actively calculating the leverage required to bounce your breasts on my face."

"Oh gods!" She clapped both hands over her face. "My aura! I left the broadcast on. I always do that when I get stressed! Sorry!"

She took a breath, her tail snapping rigid against her spine, and must have closed a magical circuit inside her chest. The crushing pressure of the room vanished, the floorboards leveled out, and my brain returned to the inside of my skull.

"I'm so sorry!" Lottie said. "I'm such a hazard. That's actually why I'm currently sleeping on a cot in the dry-goods pantry downstairs. Gerald Rackham bought my apartment building last month, evicted half the block, and told the Guild my accidental pheromone spikes were a liability to his new spa development! So I'm homeless, I'm a terrible succubus, and now you're just stuck looking at plain, non-magical me."

My blood pressure might have returned to normal, but my eyes hadn't moved off the vision in front of me.

"You've gone very quiet," she said. "Are you angry?"

"No. Not at all," I said. "It's considerably easier to think now. You're still gorgeous, by the way. You're just slightly less of a stroke hazard."

The blush that hit her cheeks this time had nothing to do with magic. It was all her. She ducked her head, her lips curving into a tiny smile, and she didn't apologize once.

It struck me as quite the coincidence that I had a crumbling property with fourteen empty beds and a fire that sat up and begged for company, whereas Lottie had no roof, a lethal biology she couldn't drive, and a desperate need for a safe place to panic. It was almost like something had brought us together.

I wondered whether Lottie might be exactly what Tallow House needed to survive. And whether Lottie might need a bit of Tallow House in return.

I mean, that all sounds like I had a plan, doesn't it? Truth was, though, most of my brain was fixed on that spade-tipped tail, and what it might theoretically do if Lottie ever stopped being nervous for ten minutes.

Hey, nobody ever said I was a saint!

And I apparently had a newly discovered thing for tails. Perhaps coming to Mossbarrow wasn't a complete wash after all. I was just calculating the safest way to ask about Lottie's post-shift plans when the bell chimed again, and any trace of heat in the cafe instantly died.

I turned on my stool as a heron folded himself through the doorframe. He was slate gray, wearing an expensively tailored suit and with a long neck expressly designed to let him look down on everyone he spoke to. A heavy leather folio was tucked under one winged arm, and his orange beak sat above a practiced smile that I figured had stopped meaning anything sincere a long time ago.

"Mr. Rackham," Lottie squeaked, her tail wrapping tight enough around her waist to bruise.

"Charlotte, my dear. That apron. Those legs. Those tits. Delightful!" he said.

He didn't even look at her, though. His words were just the frictionless dismissal of a girl whose home he'd legally stolen weeks before. Then his dead smile swung across the room and locked onto me.

"You'll be the Pendle nephew," he said, gliding forward with a feathered hand already extended. "Sam, is it? Gerald Rackham. Guild chair. I prefer to be direct, Mr. Pendle, as directness saves everyone's morning. I am the man holding your aunt's paper."

I shook his hand by the longest feather. His grip was almost reptilian-cool, and he held my hand a half-second too long—long enough to tell me he enjoyed watching people wait to get their fingers back.

"I was terribly sorry to hear about Maeve," he continued, deploying sorrow like a pre-printed coupon. "She was a fixture in Mossbarrow. An absolute fixture. That house was the beating heart of this town when I was just a fledgling." He sighed, sliding from eulogy to acquisition. "Which is exactly why it pains me to see the property where it is now. Dark! Sinking! A full year in arrears, and Long Night is coming, Mr. Pendle. Watching one stubborn honeybadger break her back to keep a corpse warm isn't pleasant for any of us in Mossbarrow."

"You rehearsed that little speech," I said.

"I dictated it to my mirror gnome just this morning," Rackham agreed. "Let us speak plain, Mr. Pendle. You're a capital man. And I'm sure you know how to read a balance sheet. You know precisely what that house is worth standing up. And you know what it's worth to you right now—which is nothing more or less than a noose with your name carved into it. So. Let me take the liability off your hands. Today. I will write you a draft for solid coin, highly generous for the acreage. And you can go back to your city solvent, while I knock the hazard flat."

I sat still on the stool. I had a perfect coffee going cold in front of me, and a year's missing levy sitting exactly where my next meal should have been. I had twenty-four days, zero magic, and no real idea what a Hearthlight even was. And go home solvent was the single most rational string of words anybody had spoken to me in quite some time.

Being a solvent nobody with a locked door would have sounded like heaven to Sam-of-a-few-weeks-ago. And I looked at Rackham's manicured feathers and could feel something in me getting ready to agree. Then I looked past him. Lottie was backed hard against the espresso machine, her tail wrapped so tightly around her waist her knuckles were white where she gripped the counter. This smiling heron had thrown her out on the street just to clear a sightline for a spa…

"What's the exact levy?" I heard myself ask. "The whole number. Not the inflated estimate you throw out to make a mark panic and sign the deed. The real one sitting on the Guild's official books."

Rackham's smile didn't move a millimeter, but his unblinking eyes went cold. That told me everything I needed to know.

"The arithmetic regarding the precise nature of city debt is complex, Mr. Pendle. I assure you⁠—"

"It's really not," I said. "A man who means to buy a property leads with a price. A man who means to steal it leads with a threat. You led with a noose. Which means you desperately need me to run away before I actually read the paperwork."

For one breathless second, nobody in the cafe moved. Gerald Rackham, the Guild Chair of Mossbarrow, stared at me. I held his gaze over the rim of my coffee cup and didn't blink.

"I'll be going over my aunt's accounts tonight," I told him. "And I would like you to send me a copy of all the documents you have that might impact on that. After that, if I decide I need your money, I'll send for you. Until then, we're done here."

Rackham's beak gave an involuntary click, but then he recovered. In my experience, those like Rackham always recover. He smoothed his coat and told me to take my time, that I could take all twenty-four days if I needed it. He noted that the offer he would have made today would "regrettably have to adjust downward" tomorrow as the house continued to sink, daily, into more debt. But he promised he would send his official figures around to Tallow House himself, "since you asked so nicely." Then he nodded once with a rigid jerk of his neck and stalked out the door.

The bell hadn't stopped chiming before the temperature in the cafe spiked. I turned back to the counter to see that Lottie's hands were clamped over her mouth and her chest was heaving. The bright pink flush at the tips of her horns had bled down to the roots and her tail had broken loose from her waist and now stood straight up behind her, swaying in a predatory rhythm. Her eyes had dilated to black and fixed on my face, and the ground beneath my stool groaned as her aura tried to drag my chair closer to the counter.

"You just..." Her voice dropped a full octave, sliding into frictionless velvet. "You just told Gerald Rackham to get out!"

She didn't sound anxious anymore. She sounded like she wanted to drag me back to her lair and eat me alive. Eventually.

"That was so stupid," she whispered. "Nobody talks to him like that. He's going to destroy you! And what are you going to do when he actually sends the real figures?"

"Audit them," I said. "Then I'll find a loophole. I refuse to be evicted by someone who pre-writes his menacing speeches."

I looked at her and couldn't miss that her tail was still sticking straight up behind her, rigidly broadcasting every primal urge she'd never learned how to hide.

Then I thought, Lottie needed a roof over her head. And I desperately needed bodies in beds.

"Lottie," I said. "I have a massive house. It's empty. It comes with a flirtatious fireplace, a badger-kin who'll yell at you, and the most terrifying financial liability in the valley. But the beds are soft. Well, no. Actually, they're not…"

Her tail gave a frantic twitch and pressed on.

"What I'm asking is whether you would like a room?"

Lottie stared at me, and her tail slowly curled into a smooth question mark. Then she bit her bottom lip, and the atmosphere in the cafe spiked another ten degrees.

At the same time, four streets away, in an empty front parlor, the Hearth fire leapt up gold. It snapped toward the hall door, and white smoke peeled off the coals, caught the draft, folded over itself, and bent into a line of smug letters.

Nell Wallace walked into the room carrying an armload of split pine and stopped dead, staring up at the smoke.

RESIDENT COUNT: ONE → TWO? CHECKING → TWO. ...PROSPECTING.

Nell opened her hands and dropped the entire pile of firewood onto the floorboards with a deafening clatter.

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me!" she told the empty room.


CHAPTER 4
THE PLANT DIDN'T LOOK CONVINCED



Lottie owned exactly one battered suitcase, a cardboard hatbox that lacked a hat, and a severely traumatized spider plant named Susan. She introduced me to the plant before she got around to saying hello.

Two days after I'd offered her the room at the Mug, she showed up on Tallow House's cracked front step just as the valley went dark. I only knew she was out there because the parlor fire had spent the last ten minutes throwing golden sparks against the windowpane, deliberately pointing at the street. I opened the door to find the succubus standing in the freezing cold. Her tail was wrapped three times around her thigh, and she was clearly trying to work herself up to the concept of a knock.

"I'm keeping all my shifts at the Mug," she blurted out before the door was even fully open. "Which you didn't ask about, but Rackham's thugs told the owner to get rid of me, and he said 'no' and I need you to know I have a steady commercial income. So I promise I can pay the rent through respectable means. I know people worry about the whole 'payment in kind' thing with succubi, but I promise I won't do that. I even brought silver for the deposit. But if this is a terrible idea, and you've changed your mind, just tell me right now. I won't make it weird. I'll just go back and sleep on a sack of flour in the street until I figure something out."

Lottie took a breath, which I figured was the only way she would stop monologuing. Then she carefully set the potted spider plant down on the step, leaned over, and whispered to it that everything was going to be fine. In response, the plant dropped a dead brown leaf onto the stone. I sensed it wasn't buying the pitch.

"Sorry!" Lottie said, straightening back up and nervously smoothing down her skirt. "I'm doing the talking-far-too-much thing again. Can I please come inside before I do more of the talking thing out here in the cold? Winter and demon-kin don't mix."

Behind me, a wave of aetheric heat rolled down the hallway as the Hearth surged in the grate, casting an impatient shadow across the porch.

"I think you'd better come inside before the fireplace takes the hinges off the door to get to you," I said, stepping back to clear the frame.

The second Lottie crossed the threshold, the temperature in the front parlor climbed another notch. She paused on the hall runner, gripping her battered suitcase, her tail tightening around her waist like the world's most anxious tourniquet. The fire in the Hearth surged over the grate, leaning out bodily into the hallway.

"Oh," she whispered. "Oh, it's... hi!" She ducked her head at the blazing flames. "It's pleased. Why is it pleased? Buildings aren't usually pleased to see me. Buildings are usually where the noise complaints come from."

"It keeps a running inventory of tenants in the smoke," I said, pulling the rattling hatbox out from under her arm. "Try not to take it personally. I've already made my peace with being a line item."

Nell stomped out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a rag, and stopped at the edge of the hall. Her eyes snapped from Lottie, to the suitcase, to the named houseplant, to the wildly cheerful fireplace, and the silver stripe in her hair stood up on end.

"A succubus?"

"A paying boarder," I corrected.

"I'm very grateful for the opportunity, miss," Lottie squeaked, shrinking further into her coat. "And I promise, I will be paying rent. I brought the first week in solid coin. I'll be quiet, I swear..."

"You'll be a drag on the heating bill and a permanent line for the bathroom," Nell snapped, marching forward to rip the suitcase clean out of Lottie's hands. I feared she was about to open the front door and hurl it out. Instead, she turned and started hauling it up the stairs.

"You'll be on the second floor!" Nell barked back over her shoulder. "In the green room at the end of the hall. There's a damp patch in the far corner and you are not, under any circumstances, to mention it to the Guild inspector when he comes!"

I followed them up the staircase, carrying the empty hatbox and Susan the traumatized plant. I knew the stairs kept going past the second-floor landing, twisting up toward a narrow door set flush into the top floor, where the wood was painted shut over the frame. I paused on the step to look that way.

"Not that one," Nell snapped from the hall, before I'd done anything more than point my shoes at the hinges. "That was Maeve's room. And it stays shut."

"Right," I said. "Got it."

I carried Lottie's houseplant into the green room.

We got her moved in by the light of a single oil lamp and it occurred to me that the room had clearly earned its title from the floral wallpaper, which was in the final stages of total surrender to the damp. The air inside smelled of cold, and every time I exhaled, my breath plumed white in the shadows.

I set Susan on a windowsill that was mostly just termite-dust holding hands, and shook my head. I'd spent some time now pretending Tallow House was a viable commercial asset. Now, staring at a sagging cot pushed into a water-damaged corner, I realized Gerald Rackham's demolition crew might well be a mercy. The dry-goods pantry Lottie had just escaped at the cafe was probably a comfier option. I'd essentially rescued a homeless girl from the cold and charged her silver to sleep inside a respiratory infection.

Nell dropped the suitcase on the mattress and immediately launched into a stern itemized briefing on the severe limitations of the second-floor plumbing. At the same time, Lottie quietly started unpacking her meager stack of folded sweaters into the dresser, and every time she bent to the bottom drawer, Nell's briefing stopped landing anywhere, because the woman had an ass on her that belonged in a different genre of book. I stood in the doorway, feeling useless, looking at a traumatized spider plant.

But then something odd happened. Sure, the room was freezing, but the longer Lottie occupied the space, the warmer it got. It started when she draped a scarf over the cracked mirror. As soon as she stepped back, the dead wall sconce—which Nell swore hadn't held a spark in a year—coughed and then steadied into a low flame. Nell stopped talking about the challenges of the water pressure and added a whole new layer to her glare.

Lottie didn't notice. She pulled three battered paperbacks out of her hatbox and arranged them carefully on the nightstand. The moment she squared their spines, the damp patch in the far corner hissed, and the wet stain shrank a full inch, baking itself back into the plaster. Then, when Lottie finally slid her empty suitcase under the bed, a lump of coal woke up across the room in the empty grate. Heat flared out of nothing and sat there glowing, throwing a tight circle of warmth across the threadbare rug. She straightened up into it and made a small sound at the back of her throat, low and unguarded and not meant for anybody, and every warm thing in that room had arrived because she was standing in it, and I was standing in it too, and I made myself go and look very hard at the wallpaper.

"That grate has been cold since last spring," Nell said. She stood frozen in the center of the room, her hands sliding off her hips, staring at the glowing ember with barely contained fury. And on the windowsill, Susan turned her drooping leaves three degrees toward the new heat and looked marginally less stressed by the whole situation.

I stared at the drying plaster in the corner, running the math on what a Guild mason back in the capital would've charged me to fix that level of rot. A happy Hearth really did make all the difference in the world, didn't it?

"You should keep unpacking," I told Lottie. "If you fill the bottom drawer, we might get the wallpaper to stick back down!"

By the time we got the last of Lottie's belongings properly stored away, the valley outside the frosted window had gone black. Nell had long since stopped contributing to the effort. The more the room warmed, literally, to Lottie, the harder her eyes locked onto the miraculously glowing coal in the grate. Her jaw was clamped tight enough to crack walnuts.

I could see the frustration bubbling through her. Years of chopping wood, clearing gutters, and freezing her tail off to keep Tallow House standing, and the Hearth had given her nothing. But a city accountant and a chatty barista walked across the threshold, and the house started handing out free utilities.

"Well, isn't that lovely!" Nell said to no one in particular. "I fed this ungrateful pile of bricks for forty winters and it lights a dead grate for a pastry girl!"

"I think the building's just happy we've got a paying tenant," I offered, trying to defuse the room. "Which is, after all, the whole point of this endeavor, isn't it?"

"The Hearth's a tart!"

Then Nell marched into the hall, stomped all the way to her own bedroom, and slammed the door hard enough to knock a century of dust out of the ceiling plaster. I imagine she did it to demonstrate exactly how unbothered she was by the whole situation.

Lottie and I ended up sitting cross-legged on the rug talking long into the night. Both chairs were functioning as overflow shelving for her sweaters, and I wasn't about to risk finding out whether the sagging cot needed replacing.

We were three-quarters of the way through a bottle of entertainingly harsh plum wine. Mr. Tibbets, the warty postmaster, had shoved it into my hands that afternoon on my way home from the Mug. He'd called it a welcome to the town, which I suspected meant it was a non-refundable down payment on future human-shaped gossip.

"This tastes like someone hated a fruit orchard and wanted that antipathy documented," I said, wincing as the vintage stripped a fresh layer of enamel off my teeth.

"It's not so bad. If you let it breathe, you get distinct notes of dark magic and drained life-force. Or, you know... what I assume that would taste like."

"Careful," I said. "That sounded suspiciously like actual succubus banter. Keep talking like that and I might start to believe you're an apex predator."

"You don't need to worry. I'm off the clock," she said, resting her chin on her knees. "No terrifying demon-kin here. No sir. Nope. Not me."

Over the hours we sat there talking—and the time flew—the single coal in the corner grate had recruited allies. As the night wore toward morning, it became a full fire, crackling and throwing long shadows across the peeling wallpaper. And the warmer the room got, the more Lottie's aura spread out to fill it. The oozy plum scent of the wine kept losing ground to the wave of clove and burnt sugar she gave off as she relaxed.

Her tail had given up its frantic grip on her waist and unspooled across the floor, the tip of it lazily drawing figure-eights in the dust about two inches from my knee. I watched it for a while, until she noticed and stalled in the middle of an anecdote.

"What?"

"Nothing. It's just—you realize your tail is staging an independent land grab, right?"

Lottie looked down, and the tips of her horns flushed. But she didn't yank the tail away. It just stopped moving, hovering close to me, and I spent an unprofessional few seconds working out what that spade tip would feel like dragged up the inside of my thigh, and what noise she'd make if I got a hand under that skirt and found out whether the tail was the only part of her with ideas. I had known this girl two days. My cock had drafted a business plan.

"It has terrible spatial awareness," she said. "And you're very warm."

"I've always thought of myself as a good thermal conduit," I agreed, not moving my leg. "It's my primary marketable skill."

Somewhere over the course of the evening, I realized that Lottie's apologizing had simply stopped. And I only noticed the quiet once it was gone. She stared down into the purple dregs of her cup, her dark hair falling forward to hide her eyes and her tail gave a twitch against the rug.

"Sam? Can I tell you something?" she said. "And you promise you won't be weird about it?"

"I can try," I said, leaning back against the bedframe. "Though it would be fair to say my baseline for weird has been well recalibrated of late. I recently moved into a haunted boarding house and got propositioned by a lamia. The bar is low."

Lottie smiled and patted my leg. She left her hand there, and I didn't mind in the slightest.

"Succubi feed on wanting," she said after a pause. "That's the actual machinery of us, underneath everything else. It's how we survive. And not just the obvious kind. It's all wanting. Being wanted. Being desired. Being craved. We take that energy in, and it feeds us."

She took a slow sip of the plum wine. "And I've been freezing cold my entire life, Sam. Because people don't want me. Oh, they want the idea of me. They take one look at the horns and the—" she gestured down her body, and, for research purposes, I took a good look, just to understand what 'other' people apparently did, "—and they want a succubus. The dark eyes, the tail, the filthy stories they've heard whispered in the taverns. But when they look at me like that, the hunger goes straight through me. Like I'm a pane of glass. It doesn't feed me at all."

She shifted closer on the rug. Her knee brushed mine, and her tail went still in the dust inches from my leg.

"Nobody has ever been hungry for… well, for me," she whispered. "For Lottie. For the girl who apologizes to scones and can't wink at a tavern crowd without tearing up."

Yeah. I knew exactly what it felt like to be a window people looked straight through on their way to wanting something else. I'd spent my entire adult life in the capital being precisely that.

"For what it's worth," I said, setting my mug down on the floorboards. "I wasn't only looking at the horns and the tail this afternoon."

"You were a little."

"They're very impressive. Anyone who says otherwise is a fool." I waited until she looked up. "But the first time my heart actually jumped today was watching you plead with a pastry. I noticed you, Lottie. I've been noticing you since you tried to seduce me by reviewing your own lack of seduction skills."

Her breath went shallow, and the tips of her horns flushed deep enough to throw color on the wallpaper. The heat in the small room climbed, until the blood was loud in my ears and the clove-and-sugar weight of her had crowded out everything else in the air. My cock had been hard for a good twenty minutes and I had run out of ways to sit that made it a secret. Every time she leaned toward the fire her apron gave up on containing her tits, and every time it did, my brain filed a fresh proposal and forwarded it straight to a department I had never once had trouble managing before. The accountant in the back of my skull, the part that had been quietly tallying exit routes since the coach dropped me at the bridge, went wholly quiet.

"You mean that," she said. And it wasn't a question. Her voice had lost the apology and found something lower, something smoother, that hummed against the base of my spine. I could tell that whatever she was sensing from me, it was finally feeding her, and I could watch it land—the cold going out of her by degrees, my want flooding into the gap.

Her tail slid off the floorboards and came to rest along my thigh, and this time there was no pretending it had bad spatial awareness. It settled, took a slow turn around my leg, and tightened. Lottie looked down at it like it belonged to somebody else. The fire in the grate, which had spent the evening politely keeping its opinions to itself, gave up the act and surged a full shade brighter, throwing our two shadows up the plaster in one tangled shape.

Lottie leaned in toward me, traveling the last few inches between us in an unhurried way, and I could feel the heat coming off her skin like a storm about to break. Her eyes were wide and fixed on my mouth. Mine were not anywhere polite.

Then, out in the hall, a floorboard shrieked.

One footstep. Then another. And Lottie froze an inch from me, close enough that I felt the small sound of disappointment she made more than heard it. Then there was a long pause, then the rattle of the bathroom door hinges down the hall. And the groan of the cold tap.

We sat there, face to face, forcefully not looking at each other, not looking at the roaring fire, fixing instead on two separate points on the rug—sharing a suffocating guilt neither of us had technically earned yet, and both of us mortified about the not-yet.

The tap ran for a minute and then the chain pulled with a clatter. Three punishing footsteps marched back down the hall, and Nell's bedroom door slammed in the manner of an angry woman making no point to her audience whatsoever.

"That," Lottie whispered, "was the single most embarrassing thirty seconds of my entire adult life. And I once spilled boiling hot chocolate directly onto a visiting bishop."

"You've surely told no one about that."

"I've told everyone," she groaned through her fingers. "It serves as a vital cautionary tale about my fundamental competence."

The laugh was still on her face and it wasn't doing anything to cool the room. The fire had eased back down to that standing-up gold it had shown me on my first night in the house—patient, now, like it had decided it could afford to wait us out. Lottie's tail, which had gone stone still through Nell's whole performance, slid back toward me and curled around my left ankle. It held on, and then it tightened, drawing my leg a careful inch toward her.

"Sam," she breathed. "The house is doing it again."

"I know." I was watching the pulse jump in her throat, the flush sitting high on her chest. Her breathing had left every rhythm I could chart. "But you and I both know the house isn't the one doing it."

"No," she admitted. The word came out unsteady. "It is not."

For a long second neither of us moved, then she set her cup down without looking where it went, came up onto her knees in front of me, and closed the distance until there wasn't any honest distance left to close—no apology in front of it, no nervous scaffolding to hide behind. Just Lottie, deciding, with her whole body.

The accountant in the back of my skull closed his books, blew out his lamp, and went home for the night. The levy could wait. The math could wait. Whatever Tallow House had been angling for since the night it first wrote my name in the smoke, it was about to get paid in full.


CHAPTER 5
THE BOOKS CATCH FIRE



"Say it again," Lottie said. "The noticing me part. Say it like you mean it. I'll feel it whether you do or you don't—I can't help that—and if you don't, I need to know before⁠—"

"I mean it." I put my hand over hers, where she'd found the collar of my shirt, and held it against my pulse so she could feel I wasn't performing. "Lottie. I'm hungry for the real version of you. Not the fantasy one people lust over. Though, I'm lusting for that pretty hard too!"

She kissed me then and it tasted like honey, and under the honey, old blood and crushed stone. Then the fire jumped another shade and she was climbing into my lap and straddling my thighs. Lottie's knees dug into the floor on either side of my hips, and her hands shook as she grabbed the lapels of my shirt.

"Sorry," she whispered. "I'm, I've not done this, I'm not very⁠—"

"Hey." I caught her face, my thumbs tracing the line of her jaw. "Stop saying sorry. We're going to have one rule, okay. You get to have anything you want in this room except being sorry. Is that a deal?"

She laughed before she could stop herself, and her tail whipped around, winding tight around my thigh. The muscle contracted, squeezing my leg hard enough to restrict the blood flow.

"That's a deal," she said against my mouth. "But I think I should say 'sorry' just once more."

"Why?"

"Because I'm about to be very bad indeed."

She bit my lip, and I grabbed her dress at her hips and dragged it upward. Lottie lifted her arms, arching her spine to help me clear it over her head, and I tossed it onto the floor. Her breasts spilled free, dropping full against my chest, and I caught them in my hands, groaning at the weight of them. They were pale, the skin glowing in the firelight, and the dark-pink areolas were swollen wide. Her nipples pebbled into sharp peaks the second the cool air hit them and I pushed the mounds of them together, buried my face in them, and closed my mouth over her right breast. I sucked the hardening nipple deep between my lips, scraping my teeth over it.

Lottie let out a filthy gasp and arched again to shove herself deeper into my mouth. Then a fresh wave of her succubus musk hit me—oil and fire and some spice I had no name for, mixed with the rawness of her arousal. Behind us, the fire roared in approval, lighting the room like high noon.

Lottie lifted her chin, baring the line of her throat, and her tail wound even tighter around my thigh. Her glowing eyes locked on my face as she guided my hands down the smoothness of her hips and pressed my fingers under the lace of her panties.

"There," she whispered. "That's all for you."

I dragged the fabric down fast, hooking them over her ankles and tossing them aside. Then I parted her thighs and shifted forward.

Her pussy was spectacular. The dark-pinkness of it was flushed and swollen tight, and a bead of clear succubus essence hung from her clit, sliding slowly down toward her ass. The wall lamp flared bright as I leaned down, parted her with my thumbs, and ran my tongue in a long drag directly over it. Lottie's back bowed off the rug, and her fingers fisted in my hair, pulling my face tighter against her.

"Ah, yes," she gasped, her voice almost feral. "That's me, Sam. That's the real me."

I lapped at her dripping wetness, catching the spill of her on my tongue, and slid two fingers into the heart of all that boiling heat. The inside of her was a liquid furnace that clamped down around my knuckles. She was tight, her pussy gripping my fingers with a pulsing suction as I dragged my tongue hard across her clit, and then she let out a shriek that filled the room.

At her urging, I started pumping my fingers in and out, stretching her, circling her clit with my thumb while my tongue flicked the hood. She thrashed, her hips rising to meet my hand, squirming and writhing as she reached the end.

"You hold it in all day, don't you?" I murmured against her wet thigh. "You apologize to baked goods. You hide your tail and you shrink yourself for everyone. You can stop shrinking, Lottie. Show me the monster underneath."

"I'm—Sam, I'm going to⁠—"

"Do it." I plunged a third finger into her and bit down on her inner thigh.

Lottie came with a wail that shattered the glass chimney of the oil lamp. Her thighs clamped around my head as her pussy convulsed around my fingers, gushing hot over my hand, soaking the rug, and splashing against my chin. Her tail let go of my thigh and thrashed about, the tip gouging into the wood of the floor.

When she finally went soft and mewling, I pulled back, breathing hard, my face shining with her. And with my cheek resting on her damp thigh, I could read the smoke off the corner grate sideways.

RESIDENT COUNT: TWO.

HEARTHLIGHT: EMBER → GLOW.

It was, I reflected, the first time in my professional life that a fixed asset had appreciated while I was lying on the floor. But then Lottie hauled me up by the shirt before I could enjoy the thought.

"Good boy. But now it's my turn," she said, her eyes burning into mine.

She shoved me flat onto the rug and came up onto her knees, tearing at my belt and dragging my pants and boxers down to strip me bare. My cock sprang free against my stomach, and she swung a long leg over my hips. She scooped her own wetness from my chin, spread it over the blunt head of me, and notched the tip against herself, rubbing it up and down her swollen slit to coat it before she aligned to take me.

"Watch me," she whispered as she sank down. The head pushed past the boiling-hot ring of her and she let out a low whine, stretching wide to take me, sinking down by the millimeter as the liquid suction of her swallowed me whole.

Every inch felt shrink-wrapped in fire. Her breasts bounced as she forced herself the last of the way down, bottoming out with a wet slap of her thighs. She forced herself up straight, spine arched, taking the full stretch, and her tail began swaying in a triumphant rhythm.

Then she looked down at me. "It's happening."

Then her magic hit.

A hook sank into the center of my chest, caught on my pulse, and pulled. This was the empathic drain at full power. Lottie closed her glowing eyes, lips parting on an ecstatic sigh as she fed on the desire pouring off me—and then it came back down the link to me. My own arousal spiked, looped through her, and crashed into my brain twice as hard. The feedback loop closed and all of her pleasure was my pleasure too. And my hunger was her power. The accountant in my skull tried to run the numbers on the sensation, gave up, and the books caught fire.

Lottie rode me with a grinding roll of her hips, her tightness clinging to the head of my cock every time she pulled up before she slammed back down and took all of me again. The slap of skin echoed over the roaring joy of the fire.

"Fuck," she gasped, her breasts bouncing with every drop. "You feel so good. Deep. You're so deep."

I gripped her hips and drove up to meet her, thrust for thrust. The grip of her was a vise, the internal ridges of her succubus anatomy milking me with every stroke. Then her tail dropped down and wound tight around my right wrist, pinning my arm to the floor.

"Mine," she hissed, her eyes snapping open. They weren't just glowing now; they were burning and her horn-tips were giving off heat I could feel on my face. "You wanted the real me? Then you get the real me."

She leaned down, breasts sliding against my chest, and ground her clit into my pubic bone. The loop screamed in my skull and dragged me under. I drove up, buried myself as deep as I'd go, and emptied out into her.

After that, my body should have called it a night. My hips were spent and my chest was heaving. But Lottie just smiled and kept moving, grinding down against my softening cock and then the succubus heat rolled through me in an electric, biology-bypassing jolt that put me back to full, aching hardness in about three seconds flat.

"No, no, no. You don't get to stop," Lottie purred, her tail unwinding from my wrist to stroke the side of my face. "The house is hungry. And so am I. I need you to show me that everything they say about human stamina is true."

I grabbed her waist, lifted her clean off me—we came apart with a pop—and flipped her over onto her hands and knees. I walked her forward into the dresser, and she let out a startled laugh, arching her back and planting her hands flat on the top of it, pushing her ass up into the air with her tail flicked aside.

I gripped her hips, and drove straight in. One plunge, balls-deep into the grip of her. She shrieked, her elbows folding so she dropped flat to her chest against the dresser-top, ass still raised. I pounded into her, spreading her wide so I could watch myself slide out of her and bury back in a second later.

"Yes," Lottie screamed, her head tossing from side to side. Her tail wrapped around my waist and hauled my hips flush to her ass, refusing to let me retreat. I pounded her, no care in it now, feeding on the frantic energy coming off her skin. The dresser walked itself a clear inch from the wall with every thrust.

"Talk to me," I grunted, slapping her pale hip hard enough to leave a hand print. "Tell me what you want. No apologies."

"Fill me and fuck me," she begged, eyes rolling back, her voice breaking into a desperate sob. The drain pulled on my chest again, greedier this time. "Breed me, Sam. Ruin my pussy. Treat me like a monster. Claim me, right now."

Her words and the power of the loop dragged me past the edge. I locked my hands on her hips, drove in, and emptied into her a second time, pumping into her over and over while she screamed my name, nails gouging the wood, her pussy wringing me dry. This time I pulled out slow and she gaped open for a split second before a flood of white spilled out and ran down her inner thighs.

We collapsed into each other, panting, slick with sweat. I hauled her up, carried her the three steps to the bed, and dropped us both onto the mattress. I lay flat on my back, wrung out, and every muscle beginning to be allowed off the clock.

Lottie, though, was not yet done.

She reached down, her wet hand closing around me, and the succubus jolt rolled through my system again—another burst that dragged me painfully back to erect.

"Round three," she purred. "I'm told this one's always the best." Her tail slid over my thigh, the tip dropping to tease the damp seam of my balls. "And I want to taste you."

She leaned over me, breasts swaying above my chest, and took the head of my cock into her mouth. Her lips were soft, her tongue swirling the sensitive tip before she sank down and took the whole length of me to the back of her throat. Then she stopped, blinking, her eyes going wide around a mouthful of me, like her body had set off somewhere without her and she'd only just caught up with it. She made a low, astonished sound and did it again.

Then she pulled off, wide-eyed, and looked at me like I would know what to do about it. "They weren't lying," she said. "About the born-knowing. Gods."

She hummed around me, mouth sliding, tongue working the underside while her hand and her tail worked the base. She sucked me with a starving vacuum that had my hips coming up off the mattress to meet her. The loop was past blinding now. She wasn't just sucking my cock; she was drawing the pleasure straight out of my mind and feeding it back to me, and I'd lost track of which of us the pleasure even belonged to.

I fisted a hand in her hair, guiding her, while the hearth roared hard enough to shake the boards under the bed. The wet heat of her mouth ran me back to the edge with frightening speed.

"Lottie, wait," I gasped, my balls drawing up tight. "Pull off—I'm going to⁠—"

But she didn't pull off. She looked up at me instead, glowing eyes wide and demanding, and sucked harder—and the loop chose that exact second to slam everything I'd fed her straight back into me at once. The room went to white static and I grabbed her jaw and dragged her mouth off me just as my hips locked.

I erupted, shooting thick ropes across her face. The first jet caught her cheek and nose, the next streaking her closed eyelids, painting her lips, and dropping to her bare collarbone. She knelt there panting, her flushed face coated and then she opened her eyes, watched me through the mess of it, and ran her tongue out, slow and deliberate, to lick a glob off her top lip.

The whole room stank of sex and scorched wood.

I turned my head on the pillow. Susan, the houseplant on the windowsill, had rotated all the way around in her pot to face the room, her broad green leaves angled down toward the bed. I decided to deal with the implications of that tomorrow.

I looked at the corner grate. The smoke had reformed, hanging thick and lazy in the hot air.

HEARTHLIGHT: GLOW. APPROVING.

Lottie folded her arms around my neck and pulled my weight against her bare breasts, not caring in the slightest about the mess smeared between us. The loop finally switched off, the hook letting go of my chest and leaving me hollowed out and satisfied.

"I felt you mean it," she said into my chest, her voice soft now. "The whole time. People want the eyes and the tail, and it goes straight through me, like I'm a window. You wanted the real me. Nobody wants the real me, Sam. The real me is useless."

"The real you is pretty hot," I mumbled into her hair, too wrecked to move. "Don't change it."

She was quiet a while, heavy against me, her tail lazily stroking the back of my calf. "I plan to be very good for this house," she said. She said it like she'd been saving the words up for years. "And for you. You should know that."

The fire crackled and didn't argue. Then a small thing happened again. It crackled a second time, and this time I understood it. It came as a feeling rather than words, pressed through the grate, clean as knowing a friend's knock before you open the door. It was pleased with itself.

Nell found us early the next morning.

She came up to bang on the door about the bathroom rota and the inspector, pushed it open, and stopped dead. She took in the wreckage of the room—the two of us naked in the tangled sheets, the streaks dried on Lottie's thighs, the dresser shoved three inches off the wall, and the corner grate glowing orange for the first time since spring.

For one second, Nell looked like her world had ended. Then she looked at the smoke-line the corner grate had written for itself in the night, still hanging lazy in the air—HEARTHLIGHT: GLOW. APPROVING in letters gone soft at the edges—and her face shut down.

"We're off Ember," she said, to the smoke and not to me. "Thanks to one night." She gestured at the disaster zone of the bed. "One night of... whatever this fluid situation is, and we're off Ember." She turned to go, stopped, kept her back to us, and said it to the doorframe. "Inspector comes Thursday, Long Night's twenty-one days out, and the house has to hold a Glow the whole way through. So whatever this was," she waved a hand vaguely behind her back, "it had better hold the Glow when you scrub the floorboards."

She paused. "Rackham's figures came via a courier in the night. They're on the table. Don't read them hungry."

Lottie lifted her head off the pillow, her eyes going to the empty doorway where Nell had been. "Oh," she said, and the room went a different temperature. "Oh. She's not jealous of me, Sam." Against my leg, her tail curled once and went still. "She's jealous of you. This house is going to be so warm."

Exhausted, we both went back to sleep and downstairs, the fire crackled once, banked itself happy, and waited.


CHAPTER 6
THE BLOOD IS ALWAYS IN THE FOOTNOTES



The second time I woke up, it was to the smell of hot honey and the wet heat of a mouth dragging down my jaw.

Sunlight was spilling through the window, and the air around me was baking hot. I blearily opened my eyes to find Lottie straddling my hips. She'd kicked the sheets to the floor, and her dark hair fell in a cascade over her shoulders. Her bare skin was flushed pink in the morning light.

"Good morning. Again," she purred. Then she kissed me, and it tasted just as good as it had last night, all burnt sugar and spice. She ground her hips against my pelvis and I could feel her pussy was soaking wet, slicking the skin of my stomach, and the sensation dragged a groan out of me. I realized I was, once more, rock hard and trapped tight between her thighs.

"Finally! You're awake," she whispered against my neck. Her tongue traced the shell of my ear. "Now. I have a few questions about the nature of human kink."

"I'm an accountant," I mumbled, my hands finding the curve of her hips. "Sounds like you want a biologist."

"I want to know if the rumors are true." She sat up a little, looking down at me. Her red eyes burned with a light that had nothing in common with the nervous barista from the Mug. "I heard human men like to put it in the other hole. The tighter one."

I blinked up at her. "I'm fairly sure we don't have the leverage for⁠—"

"Let me worry about the leverage."

She rolled off my chest, planted her hands on the mattress, and flipped onto her hands and knees. Then she pushed her ass high into the air, and her tail whipped up and tapped where she wanted me like it was helpful signage. "Just so you know, the empathic loop means I'll feel exactly how much you like it." She looked at me over her shoulder and grinned. "Why not try it before we have to get up? What better way to feel you stretch me all the way out." She wiggled, invitingly. "Don't you want to?"

Look, as I've said, I'm no saint, and I'm pretty sure there was no creature in the realm that would have hesitated at that invitation. I rose onto my knees behind her and she reached down, gathered a handful of her own supernatural wetness, and worked it over and into her ass, and then coated the head of my cock.

"You'll tell me if it hurts," I said.

"I'm a succubus, darling. It won't. Now fuck me like you mean it."

I pushed forward slowly, and the resistance was incredible. Her ass yielded to me by the millimeter in a tight burn that clamped down around me like a fist. Lottie let out a sharp whine, her elbows bowing as I pushed past the ring of muscle and, after a few seconds of agonizingly wonderful friction, I was deep inside her ass.

The heat of her was staggering and it took some time for me to establish a slow rhythm. And she was right about the empathic hook. It sank into my chest, and the feeling of being buried in her looped straight back into my skull as pure pleasure.

"Fuck," she sobbed. "It's so good. Is it good for you? It is, isn't it? Tell me how good I am."

"You're amazing," I grunted. "You're gripping me."

"You think that's good? Then watch this."

Her tail slid between her legs, the spade tip pressing against her own dripping pussy, and with a gasp she pushed it all the way in. That visual alone nearly ended me then and there. Then the long muscle of her tail pulled taut between my thighs, and she was fucking herself in time with my thrusts. She coiled the midsection of the tail around the base of my cock, anchoring my balls against her ass, and every time I drove into her, her tail drove deeper into her pussy.

Lottie screamed as the empathic drain spiked, ripping a climax out of her so big her whole body seized. Her ass clenched around my cock, while her tail pumped in and out of her.

"Look what you're doing to me," she sobbed. "Fuck my ass, Sam. Fuck all of me."

I lost whatever restraint I had left and pounded into her, barely aware of her coming again, a rolling wave of it that poured through the empathic link and set my nerves alight. Her tail wrapped my cock tighter, refusing to let me slow and then she came a third time, head tossing back, horn-tips radiating pink glow.

"Lottie," I choked out, my hips stuttering. "I'm right there. I'm going to⁠—"

Her tail unspooled from her pussy, and in one motion she pulled my cock free. I came hard across her, one stripe landing across the small of her back, the rest running down into the crease.

She collapsed flat onto the mattress, panting, her tail dropping limp onto the sheets. I slumped forward, forehead against her shoulder, my lungs fighting for air.

"Okay," I managed, waiting for the room to stop spinning. "I'll admit it. The rumors were true."

She laughed and nuzzled her face into the pillow.

On the windowsill, Susan the spider plant had angled every leaf resolutely toward the wall. Even the houseplant had standards.

Twenty minutes later, I went downstairs to deal with the parts of my new life that didn't involve a succubus. Full disclosure, I enjoyed these parts much less.

The HEARTHLIGHT: EMBER → GLOW the corner grate had written upstairs in the night had gone thin and gray by morning. I stood in the doorway and looked at it, then took in the folio of numbers Gerald Rackham's man had slid under the front door sometime in the dark. I picked it up and carried it to the far end of the table.

In my old firm, opposing counsel always slid the threat assessment across the desk at dawn. It was a pressure tactic, plain and simple. Get the mark reacting to their number before he'd understood his own position and you were pretty much there. So I left it face-down. You don't read the other side's demand until you've audited your own books. That was one of the first things they taught me.

From her own place at the table, Nell watched me move the folder and slowly shook her head, radiating judgment. She had the house's books open in front of her and a cup of tea she wasn't drinking cooling by her elbow.

"Morning," I said, pulling out a chair.

"Twenty-one days," she snapped back. That was the most I was going to get.

I reached for the kettle to pour myself tea, and it was hot to the touch. I guessed the house, flush with the raw power of Glow, was doing small things in all directions this morning.

"Anything new you've spotted?" I asked, nodding at the page she was reading.

"Just more arrears. And crippling interest, and the levy date coming up fast." She turned a page. "You could help more with all this, you know."

"I am helping!"

"I mean with keeping the boarding house open. In ways that do not involve fucking a succubus."

"As far as I can tell, me fucking the succubus moved us into Glow. So let's take the attitude down a notch, shall we? And let me have a look at the books."

Scowling, Nell slid the accounts across the table.

I pulled the book toward me and flipped to where the Guild's hearth-levy charter was folded into a cream-colored packet in the back flap. It was six, close-typed pages and I felt my eyes begin to swim. The trick, though, to surviving prose like this is ignoring what the drafter wants you to look at. So, I skipped the bolded headings. The teeth of a document like this are always buried on page four or five, hiding the mechanism of whatever trap the lawyer brought to the party.

The front door opened and then slammed shut in the middle of page three.

"No!" Nell yelled. Footsteps retreated down the hallway, and the door slammed again.

"Who was that?"

"Probably the glassblower from the corner. She's been trying to return a single window catch since you arrived. We have no missing window catches from her shop."

"So she just wanted to…"

"Yes." Nell marked her place with a thumb and didn't look up.

"Right." I turned over to page four.

On the stove, the kettle clicked and began boiling all over again. Nell, though, was shivering, which I thought was odd, because the room was almost uncomfortably warm. But then I saw that the fire in the grate had pointed the bulk of its radiant heat toward my side of the table, angling its flames in a way that defied basic physics.

This was one petty hearth.

Nell was doing her best to ignore it. She propped her chin in her hand and read her half of the accounts without looking at the fire, or at me, making a spectacular point of ignoring the disrespect.

It was in the middle of this that Lottie came down the stairs, trailing the smell of spice and sugar into the kitchen. Her tail was wound twice around her waist, and her horn-tips were bright pink.

"Morning," she squeaked to the room.

Nell said nothing. But then she stood, walked to the stove, poured a third cup from the pot, carried it back, and set it on the table in front of an empty chair. Lottie sat down, wrapped her hands around the mug, and didn't make a thing of the gesture. The hearth, though, I thought, pushed a little more heat to the badger-kin's side of the table.

"What are you reading?" Lottie asked me, as if I hadn't covered her in cum for the second time a few short hours ago.

"The Guild charter." I traced a paragraph with my finger, then flipped back to the definitions section to check the operative nouns. Then I sat back and put my finger on the text.

"Nell?"

"What?" She picked up the tea she still had no intention of drinking.

"Who was the registered Hearthkeeper of record immediately after my aunt died?"

"There wasn't one. The house went straight into Guild-hold. Which is how Rackham got involved in the first place."

"Interesting. Okay. Now let's have a look at the cultivated numbers he had that courier drop under our door." I reached across the table and finally flipped open Rackham's folio. I scanned the contents and winced. "He claims we owe roughly three thousand marks."

Nell stared at the paper. "Three thousand! That's worse than I thought!"

"Indeed. But look at his start date for the compounding interest. He started the clock the day Maeve died."

Nell frowned. "Yes. That's when the debt to the Guild properly started."

"The base debt, yes. But not the punitive interest." I waved the charter. "Clause fourteen, sub-clause three. Compounding interest on an abandoned Hearthhold begins accruing from the date of notification to the incoming Hearthkeeper. Importantly, not from the date of abandonment. The date of legal notification."

I looked up at her. "He showed up in person on my third day here. Three days ago. That's eleven months of compounding interest he has no legal right to claim. He inflated the bill by two-thirds hoping I'd read that document, panic, and sign over the deed to cover it!"

Nell grabbed the accounts. Her lips moved silently over the legal phrasing. "He'll dispute it."

"He can try. The charter is his own Guild's foundational document."

I scribbled on my notepad and slid it across to her. "The legitimate debt is just the base arrears plus three days of interest. Around twelve hundred marks. Can we mathematically pay that?"

Nell shook her head. "No. But less 'no' than three thousand."

Lottie sat still on the other side of the table, watching the two of us like a spectator at a sport, from a safe distance.

"Are you certain about this clause?" Nell asked, her finger tracing the edge of the notepad. "Rackham operates on intimidation. He isn't a man who respects a technicality."

"The Guild Magistrate's word is the one that matters here," I said. "Rackham can resent it all he likes. His leverage relies on us not knowing the rules. The moment we quote clause fourteen, his claim to the compound interest becomes extortion under his own bylaws. It's a decent shield against the worst of it. That's where we start."

Nell tilted her head at me. "You actually found us a tax shield?"

"It's what I do. Or, at least, what I did."

"You read the footnotes," she said.

"I read everything. My old boss called it a weaponized lack of imagination. You read the boring parts until the other guy owes you money."

"Six days," Nell said, shaking her head. "Six days in the house, and you cut a debt down to a third. I didn't think you had it in you."

"Thank you," I said, genuinely surprised by how happy her words made me.

"I still think you're largely useless," Nell added. "But your grasp of paperwork is excellent."

Ah, that was more like it. "I appreciate the endorsement."

Nell turned her attention to Lottie, who flinched. "Which brings us to the Glow. Twelve hundred marks is payable only if the Hearthlight stays active and we are able to attract more boarders. That requires a sustained aetheric output. Are we sure you two have the stamina for a sustained output?"

Lottie stared down at her mug. "I should apologize…"

"For which part?" Nell asked.

"The soot on the wall," Lottie said. "The kettle boiling on its own. The fact that the house feels like it's vibrating. I lost control of my aura."

"Plus all your unhinged caterwauling shattered the tranquility of my evening—and morning—peace."

"It's the empathic loop." The words spilled out of Lottie's mouth too fast. "It acts as a multiplier. When the feedback circuit closes, the energy spikes and generates a localized aether surge."

"A surge?" Nell said. "So that explains last night. But what about this morning? The kettle boiled on its own."

"Well, that required a specific catalyst to jumpstart the additional resonance."

"Which was?" Nell asked, bringing her cup to her lips.

"Sam stretched out my ass while my tail fucked my pussy until I milked his cock dry."

Nell stopped with the rim of the cup against her mouth. I stared at the books and didn't look up.

Lottie blinked, and the pink flush rushed down her neck, coloring her collarbones. "I mean. Aetherically speaking, of course."

"Aetherically speaking?"

"Yes," Lottie whispered. She hid her face behind her hands, her tail wrapping tight around her waist. "I am so sorry. I don't know why I said that out loud. I talk when I'm anxious. You're very intimidating."

The rigid set of Nell's shoulders dropped a fraction. A sound came from behind the mask—a short bark of air. Was it possible that Nell was laughing? It was a rusty sound, like she hadn't used it properly in a decade.

"Well," Nell said, picking up her tea again. "At least the math works."

Lottie peeked through her fingers. "You aren't mad?"

"I'm impressed he survived," Nell said, looking at me. "Make sure you drink some water, human. You look dehydrated."

"I'm fine," I said.

"You're a capital accountant who just fucked a succubus to a localized aether surge," Nell said. "Eat a piece of bread before you pass out."

Lottie lowered her hands and offered a hesitant smile across the table. Nell pushed a plate of sliced bread toward her, then slid one toward me.

"Twelve hundred marks," Nell said, tapping the notepad. "If you two keep the house heated, we can maybe pay it. Maybe, maybe, maybe."

The front door rattled in its frame twice more before noon.

The second time, it was the goat-legged fellow's sister from the town square, wanting to know if we needed any mending done. We didn't. Nell shut the door in her face. The third time, a young woman announced through the cracked door that she served on the town improvement committee and had come to discuss something very important about something.

"Have you ever met a living human before?" Nell asked her through the gap.

"Once," the young woman admitted, leaning forward to sniff the air. "But he was very old. This one smells like…"

She stopped, reading the expression on Nell's masked face. "I'll come back later."

"You can try," Nell growled, and slammed the door. Then she leaned her back against the frame. Deep inside the walls, the house made a low vibrating sound.

"I guess this is the ladle-parade," I said from the table.

"Everyone in town will find a reason to knock on that door." Nell sat down and turned to the next page. "The committee pretext is a brand-new angle. That represents an escalation."

I turned back to my notes. The fire shifted, twisting its flames to point at me from a slightly different angle. Nell turned a page.

On my way to collect a book from my bed, I passed the foot of the narrow stair that twisted to the top floor, where Maeve's door sat at the top of it, still painted shut over the frame. The Hearth had warmed every room in the house by now except that one; the air on the bottom steps stayed cold as if it were the single corner of the place its goodwill wouldn't reach. I didn't try the handle. I spent the afternoon in the study instead, with the accounts and the Guild charter across the desk, running the arithmetic a dozen different ways just to be sure of my working. Every time, the number came out to twelve hundred marks.

Around three o'clock, Nell walked in carrying a plate of cold mutton and a glass of water. She set them on the edge of the desk and took in the scattered papers. "You're still looking for another loophole?"

"Rackham strikes me as a heron who prefers a belt-and-suspenders approach," I said, picking up the water. "The inflated interest is the extortion. But extortion usually comes with a deadline. The charter says a Hearthhold in arrears can be seized on failure of the inspection?"

"Which is on Thursday," Nell said.

"Right. Thursday. And who, exactly, does the inspecting?"

"Inspector Gough. He's the Guild's regional assessor."

"Do I assume he's on Rackham's payroll?"

"No," Nell said. "Gough is a zealot who worships the Guild code. He doesn't care about Rackham's property schemes. He cares about aetheric compliance, building integrity, and the physical presence of a bonded Hearthkeeper."

"So he's a genuine auditor?"

"He's a nightmare with a clipboard. He'll walk through every room, test the temperature, and demand to see the Glow. If the house fails on any metric, he'll sign the forfeiture order. I'd assume Rackham is banking on us failing."

"Because we didn't have a Hearthkeeper?"

"Because we didn't have a Glow," Nell said. She tapped the desk. "Rackham assumes the house is still freezing. He expects Gough to walk in on Thursday, record an Ember state, and hand Rackham the deed."

I took a bite of the mutton. It was tough, but I was starving. "But Gough will just follow the rules?"

"To the letter."

"Well, that sounds perfect," I said.

Nell narrowed her eyes. "Why is that perfect?"

"Because you can't intimidate an auditor with a threat. You can only beat him with better paperwork. If Gough worships the code, he has to acknowledge clause fourteen. If we pass the physical inspection, the debt is fixed at twelve hundred and there won't be anything Rackham can do about it."

"You're putting a lot of faith in a man you haven't met."

"I'm putting faith in the power of bureaucracy," I said. "And until recently, bureaucracy has never let me down."

Nell looked at me for a long moment. Then she turned toward the hallway. "Eat the mutton, human, before it gets warm."

Lottie found me alone in the study later that evening, still at the desk with Rackham's figures, my notes, and the Guild charter. "What will he do if he finds out you know about the loophole?" she asked from the doorway.

I sat back in the chair and thought about Rackham's cold handshake, the one that had deliberately lasted a half-second too long.

"If we tell him now, he files an injunction and ties us up in Guild red tape," I said, squaring the papers flat on the desk. "He freezes the accounts until a magistrate can rule on the interpretation. We miss the deadline, we default, and he takes the house anyway."

"So we do not tell him?"

"Exactly. We let him keep strutting around thinking he holds the leverage. We pass the Thursday inspection. We hold the Glow." I tapped the charter. "Then, on the exact hour the levy is due, we walk into the Guild office. We tender the twelve hundred marks in front of the Guild clerk, cite clause fourteen, and demand a settled receipt. He'll have to either accept the legal payment or violate his own charter on the public record."

"Okay," Lottie said. "But don't tell me the rest of the plan until it's done."

"Why?"

"Because I will inevitably get anxious about it, and I will accidentally start explaining the legal strategy to random people at the tavern."

"Seriously?"

"I know," she sighed, leaning against the doorframe. "It's a character flaw." Then her tail unspooled from her waist and gave my ankle a deliberate flick. "Just so you know, the heat is dropping. We should probably do our bit to address that."

I looked at the roaring fire, currently hot enough to forge iron. "You think?"

"I am an aetheric barometer," Lottie said, keeping her face straight. "I know my job."

She marched up the stairs, and with a helpless shrug, I followed her.


CHAPTER 7
THREE IS MATHEMATICALLY BETTER THAN TWO



By day seven, Lottie and I were keeping the Glow of the Hearth up through sheer volume of activity.

If she walked past me in the hall, she found an excuse to press her ass against me, and away we went. We fucked in the mornings to wake the house up, and we fucked at night to put it to bed. A particular highlight for us both was sometime around midnight on day six, when she straddled my face in the dark and ground her pussy against my mouth until I ate her to a shrieking climax that sealed a draft in the landing window two rooms over. Four hours later, she woke me by backing onto my cock and side-riding me to an explosion, and a cold tap I'd been meaning to look at started running hot all on its own.

I'd worked it out by then. The house was using us. Every time Lottie and I lit each other up, Tallow House skimmed a little off the top and spent it on itself—a sealed window here, a thawed pipe there, the second parlor wallpaper slowly ungluing itself from a decade of damp. We were, in the most literal accounting sense, fucking the building back to health.

It was the strangest line item I had ever been responsible for, and I'd once expensed a goat.

The empathic feedback loop ran so often my brain spent most of the day floating in warm syrup. I'd stopped being reliably able to do arithmetic before noon, which, for a man whose one actual skill was numbers, felt like a problem worth flagging.

Nell had opinions about all the orgasms, delivered sideways—a pointed remark about the price of candles, an observation that some of us had a great deal of energy for people who hadn't paid a levy yet. I let them land and didn't argue. It's hard to mount a defense when the evidence against you is a fireplace that gets visibly happier every time you come.

So I wasn't complaining. But a house that only ran on Lottie and I keeping the stamina of newlyweds was not, I knew, a long-term plan. Bodies wore out. We were going to need more of them.

I came downstairs on the seventh morning and found Nell in the hallway, drying her hands on a cloth and glaring at the back door. It was a door that clearly had thoughts about Nell, and Nell had equally negative views about the door. I suspected that something dark between them had been escalating for years, but fixing it was a two-person job. I knew this because Nell had made it clear, more or less from my first day, that the back door was sacred ground: she'd pointed a claw at the timber and laid down the law. "That's a two-person job, you hear me? You do not attempt it alone."

She'd then moved straight on to a lecture about the water pressure in the upstairs bathroom, without elaborating. I'd filed the back door under the dozen other irreplaceable scraps of specialized local knowledge Nell kept issuing me, none of which I'd been in town long enough to be dangerously wrong about yet.

"Are we going to address your issues with the door today?" I asked.

"Yes. I want this done today," she said. "Assuming you can drag yourself away from noisily attending to the succubus long enough to help."

"Since you've asked so nicely, I might be able to fit you into my busy schedule. If we're quick."

We examined the job together. It seemed that the door gouged a splintered trench into the floorboards every time it opened, because the hinge had shifted. And the hinge had shifted because the flagstone under the frame had been repaired badly years ago, and the winter frosts were heaving it upward. And the frost-heave was happening because no one had ever diverted the groundwater running down the hill away from our garden.

I knew the entire genealogy of the problem because Nell had delivered it at punishing length, talking herself through it while using me as a meat-based audience. But the repair plan was simple enough. Nell would take the weight of the door while I got down in the dirt—a part of the plan I wasn't wild about—and reset the bottom hinge.

We'd discussed making it a three-person job. Lottie, however, had delivered a breathless, three-minute apology explaining that her contribution to the household's manual labor was limited to handling parts of my anatomy. Then she'd informed Nell that she'd already completed her repetitive-stress exercises for the morning, requested a glass of water, and gone out shopping to stretch her jaw.

So we all had roles. I managed the tools. Nell provided the terrifying strength. And Lottie handled the aetheric maintenance. All of which meant I was the one lying in the mud.

"Ready?" Nell said, rolling the sleeves of her shirt up past the elbow.

"As I'll ever be."

Nell planted her boots, took the edge of the door in both hands, and lifted with a grunt. Two hundred pounds of swollen, frost-bloated timber tilted backward off its axis, and she held it there without a care in the world.

I had told myself I was going to keep my eyes on the hinge. I did not keep my eyes on the hinge. From down at the level of her boots I had an uninterrupted view of the whole operation. Nell's forearms gone to corded rope, her shoulders bunched under the canvas, a sheen of sweat darkening the hair at her temple where the silver met the black. She was holding a door I couldn't have shifted with a crowbar and a running start, and she was holding it like it bored her. There's a particular kind of man who finds that kind of strength distracting.

I learned, kneeling in the dirt under all that working muscle while I pretended to care about a screw, that I was exactly that kind of man.

Concentrating, I got my knee under the frame for support and went to work on the plate. The hinge was seized solid and from the pattern of the rust, it'd been fused since the previous century. I muttered a colorful word I try not to use in polite company, took up the wrench, and leaned into it.

Above me, Nell's boots shifted as she adjusted her grip. Three feet over my head, the dead sconce flickered on and threw a clean circle of light across my hands. A second later the kitchen grate, stone cold all day, caught with a sound like someone clearing their throat.

"Don't!" Nell said to the Hearth. "I've got the weight. You stay out of it."

The fire climbed anyway, pushing cinnamon and woodsmoke down the corridor.

"I said I've got it!" she snapped, her grip tightening on the timber. The light it threw across her was, I noted from the floor and then elected not to examine, extremely flattering.

I wrenched the plate loose with a crack, brushed the setting clean, and drove the screws home before the door could slip. "Try it now."

Nell let the timber down by degrees and the latch caught the pin and held. She stepped back, pushed it with the flat of her hand, and it swung shut cleanly with no drag and no splintering gouge, for what I suspected was the first time in years.

I straightened up out of the dirt, wiping my hands on my trousers, and caught Nell looking at me. At the grease worked up my forearms, the sweat I'd raised doing a job under her direction. For half a second her tail came up clear off the floor, the brush of it bristling, which was the tell it always gave when something slipped past her guard. Then she caught me seeing it and her tail dropped. Her face shut like a door swinging to, and she was all business again.

"Anything else on today's triage list?" I asked, packing the wrench into the bag.

"Twelve things," she said, her eyes locked on the gouged floor. "Twelve jobs I could not do on my own."

"I bet it's less than you think, actually," I said, wiping the grease off my thumb. "Assuming the Glow holds, that is. It seems the house is starting to handle some of its own repairs for us, now we're above Ember."

"Not for us. For you," Nell corrected.

"You know, it's unfair how the Hearth treats you," I said. "You kept this place breathing when nobody else would. It should respect that."

"Don't worry yourself, human. I well understand how magic such as this works. The house chose you. Just as it chose your aunt Maeve before you. It chose the bloodline. It does not choose the staff." The striped brush of her tail hung dead still behind her knees. "I am not going to stand in this hallway and argue with forty years of magical evidence."

"I still think it's being unfairly cold to you," I said. "For years you kept it alive by yourself, and it stayed cold. That was wrong of it."

"It is a house, human," Nell said. "It's brick and timber."

"Still," I said. "It should know better. And if it won't say thank you, then I will."

Nell frowned at that, snatched up the toolbag, and marched it off toward the kitchen. The conversation was over. But the line of her shoulders as she went wasn't quite the braced shape it had been five minutes before.

Lottie came back from the square while Nell and I were wrestling the sixth item on the triage list—the front window catch on the third floor, which wanted one person up the ladder and one steadying it from below. The succubus came through the back door without a fight, noticed she'd done it, and then froze on the threshold to look at me with a question in her eyes.

"We fixed it this morning," I said, leaning my weight on the ladder. "Don't make a thing of it. But I was a bit of a legend."

"Oh, thank goodness, because I was not going to be the one to wrestle that awful door open," Lottie said, unwinding her coat. Her tail untangled from her waist and set off on a slow orbit of its own behind her. "You can have your reward later. But for now—I have news from the Mug! And I know you told me not to gossip. I tried. I really did. And then Yarrow cornered me by the counter, and there was a massive fight in there last night!"

"A fight? Inside the Mug?" I said.

"Yes! Well, at least it started in the Mug, then the venue moved to the cobblestones outside, which is terrible for the cobblestones," Lottie said, draping her coat over the newel post. "It was three of Rackham's lane-watchers. They've been leaning on the shopkeepers down the Tallow end all week. That awful, deniable kind of leaning, where they just stand there looking intimidating and scaring away all the customers, so you can't point a Guild constable at them without sounding paranoid."

"I know the type," I said. "Squeeze the neighbors to isolate the target."

"Exactly! But someone new in town took issue with their behavior. With her fists." She paused, vibrating with the energy of premium gossip. "Stan got called out to confirm that Rackham's three men were still breathing. They were. But barely. And the new arrival was long gone by the time he'd laced his boots and waddled down to the alley!"

"And who is this civic-minded newcomer, handing out the bad-guy beatings?"

"Nobody knows!" Lottie squeaked. "Yarrow said she rolled in yesterday at dusk, asked around about renting a room, and got told the whole town was full—which is a lie Rackham's men have been spreading to starve us out, I reckon. Then they said something very rude about her so she threw them through the window and demonstrated a highly relevant combat skill set on their faces. Now Yarrow says the newcomer is hiding from the Guild, holed up somewhere in town. And that she smells like deep water."

I looked up the ladder at Nell. "Obviously, should she find her way here, we have rooms available. Right?"

"Of course we do. For a given value of 'available.'" Nell didn't look down from the window frame. "The front room's the best bet. But it still needs its window catch replaced."

"The catch I am standing here helping you fix, right?"

"Then it'll be available, won't it, human?" She reached down and I handed up the new catch, and she fitted it; it clicked home, locking the winter out of the third floor.

The second she said it, down in the hall the grate roared and threw a fistful of sparks against the screen, as if it had been eavesdropping and decided that new boarders were a wonderful idea.

Nell came down the ladder and glared at the fire. "Forty years!"

The fire crackled smugly back, and she stormed off.

I caught up with her in the kitchen around dusk. The room was dense and savory as she had onions going soft and brown on the stove, fresh bread coming up in the oven, and the windows fogged against the dark. After a week of cold mutton eaten standing over the accounts, it hit me like a memory of somewhere I'd never actually lived. Nell had three bowls lined up on the counter and was working the pot with her back to the door, not looking at anyone.

I thought it showed the growing thaw between us all that the table had been set for three.

I stood in the doorway a while, watching her back and the brisk competence of her, and decided not to say a single word about the third place setting. Some things you let a person do without comment, or they stop doing them. So I walked in, pulled out my chair, and sat. Lottie drifted in two minutes later, took one look at the bowls, sat down across from me, and—in a genuine act of heroism—said nothing about it at all.

Nell brought the pot over and ladled out three portions of stew, thick with barley and whatever she'd talked the butcher down to. She sat at the head of the table.

"So. Thursday," she said into her bowl. "The Guild inspector will want to go room by room. We need the house burning warm, the accounts in order, and, ideally, a body sitting in each of the main rooms looking like it belongs there. Three is mathematically better than two." She broke off a heel of bread. "And four is better still. The front-room window works, if we happen to turn up a new tenant."

"It does," I said. "That's good work, that."

Nell nodded once, picked up her spoon, and ate.

Behind her, the fire in the range spat a spark against the grate. With no draft to push it, the flames leaned, arranging themselves over the coals so the bulk of the heat rolled toward Nell's end of the table. I thought that the Hearth, in its clumsy way, was apologizing.

Nell kept her face down over her bowl, but under the shadow of the table the striped brush of her tail gave one contented sway. She would have hated knowing I saw it. I saw it anyway, and helped myself to a second bowl of stew.

Twenty days until Rackham's deadline. And a Guild inspector on the way shortly.

Three was better than two. And four was better again.


CHAPTER 8
THE AMORTIZATION OF BLUNT FORCE TRAUMA



I woke up before the sun to audit the pantry.

Running a boarding house requires inventory control, and right now our burn rate was outpacing our supply. We had a declining margin on the cured meats, fourteen pounds of flour left, a half-empty tin of coffee, and two sacks of potatoes. I wrote the numbers down and checked our reserves against the remaining nineteen days.

With zero income, the math was grim. Sustaining the Glow required Lottie and me to keep up a vigorous schedule of aetheric performance, and a caloric deficit was coming on fast.

In layman's terms, we were running out of potatoes.

After a time, I picked up my tea and walked into the hall to stretch my legs, which is when I spotted wet footprints tracked across the floorboards. They started at the back door. I checked the latch. It was locked and the catch was sitting snug in its housing, exactly where I'd set it yesterday morning. I looked down at the puddles. They smelled of low tide, and they went up the stairs in a deliberate line.

Reassuringly, the house didn't act like it was under attack. Which I thought it would if I were in any actual danger. There was a draft of warm air pushed up the stairwell behind me, steering heat toward the third floor. Toward the front room with the newly fixed window catch.

I set my tea down on the bottom stair and picked up the guest register and a pen. Then I followed the puddles. The water had soaked into the runner, leaving dark patches in the fabric that I was sure would drive Nell to distraction. And on the third-floor landing, the door to the front room stood wide open.

A woman stood by the window, looking down at the lane. She was tall and rangy with muscle, and her skin was the translucent gray of a winter ocean. Long black hair clung to her scalp and shoulders, dripping seawater onto the rug. She didn't blink at all, I noticed. And her chest never rose to breathe. Instead, the gill-slits along her ribcage flared open, pulling in the humid air.

Then she turned her head and I saw that her eyes were solid black and her teeth were a row of serrated knives. Fresh blood coated her lips and knuckles, dripping down to mix with the puddles on the floor.

"Make a sound, human," she said, her voice carrying the crushing calm of deep water, "and I will break your neck."

"That's not friendly, is it? And there you are, dripping saltwater onto my rug!"

She stepped toward me and the temperature in the room plummeted. The air coming off her skin carried the cold of a deep ocean trench, and the pressure in my ears popped.

"I broke three jaws just recently," she said. "I have no issue with breaking a fourth. Turn around, human, and walk down those stairs. Forget you ever saw me."

"I know all about the jaws," I said. "Rackham's lane-watchers. You left them in the alley outside the Mug. Excellent work, by the way. And the neighborhood appreciates the public service. But I hear that now Rackham has men knocking on doors looking for whoever did it. Which presents you with a bit of a logistical problem."

"They won't think to look for me here."

"They'll look everywhere," I said. "Unless, that is, you're registered as a guest in a Hearthhold. I've been doing a little reading on the matter and the Guild code forbids unauthorized entry into a bonded property without a magistrate's warrant. Even though the heron works the gray areas, and he'll definitely use thugs to enforce a lane toll, he won't risk a direct violation of the Guild charter over a street brawl. Sounds to me like you need a place to call sanctuary. And, funnily enough…"

The woman tilted her head. Water ran down her gray neck and pooled in the hollow of her collarbone. " Funnily enough… Why are you not running for your life, human?"

"I'm an accountant," I said. "I amortize risk. Running from you carries a high probability of blunt-force trauma. Negotiating with you, on the other hand, offers a pathway to mutual solvency."

"That is a lot of words!"

"All of them better than 'I will break your neck,' don't you think?"

"And what do you need from me, in this negotiation?"

"I need a third body," I said, and opened the register. "I've got an inspector arriving Thursday. To pass the audit I need as many rooms in this house occupied as I can get. You need a room where thugs can't legally touch you. For that, I just need your signature on this neat little dotted line."

Footsteps sounded on the stairs and Nell came into the room with Lottie behind her.

The badger-kin stopped on the threshold and looked at the dripping woman like a guard dog that had scented a wolf. Lottie peeked over her shoulder, tail flicking with manic energy.

"Abyssal!" Nell spat.

"I prefer Mari," the woman said.

"You're the one who broke Rackham's enforcers?" Nell asked, keeping her hands clear of her pockets and her claws out.

"They demanded a toll to walk down a public street," Mari said. "I explained my refusal. They did not listen. And then were… unkind. I escalated the situation, and we are where we are."

"And why is where you are in my house?" Nell said.

"I was drawn," Mari said. She looked at the small grate in the corner of the room. A mote of fire sparked to life inside it, throwing heat against her gray skin. "I have been freezing since I crossed the mountains. The draw of this place pulled me off the street, and it burns warm."

"That's our Glow," I said. "And the succubus and I are doing everything we can to keep it going." I held out the pen. "Sign the register, Mari. Become a lodger, and Rackham's men have to stay outside."

Mari looked at the pen and tilted her head. "I have coin," she said. "I can pay rent."

"Then we have ourselves a party," I said.

She took the pen and wrote her name on the parchment and, instantly, something set its weight on me from the inside, the way deep water leans on a diver.

It was nothing whatsoever like the one I shared with Lottie. Lottie's was fire and sugar and a frantic spike rewiring my nerves into permanent arousal. The link I had with Mari was an ocean of silence. A crushing pressure that hit my lungs and pulled my center of gravity straight down. On the surface, all was calm but beneath the ice, something starving awaited and with no bottom to it.

Then the connection snapped into place the other way too and Mari gasped.

She lost her flat focus and the pen slipped from her fingers and clattered to the floor. She stumbled forward, driven by the influx of the house's aetheric heat, and her hands hit my chest.

Her skin was freezing, but the friction of her palms against my shirt threw off a shocking warmth. I caught her waist to steady her and she looked up at me, her serrated teeth parted. A flush spread across her gray collarbones and her solid black eyes dilated, and a vibrating whine built in her chest. The predator had been sidelined by a starving biological demand.

Mari inhaled my scent, fingers digging into my shoulders. Her hips pressed flush against mine and her soaked clothes chilled me to the bone, but my cock hardened against her, answering the abyssal hunger pouring through the empathic link. She ground her pelvis into me and her breath rasped wetly against my neck.

Lottie stepped forward. Her tail wrapped around her own waist in a tight knot.

"I am so sorry to interrupt," she said, her voice spiking an octave as her succubus heat flared. "And I know you've had a long journey, and the stairs are steep, but this is a closed thermodynamic loop right now, and you are creating a temperature hazard."

She laid her hand against the center of Mari's back.

A localized explosion followed and the seawater dripping from Mari's hair flashed to steam as the succubus's fire met the abyssal's pressure, closed the circuit, and discharged. Mari let out a whine, her teeth scraping my collarbone. She was starving, and the house was feeding her.

Then she blinked and the ice snapped back into place. She shoved herself off my chest and took two steps back, smoothing her wet hair and forcing her face back into a mask. Her breathing stayed ragged, but the cool facade locked down tight again.

"Your terms are acceptable, human," she said.

In response, the house hummed and a sustained vibration ran through the walls as the Glow settled onto firmer foundations. Down the hall a pipe clanked twice, and the persistent drip from the upstairs bathroom stopped. The water pressure had fixed itself in response to a water-kin joining the Hearth. And from the corner grate, a ribbon of smoke peeled off the coals and twisted itself into letters in the cold air.

RESIDENT COUNT: TWO → THREE. ...PROSPECTING.

"Seriously," Nell growled, and turned her back on the smoke.

Lottie let her breath go and pressed against my side, sliding a hand over my stomach. Her horn-tips cooled from pink back to their natural dark.

"Oh," she whispered, resting her head on my shoulder. "That's settling. I feel all nice and anchored now. And you smell like sex and thunderstorms." She smiled at Mari. "Welcome to Tallow House. I think we're going to be good friends. And I am going to show you how to maximize the aetheric draw of this specific human. That was a promising start. But, trust me on this, it's so much more fun when he puts it in you!"

Mari exhaled and the freezing air radiating off her skin warmed. "I do not require it being put in me. All I want is a towel. And then I require sleep."

"Nell will fetch you a towel," I said.

Nell bristled at that. And she had the fur for it. "I will not be treated as the maid," she said. "I run this property." She glared at the dry pipe down the hall, then at me. "But since she fixed the plumbing, I guess I'll tolerate it. Just this once."

She marched off toward the linen closet, muttering about presumptuous humans and abyssal princesses.

Which was when a loud knock hit the front door downstairs. And I didn't think this one had a desire to return a ladle behind it. The strike hit the frame hard enough to rattle it, and the sound carried all the way up the stairwell.

Mari raised her blood-coated knuckles and her jaw shifted, the serrated teeth catching the light from the grate. She locked on the stairs, bent her knees, and dropped into a combat stance. The water around her began to freeze and frost spread out from her bare feet.

Nell came back from the hall holding a white towel. At the sound of the knocking, she dropped it and her own claws extended.

"How about we all take a breath," I said. "Nothing here needs to escalate. I'll handle whoever's at the door."

"I do not hide behind humans!" Mari said.

"You're not hiding," I said, buttoning my coat against the cold. "You're leveraging your signed lease agreement. Remember, we amortize the risk around here. And since I'm the official landlord, I handle the pests."

I went downstairs. Nell picked up the towel, tossed it to Mari, and fell into step behind me. Lottie stayed at the top of the stairs, her tail wrapped around the banister, gripping the wood tight enough to splinter it.

The hammering kept up, louder as I reached the bottom of the stairs. I opened the front door and found a troll stood on the step. He had thick scars across his jaw and wore Rackham's heron colors. Two other figures—goblins, I thought—stood behind him holding cudgels. They smelled like stale beer and staler leather.

"We are looking for a fish woman," the scarred troll said, and tried to step over the threshold.

I planted my boot in the center of the frame and held the line. "Then you need to keep looking. You're not coming in here."

"You don't understand, human. I work for Gerald Rackham. A gray bitch broke my men two nights ago. And I think she's in there. I can smell the blood."

"You work for a Guild Chair?" I said, pulling the charter from my coat. It was folded to page four. "Which means you operate under the Guild code, do you not?"

The troll frowned. "What care I for that? Move aside, human, or be moved."

"Clause seven, sub-clause two," I recited. "Unauthorized entry into a registered Hearthhold carries a penalty of immediate forfeiture of Guild standing. You're standing on the property line of Number Twelve Tallow Lane. And I am the licensed Hearthkeeper."

"I do not care about your paper," he said, raising his fist.

"You should," I said, and stepped forward, forcing him to take a half-step back into the dirt to keep his balance. "Because the second you cross this threshold without a magistrate's warrant, you're handing the regional assessor a documented violation of the town charter. You can kick my ass. But I'll have filed a formal grievance before noon, and then Rackham answers to that assessor for trampling a basic tenet of Mossbarrow's bylaws."

The troll stopped. He stared at me, his thick jaw going slack. He'd come prepared for a bar fight, not an audit. "Rackham runs this lane," he said, but the conviction had bled out of his voice.

"Rackham runs a tax scheme," I said. "Do you think Gerald Rackham wants Inspector Gough looking into the ethics of his little operation? Do you think he wants his illegal toll collection entered into the public record because you forced entry into a Glow-rated Hearthhold?"

The man's eyes dropped to the dense paragraphs on the charter, flicked past my shoulder to Nell—in the hallway, claws out—and came back to the paper.

"She's in there," one of the goblins behind him said, pointing a stubby finger at the hallway.

"Be that as it may, my tenants enjoy the full protection of this charter," I said. "If you wish to dispute her residency, you may file a petition with the Mossbarrow town clerk between the hours of nine and four. I recommend you bring the heron's best lawyer."

The scarred troll clenched his jaw and looked at those behind him, but they offered no help. They'd been hired to break legs, not navigate legal injunctions.

"I will inform Mr. Rackham," he said, taking another step back into the dirt. "He will not be pleased."

"Do that," I said. "Tell him the Pendle accounts are being managed by a professional now."

I shut the door and threw the deadbolt. Then I stood in the hallway, listening to the crunch of baffled boots retreating down the lane. The Glow of the house pulsed in an approving wave of heat that rolled over my shoulders.

I looked at Nell who was staring at the locked door. "Did you just bore a troll off the property?"

"I merely applied the relevant statutes," I said.

"You used paperwork. Against a troll," she said, with a trace of wonder in her voice. "I've lived in this valley my whole life, and I've never seen someone win a fight with paperwork!"

"It's a highly transferable skill," I said.

Lottie ran down the stairs, tail whipping behind her, and launched herself at me, arms around my neck, breasts pressing flat to my chest. "Just so you know, that was ridiculously attractive," she said into my ear. "You cited sub-clauses. The things I'm going to let you do to me later…"

I glanced up. Mari stood at the top of the stairs, the white towel wrapped around her waist, her gray skin dry now, frost spreading around her feet. "Those hunters are gone?"

"They're gone," I confirmed. "I told you you'd be safe here."

Mari came down two steps and looked at Lottie—currently licking my earlobe—and then over at Nell. "I require a meal. And then I will require a demonstration of the principles of… aetheric maintenance. The draw is powerful, and I intend to participate."

Lottie flinched and pulled back from my neck. Her tail snapped out and wound tight around my ankle.

"Oh my goodness, I'm so sorry," Lottie babbled, her voice climbing. "I should have explained the schedule. I really should have explained the schedule. But the integration log is fully booked for this evening, and if you attempt a primary aetheric draw right now without the proper thermal calibration, the temperature shock will put him in a coma. We'll have to pencil you into the rotation. I'll make a chart!"

"Oh, great," Nell said. "Yet more caterwauling. I'll be in the kitchen cooking potatoes. I'll be cooking all the potatoes. The last of them."

I didn't let her bad mood get me down. We finally had three bodies, the Glow was locked in, and the plumbing miraculously worked.

However, I worried our most immediate threat was that Tallow House was about to run out of potatoes.


CHAPTER 9
THE INVERTED ARCHIMEDES SCREW



My left calf was hooked over my right shoulder, Lottie's tail wrapped twice around my waist and bearing roughly sixty percent of my body weight as a primary strut. My other leg was planted flat against the mattress for leverage, though the severe angle meant my knee was pressed hard into my own ribcage.

According to the salvaged human sex manual Lottie had unearthed from a trunk in the attic, this position was called the Inverted Archimedes Screw.

"Page forty-two," Lottie had said ten minutes ago, tapping the cracked leather binding. "The text notes it maximizes localized aetheric friction while minimizing thermal leakage. It is a highly efficient way to fuck."

A few minutes into the position, I'd sweated through my shirt and I thought my lumbar region might never speak to me again.

"It's because of the hydrostatic pressure at those depths," Lottie said, bouncing hard on my cock.

"What?" I asked, gripping the headboard to keep my suspended torso from sliding sideways off the mattress.

"Abyssals," Lottie said. "We were talking about Mari. Down in the trenches the pressure is crushing. Water turns dense, and they don't have traditional courtship rituals down there. It requires too much energy. A quickie for a leviathan-kin is mostly about thermal regulation and violent anchoring."

She clamped her thighs tighter around my hips and ground her pussy down to my base, and the friction threw off a spike of aetheric heat that scorched the sheets beneath us. A thin ribbon of smoke drifted up from the cotton, carrying the stink of singed laundry toward the ceiling.

"Did you notice her jaw structure?" Lottie continued. "All those serrated teeth?"

"I noticed the teeth," I said. "They were coated in the blood of Rackham's enforcers. It was hard to miss."

"Well, they aren't just for cracking crab shells. They're built to bite down on the male during climax, so she doesn't get swept away in the deep-sea currents. Isn't that just fascinating?"

"Lottie…"

"And her skin temperature!" Lottie braced her hands flat on my chest, pushing up to slide the full length of my cock, then slamming back down. "It's a localized cryo-field. To safely breed her, a partner needs a massive counter-source of thermal energy. If an unbonded human tried it, his core temperature would hit zero in three minutes. But, conveniently, I happen to produce a frankly ridiculous amount of fire!"

She dragged her nails down my collarbone, and her power bled straight into my skin, warming my blood and pushing my heart rate up. The room was already past ninety degrees, and the floral wallpaper behind the headboard began to peel at the corners, the old glue melting from the sheer volume of heat she was bleeding into the air.

"Lottie," I said again, shifting my suspended weight against her tail to dodge a hamstring cramp. "While I appreciate the value of an exotic marine-biology lesson, and I agree we need to integrate our new tenant, could we please focus on the dick currently inside you?"

Lottie paused mid-bounce, then stared down at me, her eyes blinking twice. "Oh," she whispered. "Right. Sorry. Yes!"

She stopped talking. Her tail tightened around my waist, pulling my hips flush to hers. The frantic sugar-spike of her aetheric signature centered in her pelvis and she dropped the theoretical mechanics and just rode me, slamming down fast and clamping around me. Her scalding grip dragged a groan of pleasure out of my throat as I met her rhythm, thrusting up against her downward strikes.

"Oh yes," Lottie moaned. "Fuck. Yes, right there. That's it, Sam. Give it to the house!"

The house, sensing the impending deposit, reacted—the ceiling joists groaned, shifting to take the rising temperature, and the bedroom doorknob rattled, shedding a layer of green tarnish to show bright, unmarked metal underneath.

My climax hit like a blown fuse. I drove my hips up, burying myself as deep as the tortuous angle allowed, and pumped away into her while Lottie screamed. Her back arched in a violent bow, her horns scraping two deep gouges into the headboard, and her internal muscles spasmed, milking every drop out of me while the loop discharged into my chest in a wave of blinding heat.

The floorboards beneath the bed flashed a pulsing orange, and the Glow surged through the oak, traveling down the joists, mapping the internal wiring of the second floor in a web of aetheric light. A cracked pane of glass rattled in its frame, glowing white-hot at the edges—then the crack fused solid, the aetheric heat melting the glass back together. The draft that had plagued the room for years vanished.

The house drank the energy down greedily. The hum in the walls settled into a steady thrum which told me we were well past the Ember stage now.

Lottie dropped onto my chest, panting. Her tail uncoiled from my waist, dumping my full weight back onto the mattress. I carefully untangled my left leg from my shoulder and let it fall flat against the sheets. My hip, knee, and ankle popped in succession. Whatever its aetheric value, I thought we might try good old missionary next time. That session had generated a massive yield—the two of us putting out serious voltage, which had surely pushed the house's reserves high enough to pass any standard Guild assessment. The Archimedes Screw, though, was unsustainable for daily operations. If I ruptured a spinal disc, my utility to the house dropped to zero, and the regional assessor would seize the property anyway.

I made a note to audit Lottie's reading material and burn page forty-two.

She dragged her chin across my collarbone, licking the salt and sweat off my skin and her breathing began to slow, the frantic succubus energy smoothing out into a warm contentment. The crimson faded from her horns.

"You know, just so we're clear, I do actually have a plan," she said, tracing a slow circle over my heart with a finger. "For the fish."

"For Mari," I corrected.

"Yes. For Mari," Lottie agreed. "You see, I reckon she's starving for heat. You saw what happened on the stairs. She nearly took your head off until the grate flared and fed her. So, just as a warning: if you stick it in her cold, she'll freeze your cock solid. Basic thermal mismatch. Her ocean pressure will snuff your baseline human heat before you get three pumps in. Which would be a real shame. I like your cock."

"Good thing I wasn't planning to stick anything anywhere without a risk assessment, then."

"And I am planning on becoming that risk assessment," Lottie said. Then she propped her chin on my chest, looking highly pleased with her own foresight. "Don't worry, though. I know how to warm her up for you. I'll get her nice and pliable. We build a little thermal circuit between her ice and my fire, and then you get to go in and plow the field."

"A thermal circuit?"

"Exactly. I act as the conduit, take your aetheric deposit, ignite it with my succubus draw, and then bleed it into her. It should, if I understand these things right, work as a kind of antifreeze. Then you get to fuck her, and we integrate her properly into the loop. Three nodes for the house will be a massive aetheric draw. The house will be humming! We might even fix the roof leak in the west wing!"

"Just before we get carried away, do remember she promised to break my neck when she first met me."

"That was just foreplay," Lottie said, giving my nipple a sharp bite. "She's an apex predator. Everyone knows they get cranky when they're hungry. Give me twenty minutes with her and she'll be eating me out."

"Isn't the phrase 'eating out of the palm of my hand'?"

"No idea what you're talking about." Lottie kissed me and pushed herself up. Her breasts swayed as she climbed off the bed and reached for her discarded blouse. "Now get dressed. We have the last of the potatoes to eat."

I got dressed and made my way downstairs, the wood creaking under my boots, but I thought the sound was different than yesterday. The splintering groan of the second-floor landing had smoothed into a settling of weight. I ran a hand along the banister and it carried a residual warmth, chair-warm, the heat of whoever had just got out of it, and I spotted a long crack near the newel post filling itself in with fresh sap.

At least, I hoped it was sap. After my most recent conversation with Lottie, I found myself wondering how metaphorical the idea of my 'aetheric deposit' circulating through the property's vascular system really was…

That's a thought that's going to fester.

The smell of boiling starch hit me at the bottom of the stairs and got stronger with every step toward the back of the house. Nell stood at the kitchen island, a meat cleaver in her right hand, systematically hacking the skin off a mountain of potatoes. Three large pots boiled on the stovetop, with thick white foam bubbling over their rims and hissing against the burners. Beside her on the counter sat an empty fifty-pound burlap sack.

"Good morning," I said. I pulled out my chair at the head of the table and sat.

Nell didn't look up. She brought the cleaver down, halved a potato with a loud thwack, and swept the pale pieces into a fourth pot on the chopping block.

"I told you," Nell rumbled, and brought the cleaver down.

"I see that," I said. "Though I should probably note that fifty pounds of root vegetables is our entire reserve of complex carbohydrates for the week. That sack was supposed to carry us through to the inspection."

"If the abyssal wants a meal, she gets starch," Nell said, picking up another potato. Thwack. "My uncle worked the docks on the salt coast. He always said leviathan-kin eat half their body weight in raw meat every three days, just to keep their internal pressure stable. We do not have half her body weight in meat. We have half a ham and three strings of sausages—and then me, you, and Lottie. Assuming you'd miss servicing the succubus, the fish gets starch. All the starch. I will boil it until it becomes a paste, and she will eat it, and she will be grateful."

Lottie hummed a cheerful, off-tempo tune as she came into the kitchen. Her skin still carried the flushed heat from the bedroom, her tail swaying in a contented arc behind her. She bypassed the stove, ignored Nell's aggressive knife work, grabbed a stack of bowls from the cupboard, and began setting the table.

"The plumbing upstairs is magnificent now!" Lottie announced to an uncaring room. She set a bowl in front of me. "The water pressure in the washroom actually stung. It was delightful."

"I'm very happy for you," Nell said. "Some of us have been busy working, rather than… whatever it is you two get up to that makes the human make the wnnnnnnnn sound."

Mari appeared in the doorway, wearing a pair of Nell's spare canvas pants and an oversized gray wool shirt. The clothes hung loose on her lean frame, with the long sleeves rolled up past her forearms. She stopped at the threshold, scanning the room and locked onto Nell's cleaver, tracking the downward arc of the blade, then dropping to the food in the pots.

Then she hissed, and a thin layer of white frost spread out from around her, creeping across the floorboards in a crystalline web as the temperature in the kitchen plummeted. My breath plumed into a white cloud over the open books, and Mari lowered her center of gravity, her shoulders dropping into a crouch.

It appeared she was bracing for a battle over the food.

Lottie intercepted her. She walked straight into the expanding cold zone, picked up a steaming bowl of boiled potatoes from the counter, and shoved it into Mari's hands.

"Sit!" Lottie said, putting a warm authority into her voice. Then she caught Mari by the elbow and guided her away from the doorway. "You look frozen, and I think that's making you very grumpy. Don't worry—I have a plan to fix that."

Mari went rigid at the contact, her serrated teeth grinding together with the sound of stones rubbing underwater. But, interestingly, she didn't pull her arm away. Lottie steered the abyssal into a chair, then pulled out the seat beside her. The succubus sat, sliding her chair inward, closing the gap until their thighs pressed together under the table.

Nell and I exchanged a significant look at the way the frost on the floorboards instantly stopped spreading.

For a long moment, the kitchen held two competing weather systems. Then, slowly, the white crystals on the wood began to melt into small beads of water. Mari hissed again, but now she was looking down at the bowl of steaming mash in her hands.

I watched Lottie's overflow heat meet Mari's abyssal pressure. What was most noteworthy was that the collision wasn't on Mari alone. The frantic sugar-spike I usually tracked off Lottie smoothed out, as if all her excess energy had been anchored by the deep calm of Mari's ocean. It took a few more minutes, but eventually the temperature in the kitchen equalized into a humid warmth.

"Eat," Lottie instructed, picking up her own spoon. "Nell made enough to feed a minor army."

Mari picked up a piece of potato with her fingers and inspected it with suspicion. Then she sniffed it and set it between her rows of sharp teeth. She chewed once, swallowed it whole, and looked at Nell.

"It lacks salt."

Nell drove the cleaver into the chopping block, the blade burying itself an inch deep in the wood. "Do you want to step back outside into the alley and find your own breakfast?"

"No," Mari said, and picked up another potato. "To regulate my form, I require the caloric intake. And, it would appear, the heating arrangement of this building is borderline acceptable to my needs."

"I think you'll find it's better than acceptable," I said. "It's currently about optimal for the well-being of the house and everyone in it."

I took out a pen and wrote the morning's numbers down in the accounts. We had three bodies in residence. The plumbing was operational. The draft in the second-floor window was fused. And it would appear the house's aetheric battery was now holding a steady Glow.

Then, just as I was starting to feel positive about things, the kitchen fireplace crackled and a log snapped in half, throwing a shower of bright orange sparks against the back brick.

I looked up. The smoke rising from the grate didn't go up the chimney. It billowed out into the room, twisting and folding in the air above the stove until the gray tendrils locked together into a single word, suspended in the center of the kitchen.

RACKHAM.

"Well, that's never a good sign," Lottie said, her spoon pausing halfway to her mouth.

The knocker on the front door rattled, then something metallic clicked against the mail slot, followed by the soft slide of paper against wood. Then boots retreated down the front steps, moving fast, hitting the gravel of the lane in a hurried run.

I stood and walked down the hall to see what had been delivered.

On the doormat sat a heavy cream-colored envelope bearing the red wax seal of the Mossbarrow Zoning Commission, stamped with the dual-heron crest of the Guild. I picked it up, broke the wax with my thumb, and unfolded the parchment.

The text was written in the cramped calligraphy of an underpaid clerk working under threatening orders. I skipped the standard greetings and the lengthy preamble on the history of Tallow Lane and scanned the paragraphs for the bit that was going to make me mad.

I found it on the second page.

It was a formal notice of inspection, citing an obscure bylaw on "emergency aetheric verification protocols." The clause stated that any Hearthhold demonstrating an unverified spike in aetheric output could be subject to an immediate audit, to ensure the integrity of the surrounding neighborhood was not at risk. Lottie and I had been spiking the aetheric output for some days now, and Rackham's watchers had likely measured the surge from the street.

All it meant was that Inspector Gough was no longer coming on Thursday.

Rackham had clearly realized his street thugs couldn't legally cross my threshold to get hold of Mari. So he'd bypassed the physical intimidation and leveraged his Guild chair to alter the schedule.

I checked the timestamp at the bottom of the page. The ink was fresh.

I walked back into the kitchen. Nell was glaring at the smoke letters hovering stubbornly above her stove. Lottie was feeding Mari a piece of potato directly off her own fork, which the abyssal accepted with a confused but compliant expression.

"I'm afraid there's been a change of plans," I said. I set the summons on the table and smoothed the creases flat. "Rackham expedited the paperwork. He invoked an emergency aetheric verification clause, and the inspector is going to be here today. In three hours."

Nell ripped the cleaver out of the chopping block. "Today? The charter guarantees a licensed Hearthkeeper five days to prepare their books."

"But Rackham holds the paper," I said, pointing to the Guild crest at the bottom of the page. "He pays the clerks who write the emergency exceptions. We're playing on his board, and I rather fear he just flipped the table."

"Then we fight," Mari said, standing and baring her teeth. Frost began to reform around the legs of her chair, snapping outward across the floor. "I broke his enforcers in the alley. I will slaughter this inspector at the door."

"You're not going to slaughter the inspector," I said. "Murdering a bonded official forfeits the property to the Guild on the spot—which is exactly what Rackham wants us to do. So, no. We don't fight the inspector. We welcome him."

Lottie had stopped chewing and was looking more anxious than usual. "Then what do we do, Sam? We've got things on the right track, but we are simply not ready to be inspected yet."

"We pass the audit," I said in my calmest voice. Panic was a useless metric. The timeline had compressed, but the requirements on us hadn't changed. "Come on, eat quickly. We have three hours to make this place look like a highly lucrative, smoothly functioning Hearthhold."

"But—"

I wasn't in the mood for objections. "Nell, I need the main hall smelling like expensive wood polish and fresh baked goods. Burn cinnamon if you have to. And hide the cleaver. And the empty potato sacks. You're the domestic caretaker of a thriving Hearth. Try to look cheerful about it."

Nell bared her teeth, a low growl starting in her chest. "I don't look cheerful."

"You will today," I said, turning to Lottie. "Lottie, take Mari upstairs. Find her clothes that actually fit her and—I don't know—brush her hair or something. We need her looking like a paying tenant who chose this establishment for its high-end aetheric comforts, not an apex predator who crawled out of an alley after dismantling Guild enforcers."

"I can do that," Lottie said, her tail wrapping around Mari's chair. "And I'll emit my strongest 'everything here is lovely' pheromones. That should help."

Mari looked at me, her black eyes unreadable. "And what will you do, human?"

"I am the accountant," I said, picking up a piece of unsalted potato and putting it in my mouth. "And I am going to build the most spectacular set of accounts that prove to Inspector Gough we are too profitable to fail."


CHAPTER 10
CREATIVE AETHERIC ACCOUNTING



I sat at the kitchen table and committed a few hours of professional fraud.

The job was straightforward, in the way that all impossible jobs are straightforward once you stop panicking about them. I had three hours to turn a destitute boarding house living on root vegetables into an exclusive, high-yield aetheric retreat, on paper, well enough to fool a man whose entire career was reading paper.

From everything I'd been able to discover, the Guild ran its emergency verifications off a standardized rubric. To pass, a Hearthkeeper needed a balanced sheet showing sufficient caloric intake, verified maintenance, and active tenant satisfaction. My assets were one empty potato sack, a windowpane I'd fused shut that morning, and whatever was happening to the air in my hallway, which I couldn't enter in any column because I couldn't explain it.

I opened the big bound accounts book and picked up my pen. Years of tracking fractional percentages in a guild counting-house had taught me that bureaucracy is only ever a problem of translation, and in this particular language I was fluent.

I crossed out the entry that read 'Fifty Pounds of Potatoes.' On the line below it I wrote 'Artisanal Caloric Anchoring Paste' and assigned it a daily consumption value of twenty shillings. I was pretty sure that assessors never did anything so mundane as checking pantries. Sure, they check the math, and the math now said… we ran a restaurant.

Then I flipped to the aetheric yield column and itemized the output from the Inverted Archimedes Screw I'd survived that morning. I logged Lottie's succubus fire as 'Primary Thermal Generation' and gave it a tier-three rating. Then I logged Mari's abyssal aura as 'Atmospheric Pressure Regulation.' Together, the two signatures made a defensible justification for the spike in the property's Glow. None of it was a lie, technically. And technically is the only adverb that has ever mattered in accounting.

Nell marched past the table carrying a bucket of soapy water, dropped to her knees in the hallway, and started scrubbing the floorboards with a brush.

At which point—and will wonders never cease!—the house intervened.

As she pushed the brush across a scuffed plank, the wood shifted. The grain smoothed out, drank the soapy water, and turned the moisture into a polished sheen. Nell frowned and stopped her work. She moved the brush to a dark stain near the baseboard, but before her bristles even so much as touched it the stain faded, retreating into the oak until the plank looked freshly milled.

Nell dropped the brush into the bucket and water slopped over the rim. "I have spent four decades sanding this hallway," Nell told the floor. "I have splintered my claws fixing your joists. And you do this for him!"

The house hummed and a warm vibration ran up through the legs of my chair, which I thought was the closest a building can come to whistling and looking at the ceiling.

"I think it just appreciates a firm management structure," I said, and turned the page to the tenant manifest.

Nell's tail lashed against the polished wood. "I want you to know that I am billing you for all the overtime I'm doing here. I don't care that we have no money. I'm adding it to your rapidly growing tab!"

I made a point of not watching what Nell's tail did when she was annoyed. I had a rule about that. The rule held maybe forty percent of the time, and this was the other sixty.

The Hearth, though, had no such rule. Behind me, the kitchen range spat a golden spark and the flames twisted, routing a draft of hot air straight through the kitchen and into the foyer, and it carried the sweet smell of baking cinnamon with it. I knew that Nell had not baked cinnamon. Nell had thrown a handful of stale bark into a dry skillet ten minutes ago and resented every second of it. But now the house was taking that pitiful gesture and weaponizing it, masking the smell of boiling potato starch under something that suggested an artisanal bakery and a comfortable side income.

"See?" I pointed at the Hearth. "It's all just a team effort."

"It is a mockery of honest labor," Nell grumbled, and stood, hauling the bucket with her. "I'll go and stand by the door and look cheerful. If the inspector speaks to me, I'll smile. And I'll be thinking the entire time about biting his fingers off."

"That's the spirit!"

Footsteps came down the second-floor landing.

Lottie descended first, walking backward, hands out to guide the woman behind her. "Small steps," she coached. "Do not engage your claws. The fabric will tear, and Nell will bill us for the hem."

And then Mari came onto the landing.

Lottie had poured the abyssal into a high-collared navy dress from one of the attic trunks. It was a cut that belonged on a governess, not a creature of the deep trenches, and the wool fought her shoulders. The hem dragged against her bare gray feet and all that meant was Mari moved with the rigid, over-pressurized tension of a submarine hull at a depth it wasn't rated for. Her gills flared against the tight collar in obvious distress.

"The integrity of this garment is flawed," Mari said, pulling at the lace. "It limits my rotational axis. If I am attacked from behind, I cannot pivot to tear out a throat."

"Oh, please don't tear out any throats," Lottie said, her tail winding anxiously around her waist. "If there's one thing I know about inspections it's that they hate having their throats torn out. I'm sure that would be a massive fine. You are a paying tenant, Mari! A wealthy water-kin scholar seeking sanctuary in our highly exclusive Hearthhold. That's your cover story. You just need to nod and look academic."

"I do not require a cover identity. I require a weapon."

"You are the weapon," I said. "But today you're a localized heating node. Mari—look at me."

She turned her head, and I could hear her serrated teeth grinding. A thin layer of frost tried to spread from her toes, but the house's warmth melted it to condensation before it got an inch.

"The inspector is a Guild functionary," I said. "He runs on a checklist. If he sees a monster limbering up for an alley fight, he ticks a box and our license will be gone. However, if he sees a reclusive scholar enjoying the thermal comforts of a Glow-rated property, he has no legal standing to do anything but leave. Be the second one. For us. Please."

Lottie's horns flushed a shade deeper, and the warmth that came off her had nothing to do with the cover story. "You know, when you go all managerial…" she started, then visibly filed the thought away for later. "Right. Sorry. Focus first. Fuck later."

"I promised to assist in the defense of this territory," Mari said. "I broke countless necks to secure my last sanctuary. I can easily break this inspector."

"Assaulting a bonded Guild official skips the eviction process and goes straight to forfeiture," I said. "The Guild takes the house, and we're all back on the street. Which is exactly the outcome Rackham would frame and hang on his wall. So, no. We don't fight the inspector. We bore him into submission."

Lottie threaded her arm through Mari's and pressed her hip to the abyssal's side. Her succubus heat flared, bled into Mari's frozen aura, and the kitchen atmosphere settled.

I watched the succubus fit herself against the leviathan-kin, warm hip to cold wool, the burnt-sugar heat rolling off the pair of them, and my pulse picked up a beat it had no business picking up with three hours left before I lost the house. The accountant in the back of my skull cleared his throat, took charge, and I turned the page.

"No biting," Lottie said. "Biting voids the lease. We answer his questions, we tell him how wonderful Sam is at managing our needs, and we do not mention the plumbing."

Mari exhaled, her shoulders dropping a fraction against the wool. "I will not bite him. But if he threatens the human, I reserve the right to flash-freeze the fluid in his joints."

"Compromise accepted," I said. "But let me tip you the nod first."

The grandfather clock in the parlor began to chime. It gave twelve brassy notes that rolled through the floorboards. And before the last one faded, the knocker hit the front door three times, sharp and impatient and legally mandated.

"Positions!" I said, closing the book and pouring a steaming measure from the teapot into a clean cup. I set it on a saucer, and carried it down the hall like a man with nothing to hide and excellent manners. Nell stood by the coat rack with her hands clasped over her apron and a smile on her face that would have stopped a clock. Lottie steered Mari toward the parlor sofa.

Once I was sure everything was as good as it could be, I drew back the deadbolt and opened the door to reveal Inspector Gough standing on the step.

He wore a cheapish gray suit that smelled of old cigars, and had a narrow weasel-ish face, thinning hair, and a clipboard he gripped like an issued weapon. Two Ogre Guild enforcers waited at the foot of the steps with cudgels. The clipboard bore the Zoning Commission's emergency seal. Gough, I'd been warned, worshipped the code and nothing else, which was exactly why Rackham had pointed him at us.

Gough looked up, mouth already arranging itself around a standardized threat. Instead, a wall of heat rolled out of the open doorway and hit him in the chest, carrying the inviting smell of cinnamon with it. Without question, the Glow of Tallow House was present.

I held out the teacup.

"Inspector Gough! Right on time. Welcome to Tallow House. I've got your tea, and the compliance books are laid out in the kitchen. Shall we begin the audit?"

Gough stared at the steaming cup and then looked past my shoulder at Nell, who was radiating an image of pure domestic contentment, and then down at the polished floorboards, and I watched the easy foreclosure he'd come for quietly die behind his eyes.

"Yes," he muttered, gripping the clipboard. "Let us begin. I suppose."

He did not take the tea, instead he pushed past me over the threshold, dragging a boot deliberately across the boards to scuff them. I think we all enjoyed it when the house itself flexed the wood to shed the dirt before it could settle.

"An emergency verification requires a physical inspection of the premises," Gough recited in his nasal and self-satisfied voice. I imagined small infractions were his whole reason to get up in the morning. He drew an aether-gauge from his pocket and tapped it against the wall. "Guild sensors recently detected an unauthorized spike in atmospheric density. We're here to find the source." His other thumb worked a pen-clicker, click-click, click-click, a nervous little metronome. He would rather have been citing a regulation than enforcing one, and it showed.

"You'll find it in the parlor," I said, shutting the door and the two enforcers out in the cold. "And the kitchen. And the bedrooms upstairs. I'll have you know that the property is operating at peak capacity."

Gough sneered and made for the stairs, ignoring Nell's encouraging smile. Or that she was baring her fangs. It was hard to tell with her sometimes. "We'll begin with the plumbing. Tallow House has carried a dry-pipe citation for three years. If the water pressure fails the second-floor test, you should know that I will lock the doors today."

I followed him up and Nell came behind me, claws clicking softly on the banister.

Gough reached the second-floor washroom, shoved the door open, and walked straight to the basin without so much as glancing at the reinforced pane or the newly polished tile. He gripped the cold tap and wrenched it open, leaning in over the basin, with his pen ready to write a citation for zero flow.

Through the empathic loop I felt Mari's water-kin aura run through every drop of moisture in the house, and it answered the demand.

The pipe roared into life. A pressurized column of freezing water blasted out of the tap, hit the porcelain like a firehose, ricocheted off, and caught Inspector Gough square in the chest. He shouted, stumbled back, skated on the wet tile, and went into the doorframe. The water kept spouting at him until his gray suit was soaked through and it was running off his thinning hair and down his nose.

I stepped into the doorway and pulled a dry towel from the linen closet.

"As you can see the pressure requirements have been exceeded. Our plumbing is robust."

Gough snatched the towel and scrubbed his face, chest heaving. "How do I know that was not a fluke? A buildup in the main line, as it were. No, I think we will move to tenant interviews. Now. That will make things clearer."

We went down to the first floor, Gough's wet shoes squeaking on the polished wood the whole way. On the landing windowsill, Susan the spider plant had put out four new runners since breakfast and turned every one of them toward the inspector like a tribunal. He ignored them and stopped at the parlor entrance.

Lottie was sitting on the sofa with her ankles crossed, in a high-necked blouse that did nothing whatsoever to hide the curve of her breasts, her tail tucked demurely behind a throw pillow. Mari sat beside her in the navy wool, spine vertical, and hands folded in her lap like a woman waiting for a suitor she intended to murder.

"Name and species classification," Gough said, clipboard poised.

"Lottie." The succubus leaned forward, elbows on her knees, red eyes fixed on him. "Succubus. Sub-class infernal."

Then her nerve slipped. It always slipped when she was frightened, and she was terrified—the heat rolled off her in a wave and the gauge in Gough's hand gave a sharp tick as the needle jumped into the red.

His eyes snapped to it. "There. That is the unauthorized spike. Right⁠—"

"—is the logged thermal node," I said, before he could land the citation, and tapped the open manifest. "Primary generation, tier three. You are holding the proof that my filing is accurate. Thank you, Inspector."

Lottie dragged the aura back behind her teeth with a visible effort, horns blazing pink with mortification. The needle sank and Gough looked from the dead gauge to the page, robbed of the one reading that might have saved his afternoon.

He swallowed and took a half-step back. "And… your assessment of the Hearthkeeper's management?"

"Oh, he's incredibly thorough," Lottie said. "I mean—technically I'm the one who begged him to inspect every inch of the property. He didn't want to. But the support he provides runs very deep. Very deep. He meets all my requirements, and I'm sorry if that creates a zoning issue, but I am extremely satisfied. Almost hourly."

Gough's face went a dark, blotched red. He cleared his throat and dragged his eyes off her chest and pointed his pen at Mari. "And you. Name and classification?"

"Mari." The black eyes didn't blink. "Leviathan-kin. Sub-class abyssal."

He took in the damp gray skin and the row of serrated teeth behind her lips. "The book lists you as a resident scholar. Your assessment of the facilities?"

Mari reached into her dress pocket and produced an unpeeled potato. She looked at it for a moment and then bit into it. The crunch of her teeth shearing through the tuber filled the quiet room for longer than I would've thought possible. She chewed, slowly, never breaking eye contact with Gough.

"The thermal regulation is adequate," she said, eventually in a monotone. "The white starch sustains my internal pressure and I require no further accommodations." She took another deliberate bite.

A bead of sweat ran down Gough's temple to join the plumbing water. He looked at Lottie, who was blushing and wringing her hands, and then at Mari, who went on eating a raw root vegetable while radiating the pressure of a deep-sea trench.

His eyes went, at last, to Nell by the door—the rumored disgruntled-staff citation that would let him flag a hostile environment and salvage the visit. "You. Housekeeper. Any grievance with the conditions of your employment? Anything you wish to report?"

Nell's smile widened and there was a great deal of teeth in it. "None at all," she said. "I'd do just about anything to keep this house standing. Anything. To anyone who tried to take it." She tapped one claw, against the doorframe. "Would you like that in writing, Inspector?"

Gough did not want it in writing. He lowered the clipboard and turned to me.

"The paperwork," he said, stiffly. "The books."

I led him into the kitchen, sat at the head of the table, and let him take the chair opposite. He dropped his clipboard on the wood and pulled the compliance books toward him.

The clipboard lay facing him, which meant it lay upside down to me, which is the orientation I read most comfortably anyway. Clipped to the top was a printed Guild bulletin: ADVISORY 7—CONCERNING HUMAN TENANTS. I got three bulleted instructions before his elbow came down over it.

Do not accept food or beverage prepared by the Human.

Do not permit the Human to seat you below its eyeline.

Allow the Human to finish its sentences; interruption is read as provocation.

So that was the tea explained. Somewhere in this town a committee had sat down, in earnest, and drafted a survival guide for sharing a room with me.

Gough ran a finger down the figures, hunting for the flaw. He was anxious to find the mathematical excuse that would let him sign the foreclosure the summons had all but promised him.

"Clause four-A of the emergency verification protocols," he said, tapping the page. "Any spike in aetheric output exceeding the property's baseline by two hundred percent requires an immediate safety foreclosure. Your output here logs at triple your baseline. You are running an unstable reactor. I'm voiding the license."

He reached for his red stamp.

"Sub-clause seven-B," I said, without moving. "Exceptions to the output ceiling are granted automatically where the aetheric load is distributed across a stabilized, multi-node circuit."

"You don't have a multi-node circuit."

"I have a succubus and a leviathan-kin." I slid the secondary form across the table. "Look at the thermal variance. Node one generates infernal heat. Node two demands abyssal pressure stabilization. The energy never bleeds into the town grid. It cycles internally between the tenants, anchored by the human Hearthkeeper. Net risk to the lane: zero. Efficiency: total."

He stared at the numbers and I knew they were irrefutable. I'd taken the Inverted Archimedes Screw and amortized it cleanly across the three of us, and there is no clause in any charter against being efficient.

"Your food reserves," Gough tried, flipping the page, the pen-clicker going double-time now as a sign of a man going through his own pockets for a coin he knew wasn't there. "You claim twenty shillings a day for 'Artisanal Caloric Anchoring Paste.' This is surely a fabrication!"

"It's a highly concentrated root-vegetable reduction, processed over open flame. My tenant just ate a raw sample in front of you. Would you like to dispute her dietary requirements to her face?"

Gough glanced toward the parlor. He thought about the sound of all those grinding teeth and he decided against it. "No."

The kitchen fire decided that was the perfect moment to erupt. A log cracked in the grate, and a column of smoke billowed out and hung over the center of the table, folding itself into crisp lines. It drew a single glowing green check-mark, and a settling weight pressed down into the floorboards as the house ran its own audit and agreed with mine. Under the check-mark, the smoke resolved into two stacked lines of soot-bright letters.

HEARTHLIGHT: GLOW—VERIFIED. EVICTION VOID.

RESIDENT COUNT: THREE. SANCTUARY SECURE—STILL PROSPECTING.

The air cleared and the heat eased back to a steady hum. The house had, officially and on the public record, passed its inspection.

Gough looked at the smoke and at my balanced books. He knew he had no legal standing, no physical violation, a wet suit, and a growing fear of the two women in the next room. The pen-clicker had gone silent as he picked up his black stamp, pressed it to the pad, and brought it down on the bottom of the page.

PASS. And in bold letters.

Then he stood and didn't say goodbye. Gough went quickly down the hall, opened the door, and marched out into the cold with both ogre enforcers in tow.

The door clicked shut behind them.

Nell came into the kitchen and looked at the stamped page. Her jaw came loose. "You did it," she said quietly. "You actually do know what you're talking about."

Lottie tore in, tail whipping, and threw her arms around my neck from behind, breasts to my shoulders. "We passed! Oh, I was so sure I was going to ruin the cover story, but we officially have a certified Glow! Sam, you were magnificent. You citing those sub-clauses made my knees weak. We should go back upstairs and generate more aetheric revenue before I say something stupid."

Mari came in last and set her half-eaten potato gently on the table. "The threat is eliminated. The sanctuary holds. This is pleasing."

I looked down at the stamped parchment. The Glow was certified. The eviction was blocked. We'd won the battle, and I let myself enjoy it for almost a full minute.

Then the accountant took over again.

"We haven't actually won anything, have we? But we have bought ourselves time," I said, and pulled the real books toward me. "Rackham lost in the one arena where he can't just hire bigger men. He can't use the charter to take the house now. But the inheritance debt hasn't gone anywhere and he'll still be looking to call that in."

I tapped the red number at the bottom of the page.

"We owe twelve hundred marks on the Long Night," I said. "That's eighteen days out. We've got the aetheric output and we've got the bodies. What we don't have is hard coin. And Rackham's next move isn't going to be by the books."

"Then it's coin," Nell said. "Don't go looking at me like that. Blaze wants a full lane, not a full house, and there's not a hearth on this street with anything left in it. We'll not see Blaze this side of the Long Night. It's coin or it's nothing."

I closed the book.

"We need cash. And we needed it yesterday."


CHAPTER 11
THE LIQUIDITY CRISIS



I left the accounts on the kitchen table.

Inspector Gough's stamp was a legal victory, but the math remained undefeated. Against twelve hundred marks and eighteen days, my commercial assets consisted of half a ham, some potato skins, and a Hearthhold that had passed a Guild audit.

I walked the length of the hall to perform the nightly lockdown audit.

The physical architecture of the property had settled further. The draft that usually crept under the front door was gone, the wood swelling to seal out the night air. The floorboards now held my weight in rigid silence. The air pressure in the foyer felt comfortable, smelling of old pine and the cinnamon Nell had burned.

I checked the kitchen range. The fire burned a steady orange. Tallow House was fed, mathematically stable, and at peace.

I walked out to the main stairwell.

Nell's apron hung on its peg by the pantry. Nell had retreated to her room for the night, exhausted by the spite she had spent looking cheerful during the audit. That left the second floor.

I started up the stairs.

By the fifth step, my boots hit an atmospheric anomaly.

A temperature gradient leaked down from the landing. The air near my ankles turned freezing, carrying the scent of a deep-ocean trench. The air near my face was sweltering, radiating a desert heat that smelled of scorched sugar. The two pressure systems met at my waist, creating a fog of condensation that drifted down the banister.

The fog thickened as I climbed. The source of the thermal collision was my bedroom.

The door stood open an inch. Crimson light pulsed against the hallway wall, casting shadows across the framed landscape prints.

I pushed the door open. My bedroom had been converted into an aetheric testing facility.

Mari lay on her back in the center of my mattress. The borrowed dress was gone; she was naked. Her dark hair fanned out across the pillows, dripping seawater onto the sheets.

Lottie had raided the attic trunks. Braided rope bound Mari's wrists to the headboard. The knots weren't decorative. They held under real weight, pulled taut against gray skin. Mari's legs were spread wide, her ankles secured to the footposts with the same unforgiving line. Her lower half was elevated by a pillow shoved beneath her hips, leaving her exposed.

The abyssal's physiology was on display under the red light. Her skin was a translucent gray, carrying a bioluminescent shimmer along the inside of her thighs. Gills flared along her ribcage, pulling desperately at the fog-filled air.

Lottie stood beside the bed.

The succubus wore nothing but sheer stockings. Her horns glowed cherry-red, throwing glare across the room. Her spade-tipped tail whipped the air with a predatory snap.

Lottie held a riding crop. She tapped the leather thoughtfully against her own thigh.

"The integrity of this rope is sufficient," Mari stated.

Her voice carried the crushing calm of deep water, but her chest heaved. Her black eyes tracked Lottie's movements with the focus of a trapped predator calculating strike distances.

"You have anchored me," Mari continued, testing the line holding her left wrist. The wood groaned, but the knot held. "I cannot leverage my core. My combat mobility is zero. If you had a blade, my throat would be unprotected."

"That is the point, sweetie," Lottie purred, her voice shifting into a commanding rasp. "You are a leviathan-kin. You live in the dark. You bite and thrash and demand a toll. But up here, in this house, you are going to learn how to burn."

Lottie stepped forward. She dragged the leather tip of the crop up the inside of Mari's thigh.

Mari gasped. Her jaw opened, parting rows of serrated teeth. A spread of white frost erupted from the bindings at her wrists, coating the headboard in a sheet of ice.

"Oh, no," Lottie said.

The sultry persona shattered. Lottie's voice spiked back into frantic apology. She dropped the crop onto the floor and rubbed the frozen wood with her bare hands, her succubus fire flaring to melt the ice.

"Oh my goodness, I am so sorry, Sam!" Lottie babbled, looking over her shoulder at me. "She froze the varnish! I didn't mean to damage the base! I'll re-stain it tomorrow, I promise, I found a tin of linseed oil in the shed!"

I closed the bedroom door and threw the deadbolt. The lock clicked loudly.

"The varnish is fully amortized," I said. "Do not worry about the depreciation of the furniture."

Lottie's head snapped toward me. The tenant panic vanished the second I validated the property damage. She straightened her spine, and the imperious persona locked back into place.

"Landlord," Lottie commanded, pointing a single claw toward the armchair in the corner. "Sit. Do not speak. Keep your hands flat on the armrests."

I walked to the chair and sat down.

"Good," Lottie praised. Her tail wrapped around my bicep in a possessive squeeze before she turned back to the bed.

"He is watching," Mari said. Her black eyes locked onto me. The oceanic pressure radiating from her skin spiked, freezing the condensation in the air until snowflakes drifted down onto the mattress.

"He is observing the initialization of the thermal circuit," Lottie corrected. She climbed onto the mattress, straddling Mari's left leg. The succubus's bare knees pressed into the frost-covered sheets. "Your baseline temperature is a hazard. If he attempts to integrate with you right now, you will drop his core temperature and stop his heart in three minutes. You require preliminary heating. I am going to provide it."

Lottie leaned over the restrained abyssal.

"I am an abyssal," Mari warned, her teeth grinding together. "I do not yield."

"You don't have to yield," Lottie whispered, trailing claws down Mari's sternum. "You just have to melt."

Lottie lifted the crop. She let the leather tip hover an inch above Mari's stomach. The heat radiating from Lottie's hand caused the condensation in the air to hiss and evaporate before it could touch Mari's freezing skin.

I sat in the armchair tracking the aetheric metrics of the room. Tallow House was a closed thermodynamic system. The Glow relied on balance. Right now, the room was unbalanced.

Lottie brought the leather down.

The strike was a calculating crack that echoed off the plastered walls. A red welt bloomed across the gray skin beneath Mari's ribcage.

Mari arched against the ropes. The hemp lines groaned. The abyssal attempted to leverage her hips to escape the sting, but the hitches locked her center of gravity against the wood. Her jaw snapped shut.

The temperature in the room dropped fifteen degrees.

Frost shot outward from Mari's bare feet, coating the footposts in white rime. The condensation hanging in the air crystallized into hail. My breath plumed into a white cloud.

"Fascinating," Lottie noted.

She kept her voice clinical, unbothered by the winter squall erupting inches from her face.

"Pain triggers a defensive thermal drop," Lottie diagnosed aloud. "The leviathan physiology instinctively attempts to flash-freeze the surrounding water to immobilize a threat. It is a highly effective trench-survival tactic. But up here, it represents a closed circuit. We need to bypass the combat response and force the aetheric draw. The circuit requires vulnerability, not armor."

Lottie dropped the crop. She climbed higher up Mari's restrained body until she straddled the abyssal's pinned hips. Lottie sank down, pressing her bare thighs against Mari's freezing skin.

Lottie's flushed flesh radiated blistering heat. Mari's oceanic pallor absorbed it. Succubus fire met abyssal ice directly at the juncture of their hips, generating a fresh wave of steam.

"Look at him," Lottie commanded.

She grabbed Mari by the chin. Lottie's manicured claws dug slightly into the jawline, anchoring the dangerous mouth. Lottie forced Mari's head to the side until Mari's black eyes locked onto me.

"You see the human?" Lottie whispered.

I held the predator's gaze.

"He generates the Glow," Lottie told her. "He holds the deed to this sanctuary. He pays the taxes. And right now, he is evaluating your aetheric utility to this Hearthhold."

Mari stared at me. Her gills flared wide, pulling in a ragged breath of steam.

The crushing pressure of her signature hit me like a physical wave, forcing the air out of my lungs. I kept my hands flat on the armrests, breathing evenly, maintaining the deadpan calm required of a licensed Hearthkeeper.

"His resting thermal output is desirable," Mari whispered. A vibrating whine built in the back of her throat, sounding like a hull groaning under deep water. "I require the heat. I am starving for it."

"Then earn it," Lottie said.

The succubus leaned down, her breasts pressing flush against Mari's sternum, and captured the abyssal's mouth.

It was a dominating kiss. Lottie forced her tongue past Mari's serrated teeth. The succubus fire ignited at the point of contact. A wave of burning aether discharged directly from Lottie's mouth into Mari's, flooding the frozen core with thermal energy.

The frost coating the headboard turned to steam. Water dripped from the metal. The temperature in the bedroom rocketed upward, the sheer volume of heat baking the chill out of my bones.

Mari let out a muffled moan. She pressed her hips upward, grinding her dripping pussy against the junction of Lottie's burning thighs.

Lottie broke the kiss. She sat up, panting.

Mari's skin was rewriting its biology. A deep pink spread outward from the center of her collarbones, pooling in her breasts. Her nipples hardened into tight peaks. The freezing air vanished, replaced by a humid warmth that smelled of evaporating seawater.

"Better," Lottie praised.

She traced her thumbs over Mari's nipples, pinching them sharply. Mari gasped, her hips bucking against the ropes.

"The cryo-field is collapsing," Lottie announced, looking at me. "The circuit is open."

Lottie didn't stop. She moved with fluid grace, her fingers splayed across Mari's skin. The abyssal was in total surrender to the heat.

My own perspective from the armchair was unblinking witness.

The bedroom had become a furnace. The air was thick with succubus pheromones and abyssal ozone. Lottie's tail was buried inside my trousers, working my cock with rhythmic precision. It was an extension of her nervous system. I could track the heat running through the muscle fibers—a coiled tension that flexed against my base, sliding along the glans with agonizing friction.

Every time Mari let out a hiss of pleasure, Lottie's tail would spasm, pinning me against the chair.

"She is responding to the rhythm," Lottie muttered, her face buried between Mari's legs. "The deeper I go, the more the abyssal pressure stabilizes. It's like a hydrostatic pump. Sam, are you tracking the output?"

"I am tracking it," I said, my voice tight.

I was measuring the aetheric yield of the house, which was skyrocketing. The bedroom floorboards glowed a steady orange. A low-frequency thrum rattled the coins on my dresser.

"More heat," Mari groaned. Her black eyes found mine. The abyssal predator had been dismantled by the succubus. "I require the primary deposit. Anchor me. Fix the circuit."

Lottie pulled her head back. Her lips were swollen and coated in clear nectar. She didn't release my cock. Her tail tightened, holding me steady.

"He is ready," Lottie said, looking down at the abyssal. "He is an accountant. He understands the value of a balanced set of books. And he has been waiting to balance your books all night."

Lottie held the leather handle of her crop out toward me. It was an invitation. I stood up from the armchair. My legs were sluggish with the weight of the aetheric charge, but the cold calculation in my head was ticking over.

I approached the side of the bed. Mari's gaze followed me. She was breathing hard, her gills cycling like a pressure valve past its rated load.

"The ropes," I said, looking at the hitches at her wrists. "They are cutting into your circulation."

"Do not touch them," Lottie ordered. "The restraints are the containment field. Without them, she will thrash the house apart the moment he enters. The structure cannot withstand an abyssal climax without the safety protocols active."

"Understood," I said.

I climbed onto the mattress. The wood groaned under the combined weight, but the house held.

I positioned myself between Mari's spread ankles. The danger was high. The thermal mismatch was volatile. But the payoff was the verified survival of the house.

I looked at Lottie. She sat back on her heels, her tail still coiled around my base.

"Anchor her," Lottie commanded.

I reached down and guided the head of my cock against the wet entrance of Mari's cunt.

She was scalding hot. The internal temperature had been rewritten by Lottie's succubus fire. It felt like pressing my skin against a sun-baked stone. Mari looked up at me, her black eyes dilated.

"Anchor," she hissed.

I pushed forward.

The entry was tight, restricted by musculature designed to hold against ocean depths. Her walls gripped my cock with a crushing suction designed to drain me. I thrust forward, burying myself to the hilt.

Mari screamed. The sound vibrated through the headboard and directly into my spine. Her internal muscles spasmed, locking around me in a starving hold.

Lottie moved. The succubus shifted to the head of the bed. She grabbed Mari's hair to expose the neck, then moved lower, dragging her wet tongue up the tight crease of Mari's ass.

Mari bucked her hips. The ropes dug into her gray skin, the friction creating a glowing burn on her wrists.

"Gods," Mari hissed.

"Quiet," Lottie commanded.

Lottie lifted her muscular tail. She pushed the red, spade-tipped muscle directly into Mari's open mouth, forcing the jaw wide. Mari bit down instinctively, her serrated teeth sinking into the aetheric skin. Lottie didn't flinch. She used the tail as a brace, digging her face into the abyssal's ass, eating her out with fiery precision.

The circuit was closed. My human output fed the abyssal pressure, stabilized by the succubus fire.

The bedroom was a pressure cooker of aetheric energy. The air shimmered with heat-haze. I grabbed Mari's hips, my thumbs digging into her skin, and set the rhythm.

Every thrust was a calculation. A deep penetration followed by a measured pull-back to allow her internal muscles to reset their hold. I was the engine. I was the accountant.

The aetheric pressure turned the air viscous, like moving through thick syrup. The wallpaper behind the headboard curled away from the plaster, the old adhesive scorched into nothing. The floorboards vibrated—a deafening hum that set my teeth on edge and rattled the frame against the wall.

I was at the edge of my own control. The sight of the restrained, flushed abyssal glowing crimson under the succubus fire shattered the last of my mental barriers. The risk assessment collapsed into a primitive demand to complete the circuit.

Lottie pulled her head back from Mari's dripping cunt. She crawled toward the edge of the bed until she was in front of me.

Her tail slid free of Mari's mouth and wrapped around my base. The spade-tip flexed, squeezing my glans as Lottie placed her hands on my knees. Her red eyes blazed.

"Deposit, Sam," Lottie whispered. Her voice was a broken command. "Fix the loop. Give it to her. Give it to us. Now."

I drove my hips forward, leaning over the mattress to meet the tail's punishing grip.

My climax hit like a ruptured pipeline. I fired a rope of semen directly into Lottie's waiting mouth. She caught the first burst on her tongue, her throat working as she swallowed. The hot fluid splashed against the back of her throat, spilling over her lips and dripping down her chin. I pumped again, my spine locking rigid as my aetheric heat discharged in an agonizing wave.

Lottie held the load in her mouth. She didn't swallow the final pulse.

She turned back to the bed.

Mari strained against the ropes, her hips elevated off the mattress, desperate for the thermal release. Her black eyes tracked the white fluid dripping from the succubus's lips.

Lottie pinned the abyssal's shoulders to the mattress. She parted her lips and let my hot semen drip directly into Mari's open mouth.

Mari swallowed greedily. Lottie pushed her tongue into Mari's mouth to ensure every drop of the human thermal deposit was transferred.

The abyssal groaned. The ingestion of the heat completed the internal circuit. Mari's gray skin flushed a burning crimson, the color deepening until it matched the light of Lottie's horns. The frost in the room evaporated, leaving the air dry and scorching.

"She is primed," Lottie said, sitting back. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She pointed her crop at the bed. "Landlord. Integrate."

I did not need telling twice, and Mari did not need any of the earlier ceremony. She was still open, still anchored, still shaking, and she took me back inside her on one long unbroken sound that had no words anywhere in it.

"Anchor," she said again, and this time it came out like a woman asking for something rather than a woman issuing an order.

Lottie gave her the tail back without being asked. Mari bit down on it and closed her eyes.

I set the rhythm.

I pulled my cock back until the head almost slipped free, then slammed my hips forward, burying myself deep in the tight pressure of her walls. Mari's muffled screams vibrated around Lottie's tail. Every time I thrust inward, Mari's internal muscles clamped down hard, extracting a surge of aetheric energy.

I grabbed Mari's hips and drove myself into her as fast as the angle allowed. The friction built with terrifying speed, fueled by the loop of energy passing between the three of us.

"Take it," I grunted, slamming my pelvis against hers.

Mari's body locked rigid. Her walls clamped down on my cock with the force of a hydraulic press. She climaxed hard, her muffled scream echoing around the tail stuffed in her mouth.

I blew my second load deep inside her. I pumped my hips, firing wave after wave of hot semen into the abyssal's womb. Lottie dragged her tongue hard against Mari's asshole one final time, her own succubus fire discharging into the air, and pulled her tail free.

Mari gasped for air, her chest heaving, my semen pooling deep inside her.

The aetheric battery beneath the floorboards hummed with a satisfied vibration. The room smelled of sex, burnt sugar, and the ocean.

I collapsed forward, resting my weight on my forearms to avoid crushing Mari. My lungs burned.

Lottie crawled up the side of the bed and rested her chin on my shoulder. The succubus looked down at Mari, who was securely bound to the bedposts, panting hard, her gray skin flushed dark pink.

"Well," Lottie whispered, her eyes tracking the sweat on my neck. "I believe she is officially warmed up."

I looked at the nautical ropes. I looked at the volume of aetheric heat radiating from the floorboards.

"Leave her tied up," I said, my voice deadpan as I caught my breath. "I want to audit the aetheric yield again in twenty minutes."


CHAPTER 12
MONEY THAT HASN'T LEARNED TO BEHAVE



I checked the aetheric yield our rather epic threesome had generated five times before I actually believed the number could possibly be right.

Apparently, the Hearth had thrown off more raw Hearthlight during one thoroughly debauched night in my bedroom than the whole of Tallow Lane itself drew in a week. The little brass dial Maeve had bolted to the kitchen wall to keep track of such things, the one I'd taken for an ornament because nothing in my prior life had readied me for a house with an output gauge, sat right against its top peg and was quivering there, like it wanted to climb higher and had run out of numbers to do it with. Which I took to be a rather good sign. After everything, we seemed to be running a surplus.

And let me tell you, a surplus is a beautiful thing to an accountant. However a surplus you can't actually do something with is a different thing. Because then it's just called inventory, and inventory is another word for money that's not earning its keep.

But then frost filmed the glass of the coffee-press and then my next exhale plumed white. I looked up and Mari was stepping off the bottom stair, her gray feet silent on the floorboards. She was wearing my oversized flannel shirt—unbuttoned past her breasts—and had a thick coil of hemp rope draped casually around her neck at a jaunty angle.

Considering Lottie and I'd spent the night performing a number of athletically challenging and intimate acts on the leviathan-kin, it was a bit concerning to see her so easily free. We'd been convinced we'd successfully secured a dangerous abyssal, so when Mari dumped the tightly knotted nautical hitches onto the counter I felt my heart stop a little. The rope hit the wood with a heavy thud, right next to my toast.

Then she leaned across the island, bringing a hiss of deep-trench cold that raised the hairs on my arms. She plucked my coffee mug directly from my hand, took a slow sip, and left a smudge of frost on the rim.

"When we do that again, I will need your knots to improve. I enjoy a little cosplay, but let's try to keep it credible."

"Fair enough," I said. "We can drill the restraints tonight. I'll fetch the heavier chains."

Mari smiled and the expression bared just enough translucent teeth to remind me she could have snapped those ropes—and my pelvis—with a casual flex. "We can indeed. It does concern me, though, that despite all our... vigorous intimacy, you still are not getting much sleep."

"I was re-evaluating my life choices."

"You were counting," Mari said. She raised one gray finger and the frost coating the coffee-press peeled backward off the glass, floated across the gap, and funneled into an empty mug on the island. She spun her finger around and the ice instantly blackened and boiled, turning into a steaming brew that smelled of crushed kelp and bergamot which she slid toward me. "You count when you realize how easily I could drown this entire town."

I picked up the mug and winced. The liquid was scalding, even if the handle felt like cemetery marble. "It crossed my mind."

"But you were not afraid of me last night while you had my face pressed into the succubus's cunt," she said, leaning closer, the movement letting the unbuttoned flannel fall open another inch. "For the avoidance of doubt, that was incredibly pleasant and I do hope we do it again soon. Now, do drink up."

"Thank you."

"It is only tea." She didn't step back, though, content to trap me against the counter.

I took a sip and saw, over her shoulder, that the smoke was rising from the grate to fold itself into deadpan block letters spelling RUN right before it hit the ceiling, then snapped into a new line of text: WARDSTONES CRITICAL. VENT THE SURPLUS.

"It seems the building is choking on the residue of all our enjoyment," Mari said, reading the note in the plaster.

"The damned Hearth," Nell said, appearing from the pantry doorway, "has been gorging itself on his excess aether since the human first screwed the apologizing horned one, and I would thank it to stop showing off. Nothing's critical."

Nell was carrying a mop bucket and was wearing her usual canvas work trousers, the suspenders pulled tight over a white undershirt. Her gaze dropped to Mari's bare thigh pressing into my hip, then flicked to the pressure gauge bolted to the kitchen wall. The white-tipped hair of her badger tail bristled straight out behind her, dropped and then bristled again.

"Years I've scraped the mana dregs just to keep this place from going dark," Nell said, letting the bucket fall so that it clanged hard against the floor. "And then you arrive, and after a few nights with a horned trollop and another few of indecency with a deep-trench relic, the roof thinks it's ready to bleed pure hearthlight into the valley!"

"What can I say, furred one? The human generates a remarkable current of power when properly motivated. It is hardly my fault the prospect of… home renovations was not enough to enflame his passions" Mari said, leaning her weight harder against me and dragging the rough rope across my collarbone as if to claim her territory. "Should you need pointers, you are welcome to observe the friction next time. I might even let you dip your paw in…"

Nell's tail went rigid and she glared at Mari. "I am quite happy undipped, thank you very much. I am just continually astonished in the way human males are incapable of keeping their aether in their pants."

"It's a known design flaw," I said. "But the allegations are mostly true. We simply do not molt."

I reached around Mari's waist and tapped the glass of the pressure gauge, forcing the stuck needle to jump so at least one of us was looking at the actual problem. You see, the lamps in Mossbarrow ran on aether. The bridge-wards ran on it, and I well knew by now that every Hearth in the valley drew a metered trickle off the Guild grid, paying through the teeth for the privilege.

Nell had mapped the Guild's stranglehold over aether use out for me during my first few days here. And what was happening right now across the town was what they called The Long Night Squeeze. Come winter, the Guild tightened the valves and the price climbed until those living in the outer wards burned their own floorboards to stave off the frostbite, and the Guild—especially Rackham—just watched their bank balances grow. He who owned the aether owned the lines. And they owned the level of comfort in winter.

This mattered, because when I tapped the glass of the over-stressed pressure gauge, I could see that Tallow House—thanks to our evening's entertainment—was currently venting a small fortune in unregulated aether up its chimney and out of its slate roof.

"We are sitting on an unregistered reservoir of the exact resource this town bleeds for," I said. "In the season the Guild cranks up the price and restricts the supply. It strikes me we have it in us to break their monopoly by opening a back-alley tap and earning ourselves some cash!"

It was at this moment that Lottie poured herself through the doorway, clutching a massive, sprawling spider plant to her chest, using its pot to hide her front, though it did nothing to cover the heavy, mottled bite marks bruising the side of her neck. Her tail dragged limp across the tiles, its spade tip scraping the grout, and her knees gave a slight buckle with every second step.

Nell stopped glaring at me and the gauge and stared at the succubus. The badger-kin's ears pinned flat. "Look at the absolute state of her. You've as good as snapped her spine!"

"I merely realigned it," Mari said. The abyssal's gaze tracked the prominent teeth marks on Lottie's collarbone with satisfaction. "Though she took the adjustments with remarkable enthusiasm. You are walking with a severe starboard list, little demon."

Lottie leaned shakily against the kitchen island, using the wood to hold herself upright. The spider plant had apparently outgrown its pot again overnight, throwing out thick green runners as it gorged on the house's sex-fueled radiation.

"I heard 'opening a tap'," Lottie said. Her voice thick and raspy. She shifted her weight, winced, and pressed her thighs tightly together. "Which sounds like a logistical problem. And I am currently incapable of doing logistics. I am barely capable of standing without botanical assistance. Also, Susan needs a bigger pot." She blinked her dark, dilated pupils at the three of us. "Why does it feel like I missed a briefing?"

"Sit down," Nell told the succubus, nudging a stool out from the island with her boot. "I think the human has had an idea. And they're usually terrible."

Lottie collapsed down resting her chin directly on the spider plant's upper leaves.

"My plan is that we just meter the surplus hearthlight we're generating to the neighborhood," I said, bypassing the preamble and tapping the glass of the pressure gauge. "We sell warmth and light to the lane by the week and, at the same time, we undercut the Guild ration exactly when they gouge the hardest. We do that, even for just a few days, and I think we can clear twelve hundred marks before the Long Night hits!"

"Sell it?" Lottie blinked slowly. "From where? And to who? It's not like we can openly advertise."

"We use the front parlor," I said. "And we sell, under the table, to the ladle-parade."

"The what?" Mari said.

"The steady traffic of neighbors inventing reasons to come gawp at the human for the last week and a half. That's a built in customer base for us we haven't billed yet. We're getting close to forty curious monster-folk a day. Most shops would commit arson to get that footfall, and we've been hiding from them!"

Nell folded her arms over her suspenders. "You know why Maeve never had to sell under the table like this? A Blaze house is built to feed its surplus back into the grid. The Guild pays you at the meter, fair and legal. Maeve lived on that coin during the good years. But you can't sell to the grid while you're in arrears on the levy. Our tap is turned off." She tipped her head at the gauge. "And the register that dictates who can sell hearthlight officially back⁠—"

"—is controlled by the Guild," I said. "Rackham."

"Rackham," Nell agreed. "He bolted our access to paying in hearthlight before you even arrived. Not that I can blame him. At Ember, we couldn't ever think to pay any back to the grid. But now we have an unexpected surplus, with nowhere for it to go, and what you're describing is we make use of the side door. Selling warmth off the books, hearth to hearth, where the Guild's books never see the coin. It'll work. Right up until Rackham notices the street is staying warm without paying him…"

Mari bared her teeth. "Let him notice. If he sends his enforcers here, I will simply drown them in the foyer. We need the fertilizer for the garden."

"Susan prefers bloodmeal," Lottie mumbled into the leaves.

"Then we make our twelve hundred marks, buy a bigger pot, and I deal with Rackham when he knocks," I said.

"I ran front-of-house at the Mug for three years," Lottie said, her voice still dragging with post-orgasmic exhaustion. "I know every regular on this lane and exactly what they're too proud to ask for. Old Gus on the corner can't afford his Guild ration past the solstice. He sits in his kitchen wearing three wool coats and pretends his chilblains are just 'bracing.' He'd pay us in river-trout if we let him keep his dignity."

"Then I say we take the trout," I said. "Pride is free to give and people pay extra for it."

"And I can read a room before it knows what it wants." Lottie shifted her weight, wincing slightly as her thighs rubbed together. "It's the one piece of my succubus nature I actually use for commerce. I just usually aim the hunger at the wrong target. Or," she tilted her head, peering past me to look directly at Mari, "the absolute right one. Your tongue does fascinating things around a half-hitch knot, by the way. We need to try that again soon. But, not that soon."

Mari dragged the rough hemp rope an inch higher on my collarbone, keeping me pinned against the counter. "If we do this, then who will protect the inventory?"

"Protect the what?" Lottie asked.

"You are about to be a house that prints what every other Hearth in the valley bleeds for," Mari said. "And you are deliberately undercutting a Guild that owns the winter. You are putting a small fortune in unregulated warmth inside a parlor on a street Rackham already wants razed. So, let us be realistic that his enforcers will come. And they will come soon. What I am asking is who gets to break their legs?"

"You do," Nell said. "That's the entire point of keeping a deep-water apex predator in the kitchen, isn't it? Especially one that we do not appear to be able to tie down."

Mari smiled. "I am glad to learn of the point of me, furred-one. I only spoke to ensure the human has tallied the cost before he spends the coin." She brushed her thumb against the pulse point on my neck, her nail scraping the skin. "He does not always remember that the monster he thinks he has tied down can very easily snap the ropes and bite."

"And yet I find myself willing to take the bite," I said. "Come on Nell, go find some jam jars for the excess light and unbolt the front door. We open to all the ladle-gazers at noon."

Lottie, despite all her soreness, was able to get the parlor ready for business in two hours flat. She dragged Maeve's heavy oak settle to the window, arranged the good chairs, and chalked a slate by the door: TALLOW HOUSE—WARMTH BY THE WEEK, FIRST GLASS FREE.

The rest of the household actively participated in helping in whatever way we could. Even the Hearth pushed a draft of air through the open front door so that the smell of it—cinnamon, baking bread, and the post-coital musk of the bedroom upstairs—rolled down the lane like a physical summons.

And, unsurprisingly, Yarrow the kitsune came sniffing around first. She carried a dish she claimed to have borrowed three years ago and paid four shillings for a week of metered warmth, took a second stoppered jar of Hearthlight for her kits, and then stared at my crotch long enough that I offered her tea just to break the silence.

"Is it true," Yarrow said, leaning across the counter, her two tails vibrating in strict unison, "that a human male can vibrate his cock at a frequency that shatters glass?"

"Yes," Lottie said. "It is. Every word of it."

"No, it isn't, Lottie. Don't make all of this worse!"

"My sister read a pamphlet claiming the average human anatomy requires multi-partner milking every four hours," Yarrow said, licking her lips, "or the hydrostatic pressure spontaneously detonates their testicles. Pop!"

"I have never once experienced…"

"It's every three hours, actually," Lottie interrupted, sliding Yarrow's coins into the till. "In fact, if Nell or I miss a milking shift, the blast radius voids the property insurance. But they grow back by the afternoon. That was four shillings, thank you, Yarrow. You're a treasure. Now mind the step."

The kitsune left the parlor practically fizzing with fresh gossip, carrying a story that would mutate across three streets by supper. It appeared we'd successfully converted the sale of hearthlight, via the marketing of explicit xenophilia, into gross revenue…

By mid-afternoon, we'd banked forty-one marks and one live river-eel. Gus could spare the eel, and Mari pronounced it "acceptable" after she bit the head off the writhing fish at the counter and slowly swallowed it whole, licking a stripe of river-mud off her thumb in a manner so obscene it prompted two neighbors to immediately purchase a second week of light just to watch her do it again.

I sat at the books as the money came in. For the first time since I inherited the property, the columns were actually pointing in the right direction! We were selling the direct, magical byproduct of me fucking my housemates to a town that gladly paid for the privilege. Life comes at you fast, doesn't it?

Then Tibbets walked up the steps empty-handed, which was a worry because Tibbets always carried his leather satchel stuffed with letters. A postman with empty hands came to collect, not deliver…

"You need to take the sign down," Tibbets said, not crossing the threshold. "Before he sends a heavy to smash it to pieces!"

"Before who…"

"Rackham's only gone and lodged a formal complaint against your sales this very hour! He told the Guild you are trading unregulated aether without an appropriate vending license!" Tibbets took off his cap and twisted the brim. "And he's not wrong, Sam, is he? That's the truth of it. Not that you're not doing something that hasn't been done a hundred times before. Nobody on this lane ever needed the license because nobody ever generated enough of a surplus to sell it in these numbers. But the permit does exist. And the office that issues it is the Guild, which Rackham chairs."

Tibbets said it flatly, a man saying a thing he has said to himself many times and got no further with. He twisted the brim of his cap. "He announced he will personally review all new vending applications, which I am afraid is likely to mean that your paperwork will clear right around the time the millrace freezes solid. He can't steal the house with a property inspector anymore, at least not until your paper comes due on Long Night, so he's making sure the only legal way to earn your levy runs straight through his desk."

Then Tibbets winced even more and reached inside his waistcoat and pulled out a rolled sheet of Guild parchment, and held it out. "There's more. Rackham also filed an emergency injunction this morning to suspend your boarding charter. On the grounds of gross moral impropriety."

Nell gave an outraged bark. "Impropriety?"

"Yes," Tibbets said, fixing his gaze on his boots. "The petition states that housing a priapic human male under a roof with unwed females poses a severe threat to the neighborhood's decency. He claims you are running a brothel, not a boarding house."

Mari tilted her head. "Rackham objects to our decency? Has the man ever watched me eat?"

"I think he objects to Sam potentially saving Tallow House, Mari," Lottie said from the settle. "Though considering the state of my pelvis this morning, 'severe threat' is factually accurate."

"We collaborated," Mari said. "It was team-building."

Tibbets cleared his throat. He looked at me, his eyes wide and serious. "Are some of the things I'm hearing true, Sam?"

"It depends, Tibbets."

"For example, my sister read a pamphlet that without hourly emissions, your semen turns highly acidic and melts right through marble?"

"Yes," Mari said. "You have to swallow it down so quickly."

"No," I said.

"It's a severe hazard," Lottie told the postman. "We're actually working as fast as we can to save the local architecture. Nell had to replace a joist last Tuesday when we took the evening off and he just hosed down the ceiling."

Nell made a scraping sound in her throat. "I'm going to come at the lot of you with the mop."

"How very unpleasant for you, dear boy!" Tibbets said, looking pale. "But you need to know that Rackham's not playing games. He is going to make it as hard as possible for you to be allowed to have guests."

Then Mari wiped a final drop of eel blood from her chin. "There it is," the abyssal said. "The monster you thought you tied down, coming back to bite."

I looked at the slate. WARMTH BY THE WEEK. It had been a good plan. A solid plan. But it seemed like Mossbarrow really did not want to let me do anything the easy way. And now we had forty-one marks and half a dead eel to bridge a twelve-hundred-mark deficit, and Rackham just slapped a Guild padlock on both a legal sales market and, potentially, us being a boarding house at all!

"I can still drown him," Mari offered, licking her thumb clean of river-mud. "Or I drown the Guild inspector. I am flexible. Tidal waves sink all boats."

"Or I can, I don't know, seduce the inspector with my womanly wiles," Lottie said. She leaned against the counter, her tail flicking. "I can be highly persuasive when I put my mind to it..."

Mari glanced at Lottie's trembling knees. "You are currently incapable of bearing weight. I think we need a better plan than you asking nicely."

"I seem to remember you enjoying me not asking nicely at all…"

"I was the one doing the work."

I was about to intervene when the floorboards dropped beneath my boots. It was a massive vacuum in the air pressure, as if the world had taken a deep breath and refused to exhale. I looked over and saw that the brass needle on the pressure gauge had slammed past the maximum line, hit the metal peg, and physically bent.

The smell of cinnamon and the still-warm sheets upstairs reversed direction and the draft sucked inward, pulling away from the open front door and rushing up the stairwell. On the counter, all six remaining jars of surplus Hearthlight scraped across the wood, tilting uniformly toward the ceiling.

Lottie gripped the wood. "What happened? Did one of us cum again?"

Nell stood still, her gaze fixed on the ceiling plaster, her tail bristled rigid. "No. Whatever that was, that draw is coming from the third floor."

"But nobody is using the third floor," I said. "Are they?"

"I'm talking about Maeve's room," Nell said. The bitterness vanished from her voice, replaced by a gravelly reverence. "Painted shut since the day she died. And it's been ice-cold since well before then."

The Hearth made a strange gurgling noise and the building vibrated again, as something at the top of the building drank down the massive reservoir of aether in one gulp, leaving the gauge returning to its normal level.

"Right," I said, looking around at a whole bunch of very concerned faces. "Well, then the selling of excess is a moot point now isn't it?"


CHAPTER 13
OUT-BID BY A FIREPLACE



Whatever lived behind the painted-shut door on the third floor had drunk a week's worth of unregulated aether in a single gulp. And, as a wholly dysfunctional family unit, we collectively decided not to go up the stairs.

So now we had zero aether to sell and sixteen days to pay the levy. Thus, rather than investigating the colossal, unseen power currently squatting in our attic space among the ropes and sex manuals—I really didn't want to think about why my great-aunt Maeve kept these lying around—we immediately pivoted to a fresh survival strategy.

Ignoring Rackham's machinations for the moment, our best course of action was to get Tallow House open for as many paying guests as possible. And for that, the minor triage Nell and I had managed with stolen nails and wood-glue wasn't going to hold up to discerning foot traffic. The bones of the house were going to require a little heavy labor.

And for that, at least according to Nell, we were going to need… Stan.

Stan was a walking demolition crew with a leather toolbelt. The giant orc possessed tusks the color of old piano keys, green-scaled shoulders that required him to turn sideways to navigate the landing, and an abiding suspicion for all sorts of water damage.

He introduced himself to the building by putting his heaving fist straight through the second-floor guest-room wall at half past eight in the morning, causing plaster dust to snow down onto my upturned face.

"Damp's been in that lath since the spring thaws," Nell said, watching Stan withdraw a forearm thicker than most horses. The orc inspected the hole, scraped a crumbling piece of mortar with his thumbnail, and rumbled happily. "And now we have a scrap of money to pay for him, there's no better time to call in my favor."

"I think we're jumping the gun," I said, shaking dust out of my head like a dog drying itself.

"Better he finds the rot now and fixes it than a paying guest finds it with his skull."

"But we don't have any paying guests as of yet," I said, stepping over a chunk of ruined plaster. "And I'm fairly sure Mari would consider a damp, freezing room to be a selling point she'll pay more for!"

"Be that as it may, to pay the levy we need non-abyssal guests," Nell said. "Assuming you've actually found a legal detour around Rackham's attempts to shut us down, and not just a faster road off the cliff."

"I think I might well have found the detour," I said.

I'd actually found it at three in the morning. The bedroom had been freezing, stripped of the last of the heat the three of us had generated. Mari had been asleep, the cold of her seeping into the sheets, while Lottie rested her chin on my collarbone, her tail draped heavy and exhausted across my thigh. Pinned to the mattress, physically drained, and listening to the worryingly boding silence from the third floor, I did what I always do when a bureaucratic door is bolted: I read the wall it's set in.

"Rackham thinks he has us boxed in," I said to Nell and then ducked as Stan swung a mallet, obliterating the rest of the damp lath with a crack. I stepped back and raised my voice over the falling debris. "Selling Hearthlight by the jar is vending a regulated good. He chairs the Guild, so he controls the license. That door is bolted tight. Fine. We move on."

Stan tossed the mallet aside and ripped a rotting support beam out of the wall with his bare hands. The floor shook. "But I'm not having this whole 'disreputable' house thing. Tallow House has held a boarding charter for years. For far before Rackham drafted his new bylaws. We aren't opening a new business. We're just resuming operations and that's got to count for something."

Nell's ears pinned back against her skull. "True, but Rackham's word carries a lot of weight with the Innkeepers' Union. He's been buying up Tallow Lane properties for a year to build a luxury spa-inn. And I wouldn't be surprised to hear that he'd already filed his backup plan with the magistrate this morning."

Lottie walked into the room, looking alarmed at all the dust. "He has. It's all anyone is talking about in the Mug. The Moral Impropriety injunction. Rackham's claiming we've turned Tallow House into a brothel."

Mari stepped out of the hallway shadow. She held a teacup in one hand and a half-eaten raw river trout in the other. "It probably did not help that I informed the apothecary yesterday that the average human male must be firmly tethered to a foundational beam before intercourse, or the sheer torque of your hips will tear the house off its foundation."

"Why would you tell Yarrow that? I'm having enough problems with her as it is!"

"It explains why Stan is currently destroying the guest room," Mari said, swallowing. "I told the kitsune that my internal temperature caused you to spasm, the ropes snapped, and I ended up riding you backward straight through the lath and plaster."

"One of my customers had a factsheet open at breakfast claiming human males possess a spiked anatomy that physically roots into the vagina during climax," Lottie added. "I told her Stan had to tear up the carpeting just to pry you loose so I could finally get a turn."

"We are performing a public safety service," Mari agreed. "And some good counterespionage in case Rackham thinks we're actually looking to expand our rooming. The Long Night is getting close…"

"Which is exactly why," I said, "we need to hurry up and get some legitimate paying guests sharpish. Today. We need an upright, respectable citizen to sleep in this room, eat Nell's porridge, and testify to the magistrate that we are running a boring, functional boarding house, not a demolition-derby sex cult."

Stan grunted, feeding the ruined wood out the window and onto the lawn.

"A thriving boarding house," Nell said, holding my gaze. "Run by the human he's actively trying to evict. Rackham will find a way to break this house down to the studs."

"Let him try," I said. "Stan's already got a head start."

"He is doing well, isn't he?" Nell said.

I'd never seen her happier, and she'd have bitten me before she admitted it. She had the whole operation moving by nine. Stan was on the heavy repairs, Lottie was airing long shuttered rooms and charming the dust out of the corners, with me at the books working a tariff that undercut Rackham's coming spa-inn by half and still cleared the levy at two-thirds full. The Hearth pitched in by straightening a warped door before Stan reached it, drawing the damp up out of a mattress so it steamed in the cold morning. It was basically showing off. Oh, and Susan had thrown so many new runners overnight that Lottie potted her twice before breakfast and then gave up; the spider plant had opinions about occupancy, and the opinion was more.

Our first booking, bizarrely, arrived before the plaster dust had even settled. Stan had just tacked a canvas tarp over a massive hole in the second-floor wall, and Nell was scraping wet mortar off the baseboards, when Mrs. Pell's sister dropped her valise in the foyer.

She paid for three nights in advance, citing a "sulking" chimney at home. Lottie, working the front desk from the oak settle, saw straight through the lie, though. The older woman's gaze kept darting to my backside, and her hands trembled on her coin purse. I would put money on it that spending a night under a human male's roof was the most scandalous thing she had attempted since the border skirmishes.

Then she leaned across the counter top toward the succubus, dropping her voice to a whisper. "Is it true that human males must sleep on sheets of hammered copper to ground the violent electrical discharges of their wet dreams?"

"Only during the solstices," Lottie said, sliding the woman's coins into our till. "Otherwise, a standard tin grounding-wire wrapped around his ankle suffices. You know, for an extra silver piece, I can seat you in the adjacent room to his where the vibrations are strongest."

The woman slapped a silver piece onto the table so hard I feared she'd break it.

By mid-morning, we'd let four rooms to four locals who invented fictional plumbing and heating crises just to sleep within cumblast radius of the human. Rackham had clearly misjudged the mood of Mossbarrow with his attempts to shut us down. Neither did these women care that Tallow House was an active construction site. They ignored the fact that Stan the Orc was ripping up the floorboards in the hall, forcing them to walk across exposed joists to reach the privy. In fact, if I had to put money on it, Rackham's warnings of moral impropriety had become Tallow House's premium amenity.

We were fully booked by eleven.

Mari, though, was ignoring the cut and thrust of commerce. The abyssal stood at the front parlor window, her arms crossed over my oversized flannel shirt, staring dead-eyed at the street. Frost-ferns crawled up the edges of the glass pane, framing her silhouette in white ice.

"You expect Rackham to make some sort of move today?" I asked, stepping up beside her.

"I expect him to move exactly when we are too busy fleecing the horny locals to notice," Mari said and didn't blink for a moment. "Rackham cannot send the magistrate without cause. And he has no cause. So he will send a person. A person who arrives as a legitimate guest, pays his board, and then ensures a fire or a poisoned well closes us down permanently."

"Do you think you can spot such a person?"

"I will know him before his boots hit the porch," Mari said. "Assassins and saboteurs move differently than voyeurs. They rehearse the approach and they check the sightlines to the alleys. They look at the roof tiles and the foundation vents, not the sign on the door. Their weight sits forward on the balls of their feet, ready to flee."

"That's a pretty niche thing to know…"

"It is the only thing the trench lords ever wanted me for," she said. She finally looked away from the glass to meet my eyes and the silver in her irises caught the meager morning light. Then reached out and traced the line of my jaw with one freezing fingertip. "But I find I do not mind deploying the skill here. The work is the same, but the house smells of joy rather than horror. And I find I greatly prefer it when you and the succubus tie me to the bedframe and turn me rigid. This is a fine way to live."

It was hard to argue with that, I guess.

The man she was waiting for crossed our property line at noon. Rackham apparently paid for premium sabotage. The magpie-kin descended on our porch wearing a tailored slate duster. Black and white feathers lay slicked flat against his narrow skull, and he had a little leather-bound notebook hanging from a lanyard around his neck. He introduced himself as Mr. Leno in a heavily oiled baritone. And he explained he wrote the lodging-circuit broadsheets for the upper wards.

"I inform the carriage trade where they might comfortably rest," Leno said, smiling with too much grease behind it. "My word fills a house for the season, or empties it. Have you a room for a discerning traveler?"

"How fortunate that you are here," I said, meeting the smile. "We've just reopened after a period of silence. This will be exactly the advertisement a new business needs! What a wonderful coincidence!"

Lottie showed him to the second floor. When she came back down, she grabbed my sleeve and dragged me backward into the dark of the pantry. "He's an assassin with a pen," she whispered, pressing her hot forehead against mine. "He walked in already knowing the verdict he's going to write. And Sam… he specifically asked which room sat directly beneath the sealed one."

I stopped looking at the flush spreading down her neck and her heaving bosom. "He asked about the third floor?"

"Like he had a checklist." Lottie's fingers dug into my bicep. "If Rackham briefed him on the layout, Rackham knows about the sealed room. Which means we aren't the only ones waiting to see what's drinking aether like a milkshake in the attic."

Well, there wasn't anything we could really do about it, was there? I gave Lottie a quick kiss and stepped out of the pantry to play the gracious host to a man paid to ruin us.

For his part, Leno weaponized his politeness.

He called the parlor's tea "rustic" and the oak settle "characterful." And he dragged one black-nailed finger along a windowsill Nell had polished an hour prior, found zero dust, and sighed, suggesting we were trying too hard to mask the damp.

"And how long has this establishment been under its current management?"

"Long enough to know a draft from a man making one," Nell said gruffly.

The actual sabotage, though, occurred just after lunch. I was tallying the morning's receipts and feeling pretty good about the day when Stan started bellowing from the second-floor landing.

"Human!" Stan said. The heavy oak floorboards groaned under the orc's boots. "Get your swinging cock of chaos up here!"

I took the stairs two at a time.

The room had been surgically dismantled. Slashed horsehair and goose feathers buried the floorboards ankle-deep. The washstand lay in shards against the baseboards and the spilled basin water was already warping the untreated pine. Whoever had done all this had snapped the wooden dowels of the bedframe one by one which had dropped the canopy straight down onto the gutted mattress. They'd even taken a prybar to the wardrobe, bending the hinges backward until the screws tore cleanly out of the wood. And before they'd escaped through the wide open window, they'd left, across the freshly plastered wall, scrawled in oily smears that I really, really hoped were black boot polish, letters a foot high spelled: A HUMAN'S HOUSE IS A HOT BED.

Mr. Leno stood in the doorway with his notebook already open, his pen already moving, and his face arranged into sorrow he'd put on, I noticed, before he'd even finished climbing the stairs.

"Dreadful," he said. "Quite dreadful. And on a human's premises! Well. One does hear things about houses where the natural order has been, ah, inverted. Standards slip. Wards fail. I shall of course report what I find—my readers rely on me, don't you know—and I'm so very sorry, Mr. Pendle. For what it's worth, I did want to like your little business."

"I bet you wrote the headline in the cart on the way over," I said. "Don't strain yourself liking me now." I looked around. "Mari?"

She was already on the stairs. She'd been on the stairs since noon, I think.

"Whoever did this didn't do it alone, and they didn't do it in four minutes." She stepped past Leno into the wreck, and the cold came off her until the boot-polish on the wall went brittle and flaked off. She crouched by the slashed mattress, drew one finger through the gap in the ticking, and held it up. "This was done last night. Before the house officially opened. Before this birdman ever ruffled his way up the stairs. It was prepared, and then he was sent to find it."

"That's slander!" Leno said ruffling his feathers about in an unconvincing way.

"Is it? You came up here, alone, for four minutes, and found damage done at midnight by somebody with a key. Tallow House has kept its locks since before the charter. Only one person in this town holds a key to a property they don't sleep in. And that's the Guild Chairman. Shall I save you the ink and write your headline myself, Mr. Leno? Guild chairman breaks into rival's house to be an asshole. I imagine the carriage trade would eat it with a spoon. I'd certainly frame the cutting over the bar."

The magpie looked at me, and at Mari, and at Nell, who'd come up behind me with Stan's largest mallet held loose in one hand. In the moment, I don't think any of us were clear whether this was more proposed carpentry or an open threat.

Leno set the pen down. "...Forty marks."

"What?"

"I said I was paid forty marks. Half up front and then half on completion to write that Tallow House was unsafe, that the management was negligent, and the… the human was unwholesome. That heron neglected to mention he'd be doing a little redecoration himself." He drew himself up, what little there was to draw up. "I don't care to be made an accessory for forty marks. I have a reputation. Even so, though, I have to say that some of the things I've heard about a human male and your filthy…"

What happened next I did not plan, and could not have.

The Hearth, four floors down, pushed and a wave of warmth came up the stairwell—the deep banked thing that Nell had told me the house did when the rooms were full and somebody was being looked after. It was cinnamon and bread and a comfort that got into the chest and the slashed room filled with it. Mr. Leno, who I'd bet my last shirt had built a whole career on never once being warm at anybody, stood in a wrecked room owned by a human he'd been paid to ruin, and I watched the warmth hit him, and I watched him—against every instinct of that career—begin, helplessly, to feel at home.

"Oh," he said quietly. "Oh, the Guild is not being fair, is it?"

"No," I agreed. "It isn't. Tell you what, how about you stay the night, Mr. Leno? On the house. And then you can write what you actually find the house to be? And I can promise you won't find anything unwholesome about your welcome."

The magpie stayed the night, and we made sure he had a good one. We gave him the warm room over the kitchen, and a supper that Nell somehow dragged three courses out of the two remaining ingredients we had. And somewhere around the second glass of gin he stopped taking notes and started telling stories, and by morning Mr. Leno had decided, with the zealotry of a convert, that Tallow House was the find of his circuit and the conduct of a certain Gerald Rackham was a story he meant to tell very, very widely.

Nice.

Eleven new bookings for a couple of nights came in on the strength of his review—which was some extra coin against the twelve hundred we owed, and with us with fifteen days still on the clock—and for the first time it felt like the debt column and the calendar were actually running the same race instead of opposite ones. I let myself feel like a man who might win.

That night the house was filled to the rafters.

Every repaired, replastered and undamped room we had was let, and there was warmth and laughter coming up through the floors, which the Hearth answered. I felt it climb under my hand at the mantle—the hearthstone going from a low coal-red to steady gold, and the old runes warming one by one without any carnal impact from me. The whole house was drawing a breath all of its own and holding it.

Glow.

Without any complicated sex acts or naval knots. I watched as fresh drafts sealed themselves along the halls and heard Nell's moan of pleasure as a cold tap in the scullery ran warm. Tallow House was turning back to the thing my great-aunt had built it to be.

And it was that minute, with the house brimful and singing, that the top of the building finally answered back for real.

Ever since that huge gulp down, we'd been wondering where the aether went and then, while I was last up, doing my rounds, I heard it on the attic stair. It was a frantic rustle out of the dark above the sealed landing, where the painted door had stayed shut since Maeve had passed and had gone warm only these last two days.

I braced myself and went up with the candle.

And there, on the top step, where the warmth pooled thickest now, something pale clung to the wall in the angle of the eaves. It was folded against itself and shivering, and it was a shape far too big to be a person. The candle caught the wings first and I saw they were great dusty things that filled the eaves and twitched when the light touched them.

And then I understood where it had all gone. Every drop of aether the house had lost had been lost up here. Drawn into the cold dark in the attic and drunk down by the thing that lived in it.

Two enormous eyes opened, caught the flame, and held it, bright with fear.

"Oh," I said. "Hello, lovely! You've been up here the whole time, haven't you?"


CHAPTER 14
THE ASSET IN THE ATTIC



It took the whole night to get the woman with the wings down the stairs.

She wouldn't come down for kindness. And I tried kindness first, obviously, but her wings just clamped to the eaves and her two giant eyes went out like someone had pinched the wicks, and I understood I'd scared her worse by being gentle about it. So I quit being gentle. Instead, I just sat down on the third step from the top with a candle and the day's takings, and I read her the accounts.

I read her the bookings. That we had eleven fresh rooms let. That there were four new horny neighbors who'd invented reasons to sleep under the human's roof. And that a magpie-kin critic was out there telling anyone who'd hold still that Tallow House was the warmest bed in the valley. With more than a little pride, I told her about the one column that had finally turned and was starting to point upwards.

When she didn't say anything, I went on to explain what a tariff was, and why ours undercut Rackham's by half, and what goodwill is worth to a man who can't make it sit still long enough to put a number on it. One of my senior clerks back in the capital had once told me that my 'numbers-explaining' voice could put a hummingbird to sleep at forty paces and I didn't think he'd meant it as a compliment. But, on this occasion, and for one night in my life, I thought it was exactly the instrument the job called for.

And, finally, at somewhere past two in the morning though, when I'd run clean out of figures and started reading the prices off the tea tin because they were the only numbers left in the house, a shape came loose from the dark over my head and dropped down a step.

I didn't look up. That's the whole trick of this sort of thing, you see. You never look up and spook the thing you're hoping will come to you by its own volition. Instead, I turned the tin around and started in on the loose-leaf.

By another hour, the woman had come down to the step above mine and was near enough that I could feel the strange, dry warmth coming off her. All of that crackling aether coming off her was like sitting too close to a lamp somebody forgot to turn down. With little glances here and there, I was able to get a sense of what our latest tenant was.

She had wings of soft fawn and cream which were the colors of old paper, and they were furred along the curved edge and dusted with a powder that came off on the banister where she gripped it and left a low shine behind where she let go. That was desiccated aether, was it not? Some disloyal corner of my mind started costing that powder out by the ounce, and I told it to behave. Now was not the time.

There were two feathered antennae lying flat in her hair when she was frightened, but I was glad to see that also lifted a little when she forgot to be and calmed down a little. Her eyes were easily the size of the biggest saucers we had in the kitchen which is why she couldn't stand the bright of the daylight, I guessed. Which was also why she'd be spending the cold months in the one part of the house nobody troubled to heat.

And she held an odd bundle against her chest the whole time she sat near me, as if it were the most precious thing in the whole world. I noticed, but chose to leave it alone. Whatever it was, it was hers until she wanted to share it with me.

"You've been watching me," I said, when I thought we'd been sat close together for long enough without causing her to flee again. "I saw you on the very first night I slept here, didn't I? Something the size of a coat at the window, three in the morning. The shock took ten years off me."

Her antennae came up and when she spoke it barely cleared the hiss of the candle, the tone of her voice tipping up at the end like she was already braced to be told to stop.

"You pulled the blanket over your head. And I thought he's frightened, and he's staying anyway. Nobody wants to stay, you see. Nobody ever wants to stay. " The rest came out sideways, half of it spoken down into the bundle. "I'm Florrie. I didn't set out to be a secret. I only got very good at it when no one wanted to know me."

Nell, it turned out, had had an inkling that she was there.

The badger-kin came looking for me at first light with the wash bucket and found the two of us still on the stairs, and—when she saw Florrie—her face did a thing I didn't think I'd ever seen it do before. The bristle went out of her between one breath and the next.

The moth-kin didn't bolt. She talked instead, which I think surprised us both. She talked it out into her own wings, where she did not have to watch me hear it. She'd been in the eaves longer than I'd been alive. Maeve had taken her in—Maeve and Nell both, the three of them under one roof—back when Tallow House ran so full it made more aether than it could burn, and the overflow had to go somewhere. And it went to Florrie. She drank what the house couldn't use, and in return it never curdled the milk or set its own curtains alight, which apparently it will, given half a chance.

It sounded like a tidy arrangement and nobody ever mentioned her to a guest. Nell liked knowing she was up there, the way the farmer's wife tolerated a barn cat she'd quietly been feeding and wouldn't admit to.

But then Maeve got sick, the house aether got thin, and Florrie did the sums.

"I told her I'd go," she said. "Once the aether started running short. I knew what I was, a mouth on a house that couldn't feed itself. I'd even packed twice but she wouldn't hear of it. She came up here and sat with me of an evening instead, grumbling about her knees the whole climb, telling me a house that won't keep its own isn't worth keeping. She said it cross, so I'd believe her."

But then Maeve died, and nobody came up the stairs at all.

"I left bread out for you," Nell said. "Every night since the spring. Told myself it was for the foxes when you didn't stop by to say hello. The crust always went, but I never once let myself climb up and look. Reckoned if I saw you were still here I'd have to do something, what with the Hearth carrying on as it did, and then you'd likely leave, and I couldn't—" She paused. "After Maeve went I couldn't stand to lose you on top of everything else."

Florrie made a sound and put her face back into her wings.

But something that'd been niggling at me since my arrival came clear. "That's why the place never went all the way dark when it had no guests. The Hearth keeps alive as long as somebody under the roof is all right. But after Maeve died and the house went cold and the beds emptied, there was nobody left to be all right. Except there was. There was you, in the walls, kept just barely all right by a crust on a sill from a woman who wouldn't let herself look at you."

That all sounded quite grim now I said it out loud.

"The Guild's been writing this house off as a ruin and Rackham's been bidding on a corpse. And the whole time, the only thing keeping it warm was a moth the size of a wardrobe that nobody would admit ever lived here!"

"Maeve said you'd come."

Those words left Florrie in a rush, and she flinched at her own volume and kept going regardless. "When the cold got bad. She put me in the walls herself, near the end, when she knew. She told me…" The voice wobbled and steadied. "'They'll send the boy when I'm gone, Florrie. The human boy. He won't know the first thing, and you're to mind him until the house makes up its mind.' That's what she said. Mind him. Like I was the sensible one. She meant it kindly. The house hadn't made up its mind about you yet—it doesn't, not for a stranger, and slower still for a human, not till you've kept it fed a season—and she didn't want you up here on your own with a thing that decides that slow. So she left me a job. And then she was gone, and the crust started coming from the other window instead, the one that smelled of badger, and I never knew why, and I… I'm not meant to talk this much. Sorry. I hoard. Words too, I think. I keep them by in case I need them, and then they all come out at once at the…"

So that was the shape of it.

Since arriving, I'd been putting myself to bed pleased with how neatly I was holding a dying house together by arithmetic alone, and the whole time a moth in the walls had been minding me! She'd been keeping watch over the human boy on Maeve's orders, in case he wandered too near the matches.

"Florrie," I said, about as quietly as I could. "What have you got in the bundle?"

She looked at it a long moment and then, because I'd sat on that cold stair half the night reading her the price of tea and tallow until she stopped shaking, she held it out to me and I took it.

It was a nest out of a magpie's daydream. Inside was a thimble, a brass button, three curtain rings, a child's marble gone cloudy and the gold foil off a sweet folded into a star. I wasn't sure what to make of all that. But then I saw something different. Underneath all of it, pressed dry at the very bottom where the shiny things stood guard over it, was a letter in a hand I'd seen exactly once before… on the deed that brought me to Mossbarrow.

Sam, it said on the front. My own name, in my great-aunt's writing, sealed and set aside. And trusted to a moth in the walls and not to the stag-deer in his plush office.

I didn't open it straight away. I held a letter from a dead woman who'd gifted me a house in my hand, and it was warm from being slept on, but I still put it in my breast pocket sealed up. Now wasn't the time. Florrie had waited long enough to be introduced to the house. And that felt like the more pressing job right now.

With great care, and with Nell's help, I led her down into the kitchen. And we fed her.

Lottie didn't coo and she didn't gawk when we came in. She simply laid a place at the kitchen table and went around the room putting the lamps out one at a time until the grate was the only light left, and Florrie was able to unwind enough to sit at a table comfortably. Nell filled Florrie's plate before anyone asked—more on it than any plate had business holding before dawn—and set it down without a word. Over on the sill Susan had thrown so many runners she'd annexed a second pot and was openly campaigning for a third; the spider plant took one look at a creature who'd lived in a wall reaching for any warmth going, and adopted her where she sat.

Mari watched the whole thing from the range without once blinking. "You wanted a roof you owed nothing for," she told Florrie. "So did I. I will spare you the time it cost me to learn the rest." She set her hand to the range where the iron ran warmest, cold meeting heat, and left it there. "The debt you are frightened of is not the kind that ever comes due. Eat."

Florrie ate. Gods, she ate. Moth-kin runs hot, it turns out, and she'd been rationing herself on stolen crusts since the house went quiet, so somewhere past the third helping the wings came all the way down off her shoulders and lay easy across the chair-back, the aetheric powder on them glinting every time the fire caught it. She laughed at something Lottie said—a startled sound, like she'd shaken it loose by accident—and then the whole kitchen went up a degree that had nothing to do with the fire in the Hearth's grate.

Somewhere past the fourth helping she got brave enough to ask me a question. "Is it true that human men can go all night, on account of they can't tell when they've finished?"

On reflection, I could probably have done with that.

Mari's fork stopped halfway up. Lottie put a small noise into her tea. Florrie clapped both hands over her own face, and a puff of pale powder went off her like flour off a dropped loaf. "I'm sorry—I've been in the walls for months, I listen to the whole lane, I've collected a great number of facts about humans and I've started to think every last one of them is wrong…"

"That one's true," I said. "We're tireless, and we're stupid about it, in that order. You've been gathering good intelligence up there. Don't let anyone tell you that your time in the walls was wasted."

"The walls also say you snore like a man trying to saw his own bed in half," Florrie said, getting bold, and Lottie lost the tea.

Then the Hearth answered our increased good humor and the fire stood up tall. The smoke peeled off the top of it and spread flat across the table. Florrie went rigid beside me. Which made sense considering the last time a house made up its mind about her, it did it by bricking her into a wall for safekeeping…

But this time it spelled one word.

FLORRIE.

By the pantry door Nell stood very straight, a dishcloth wrung to rope in both fists, her tail flat to the boards, watching a column of smoke spell out a name that wasn't hers. Then Florrie made a strange sound again, except this time it had a laugh stuck in the middle of it.

I wasn't wild that my Hearth will spell out the name of a moth it was just meeting for real for the first time and never once named the woman who dedicated her life to banking it. I meant to find out why.

"Welcome home," I told Florrie, because the smoke wasn't going to say that part and somebody had to. Her antennae came all the way up. She said it back, and this time she didn't flinch.

I found Nell afterward in the scullery, scrubbing a pot that had been clean before she picked it up. I didn't try to say anything useful. There really wasn't anything useful, and she'd have had my head off for reaching for it, so I dried what she washed instead.

When she finally spoke she'd left the smoke out of it. "She'll want warmer things before the Long Night. Moths feel the cold harder than the rest of us."

That was the most I thought I'd get out of her, so I let her scrub.

It was near noon, with Florrie finally asleep in the warm room over the kitchen—not the attic; never the attic again—that I took the letter out to the back step where the bread had gone every night since Maeve died, and read it on my own. She'd put my name on it and it seemed only right I read it before I carried whatever it said back to the table.

It was short. Clearly, Maeve didn't like to waste the ink on pleasantries.

She told me she was sorry, which is a strange place to start with a boy you've only met once. She told me what the house loves—a full table of glad people, and nothing a man can put on an invoice. She told me to trust the badger, feed the moth, and never, ever sell.

And then, at the bottom:

The Beacon has to burn on the Long Night, Sam, or the lane goes dark for good and a Beacon burns on one fuel: a house full of love, freely given. That is the one account Gerald Rackham has finally worked out how to empty. Mind the festival. He'll come for them. Not for you.

That seemed like oddly apocalyptic advice.

Especially for an event only fifteen days off. Nearly fourteen now.

I folded the letter back along Maeve's own creases and looked out at the lane, where somewhere down the end of it Gerald Rackham was drawing up a list of every soul under my roof. The same people I'd somehow stopped being able to do the books without. Then I went back in to where they were.

I didn't tell them about Maeve's warning yet. The fire was high and the moth was snoring—actually snoring, a soft buzz off the wings—and bad news keeps.

Most of it does.


CHAPTER 15
SHORT ON COAL, LONG ON EXCUSES



I knew things were going too well.

We had boarders in every room and coin coming into the accounts faster than I could rule new lines for it. Florrie had stopped sleeping in the rafters and started sleeping in an actual bed, mostly, while Susan had annexed her third pot and was eyeing a fourth. And the night before, Mari had learned how to do something to Lottie—while I kissed her neck—that made the poor woman weep actual tears of joy, then thank me, then thank Mari, then ask whether we might do it again on a weeknight when she didn't have the breakfast service in the Mug in the morning.

So it was somewhat inevitable that the coal didn't come on Thursday.

The coal had, apparently, come every Thursday since the invention of Mossbarrow. Rain, snow, plague, the year the river froze… all of it. No worries. The coal arrived, come what may. And I'd paid for it on Monday. I'd stood in his yard and counted the shillings into Coborn the Snackle's hairy palm one at a time, and watched him write me down for a full cart in a hand surprisingly tidy for a fellow with claws. Nell told me he'd written Maeve the same way before me, and whoever had owned the place before her. So when Thursday turned up with a cold grate and no cart, I was not best pleased.

I am, as I'm sure I've mentioned once or twice, an accountant so when a paid-for thing fails to arrive, I get twitchy. I get twitchier still when I can already feel the shape of the reason, and the reason is heron-shaped.

So I went down to the yard to find out who'd leaned on whom.

There was a small problem waiting for me there, and the problem was women. And four of them, a veritable pack, draped along Coborn's fence like starlings on a wire, plus one very old one sat on an upturned bucket, who I'd later learn was called Granny Sump and who I would never, in all my years in Mossbarrow, fully recover from.

"There he is," said Granny Sump, with enormous satisfaction. "Stand him in the light, Edda, I've left my distance glasses."

"I'm not… look, I'm not in the mood for 'leer at the human' today. I'm only here about the coal."

"Course you are, love." She looked me up and down like a butcher pricing a side of pork he'd decided to spitroast. I used that simile carefully. "Turn round, lad. Let's get a look at your rump."

"He won't turn round, Gran, if you say it like that. You'll frighten him."

"I've buried three husbands. I'll frighten who I like."

Not that many years ago, I was audited by the Capital Revenue. I would, given the choice, sit that audit again, naked, and being prodded with a baton, rather than turn round and wiggle my ass for Granny Sump. So I went and found Coborn instead, which should tell you how bad the women were.

When I eventually found him, hiding in his back office, Coborn wouldn't look at me. That was the worrying part. Three days back he'd spent the whole transaction sneaking glances like I was the first dry morning after a week of rain. Now he had his eyes nailed to the scale-weights and his hackles up around his ears, and a gnoll with his hackles up is a gnoll about to do a thing he hates.

"Can't fill it, Mr. Pendle." He told it to the weights. "Find I'm short."

"You're a coal-man, Coborn. You're literally standing next to bags of the stuff. Some of it's on you."

"Find I'm short." He said it flatter the second time, like a line he'd been handed and hated the taste of. And then, Gods help him, it started. The helpless giggle gnolls get when they're frightened. It was high and awful, and he clamped it down with a noise like a kettle losing its nerve.

"It's not personal, Mr. Pendle," he managed. "You're the best thing's come through this yard in years, only to look at. The wife asked could she come down and view you. As a show of respect for how I'm fucking you over by taking your money and not delivering the coal, I had to tell her no to that an' all, and she's not spoken to me since. That's how bad I'm feeling about this."

"Coborn…"

"Word's gone round Mossbarrow," he said in a rush. "A man trades with Tallow House, the Guild finds he's gone short on him too. Coal. Flour. Candles. Timber. Everything a full house burns through." The giggle threatened again and he throttled it. "Rackham's not said a word out loud, mind. Doesn't have to. But he's let it be known he'll buy up the debt of any fool who sells to you, and then he'll be calling it in. Fast."

I did the arithmetic without meaning to—every supplier in town, every line in the book that fed the house, and a heron pissed off enough with me to choke us out in one go. It came to a number I didn't care for.

"How much is he paying you to be short?"

"Nothing. That's the worst of it. He's not paying anyone. He's just made it dearer to sell to you than not to. I'm sorry. I am. You paid on the nail, you don't haggle, and you smell of fresh bread."

Coborn's ears had gone flat, the giggle backing up in his throat and staying there.

"Does all that sorrow come down to giving me my money back?"

"No. I'm not that sorry. But…"

He turned the empty sack over in his hands and did not look up from it.

"What?"

"Is it true a human runs so hot a woman could bank her whole winter on one night of him and not need the fire lit again till spring?"

Behind me, at the fence, four starlings and a grandmother went very quiet.

"Tell your wife yes," I said, turning to leave. "But tell her I'm spoken for many times over."

"HA—" Coborn got half a giggle out before he swallowed it whole.

"And tell Granny Sump," I added, louder, because the man was owed a little something, being too frightened to sell him a lump of coal, "that if she's still on that bucket when I come back past, I'll turn round. Once. Slowly."

The noise that went up from the fence followed me the whole way up the lane. I'd lost the coal. But you take your victories where the town hands them to you, and I had at least made the morning for a woman who'd buried three husbands.

I walked back up the lane working the sum, and the sum was foul. There's no taking a man to court for what a whole town has decided, on its own and all at once, to be short of. No clause for it. No figure. Nothing to file with a court Rackham didn't also chair. He'd found the one move I couldn't answer with paper. He'd been reading me as close as I'd been reading him, and I hate being read well.

Somewhere behind me Granny Sump was assuring the fence that I had "a glum face but a promising arse on him," and the fence put it to a vote and carried it. I let them have it. Just then the coal-yard fence was the only part of Mossbarrow still openly on my side.

The house already knew. I felt it the second I came in off the step. The warmth had pulled in tight around the grate and gone careful with itself, banked low. Since the night it hit Glow it had never once been careful around me, throwing heat about like it had come into money. Now it felt like it was counting lumps. I didn't care for that.

Lottie was in the front parlor with the bookings open and three of them struck through.

"Don't," she said, before I could. "Don't do the face. They cried off, and not just because of the cold. Not that they said that, of course. One sent a boy with a note about a sick aunt, and there's no aunt, Sam. It's fear. I can read it off them through the door. Half this town would crawl over broken glass to sleep under your roof, and the half that wouldn't wants to, but every last one of them is more frightened of Gerald Rackham than they are taken with you—and that's saying something, because you are extremely takeworthy. Anyway…"

"We're being screwed with," I said. "This morning a coal-man's wife asked to view me, a woman on a bucket offered to frighten me, and a grandmother has been grading my ass in the street. My dignity is having a busy day." I let things go quiet a beat. "How frightened is the town, right now? Give me a number."

"Frightened like the fear's new and the fondness is old." Lottie went back to smoothing the page. It was the most useful thing anyone handed me all day.

Florrie told me the rest of it.

She came down the kitchen stairs sideways, keeping a wall in reach, but she came down in daylight, which she wouldn't have done before, and her antennae were up. All that time she'd spent listening from inside these walls, and it turned out the moth who couldn't say good morning without rehearsing it knew the exact traffic of every secret in Mossbarrow.

"The baker's carrying on with the candlemaker's widow on Fridays, and they think the lane doesn't know, but the walls know, I know things about Fridays I'll never get back—Sorry. That's not—I do that. A heron came yesterday. Not Rackham. His factor. The dry one with the satchel, the one who does the evicting so Rackham doesn't have to watch it. He walked the whole lane with a paper. Knocked on six doors but didn't knock on ours." Her fingers worked a curtain ring from her hoard, round and round. "Coborn's was the fourth door. Coborn came out after and was sick into his own gutter. He didn't want to disappoint you, Sam. I don't think any of them want to." Her antennae dipped. "The factor asked Mrs. Pell which of us sleeps in which room. He had a paper that already knew there were four of us. He wanted to know which one was the cold one. And which one was new."

"That doesn't sound worrying at all," I said.

"Indeed!" She pressed the curtain ring to her mouth but didn't bolt for the stairs and didn't fold herself back into the dark which I marked as its own small wonder. Considering the day I was having, that was a small bright spot.

Mari hadn't left the front window since I'd gone out. The glass in front of her wore ice an inch thick that the warm house should have killed in minutes.

"He has stopped trying to close the house," she said, without turning when I drew up behind her. "He cannot. So he means to empty it instead. That is what I would do. You do not break a wall that is holding. You take away the things inside it worth holding, bleeding them one at a time, until the man defending it forgets what he is defending and asks whether it was ever worth the slaughter."

"You're really scary, you know that?"

"I am what I am. And I am one of the things he means to take. We both know this. I broke three of his men in an alley, and the Guild keeps a paper on me. I am the cold one on the factor's list. He even underlined it." Something almost happened at the corner of her mouth. "I confess I was a little flattered. It's nice to be wanted on the battlefield as well as in the bedroom."

I was glad the situation was making her day…

Nell brought the worst news of all, though. She came in with an armful of split kindling nobody had asked for—the woodshed being the one larder Rackham couldn't reach—stacked it by the fire, and said, "I've just heard that we've been struck off from the festival."

"What festival?"

"The Hearth Festival." She said it like I'd failed to know the date of my own birthday. "Solstice eve. It runs the three nights up to the Long Night itself. Every house in the valley with a Hearth still burning takes a pitch on the green, and the whole town walks the stalls and warms itself at your fire and eats off your table and pays you for the joy of it. Most of them this time would've come just to stand near the human who runs the place and settle whether the stories are true. I'd have charged a copper a gawk and made the rent on you alone." The gruffness cracked for half a second, then set hard again. "The house that draws the biggest crowd carries the most light into the dark. Maeve made our whole winter in three nights of it, every year. It's another one of those ways that a small house might be able to clear a big debt."

"And we're, what, no longer invited to take part?"

Nell's tail had gone rigid behind her, the brush of it bristled out and every hair furious. "Roster went up at the Guild this morning. We're not on it. 'Administrative.' Chairman's discretion. Forty years Maeve held that pitch, and I stood it beside her for most of them, and a heron in a good coat crossed us off with his pen because we're the one house in this valley more alive than the damned spa he's angling for!" Then she knelt there feeding the grate and sank one black claw into the soft pine of the round in her hand, buried it to the knuckle, not splitting it, just gripping.

Fourteen days to the Long Night. And now no festival topup to help us make the winter. And we had no coal to burn through it. I ran the figure twice and got the same cold answer both times.

The note came at dusk, carried up the step by the tall heron with the satchel, who didn't try to come inside and recited it like a thing he'd been made to learn. Which, I guess, he had.

He presented me with Rackham's compliments and a renewed and improved offer for the freehold of Number Twelve. It was a figure that would've cleared the levy twice over and left me enough to begin again somewhere a human belonged. And then the improvement, delivered to a spot a foot above my head. The Guild had become aware of certain irregularities in the residency of the property. An unregistered abyssal under a standing Guild paper. A migratory creature kept out of season, against the welfare statutes. The Hearth-levy a year in arrears. All of it the sort of thing that resolved itself the moment a property passed to compliant hands—and all of it, otherwise, the sort of thing the Guild would regrettably be obliged to take a formal interest in. Names had been taken and papers had been served. They wanted the cold one and the moth, he managed. He said they would be "rehoused appropriately." Then he gave his small bow to the air above me and went back down the lane he'd come up.

And I stood in my own doorway and—for a moment—I thought about saying yes.

Yeah, as I know I've said before. I'm no saint. So I thought about it. The figure was real and the threat behind it was certainly real. Maeve's letter had sat folded in my breast pocket since that back step—he'll come for them, not for you—and here it was, the whole of her warning walked up my steps in a heron's dry mouth.

Sell, and Mari might be safe. Sell, and Florrie might be safe. Play ball and nobody on Rackham's list got rehoused appropriately, which were three words doing the work of a cage. If I played this right, I could keep them out of Rackham's hands by losing.

I know a position I can't hold when I'm standing in one. The cleanest way to keep my ladies off the Guild's paper was to take the money, and take them with me on a coach to some human town Rackham would never chase.

I stood there long enough that it counted as considering. I won't pretend otherwise.

But Maeve had entrusted me with this place. And she hadn't wanted me to sell. Which meant the festival was the hinge all of this dark turned on, but I wanted one plan in my hand before I gave them one more thing to lie awake over. I'd decided that for them. But even then I knew it was a mercy I was mostly doing for myself.

"You are thinking hard," Mari said. "How about I spare you the labor as I have already done it." She looked past me, to the darkening lane of the evening the factor had gone down. "The variable he has added to the problem is me. Remove me, and it resolves. I leave tonight and go over the pass before the snow shuts it. The Guild loses its excuse to act and your house will keep its license and its claim on the festival, and you get to keep the home that three other people need more than I have ever needed anything."

There was not a hint of tremor in her voice. Mari saw it as a clean transaction—taking the most valuable thing she owned and sliding it across the counter like a paid receipt. "I came here for a harbor where I would owe nothing and now I find I owe you a great deal, and this is how the debt is settled. Do not argue. Argument is sentiment, and sentiment is poor bookkeeping."

"Nope."

"Human…"

"I said no. And not just because I can't do the arithmetic." I turned. They were all in the hall by now—Lottie halfway down the stairs; Florrie a pale shape in the kitchen doorway, Susan throwing a fresh runner out toward her like a green hand offered in the dark and Nell had come silent from the scullery with the kindling-dust still on her forearms.

All of them were listening to Mari offer to strike herself off the books to save the rest.

"Rackham doesn't expect me to fight him. He wants me sitting at this desk doing the exact sum you just did. He wants me to decide which one of you is a loss I can live with. That's his whole move. He's not trying to take the house off me. He's trying to get me counting you. Pricing you out and working out which one of you costs me more than you're worth. In his world, everyone has to do that sort of subtraction for him and never feel his hand on it."

I forced a smile onto my face and took them all in. "But none of you are a figure I get to move off the page to make the column come right. Not one of you. And the day I even think about treating you like that, he and all the people in the world like him, have won."

"I'm the moth out of season," Florrie said, very small, to the curtain ring. "I'm the other name. If she's the one he can take, then I'm⁠—"

"You're the reason there's a house standing here at all," I said. "You kept it lit through the dark. And I'll not be lectured on the welfare statutes by the man trying to make Tallow House die."

Mari hadn't moved. I'll only ever say I think here, because Mari's interior is deep water I don't get to chart, but I think being refused like that landed somewhere she'd kept no column for. Being held onto when leaving was the responsible line. Being told the harbor didn't run a tab. The frost on the window cracked once and began, slowly, to give up and run.

Down in the grate the fire took a breath and stood up an inch, then it wrote me a note about it. Smoke peeled off the low flame and folded into letters over the table.

RESIDENT COUNT: THREE. PLUS ONE NAMED. CONTENTS NOT FOR SALE.

"Cheers for the support. That was moving," I told it. "Really it was. Heartfelt."

The letters held a second and then frayed. Still not one curl of smoke for the woman who was standing in the scullery doorway that very moment with her own woodshed still on her arms.

I looked at the gap where her name should have been. The fire crackled, delighted with itself. So that was a conversation I'd have to go and have. Wonderful.

Nell wasn't in the scullery anymore by the time I'd worked up to it. She was in the woodshed, which I was coming to realize was where Nell went when the house was holding more feeling than she could fall apart in front of. She had a round of oak on the block and the maul already moving when my shadow hit the door.

"Don't." Crack. The halves leapt off the block. "Whatever it is. Not now."

"I haven't said anything!"

"You've got the face on. Your 'I want to fix everything' face." She stood another round up. "I kept this house before you could grow that sorry beard, human. Fed it. Mended it. Stood between it and that heron forty years." Crack. "And I never asked it for one thing back."

"Nell…"

"And it'll spell a name in smoke for a moth that's been hiding in its attic." The maul went up. "Named the succubus inside a night. Inside a night, human." Down—the round split crooked and she cursed it like it had insulted her mother. "It counts them. Every last one. I gave it every year I had, and it has never, not once…"

The maul came down, missed the round, and sank into the block. She left it there. Both hands on the haft, her back to me, her tail flat to the floor, which it hadn't done once in all the weeks I'd known her.

Rackham was trying to turn every kind thing in Mossbarrow into a debt he could call back in. And here stood the one soul under my roof who'd given all of it and never once sent a bill, freezing in a shed because the damned Hearth wouldn't write her name.

I'm slow, but I get there.

So I left the sums where they lay and crossed the shed and took the maul out of her hands. She let me, which startled us both, and then I stood it against the wall.

"Nell. Look at me, please."

"I'm busy, human."

"You're hiding in a shed."

"Well, it's my shed isn't it!" But she turned, scowling, and every inch of her braced for a fight. She was a furious slab of muscle with a silver streak in her hair and forearms that could put me through the wall in a blink. I looked at her, saw her eyes were bright with tears, and knew she'd have killed me right then and there if I said I noticed.

"The house hasn't named you," I said, "because it's being petty and stupid and vindictive."

"Human…"

"And because you're the only one in the world it trusts enough to be like that with. Rackham spent all day trying to put a price on what you're worth to me, so he could buy it off my hands." I shrugged. "And in doing so, he's actually gone and done me a favor. It's something I've been putting off for weeks. You want this house to see you? Start by seeing the piece of it that's standing in front of you."

Nell frowned at that. The bristle in her tail had gone and it rode high behind her, which it only did when she's forgotten to keep her guard up. I thought that the shed had gone warm around us, with the Hearth leaning out past its own kitchen to get a look at what was going on, about as subtle as it ever got. Then she took a fist of my shirt and held me there without shifting me an inch, her knuckles shaking against my chest.

"If you're trying to manage me," she said. "If this is an oh-so-clever human tactic… If you are doing my books right now, Sam Pendle, I'll put you through that wall and bill you for the repair…"

"Just listen to what I'm saying," I laid my hand over her shaking fist. "I'm not trying to manage you, Nell. I'm telling you what I see. And I think you'll feel a lot better about things if you let yourself see them too."

She held on a moment longer, then let go like the shirt had burned her, and glared at the maul in the block instead of me.

"What you see? Human, it's been forty years I've fed that grate, and I'd settle for a smudge in the soot right now. And you want to stand here and tell me that's a compliment?"

"I do. Because I've realized that the Hearth names the ones it's frightened of losing." I waited till she looked back. "And it has never once been frightened of losing you. Takes a powerful love to make a thing feel that strongly."

That landed. And then, because I'd promised myself I'd say all of it, I said the rest.

"It writes our names in the air in smoke because it's still trying to keep us. But that Hearth has never once had to worry about whether it can keep you. You're the one part of this house it doesn't have to win over and, sure, it takes you for granted. It doesn't need to court you, Nell, it just puts the whole weight of its survival on you and goes vicious when it's scared, because you're the only thing under this roof it is dead certain of. That's not the Hearth overlooking you, Nell. That's a frightened animal biting the one hand it knows won't pull away." I shrugged. "It has a rotten way to show you how it feels. But, no, it's not nothing. It's the opposite of nothing."

The bright in her eyes spilled over and she let it, raging at herself the whole time, scrubbing the tears off with the back of a wrist that could fell a tree. "That's a rotten way to be loved."

"You and the house are two of a kind." I risked a hand on her shoulder, ready to lose it the second she shrugged. But she didn't. "Give everything, ask for nothing, and snap at the one soul you're surest of. I'm amazed you don't see what kindred spirits the two of you are. Because, surely, it takes one to know one."

"Watch your mouth, human!" But then she leaned toward me—a stone of weight, one breath of it and her forehead dropping to my collarbone—and then the two of us stood in a shed that was hotter than the sun, both of us, in our own way, having given a house everything and never sent it a bill, and nobody tried to fix it.

Then she straightened, sniffed once, hard, and was Nell again.

"You tell a soul I just did that," she said, "and they'll be fishing bits of you out of the well for weeks."

"Tell them what? Nothing happened."

"Nothing happened."

Then she wrenched the maul out of the block one-handed and shouldered an armful of the wood she didn't need. The lamp steadied as the house breathed out around us. It still hadn't written her name in the grate, but I thought, for once, she'd stopped watching the smoke for it.

"It's never going to spell you out there, you know," I said at the door. "Not if it lives a thousand years."

"Good." She bumped the door open with her hip. "Smart man just told me it's because it knows I'm not going anywhere. I'll take that."

Four walls away, the fire went up the flue with a roar they probably heard at the Mug.

"Oh, shut up," Nell told it, and went to bank it for the night.


CHAPTER 16
COMPOUND INTEREST



We were barely in off the yard—Nell still pretending she hadn't leaned on me—when somebody knocked on the front door. And it was the wrong knock. There were three raps, even as a clock and not the least bit hurried. I'd heard that exact type of knock on the day my supervisor had come to my office to tell me my position in the counting house was being 'downsized'. This was a knock that boded.

Nell's ears went flat against her skull. "That's not a good knock."

"No." We moved to the front door, the Hearth going oddly quiet in a way that didn't fill me full of joy. Then my hand was on the latch, and I couldn't have told you why but I dropped my voice. "Keep the others back from the hall. I think I know what this is."

I opened the door and, dammit, I was right.

He filled the doorway as a heron fills a reed-bed. Funny that. Gerald Rackham was standing there, taller and stiller than everything else in the lane, and it took an effort to keep my eye from snagging on him. Just as he'd been on that first meeting in the Mug, he was gray from his collar to his boots, and was wearing a long coat without a crease in it. His head was tipped a fraction to one side so he could regard me out of the one eye, and take my measure side-on.

"Mr. Pendle." When he said it, he made the syllables of my name sound like a small piece of business already concluded. "Forgive the hour. But after everything that has been happening of late, I have felt the want of a second meeting most keenly."

"Funny, I haven't felt the need to see you again at all.." Behind me I felt the hall hold its breath. The house, and the rest of the women in it, and Nell at my shoulder breathing like a forge. "You'd best come in, then. I've never been a big fan of doing business on the step."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth that a kinder man might have called a smile. "You are most gracious, human, but I am afraid I will decline." He didn't so much as glance past me at the warm hall, the lamps or the fire banked gold down the passage. "A man oughtn't take bread from a house he means to close. It muddies the thing. And, well, with the reputation Tallow House has, I don't think it would be appropriate for me to step inside. Walk with me instead. The lane will do for what I have to say."

Nell's hand closed on the back of my coat and then she said low and only for me: "He's never once crossed that step, Sam. Forty years. Not for the levy, not for Maeve's burying, not the once."

"Hold the door," I told her and stepped out past her into the cold.

"Sam…"

"Hold the door, Nell."

The cold of the lane came up through my boots, and behind me the warmth of my own hall stopped at the threshold like it had hit glass.

Rackham was already three steps off, waiting, feathered hands folded, content to stand in a frozen lane at the back end of an evening for however long it took. Out past him the lamps of Tallow Lane were lit in their windows, and behind more than one of them I could feel the town watching the human get walked out into the dark by the chairman of the Guild.

"You've gone to a deal of trouble," I said, "to knock on a door you won't walk through."

"I have gone to no trouble at all. That is rather the point of how I work." He turned and began to slowly stroll as if, in his universe, he just expected others to fall in, and gods help me I did. That was a nasty little trick. "I stand still, Mr. Pendle. I have found, over a long life, that if a man stands still long enough beside a thing he wants, the thing tires. It cannot afford to keep itself forever. And then, eventually it sits down in the water, and then one need only be unhurried about it." He glanced at me, side-on. "Herons are much maligned as patient. But we are not patient, human. We are simply certain that what we want will come to pass."

"That strikes me as a grim way to fish."

"It is a very effective way to fish. Trust me. I know of what I speak."

We walked and as we did so, it struck me that he smelled of nothing at all. Which was, oddly, one of the worse things about the whole meeting.

"I'll save us the cold," I said. "I guess you're here to offer me more threats and offers for my aunt's house. You've been buying this lane for years, you've turned every supplier in Mossbarrow against us, and you struck us off the festival this morning. Trust me, I've had the whole tour of look-how-very-powerful-I-am. And I'm still not interested. So how about you skip to whatever you came to say, I say something snarky yet significant and then we both go our separate ways."

"I actually came to pay you a compliment, human," He said it like he meant it. "You see, I have spent some not inconsiderable resources in order to make enquiries about you. In the capital. With the Revenue. And at the guild you kept books for, who I'm given to understand have not stopped regretting their decision since you left. All agree that you are not a fool, and you are certainly not a romantic, whatever the Hearth has persuaded you to, temporarily, believe. You are, deep down, a being who knows what a thing is worth when the sentiment is scraped off it." That long, gray head tilted. "We are the same animal, you and I."

"Trust me, we're really not."

He smiled at that. It took a while. It always did, with him.

"Oh, but we are. We are precisely the same animal. The only difference between us is a fortnight of nerve and one dead old woman's house. And that I am able to price what other men are too frightened to put a figure on. Affection. Loyalty. The warmth of a full room. Everything in your hall has a number, Mr. Pendle. I am simply the only man in this valley with the stomach to write it down."

"And the vision to put it all together to try to put up a spa. Come on then, let's get the portion of the evening where you make an offer and I tell you to go away. What's your newest figure?"

"For the house? Well, how about we try this? We shake on a deal and the debt evaporates tonight. And then I will put two thousand marks in your hand on top of it, in coin, before the festival, for the deed and the keys and, above everything else, a quiet and quick departure. You would leave Mossbarrow richer than your great-aunt died, which I assure you is not difficult."

Two thousand marks. The size of that number made me think whether I wanted it or not: a struck bell rings whether you like the tune. It was a pretty good number. For a careful man, that could be a year of freedom breathing.

"And what about the people in it? I have obligations in there."

"I will ensure that all of your… consorts are rehomed. No matter what everyone in Mossbarrow thinks, I am not some sort of terrible monster. The badger has skills; she'll find a place. And the others …" there was the smallest hesitation then. "Well, the cold one is a difficulty, but difficulties can be managed. The succubus already has a place in the town and just needs a home in which to place her ass. And your newly uncovered moth can just go back to wherever it is moths go. Or." He stopped walking. "Or you may set me a figure of your own. Per head, if you prefer it itemized. I have found people sell more readily when the price is broken out kindly. Name what the cold one is worth to you. And the succubus and the moth. And I will meet it and not haggle. Haggling is for men who aren't certain of the sum."

There it was. He wasn't asking me to sell a house, was he. He was asking me to put a price, out loud, on Mari, Lottie, Florrie and Nell, one at a time, so that afterward I'd know I was the kind of man who could. And being that sort of man was probably not something it would be wise for me to be.

"No," I said.

"No? But you have not yet heard the figures. If you would just allow me to…"

"I'm not going to allow you to do anything. That's the no." I put my hands in my pockets so he wouldn't see them start to shake. "You came to the wrong house on the wrong night, Mr. Rackham. Maybe this afternoon I'd have at least listened. But I've just finished a conversation that has shut those books for good. And, besides, those ladies are not for sale, and they're certainly not for pricing. Trust me on this one, there isn't a number you can say into this cold that I'll care to write down."

For the first time, the stillness in Rackham shifted. Not by much. His weight came back off his front foot, and the head came level, with both eyes on me at once. I figured that meant, on a heron, that he'd stopped considering me and started seeing who I really was.

"That is sentiment talking," he said. "And, I am afraid to say, that sentiment is the most expensive thing a man can own. I'll give you till the festival to remember you can't afford it."

"Tell me how it goes after that," I said. "Since you won't take 'no' for an answer. Walk me through what's coming."

"Gladly. It is rather elegant." And he did. The coal was the start of it; I'd had the coal. It would be flour next, and candles, and then timber. Every supplier whose debt he'd bought, called in the moment they sold me so much as a wick. We were struck from the festival which meant, we couldn't make our winter on the green as Maeve had made hers. "And then the house itself, which I confess is the part I look forward to. You see, I don't need to burn it down, Mr. Pendle. I need only make it empty. The cold one has a paper at the Guild—three of my men in an alley. I chair the court that will hear it. The moth has no papers at all, which is its own kind of useful; a creature with no name on any roll can simply be collected. And a succubus? Well, there are always people, unscrupulous people, who will be interested in one such as she. They will vanish, one at a time. And quietly. Until your full table has a great many empty chairs and the fire you're all so proud of has nobody left under the roof worth warming." The heron's head tilted to the side. "I'm told it will not light on the Long Night without having bodies in bed. Actually, I'm told a great deal. I make it my business to be told."

I could feel an awful lot of anger building up in me at his words. It was all I could do to stand and let the heat wash over me.

"I've even heard," he went on, and now there was something almost kind in it, which was the cruelest part, "that the house will not write the badger's name in its smoke. Forty years, and not a letter. You needn't look so surprised that I know. I know what is said in the Mug before the men who say it have finished their second cup. Actually, they say remarkable things about you in the Mug, as it happens. At another time, I might like to explore the truth of a few of them. Some of them are quite outlandish in their biological unlikeliness."

"People are kind."

"It appears that charm can be an asset. Who knew? But I have made a long study of assets." The eye held me. "An asset can be bought. It can be frightened. And, when it proves stubborn, it can be removed. I would not lean too hard, Mr. Pendle, on being well-liked. Likeable things are simply things that more people want, which only raises the price of taking them away."

A window banged open somewhere up the lane.

"OI." Granny Sump's voice came down out of the dark. "Is that the human? Tell him I've still not had my look at his ass, and I've not got forever!"

The window banged shut.

For one blessed second the whole nature of the evening had a hole punched clean through it, and I had to bite down on a laugh that would've done me no favors at all. Rackham waited out the interruption, a stone waiting out weather, and somehow his not-laughing was colder than anything he'd said yet. If he couldn't find that funny, there was nothing in him I was ever going to reach.

"This town finds you amusing," he said. "But that will not save you. They are more frightened of me than they are fond of you, and fear, unlike fondness, compounds."

And that was the word that did it. Compounds. Standing there in the cold with his hands folded and his terrible patience and his fishing and his certainty… well, I finally saw the shape of him, because I'd seen the shape of it once already today, in a woodshed, in a person I was coming to think that I might well love.

"You're frightened, aren't you?" I said.

Rackham's folded hands did not unfold. But the head came round, fast and that was the first fast thing he'd done all night, a heron's strike with nothing on the end of it.

"I beg your pardon?"

"You just stand still because you're scared to move. And that's why you came yourself, at night, to the one door in this valley you've never had the nerve to walk through, to make an offer to an accountant—an accountant, Mr. Rackham, not a swordsman or a mage—just a man who's decent with numbers and frightened of his own bath being too hot. You're doing it fast and you're doing it personally and you're doing it now, just a few days out, because you are running out of road and you know it. That fire's already past Glow. I'm winning. And a thing that fishes by standing still doesn't come knocking at all, unless the water's going down faster than it's used to, and it's started to wonder if this time it's the one that gets stranded."

For a moment the lane was very quiet, and the cold off the house behind me had stopped being the house's cold and started being something the two of us were standing in together.

"Perhaps," he said at last and something old moved behind his eyes and was gone. "Your great-aunt knew what this house sits on, Mr. Pendle, and she chose to spend it warming strangers and feeding moths. Forty years of waste. I do not propose to let her heir make the same generous mistake."

"What does it sit on?"

"Something you cannot afford to keep lit." He smoothed one cuff that did not need it, and the stillness came back down over him like a lid. "You're cleverer than I hoped and poorer than you know, which is the worst possible combination, and I find—to my own surprise—that I'm sorry. In another year, in another coat, you'd have made me a formidable partner. You have the eye for it. But you simply lack the stomach, and stomach cannot be taught."

"I'll take that as the insult it is."

"Take it however warms you." The eye found me one last time, side-on, the measure finally taken and written down. "I gave you a clean number and a quiet door. You've refused both. So we will do it the other way, you and I, and you will price them in the end—every one—except you'll do it in grief instead of coin, which costs more and buys nothing. I did try to spare you that."

"Get off my lane, Mr. Rackham."

Something almost wistful crossed him, and then it was gone, and what was left was the courtesy with the blade showing under it at last.

"It's to the end, then, Mr. Pendle."

He didn't wait for an answer. He simply turned and walked, unhurried, certain, his gray coat going to nothing between the lamps, a tall still thing folding itself back into the dark it had stepped out of—and not once, the whole length of the lane, did he look back to see whether I was still standing there.

I was. Behind me the door was open a crack, and Nell's eye was at it, and the warmth of the house was pressed against the gap like it wanted out into the cold to stand with me and couldn't. Fourteen days. No coal, no festival, and now a name for the thing in the dark.

I went back in to tell them.


CHAPTER 17
PAID IN LIGHT



The next day, I scrubbed the kitchen table before breakfast, which Nell watched me do from the doorway with a look that dared me to explain why it wanted scrubbing. I didn't. I'm capable of learning when the stakes run high enough. Then I fished Maeve's letter out of last night's trousers, smoothed it flat on the clean boards, and called the house together.

They came down in the order the weeks had taught me. Lottie first, Mari behind her without a sound and Florrie last, down the front stair instead of the back, which she'd never once done and which all of us had the sense to pretend not to see. She folded herself small on the settle in the one corner the morning light couldn't reach, blinking out at the lot of us with a shawl of Nell's around her shoulders that nobody owned up to lending her.

"I've been keeping something from you," I said. "I told myself it was so I'd have a plan before I handed you a fear, but that was just a lie I told myself in a kind voice. You've a right to it. Here it is."

I read them Maeve's letter.

I read them the part where Maeve said the house loved a full table of glad people and nothing a man could buy. And then I read them the line that mattered. That the Beacon has to burn on the Long Night or the lane goes dark for good, and that a Beacon burns on one thing only, a house full of love freely given, the single account Gerald Rackham had finally worked out how to empty. I read them mind the festival. And I read them he'll come for them, not for you.

Lottie cried, and didn't trouble to hide it. She wiped her face on the heel of her hand and said, "Well. He's a worse heron than I thought him, and I thought him pretty shitty."

"He is not wrong about the method," Mari said and frost crept a finger across the window at her shoulder. "A house is hardest to burn from outside. So you do not burn it. You stand at the door and you make the people inside frightened enough to walk out one at a time, and then you have an empty house and clean hands. I have done this work for other men. I know its shape." She looked at me. "We do not walk out."

Nell didn't speak for a moment. Then she put both forearms on the scrubbed table, the silver streak fallen forward, and I watched the conclusion form.

"We need to give the town somewhere to stand that isn't his," she said. "If we can't have our place in his festival, then we throw our own fire, and we throw it better, and we do it where the whole valley can see which house is warm and which one's only expensive."

That was not a terrible idea, as it went. It was hardly a plan, but it was the place a plan starts from, which I figured I could work with. But then I looked over and saw that Florrie still hadn't moved. She had the shawl pulled to her chin and her antennae flat against her hair, and when she spoke it came out sideways, the words bracing for a no that never came.

"She wrote about me…" Florrie said. " Feed the moth. That's me. I'm the moth." She looked down at the button she'd been turning over in her fingers. "He'll come for the ones who can be made to leave. And that's me too. I haven't a paper to my name, and I'm out of season, and the cold's coming, and the cold is the thing I run from. It's the only thing I'm any good at. Running, when it gets cold. But Maeve put me in the walls so I'd have somewhere to be when I couldn't stop being afraid. I don't want to go back in the walls. But I will, if it's me he uses to empty the house. I'd sooner hide than be the reason."

And that, more than the letter, more than the festival, and more than the heron and his threats, was the thing I couldn't let stand.

"We're not going anywhere," I said. "And I like the idea of holding our own party. Let's see how that might shake out…"

The day went into the planning. Nell and I drew a counter-festival up on the back of a denied license; Lottie worked out who in the lane could be talked round and who was too frightened to try and Mari watched the road. Rackham's freeze on our resources held. We had no coal, no flour, and a bunch of Guild goons walked the lane, counting us like pests they meant to clear. Thirteen days.

The column and the calendar were running the same race again, and it was close, and it would stay close.

And, during all our planning, I kept finding Florrie at the edges of it. Folded in the warm room over the kitchen with the shutters drawn against the day, awake when she should have slept, the button going over and over in her fingers. Hiding gently and in the open.

So that night, when the house had gone quiet and the others had taken themselves off and the only light left was the grate and the dim shine that came off Florrie herself in the dark, I went up, knocked on the frame of the open door, and asked if I could sit with her a while.

She'd made the warm room into a smaller version of the walls. There were soft things heaped in the corners, the lamp turned down to nothing, and the sill drifted with small things that caught what light there was. She was a pale shape in the dark, wings furled close, and her eyes found me before I was through the door. They were enormous and I thought that they must take in far more of me than mine ever could of her.

"You don't have to mind me tonight," she said. "I know you've the counter-festival to plan. Don't worry about me. I'm only frightened, and frightened isn't urgent."

"I'm not so sure about that. I think that frightened's probably the most urgent thing in this house, right now." I sat on the floor by the low bed with my back against it, the same as I'd sat the cold stair the first night, reading her the prices off a tea tin. "Talk to me."

She was quiet a while. Then, either because the dark made her braver, or because I wasn't looking directly at her, she said, "I've been collecting facts about you. Humans. I told you I keep them." The antennae lifted off her hair a fraction. "I've a great many, and most of them are wrong, and there's one I've wanted to check against the source for weeks and never had the nerve. And now there's a heron coming to put me out of the only home I've had, and I find I've stopped being able to afford the nerve I never had. Is it true," she said, very small, "that a human runs warm enough that a body could come in out of the cold against him and just… stay. Not for the season. For good. Is that one true? Or is it another wrong one?"

Of all the questions I've been asked in this house about what humans can and can't do, that was the first one I wanted to answer with my whole life. "Come here and find out."

She came down off the bed slow, giving me every chance to take it back, and folded herself against my chest the same way she'd folded against the eaves that first night. Except there was no fear in it now, only the listening. I put an arm round the cool weight of her and she went still, her head over my heart, taking the measure of it, hoarding it in the dark.

"Well?" I said. "Do the rumors check out?"

"You're very loud in there. For a man so quiet on the outside. But it's true. You're warm enough." And then, smaller, the real fact under the fact: "I could stay."

"You are staying. That's not one thing you have to check, Florrie. It's already settled. You don't go back in the walls, and you don't walk out in the cold to spare anybody, and you are not the price of this house. You're one of the people in it. You need to believe that."

She made an astonished sound at that, like warm was a thing she'd only just been told she was allowed to keep. And then, very faintly, she began to glow.

I'd seen the aetheric powder catch a candle before, but I hadn't seen this. It came up out of her in the dark as a low gold rising like color coming back into a face. It was the antennae first, then the line of her shoulder under my arm, then the furl of the wings, until the whole room held a soft light that hadn't been there.

And the light was her.

"I light up," she said, embarrassed. "When I'm—I've always had to hide it, you can't sit in a wall lit like a lantern, I've spent a year keeping it down to nothing⁠—"

"Florrie…"

"—it's the thing that gets you found⁠—"

"Stop hiding it." I felt her go still again. "There's no wall to keep it down for anymore. This is your house! So light the place up if you want to. You're allowed."

For a moment, I could see that she didn't dare. But then she let it come—let herself be seen, all of her, for the first time since Maeve sealed her in—and the room filled with gold, all of it coming off a creature who'd spent her whole life certain that being warm was a thing that got you caught, finding out it could be a thing that got her kept.

The house took KINDLE while she was still lit in my arms.

I felt it more than saw it, even with the room full of Florrie's light. It was a deep settling in the timbers, and a change in a door somewhere downstairs that unstuck after years. The whole of the structure of Tallow House drew one long breath it'd held since before I came. Four floors down the grate roared up gold and the warmth went up instead of down. Every mote of heat climbed the house room by cold room, and I felt each one wake under it like feeling coming back into an arm you've slept on.

Then it reached the sealed door at the top and the warmth pooled against Maeve's locked room as water finds the lowest point in a house, except this was the highest, and a line of light showed under the painted door. It was steady, the light of a room that's been waiting a long time to be walked into.

Florrie's antennae turned toward it before the rest of her did.

"It's awake," she whispered. "The room. It's been getting warmer since the cold one came, and now…" She stopped. "Maeve's up there. Not her. What she left. The house is keeping it safe, the same as it kept me." She looked at me, huge-eyed in her own gold. "It isn't time for that yet, though. You'll know when it's time. The house will write it down."

I'd met my great-aunt once. I'd inherited her house, her staff, her war and her moth, and I'd spoken not one word to her in years except a letter folded along its own creases. But standing there in the dark with the warmth of her house climbing past me toward a door I wasn't allowed through, I felt her in it anyway. Just the shape a person leaves in a place they loved hard enough. The warmth knew how to climb because she'd taught it. It was guarding something of her up there with the same stubbornness she'd spent guarding a frightened moth. The house wasn't grieving her. It was keeping her.

And I was only just learning to tell the two apart.

"Then it waits," I said, though every part of me that can't leave a sealed envelope be was halfway up the stairs. Some doors you don't get to open early. I'd learned that lesson twice now.

The smoke came up off the grate and found us even there, four floors up, folding into letters in the bright air over the bed and for once it didn't bother with the dry capitals it kept for the pantry.

RESIDENT COUNT: FIVE. HEARTHLIGHT: KINDLE. WELCOME HOME, MOTH.

Florrie read it. She'd been named in soot two days back and had carried the whole difference between a name and a number around with her ever since, tucked in with the button—and the house had finally done the sum the rest of us finished days ago. She didn't cry. Lottie would have. She made the astonished sound again and reached up into the bright air as if she could keep the letters, fold them into the nest with the thimble and the brass rings and the foil star. Then she let them go.

She pressed something into my hand in the dark, warm from being held all day. I didn't need to look to know it was the button.

"You don't have to give me your treasure," I said.

"I'm not giving it away." She settled into the warm of me with her wings drawn over the both of us like a roof. "I'm keeping it somewhere safer. You're on the books now. So's the button." A pause, and then, with the last of the shy worn clean off her: "So am I."

When she finally slept—still lamp-bright, dimming slow as she went under—I went down to the grate on my own.

Now, look, I'm very much not a man who talks to fires. But the house was awake in a way it hadn't ever been before, KINDLE-warm and pleased with itself, and I'd run clean out of people to be calm in front of. So I sat in the chair by the Hearth that nobody else ever sits in—the one that was Maeve's chair—and I told her where things stood.

The coal and the flour.

The festival she'd held forty years that a heron crossed off in a morning.

Her moth, named and lit and asleep upstairs.

The four of us down here who weren't walking out.

"I'm going to throw your festival anyway," I told the fire. "Ours. Our own green, our own fire, and Nell's line about which house is warm and which one's only expensive, right across the front of it. I haven't worked out how yet." I rubbed my face. "I'll have it costed by morning. I always do."

The fire didn't answer, on account of being a fire. But the grate settled with a crack, twice—the same small sound I'd heard the night I first sat up with Florrie on the stairs—and the warmth came up around the chair and stayed there, close, gathering like it was glad to have somebody back in it. And if that was only a fire doing what fires do, then I'm a worse reader of a room than Rackham gives me credit for. I didn't argue with it.

Up through three floors of timber somebody—Lottie, it would always be Lottie—let out a whoop, and Mari said something I couldn't hear and didn't need to, and Nell told the pair of them to get back to sleep in the voice that meant she was smiling.

Thirteen days. A frozen lane, a stolen festival, a heron sharpening his clean hands at the end of it. And a house that had just learned to count to five, lit gold in the dark with every room awake at last—warm enough, finally, to be worth coming in out of the cold for.

We just had to make the valley feel it from the green.

We had a fire to build.

For the first time in a fortnight I went up the stairs wanting the morning to come.


CHAPTER 18
JOINT AND SEVERAL



A counter-festival, it turns out, is just a festival you aren't allowed to call one.

We gave the next day to it, the lot of us round the kitchen table, building the thing out of the parts Rackham hadn't thought to freeze. He held the green, the roster, and the Guild seal. But he did not hold the lane, and he did not hold us, and by the second pot of tea I'd stopped thinking of that as a small distinction.

"Right." Nell flattened the denied license on the table, blank side up, and licked the end of a pencil like she meant to fight it. "The Long Night itself. Fire on the lane, not the green. It's our lane, with our doors, and there's no pitch to be granted and no chairman to deny us one. He can keep his field if he wants to. We'll give the valley a reason to walk straight past it and come down to us"

"He'll say it's not sanctioned," said Lottie.

"Then we won't sanction it. We'll just have it." Nell wrote FIRE on the license and underlined it twice. "What's a festival when you scrape the gold leaf off? It's a warm place, a full table, and somewhere to stand that isn't your own cold house. We have all three. Rackham has a field and a grudge. He can keep them."

"I love it when she's like this," Lottie told the room.

"I'm always like this."

"I know. It's very attractive."

Stan put his head through the kitchen door, which took a moment, on account of the rest of Stan. "How big a fire do you want?"

"Big enough the next valley files a complaint," I said.

"Righto." He withdrew and somewhere out the back a woodpile began to die a noble death.

I'd appointed myself the one job in the house I'm unambiguously fit for, which is the books, and so far the books said we were throwing a party for the entire valley on no coal, no flour, and a license that existed to tell us no. It would be fair to say that despite feeling up for this, that state of affairs was making me feel a little nervous.

"The only thing that we know is true is that we can't buy the things we need." Lottie said, mind moving already three moves ahead. "But there's nothing to say we can't borrow it, beg it, and shame it out of people. Half this lane's got a full larder and an empty front step. We're not short of nerve, Sam. In fact, nerve's the one thing this house has started making more of than it needs."

"That was very nearly inspiring," said Mari.

"I have my moments. Write me down for talking to the people. I know who tips first." She started counting them off on her fingers without being asked. "Mrs. Pell, then her sister, then the deer-woman three doors down, in that order, because Mrs. Pell will follow her sister into a burning sea and the sister can't bear not being first at a thing. Yarrow comes the moment there's mulled anything; the woman would brew the Long Night itself if you gave her a pot. Tibbets says no and then turns up early and stays late and tells everyone it was his idea. After those five the whole of Mossbarrow will tip our way, and once things start to tip we'll have won because nobody wants to be the one who missed it."

"You frighten me sometimes," I said.

"You knew that when you kissed me." She winked, and her horns went the smug pink.

Mari herself took the part that involved taking out a heron factor with a satchel. She'd not left the window all morning; she stood there now telling us exactly where on the lane the guild goons were posting themselves to count a crowd and put a chill in it, and what we'd do about each spot, and which of those things were illegal.

"Most of them," she said, "are illegal. But acceptable. I have made a particular study of the illegal kind of harm. The acceptable ones last longer and the magistrate thanks you for it."

"Remind me never to stand you up at a date," I said.

"You are not nearly as funny as the Hearth thinks you are, human."

"The house thinks I'm hilarious."

"The house has low standards. Let us remember that it kept a moth in its walls."

"Excuse me!" said Florrie, with no heat in it at all, and the whole table grinned, because it was a new thing for Florrie to say anything and now she was sat at the head of the settle with a blanket round her shoulders and an opinion in her mouth.

And the moth had the part none of the rest of us could do. She'd spent so much time inside the walls with her ear to the whole lane, and she knew its sorrows as the rest of us knew its rents. Florrie could tell us whose roof leaked, whose boy hadn't come back from the war, and who'd stopped lighting a front lamp because there was nobody left to light it for.

"If you want them to come to a fire," she said, "you have to know what they're cold about. And not just cold. Cold about. Mrs. Pell stopped doing solstice the year her Tom died, because he carved the lanterns, and she can't make a lantern, and she'd sooner sit dark than sit there with a bought one. So don't sell her a lantern. Ask her to teach Stan to carve one. She'll cry and say no and be on your doorstep at dawn with a knife and a turnip."

The kitchen had gone quiet around her. Lottie was writing it all down with her face doing something complicated.

"You've been holding a whole town's grief in a wall for a year," I said, "and the first thing you do with daylight is hand us the map to mending it?"

"It's the only thing I'm any good at. Knowing where it hurts." A beat. "Susan helps."

We all looked at Susan. Susan had spent the meeting being a spider plant on the dresser, and had, at some point, sent a runner clear across the table and into the sugar. She did not look sorry. The blasted plant had annexed three pots, a windowsill, and the better half of Stan's heart, and she contributed to every planning session about as much as weather contributes to a picnic.

"Susan does not help," said Nell. "Susan is vegetation."

"No. Susan listens," said Florrie, loyally. "She just can't write it down."

"Anyone else think our lives are getting weird?" Lottie said.

So that was our day planned out.

Nell was the foreman for a war she'd waited forty years for. Lottie worked the names. Mari locked in on mapping out a campaign of menace. Florrie read the grief and told us what buttons to press. Stan murdered the woodpile and Susan committed crimes in the sugar. And me keeping the books on a thing that'd stopped being theoretical somewhere around Mrs. Pell's lanterns and turned into the first decent idea any of us had had in forever.

Maeve's letter sat in my pocket, read aloud now, shared and no longer mine to hoard. A house full of love, freely given. I'd taken it for a riddle about a quota—fill the rooms, hit the number, light the fire. But watching Nell slide the last of the bread onto Florrie's plate without looking, so it needn't be a thing anyone had to thank her for, I began to suspect it had only ever been a description. And underneath that, the part that really mattered for the fight.

It was the one thing in the house Rackham couldn't touch.

He could buy the deeds, freeze the coal, strike us off the roster, and serve papers till the ink ran dry and not one of his instruments could attach a thing that was given for free.

We went out into the lane that afternoon, and the lane, it turned out, had been waiting for somebody to ask. Coborn was first, because Coborn owed me a cart of coal and a clear conscience and was visibly dying of both. He met us at his yard gate already wincing.

"I can't sell you coal, Mr. Pendle. You know I can't. Word's still…"

"I'm not buying coal, Coborn."

"Oh thank the…" The relief lasted exactly as long as it took him to get suspicious of it. "What are you doing, then?"

"Throwing a fire on the lane on the Long Night itself. The whole valley is invited and I'm not asking you to sell me a thing. I'm asking whether a coal-man might happen to spill a cart on the way past a friend's door. Clumsy fellow. Terrible with a tailgate. Couldn't be helped."

Coborn's hackles came down a notch, and the giggle started up—the helpless gnoll one—and he throttled it with both hands. "He'd have my license."

"He'd have to prove it was sold. Spilled coal isn't sold coal. There's no figure for it. I checked." If there's a gap in a man's rules I will find it and stand in it.

"...The wife," Coborn said slowly, "has been wanting to come to a thing. She says I never take her anywhere." The giggle won an inch. "And she does still want her look at you."

"Bring her. Front row. I'll wear my tightest pair of pants."

"You're a wicked man, Mr. Pendle. Fine. I'll have three carts go clumsy." He wrung my hand in a paw the size of a spade. "Is it true a human's cock is so big that…"

"Yes, Coborn."

"And that…" He had gone a deep and terrible red above the collar.

"Yes. It's true. All of it is true."

"... right. Right. That's… well done you. Three carts, you say?"

Leno we found in the snug at the Mug, holding court, because that is the only place a magpie-kin critic is ever found. He saw us coming and spread his arms like we'd arrived to award him something.

"The human! And his terrifying ladies! Sit, sit. I've been telling these good people that the chairman's festival this year is, between us, a touch managed. A field. Stalls in rows. A man with a clipboard deciding which of you may enjoy yourselves and in what order." He shuddered, theatrically, all down his pied front. "Whereas I hear rumors of something on Tallow Lane. Something unsanctioned, unlicensed and deeply, deliciously improper."

"You don't hear rumors, Leno. You start them."

"I refine them. It's a craft. Give me the story and I'll have it walking the valley by tomorrow noon with its hat on. 'The Warm House and the Cold Field.' 'The festival they tried to ban.' Oh, it writes itself, and the lovely thing about a banned festival, Mr. Pendle, is that the banning is the advertisement." He was already scribbling. "I'll need a quotable line. Something the chairman would hate to read about himself over breakfast."

"'One house in this valley is warm,'" said Mari, not looking up from the room. "'The other is only expensive.'"

Leno stopped writing and looked at her with something close to love. "Madam, you've a gift. Have you considered journalism?"

"I have considered violence. It is adjacent."

As the rumors went around, the consensus in Mossbarrow landed where Lottie had said it would, which I have learned to stop being surprised by. Mrs. Pell said no and shut the door and opened it again before we'd reached the gate to ask, casually, who exactly would be doing the lanterns. Her sister was insulted not to have been asked first and signed on out of spite, which counts. The deer-woman and Yarrow, as it turned out, had exactly the same reaction. All it took was Lottie calling everyone by where they live until they decided to like the idea. An ogress I'd never met before was already three steps ahead of all of us and already had a still the size of a village, and wanted to know only whether she was allowed to make the mulled cider strong enough to require a witness. We said yes. She wept and hugged Stan.

Tibbets said no, it was madness, he'd not be party to it, the Guild would have his pension—and then asked, sidelong, how many lamps we thought a lane that length would want, and whether anybody had considered colored glass, because he happened to have some, doing nothing, going to waste. By dusk he'd appointed himself master of illuminations and was telling Mrs. Pell's sister it had been his idea.

The factor shadowed us the whole way, of course he did, with his gray satchel, dry face, and a tally-book open in his hand, counting every door that opened to us and noting it down for the heron. Mari let him follow for an hour, then crossed the lane, and stood in front of him, and read the names in his book upside down and out loud, slowly, by way of telling him she could. He stopped writing in the street after that. Force of habit. Some chills don't need a spell.

He'd brought paper of his own, mind. He served Mari a summons outside the chandler's—the scrap with three of Rackham's men—handing it over with two fingers like it might bite. She read it and then folded it into a neat square and used it to scrape frost off the chandler's window so Florrie could see the candle-molds inside.

"Is that not contempt of something?" I said.

"Of Rackham," said Mari. "Specifically. The hearing is set for the morning after the festival. He has timed it to take me off the lane the one night it matters. It is clever." She almost smiled. "He has told me, in writing, exactly how frightened of us he is. I shall frame it next to the other one."

The resources freeze, though, bit us where it could. The chandler, who'd been all smiles an hour before, found his nerve had gone and his prices had doubled; somebody had got to him. We routed round him. It turned out that Yarrow rendered tallow and, of course, Tibbets had his hoarded glass and Florrie knew a beekeeper two villages over who hated the Guild more than he loved a quiet life. Every door Rackham shut, the Hearth seemed to help us to find a window, and every window had a friend in it, and the friend, more often than not, leaned out and asked first whether it was true what they said about the human, and second whether they could bring a dish…

"It's true," I'd say, by the forty-first time, "it's all true. Bring enough soup and I might even show you."

"He's monetizing it," Lottie murmured, delighted, as we walked home in the dark with half the valley signed up to a fire that wasn't allowed to exist. "You've become a tourist attraction. We should charge!"

"We are not charging the valley to look at me."

"Granny Sump already is. Penny a look, and she's keeping the takings, and she's told them it's for the lanterns." Lottie hooked her arm through mine. "She's out-earned the bar thus far."

Granny Sump was, in fact, the whole campaign and we'd never thought to recruit her; she'd recruited herself. She and the rest of her fence-pack had taken the festival up like a holy cause, and it had nothing to do with the Beacon or the lane or the Long Night. Rackham had tried to tell a pack of grandmothers where they were permitted to enjoy themselves, and there is no army on this earth like the one that makes. By the time we got home she'd organized a roster of her own, in her own hand, of who was bringing what, and pinned it to our door, and added at the bottom, in enormous letters,

AND THE HUMAN WILL BE THERE. Underlined. Three times.

The house was waiting up for us when we got back, exhausted and happy, with every lamp lit and the grate gone gold. It was KINDLE-warm and pleased with the count of us coming back in out of the cold. The smoke didn't bother writing anything. It just leaned the warmth at the door before we'd got it open, like a hand put out for somebody in the dark.

And up at the top of the house, the line of light under Maeve's door stayed where it was, and none of us said anything about it. Some doors keep. I'd learned that twice; I wasn't fool enough to need a third.

"Twelve nights," said Nell, dropping into Maeve's chair. "Twelve nights to throw a festival a heron's forbidden, on no coal, no license, and a chandler who's lost his spine. We're mad."

"Stark mad," said Lottie, stealing her footstool.

"Stan's built a fire you can see from space," said Mari.

"Tibbets has colored glass," said Florrie, wonderingly, like that settled it. Maybe it did.

I looked at the lot of them—the foreman and the face and the cold one and the moth, and the orc filling the doorway and the plant committing fresh crimes in the sugar—and did the only sum that's ever come out clean in my hands.

"We're not mad," I said. "We're just not for sale. Now, somebody put the kettle on. We've a fire to build and a field to empty, and I want it costed before bed."

Granny Sump's sign was still on the door in the morning. Somebody had added a fourth underline.


CHAPTER 19
BURNING THE MORTGAGE



Mossbarrow tipped by inches, exactly as Lottie said it would, and then all at once, exactly as she didn't.

We spent the week knocking doors. Florrie told me what each house was cold about, and I let the others carry the warmth to it, because a human on the step still froze half of them solid and melted the other half into uselessness, and neither reaction ever got a roof mended. Nell mended roofs for people. Lottie talked friends into things they would deny wanting under oath. Mari stood at the bottom of each path looking exactly as dangerous as required and not one inch more. That actually helped us more than anything else. A lane that's been bullied by a heron for years finds it restful to stand near something that frightens the heron.

Stan raised the fire-stack on the lane until it stopped being a bonfire and became a civic concern. And the Ogress—called Bruyne—brewed her cider and tested it personally, for safety. Repeatedly. Tibbets strung the whole of Tallow Lane with his hoarded colored glass and told everyone the human had begged him to and Granny Sump ran the gossip-army like a field marshal and charged a penny a look at me to fund the lanterns, and when I objected she told me I should be flattered the price held.

And Leno wrote us up. He'd promised to tell the story of Rackham's break-in widely, and he was a man of his appalling word; his notices reached the carriage trade three valleys over, and, I was glad to see, the carriage trade does not answer to the Mossbarrow Innkeepers' Guild. So for every supplier Rackham frightened off, two strangers turned up asking the road to the human's house with the famous fire. Coborn brought the coal himself on the morning of the sixth day, on his own cart, in daylight, where the whole lane could watch him do it. He didn't say a word. He didn't have to. A coal-man who's decided to stop being afraid is an event all of its own with a great deal of coal in it.

By the day of our counter-festival I had a debt of twelve hundred marks, a house I couldn't have emptied with a crowbar, and a clock that said the Long Night fell that very evening. That was the night the dark leans hardest on every Hearth in the valley, when the houses with nothing freely given in them go dark and stay dark and get sold for the land.

I knew that Rackham still expected us to be one of them. He'd timed the levy for the dawn after. The heron would keep standing very still in the cold and let us go out on our own. So, just to spite him, we threw the biggest fire the valley had ever seen, on the very night we were meant to go dark.

Tallow House might've been banned from the rest of the festival on the green, but that didn't matter a damn. The Guild's festival up the hill drew the people who go to a thing because the chairman expects to see them there. That was a crowd you could count, and had no warmth to it at all. We, I was pleased to say, drew everyone else. And I mean everyone. We threw the doors of Number Twelve wide and put Stan's fire where the whole valley could see exactly which house was burning, and Nell ran the night like a war she'd waited forty years to be handed and finally, gloriously won.

"Trestles along the wall, not across the door," she was barking, to Stan, to me, and to anyone fool enough to have hands. "Cider on the left where I can watch Bruyne utterly fail to water it down. Human! Stop being decorative and carry something!"

"I'm greeting people!"

"You're standing in the doorway being sleazy at them like a lizard on a hot stone. Greet them with a stew pot in your arms!"

"That's not greeting, Nell, that's using me for the catering."

"This is a war for the soul of Tallow House, human. You cater the front and you flank with bread." She shoved a tureen into my chest. "Move your ass!"

Lottie drifted past with a tray and a wink. "She's enjoying this more than is strictly decent."

"I heard that," said Nell.

"You were meant to. Mrs. Tibbet's at the gate and she's brought her mother, which means she's staying, which means the whole of Cooper's Row tips in the next ten minutes. Mari, smile at the road!"

"I do not smile."

"Then loom approachably. That's something you have a knack for."

The people of Mossbarrow came for the supper and stayed for other people who joined them at it. Florrie had told us who was cold about what, so without a word said there was a lantern lit in the window for the husband who never came back from the war, carved that dawn by Stan, taught by Mrs. Pell, who'd cried and said no and turned up at first light exactly as Florrie swore she would.

"You said no!" Stan rumbled at her now, holding the lantern up so she could judge her own work.

"I say no to everything once," said Mrs. Pell, wet-eyed. "It's how you know I mean the yes." She turned the lantern a quarter. "Your thumbs are too big for the fiddly bits. We'll do better next year."

"Next year," Stan agreed and somewhere behind me Florrie made a small pleased sound at having been right about a heart again.

And there was a chair kept warm by the grate for old Tibbets-the-elder, who can't feel his feet anymore and won't say so, and there was a quiet corner where Mrs. Pell's sister could be daring without anyone watching her be it. People simply found that Tallow House knew what they needed and laid a place for it, which is a thing no green with a clipboard has ever once managed.

It got loud and it got wonderful.

Bruyne's cider did exactly what she'd promised and required, in the end, more than one witness. "It's a winter cider," she kept saying, to anyone going horizontal. "You're meant to respect it!" A carriage-trade gentleman three valleys from home took a second mug, told her it was the finest thing he'd drunk in a decade, and proposed marriage to the copper. "He can't have the copper," Bruyne told me, gravely. "The copper's spoken for. He may, though, court the cider."

Tibbets's colored glass threw red and gold and green up the fronts of the houses till the whole lane looked lit from inside a jewel, and the waistcoat toadman walked beneath it accepting compliments for a sky he'd not personally manufactured. "The blue took some doing," he was telling a knot of admirers. "You don't just find blue. You have to know a fellow."

We all knew he'd found it in a crate and had never known any fellow at all, and we all let him have it anyway, because a postman with a pension in jeopardy who's decided to be proud of something is a great deal less work than one who's decided to sulk.

Coborn's wife finally got her look at me, walked a slow circuit, declared herself satisfied, and spent the rest of the night telling Coborn he'd undersold the size of it. "You said big. You did not say that. "

"I said big enough for a pink-skinned mammal," Coborn protested, the giggle going. "I'm not going to stand in a man's yard cataloguing his cock, am I?"

"You catalogue coal."

"Coal doesn't have a—" He gave up and gave in to the giggle, which set off three gnolls at the next table, and for a minute that whole corner of the lane was just helpless hyena laughter and a wife saying I'm only saying into her cider.

"Is it true," one of the carriage-trade ladies asked me, sotto voce, "what they print about you? That you could drown a duck-kin with one spurt of⁠—"

"Would you like some stew?" I said, moving on through.

"He says that to everyone," Lottie called, passing. "It's his whole repertoire. And then, when you're not expecting it, he gushes out everywhere. What can I say, he's a menace."

"I'm not a menace."

"No, and there's no reason at all I'm walking funny."

Granny Sump took eleven shillings in penny-looks before she lost count, gave up, and announced the viewing free in honor of the season, which doubled the queue.

"Free viewing of the human!" she bellowed, up and down the lane. "On account of the season and my generous heart! Look all you like, he's spoken for many times over and twice as horny as advertised! So no touching in case you get him all revved up. That's a separate fee and I've not set it!"

"Granny, I will not be used in this way!" I said.

"I'm building anticipation. Mari, love, you want to charge for the cold one and all. Bloke from up the valley's been staring at her like she's a window in July."

"Tell him," said Mari, without turning, "my heart is in anchor and if he keeps looking at me the frostbite is the separate fee. With emphasis on the bite."

Granny Sump cackled so hard she had to sit on her bucket.

Somebody had a fiddle. Somebody always has a fiddle at these sort of things. And by the second tune Bruyne's cider had taught the lane to dance but had sadly forgotten to teach it how, and Nell—Nell, who I'd have sworn didn't have it in her—hauled me off the wall by the front of my shirt and into the middle of it.

"I don't dance," I said. "And I'm amazed you do!"

"We all do tonight! House is full, fire's high, the heron's nowhere, and I have wanted to stand in the middle of this lane on a full night for forty years and not been let." Her tail rode high and easy behind her. "So shut up and be terrible at this with me."

I was terrible at it with her. It was the best dance of my life.

Susan had been carried out to the step in her third pot to supervise the proceedings, and at the height of it she threw a runner clean across the doorframe like a green ribbon snapped at a launching, and Stan wept, a little, and pretended it was the smoke.

"It's the smoke," he told Lottie.

"It's the smoke and nothing else," Lottie agreed, and patted the great trembling slab of his arm.

Florrie came and stood at my shoulder where the light was thickest, glowing soft and not bothering to hide it, her antennae up, watching the lane she'd only ever heard through plaster finally roaring with all its lamps lit at once.

"I've collected a great many facts about humans," she said quietly, "and I've decided I'm done checking them. I'd rather just live in the house with the answers."

"That's the most sensible thing anyone's said all night."

"Don't tell Lottie. She thinks she said it first."

"I heard that," said Lottie, four people away, because of course she did.

And the fire went up gold, and then past gold.

I felt the house drink it. The thing all those bodies carried in under the supper and the coin, a thousand small contentments freely given, none of them owed and none of them bought.

The Hearthlight climbed.

It went past Glow without slowing and past Kindle without asking, and the rooms behind me woke one after another like feeling coming back into a limb, and the smoke came up off the great grate and didn't bother with its pedantic capitals. It just leaned the warmth out the open doors and into the freezing dark, further every minute, reaching for something it had never been full enough to touch.

And that, of course, was when Gerald Rackham arrived.

He came with two Guild goons and a man holding a writ, and he stood in my doorway with the firelight on his long heron's face and waited for the world to go quiet around him. It did, by degrees, because a writ has that effect even on people enjoying themselves in spite of one.

"Mr. Pendle." His voice was like a poured drink, and his smile had far too many small accommodations in it. "What a remarkable turnout! It pains me to bring business to so warm an evening but, as you know the Long Night is falling and your levy falls with it, and we both know a house cannot raise the necessary marks off cider and goodwill." He let his man lift the writ where the fire caught it. "Foreclosure on default, dawn tomorrow. And a separate matter of residency. I believe I spy an unregistered abyssal and a creature kept out of season." Beside me the air cracked white where Mari had gone still, and Florrie's light snuffed out into the not-being-here she'd learned in the walls. "The Guild will, of course, take both into protective custody pending transfer of the property to compliant hands."

He'd timed it the only way it could land. In front of everyone. On the warmest night the lane had known and with the women I was coming to love named aloud, to a hushed crowd, as irregularities to be carried off in a cart.

He'll come for them, Maeve had written. Not for you. Right down to the hour.

In her version of this night, I think the lane went cold around us all at the moment. I imagine she feared it would fold, and remember too keenly that warmth can be taken away. But this lane had spent a week remembering something else.

"No," said Mrs. Pell, from somewhere near the cider. Not loudly. She was only the first.

"That human fixed my roof," said a voice I didn't know, from three valleys off.

"He carried my man's lantern up himself," said another and didn't wipe her face.

Rackham's head came round, eyes moving side-on as he recalculated. The thing about a man who stands very still is that everyone can see the exact moment he starts moving. And the exact moment he decides he doesn't care for what he's seeing and reaches for a bigger hammer.

"Sentiment," he said, pleasant as a poured drink, "is not legal tender. The roofs are very touching. And the lantern carrying—whatever that is—is also very touching. But they are also beside the point of a registered debt." Then he raised one gloved finger and his goons peeled off the doorframe. "The abyssal and the moth. Now. But gently, gentlemen. We are not animals."

"Could've fooled me," said Granny Sump. "Look at the coat."

The biggest of the guild men got a hand as far as Florrie's shoulder and then the lane moved as a whole before I could even think about reacting.

Stan didn't cross the room so much as repossess the part of it the goon was standing in, and then Coborn was there beside him, hackles flat, with four gnolls at his back and not one of them giggling.

"I wouldn't, friend," Coborn said, pleasantly. "She's one of ours."

"Take your hands off the moth!" somebody shouted, and somebody else took it up, and in three seconds half the lane was chanting it at Rackham like a terrace at a coliseum, which is not a sentence I ever expected my life to contain. Mrs. Pell's sister chose that moment to be loudly daring, and poured a half-pint of Bruyne's winter cider down the back of the second goon's collar.

"Oops," she said, with none of Stan's tenderness whatsoever. "Terrible balance, I'm afraid."

"Get. Off. Florrie!" yelled Nell, in a voice that had shifted beer barrels and grown men for forty years. She had her maul in her hand.

But the goon did not immediately get off her. Rackham had paid for additional spine, this once, and meant to get his money's worth. But then Florrie's light came back all at once, blazing up gold off her wings until the doorway threw her shadow forty feet up the lane, and the hand on her shoulder snatched back like she'd gone hot. I guess she had.

"I'm Florrie," she said, to the whole valley. "I haven't a paper to my name and I've lived in Tallow House's walls a year, and I'm staying. Write that down."

"Write it twice!" called Granny Sump. "I'll spell the long words."

"And I am not a liability." Mari stepped into the light beside her, and the cobbles went white under all of our boots, the killing cold gone to something steadier and a great deal more patient. "I am a resident of this house and you may write that down as well. You may also try to take me with you, but you will die. Also, try to lift your foot."

The guild man tried to lift his foot, but then discovered he'd become part of the lane on a more permanent basis than he'd planned.

"This—this is obstruction of a lawful seizure," the writ-man got out, "and every soul interfering is liable⁠—"

"It's my best winter cider," said Bruyne, "and you've shown it no respect at all, and now you're being rude at a party. Sit down before you say a thing that makes me squash you flat, you silly little bird."

"I say," remarked a gentleman three valleys from home, to nobody and everybody, "is the chairman always like this? Only I've booked the whole season."

"He's worse on paper," Leno told him, not looking up from it.

"I say the levy can hang," said Nell. "I've kept this house broke and happy for forty years, and I'll keep it broke and happy from a ditch before I let a heron in a good coat tell me which fire I'm allowed to stand at."

Rackham tried once more—he was nothing if not persistent with other men's money. "You are, every one of you, tenants of a property in default⁠—"

"I've been wanted my whole life for the wrong thing," said Lottie, stepping up on Nell's other side so the doorway became a wall of them, and her horns came up gold instead of pink, "and I'll be damned if I spend the longest night of the year frightened off the first right one. Read the room, Gerald. It's the one thing here you never thought to buy and it's just voted."

He looked at the wall of the people of Mossbarrow. Then he looked past it at the lane and every lantern lit, and every face turned his way, the carriage trade banked three deep and Leno's pencil going like it was paid by the line.

And the people of the town—the whole warm, half-cidered, lantern-lit lot of them—stopped being afraid of Gerald Rackham at the same moment. All out loud and together.

And Tallow House took everything they gave and went up.

The Hearthlight blew past Kindle and roared into Blaze—the tier the valley had needed lit on the Long Night since before any of us were born—and the warmth pouring up the chimney and out the wide doors and into the dark over Tallow Lane in a column of gold you could have read a writ by three valleys off.

The frost went off every window at once and the cold went out of the night like the biggest fireball the most powerful wizard in existence had ever thrown. And on the kitchen table, four rooms back, the duplicate writ the factor had left there at midwinter browned at its edges and curled into ash, because—and Nell had told me this the first week—a Blaze house is a forgiven house.

Rackham looked at the fire and shook his head. "Quite the Hearthlight display," he said, and the poured-drink voice had gone a touch flat. "But this does not discharge a registered debt."

"No," I agreed. "But the Long Night does, when a house burns this bright on it. And that's your own Guild's oldest law, Gerald. It's older than the levy you keep trying to collect under it. A hearth that blazes through the Long Night has paid in the only coin the dark takes, and owes no man anything till the next one." I had the books. I always have the books. "I cut your three thousand marks to twelve hundred with clause fourteen a few weeks back and tonight I cut the twelve hundred to nothing, and I didn't have to lift a pen. You can keep the clause that lets you collect or you can skip the clause that lets the Long Night burn it off. You don't get to do both and call it law."

He'd have argued. He was probably stubborn enough to argue. But a town that had been frightened of him for years had just spent one night warm because of us, and Leno was in the crowd with his notebook open and his eyes shining, and Coborn stood with his arms folded and his hackles flat, and the carriage trade who'd come three valleys for the famous fire were now watching the famous fire's landlord try to seize it off a doorstep full of people the whole valley had decided, that very night, to love.

A smarmy man can survive being hated.

He cannot survive being a bad investment in front of the people whose money he may well need in the future.

I watched the decision and saw the exact moment a man recalculates the cost of a thing he can no longer afford to be seen wanting. His spa, if that was still something he wished to make happen, needed the lane's goodwill, the Guild's backing, and a quiet foreclosure nobody wrote up. And he had, standing in the gold light of Tallow House, precisely none of the three.

"Enjoy your season, Mr. Pendle," he said, because smarmy men always leave well and then he inclined his head to the women on the step as though they'd won a prize at a fair, and he turned, and he walked, and the dark took the gray of his coat somewhere down the lane.

Granny Sump waited until he was just far enough to hear it and not quite far enough to answer.

"OI," she bellowed. "PENNY A LOOK AT THE LOSER!"

The lane came apart laughing, and the fiddle started up again before he'd reached the corner, louder than before, and the party closed back over the place where he'd stood like water over a dropped stone.

After that, the Long Night ended the way every long night ends.

Slowly, and then with breakfast.

The Blaze banked itself down to something a house could live inside, becoming a steady gold past Kindle that Maeve's meter had no word for yet and the smoke would no doubt invent a pedantic one for by lunch.

The carriage trade booked rooms for the whole season before they'd sobered up and Leno filed a notice that made Rackham sound like a man who'd tried to bill the sunrise. Coborn left more coal than I'd ordered and refused, on principle, to discuss it. Yarrow proposed making the lane fire an annual event, and the lane, hoarse and happy and warm to the bone, voted aye by acclamation and Bruyne went looking for more cider to seal it with.

And up at the top of the house, behind the painted door we still weren't allowed through, the line of warm light burned steady all night and asked nothing of anyone, and I left it be. Whatever Maeve had kept up there, she'd kept it for a colder winter than this one. This one we'd won and I could feel her in the blaze anyway—no ghost at all. Only the shape a woman leaves in a place she loved hard enough—and I'd have sworn the Hearth settled, once, the little drop it keeps for somebody glad to be home, and I let it be her.

I had no idea what we were going to do with a house that's finally, fully ours. Throw another fire, probably. But the table was full and the fire was warm and, for the first time since I walked through that door and a furious woman with a silver streak promised me I'd ruin the place, the column and the calendar had stopped racing each other.


CHAPTER 20
NOTHING LEFT TO SUBTRACT



The morning after a house stops being about to die is a strange time.

I'd spent every dawn since I inherited Tallow House doing the same set of sums. Working out what was owed, what we had, and how many days stood between the two. That morning I sat down at the kitchen table with the book and the pen and found, for once, I had nothing to subtract.

The levy was gone—at least for now. And so was the threat of eviction. And the heron who'd held both over our heads was somewhere across the valley explaining to his backers why the lane he'd promised to raze for a spa was, instead, the warmest address in the realm, run by a human everyone had decided overnight they'd always rather liked.

We had eleven working rooms and a waiting list. A boarding-house license sixty years grandfathered and proof against anything the Guild could draft. Leno's review was doing cracking work three valleys off, so the carriage trade now arrived asking the road to the famous Hearth as though it were not a drafty pile with a serious spider-plant problem. Coborn's coal. Stan's mended roofs—and, on the second morning, Stan up a ladder at last putting right the chimney flashing, which Nell crossed off her four-page list with a stub of pencil and a look of such enormous satisfaction that nobody dared say a word about it. A town that had learned it was allowed to be warm.

By every figure I could work, Tallow House was a going concern and one with a great deal of goodwill on the books I couldn't have priced if I'd tried. And I've tried to price stranger things.

My girls were slow coming down, the morning after the Long Night. People often are, after they've been frightened together and come out the far side still holding hands. Mari came first, and stood at the front window out of nothing but habit. There was no threat on the road now and nobody rehearsing any harm. Only the lane going about its frosted morning.

"He will not come back," she said. "Men like the heron do not return to a place that has made them small. They find a softer town." She watched the empty road a moment longer and then her shoulders visibly dropped.

"That's the most relaxed I've ever seen you out of a whole bunch of ropes."

"It is a restful feeling. I may take it up as a hobby."

Lottie came down crying. She said she'd felt the whole valley go warm at once—every glad heart in Mossbarrow filling at the same instant—and she hadn't known a succubus could be filled instead of drained until it happened to her.

"I keep waiting for the catch," she said, scrubbing at her face with the heel of her hand. "I've spent so long feeding off wanting, scraping by on whatever people felt at me, and it turns out being wanted back fills you up so fast it spills out your eyes in a kitchen at breakfast." Her horns had stayed the gold they'd gone on the Long Night, and hadn't flushed pink once all morning. "It's undignified. I look ridiculous."

"You look like a woman who's full for once."

"Stop being perceptive before tea. It's against the rules."

Nell did the books with me, by which I mean she stood at my shoulder and disapproved of my handwriting, and when I got to the bottom of the column and there was nothing owed at the foot of it she went very quiet.

"There's one thing owed," I said, and turned back a page to where I'd written it out properly the night before: forty years of a housekeeper's wage, at the rate she'd have set herself, against a house that had never once had the coin to pay it. "I can't clear that this year. I can start it this year."

Nell looked at the figure a long moment, and at the tab underneath it where she'd been adding my overtime out of spite since my third day.

Then she put a hand to the back of my neck for half a second, gruff about it, and said, "Right."

Just that.

And Florrie came down in daylight with the shutters open, blinking but unbothered. She was now a moth who'd decided the cold could come now and find her exactly where she meant to be. She set a fifth place at the table without being asked, and then a sixth, for our first paying breakfast guest, and then she went and lit the front lamp herself.

The house took BEACON quietly, in the end, which I hadn't expected.

I'd assumed, after the Long Night, that the highest a Hearthhold could climb would arrive as the Blaze had: all roaring, frightening and earned at the lip of the dark. But it didn't. It came on an ordinary morning, with the rooms let and the bread up and the five of us and three strangers eating at a table built for fourteen, and somebody laughing at something I didn't catch. When it happened it was just the sense of warmth in the walls just going up one steady notch and staying there and then the smoke came off the kitchen grate, took its time, and wrote the thing it had been climbing toward since the night I walked in past a badger-kin with a crowbar and a deed and no idea what either was for.

HEARTHLIGHT: BEACON. HOUSE FULL. WELCOME HOME, ALL OF YOU.

I noticed that it had taken to addressing the room instead of me, but I found I didn't mind. A Beacon, it turns out, is the highest a house can hold and go on holding. It's a hearth that burns steady enough to be seen by anyone still out in the cold. The lane could see it from every window and the valley could see it from the bridge.

A Beacon burns to be seen. That's the whole point of one.

On the second night it burned, a letter came up the lane in a hand I didn't know, from a town I'd never heard of, asking whether it was true a human had lit a Beacon in Mossbarrow. There were others, the letter said, who had reason to want to know, and reasons they hadn't put in a letter.

I haven't answered it yet.

I took Maeve's own letter out instead and read it through to the end for the first time. Properly, all the way to the postscript I'd skipped the night I was too busy being frightened to read a dead woman's smaller handwriting. I realized that there were three lines under the rest that I could swear hadn't been there the first time. They glittered with an aetheric glow as I read them.

It's bigger than this house, Sam. What the Beacon is. Who'll come asking once it's lit. But that part can wait for a colder winter than yours. You'll want something worth defending before you go looking for the rest of it, and now you have it. Mind the badger. Feed the moth. Keep the door shut at the top till the house tells you, and not one day before.

That seemed like pretty good advice, so I left the door at the top shut.

It's still warm under the hand and is the one warm sealed thing in a house that's otherwise thrown every door it owns wide. Whatever Maeve kept up there she kept for a winter harder than the one we just won, and I have decided to trust the badger and the moth and the dead woman who knew all about me before I did, in that order, on the question of what's due and when.

I'm an accountant. I know the difference between an account that's settled and one that's only not due yet. I think that door at the top of the house is the second kind.
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Lottie found me by the great grate that night, after the guests had gone up and the supper things were done and the house had banked itself to that steady Beacon gold that no longer needed watching.

"You've been working and worrying all day," she said. "I can always tell. You get a line here." She touched the spot between my eyebrows and I smiled to see that her horns were still gold. "You need to turn that frown upside down. The books are done. We won."

"Force of habit. I've spent every night since I got here working out what I stood to lose."

"And tonight?"

"Tonight there's nothing in the column." I caught her wrist before she took the hand back. "It's a strange feeling. I keep reaching for the worry and finding the spot empty."

"I know that feeling exactly." She turned her hand over in mine, so it was holding instead of held, and the gold of her horns warmed a half-shade, and the fire—which had been minding its own business—leaned toward the two of us a degree. Subtle.

"Empty's the only way I've ever known how to be. Hungry. Topped up off whatever someone felt at me across a room and gone cold again by morning." She looked at our hands rather than at me. "I came down crying this morning because I realized I haven't been hungry like that since I met you, and I didn't know a person could not be. And I've spent all day waiting for it to drain back out. For the catch."

"And there isn't one?"

"Not yet. But everyone always says that, don't they? And then there's a catch."

I have learned, in this house, that there are some things you can't tell a person and have them believe. You have to show her the figure and let her check it against the source.

"Then check," I said. "You've spent your life living off what people couldn't help feeling at you, taking the scraps because the scraps were all anyone gave a succubus." I drew her into my arms. "I'm not going to feel something at you across a room, Lottie. I'm going to want you on purpose, with the lamps on, where you can watch me do it, and you can track me the whole way through for a catch and you won't find one. That's the only fact in this house I'm sure of."

"That's not fair. You can't say accountant things in a romantic…"

I kissed her and her horns went from gold to a deep rose, the color she only ever lets them go when she's asking for herself and not for an audience.

"Does that sound like a thing you'd want?" I said—her own line, the one she asks everyone and that nobody had ever once thought to ask her back.

"Oh yes. Gods. Yes. On purpose. With the lamps on."

So I kissed her, and she came up against me with the whole of herself and no half-measures, and I braced, from pure habit, for the hook — a step we'd taken countless times by now.

Because that was how this went, with Lottie. It always opened the same way: the empathic hook sinking into the center of my chest, catching on my pulse, and the drain hauling my want straight out of me and looping it back twice as hot until I couldn't have told you whose pleasure was whose, or where I ended and the succubus began.

The loop was a glorious way to fuck.

Our loop was a runaway cart on a hill with the brakes cut. We'd burned through three rounds and most of a dresser the first night, and a good deal of the furniture since, and every single time it ended the same way, with the hook letting go all at once and dropping me, scraped clean and grinning, every figure in my head reduced to ash.

I braced for it, but this time it didn't come.

I kissed her, and there was no hook. No pull on my pulse, no roar building behind my eyes, no white static crowding the edges of the room. Just her mouth on mine, my hands in her hair, and the ordinary, enormous fact of Lottie with the link between us shut like a door she'd decided to leave shut.

I pulled back to look at her. "You're not…"

"No. Not this time. I don't want to feed, Sam. I don't want to fuck you with the loop running so hard I'm half you the whole time and can't tell my own wanting from the echo of yours." She pressed her forehead to mine, and I felt her tremble. "I'm learning that I can be filled instead. I want to do this like a… human. Lamps on and with no loop. Nothing of yours going down a drain. Just… mine. Freely given." Her voice dropped. "Is that—can we⁠—"

"Come here," I said.

I knew her body and she knew mine. We'd done it every way this house could hold the two of us—and with Mari besides—and there's a knowing that comes off that much practice, like a map you stop needing to read. But, I realized, I'd always explored her by the loop's light, with every one of her nerves wired straight into mine, the wanting doing the work for both of us so neither of us had to be careful.

And now there was no loop to read by tonight. So I read her the slow way instead: by hand, by mouth, and by the hitch in her breath and the way her thighs loosened when I found a place and tightened when I left it.

I got her out of the rest of her clothes—and she let me, when on any other night she'd have torn mine off and sunk down onto me before I'd finished thinking about it. The heat came off her as it had that morning at the breakfast table: overflow. Wonderful warmth with nowhere to be but out, spilling off her skin onto my hands, and for the first time I got to simply feel it instead of feeding it back up the line.

I laid her into the lamplight and took my time, because we had it, and because without the loop hauling us both toward the finish there was no hurry anywhere in the room. I kissed down the length of her. The gold-flushed line of her throat, the huge of her breasts and the soft of her stomach. And every place my mouth landed registered as hers and hers alone.

Her gasp was her own. Not mine, echoed back at double.

When I settled between her thighs and put my tongue inside her, she arched clean up off the mattress with a sound I had never once heard her make—startled, almost shy—because she was feeling it from one side only, the right way round, her pleasure staying in her own body where it belonged, and it took her apart faster than the loop ever had.

"Sam—" Her hand fisted in my hair, gold rising bright off her horns. "It's so much. Why is it so much more like this⁠—"

"Because it's yours," I said against her. "Nobody's siphoning it off. It's all yours to keep."

She kept it and she came against my mouth with her heels dug into my back and the whole of her lit gold, and it was nothing like the seizing, screaming, wood-gouging finish the loop wrung out of her. It was quieter and it lasted much longer, and was a deep slow pull that rolled all the way through her and left her shaking and laughing and crying at once and not one watt of it spilled into me. All of it stayed hers.

Then I came up over her, and she pulled me in and when I slid into her there was no surge or hearth roaring hard enough to walk the bed across the floor. Just the grip and the heat of her, familiar as my own name, her breath gone ragged at my throat, and the strange new quiet of feeling exactly where I stopped and she started.

We fucked slowly that time and I realized I'd never once gone slow with Lottie. The loop had never allowed it, had always had us both at a dead sprint before I'd found the rhythm. It allowed it now. And I learned what it was to want her with my own want—undivided, not looped and doubled and ricocheted between us until it stopped belonging to anybody—just one man wanting one woman, and on purpose.

"Look at me," she said, and I did. Her eyes weren't burning with the feeding burn, all furnace and demand. They were only hers. "There's really no catch is there?"

"No catch. Just you. Just this." I kissed her and kept the slow rhythm going, and felt her pussy begin to flutter and tighten around me, her warmth folding over the both of us like the Hearth leaning in. "Full up, Lottie. For as long as you want it."

She came a second time with my name in her mouth and her arms locked round my back, and I went over after her and this time I wasn't hollowed out. Every other time, the loop had let go of my chest at the end and left me scoured clean, wrung dry, gloriously empty and ready to sleep for a week. This time there was nothing to let go, because nothing had ever taken hold, and I too lay there full instead. Both of us full. Neither of us fed on. The warmth just sitting in the bed between us with nowhere it needed to go and nobody trying to spend it.

"Huh," Lottie said into my collarbone, a long while later. The horns had gone soft gold, the asking-rose put away because there was nothing left to ask for. "So that's what it's like."

"What's what like?"

"Being filled instead of doing the filling." She traced a slow line down my sternum. "I keep waiting to be hungry again and… I'm not. I'm just here. With you. Full."

"Stay full, then."

"It's your house. I live here."

"Stay up here, I mean. Tonight. With me." I pulled the blanket up over the both of us. "We can be full together."

She huffed a laugh into my chest, and that was the last of the wariness gone, spent like a coin she finally got to set down. She settled her head over my heart where she could hear it going, and she stayed, and the lamps stayed on.

And four floors down the Beacon held its steady gold and didn't trouble to write a thing—because the loop had stayed shut all night, and the house had filled anyway, right to the brim, on nothing but two people choosing each other.

I didn't run a single figure that night. The books were closed, and for the first time in my life I had no urge at all to open them.

The letter was still in my coat pocket, downstairs, on its peg. Not settled. Just not due yet. There is a difference, and I have spent my whole working life knowing exactly what it is, and that night I found I could live with it until the morning.


THE HOUSE IS FULL. THAT WAS NEVER GOING TO BE THE EASY PART


Sam went into the winter owing a year of levy and owning fourteen empty beds. He comes out of it with a Beacon on the lane, a badger-kin who has finally stopped pretending she's only staff, and a letter from a stranger that he hasn't answered yet.

Full Board and Monster Girls picks up on Tallow Lane with every bed let and the Hearth developing opinions about the guests. A full house, it turns out, is not the same thing as a fed one.
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HEARTHHOLD, BOOK TWO — CHAPTER ONE



I woke up at four in the morning to the sound of nobody screaming. This made a pretty nice change.

Only a couple of months earlier I'd have been up by now anyway, about to get on my way to the Guild and another long day of numbers. There'd always been plenty of numbers. It's funny, but I think I'd pretty much spent my whole professional life being frightened of numbers on other people's behalf.

But since coming here, that'd all changed. Nobody under this roof had been frightened of anything—much less a number—in six weeks now. Mind you, it turned out that fear might've had its uses. For example, worry about Tallow House being repossessed seemed to have been keeping everybody extremely polite…

In fact, I'm pretty sure that a fair amount of what happened this winter wouldn't have occurred in a boarding house where everyone was still nervous about the winter.

Musing on that, I got up, put my boots on in the dark, and went to see about the bread.

The Mug's back door was propped on a wedge of kindling because Lottie likes the cold on the back of her neck when she works. Inside the coffee shop, it was warm as an armpit and smelled wonderfully of yeast and scorched sugar. My lovely succubus had her sleeves shoved past the elbow and had both her hands buried in the second batch.

"Don't," she said as she heard me enter.

"I haven't done anything, yet."

"You're about to do something distracting and I'm sorry but I simply don't have the time to be flirted with right now." She lifted her hands out of the dough and held them up either side of her head. Her horns had gone gold on the Long Night itself and had stayed that way ever since, which I still wasn't used to. "Now stand somewhere where I can't see you being all cute and munchable."

"Just to say, you specifically asked me to pop in when I was up."

"No. I asked you to come in at seven like a normal customer." She shoved the dough over on itself, the whole thing, and her, jiggling very pleasantly. "Instead you've turned up at four, smelling of a bed I'd rather be still in, and I have a full batch to get through!" Her tail came off her waist and slammed the door shut behind me, wedge and all.

"Everything okay? You seem…" I winced as she slammed the dough down… "tense."

"All those full rooms with people being content. It's driving me mad. It's like being fed in your sleep and never getting to enjoy eating." The gold at her horn-tips went rose.

"You seemed to enjoy eating last night… or, at least, being eaten out."

"I said don't. I am covered to the elbow, and you know full well I can't defend myself." She blew a curl of hair off her face. "You could at least have the decency to stand further away. I can feel you from over here."

The thing is, although I was joking, I knew things were getting a little tricky for Lottie in Tallow House. It used to be that the Loop would need at least a kiss and a running start to fully activate. But now, though, with the Hearth at Beacon, it just seemed to be constantly going for her, and everything was arriving twice. I know most people wouldn't complain about constantly being seconds from orgasm, but it certainly made getting anything else done a bit of a bind.

"You're still doing it," she said.

"I'm standing still."

"You're standing still at me!" She put both hands flat on the dough and left them there as she began shaking. "Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck. Here it goes. No, we're not doing this, I've got twenty minutes on this proof, and if I have to knock this batch back because of you I will have to tell Nell why. And I will enjoy telling Nell why."

"No. You wouldn't."

"I would. And I'd do it in front of the guests, too." Lottie's horns went a shade darker and she looked at the ceiling for a second. "Come on. You need to get out. Now."

"Lottie…"

"Out. You can come back at seven, buy something, but you can't look at me while you do it. We can… resume this at a time when I am not personally responsible for the town's breakfast." She pointed at the door with a dough-covered hand. "Go!"

"Just to say, you are looking quite lovely this morning."

"Sam!"

"I'm only saying. There's something about you covered in something sticky that…"

She threw a handful of dough at my head, and I sauntered back home in the dark with flour in my hair. Tallow Lane at four thirty is quite a lovely sight. All the chimneys were going, and every window dark, with frost coming up out of the cobbles.

I went up past Coborn's yard, where there was more coal stacked against my account than I'd ordered with no note explaining why. This was the third month running he's pulled that one and he's still refusing to discuss what's going on. Then Granny Sump's shutter went up as I passed.

"Human!"

"Granny." I stopped under her window, which I have learned is quicker than not stopping.

"Have you been out all night?"

"No. Only for a few minutes. I just went to see Lottie."

"You've got cum in your hair." She leaned out far enough that I worried about her. "Front and back."

"It's just flour, Granny."

The shutter came down and then went straight back up again. "Is it true you can blow yourself? Marjorie says her cousin's people say a human male's so big that he can…"

"Goodnight, Granny."

"You still owe me!" she shouted after me. "You said on Coborn's fence. Once. Slowly. I've buried three husbands and I've not got forever."

And the thing is, I did say it. I'd been carrying that one about since before the frost came, and there comes a point where a debt you keep not paying starts costing more than the paying would. So I stopped in the middle of the lane at twenty to five in the morning, and I put my hands in my coat pockets, and I turned round. Once. Slowly.

Nothing came out of that window at all for a moment.

"Well," said Granny Sump, and I don't believe I have ever heard a woman sound more thoroughly satisfied about anything in her life. "That's the account settled, then."

"That's the account settled."

"For this year," she said, and the shutter came down.

Our own front path still had Stan's tarp on the second-floor wall, but it was going all ragged where the winter had got at the nails. The chimney flashing had finally come off the 'to-do' list, where it had sat underlined twice since before I owned the place, and somebody had already underlined something new at the bottom of it twice. It struck me that a house that's finally making decent cash seemed to also be a house with a great many jobs in it that nobody could be spared to do anymore.

That made me stand in my frozen garden at a quarter to five thinking about how much I'd have given a year ago for problems like this. I was smiling the whole time.

The one thing on the peg by the door that wasn't a problem like this was still the letter, in the hand I didn't know, that I still hadn't answered. It had been there since the morning after the Long Night, and at some point Nell had stopped moving it when she dusted, and made sure I saw her stop.

By eight, the kitchen of Tallow House was full and getting fuller. That sounds like a good thing until you're the one who can't reach the kettle.

"Sit!" Nell said, from the stove. "And don't touch that."

"You sure? I was going to be ever-so helpful."

"You were going to get underfoot, human." She had three pans going and her tail was doing something interesting behind her. "Now sit down and eat. There's a High Elf in the dining room who's decided breakfast is at eight."

"To be fair, it is eight."

"It's ten past and he's been buzzing in and out of my doorway since five to, looking elfinly tragic about it, and if I go out there now he'll get what's coming to him."

Mari emerged from the cold store with a slab of ice on her shoulder, frost steaming off her forearms. She dropped it in the sink with a snarl. "The carcasses have been counted," she said. "We are three days ahead of projection. That is because I have been hunting and restocking. Me and me alone."

"We all appreciate you, Mari."

"Some of you could appreciate the excellence of my hunt better."

"I'll bring it up at the next meeting. 'Make Mari Feel More Loved,'" I said, before remembering that she didn't do sarcasm and never has, and that I have yet to find the edge of whatever is going on in there. "But thank you. We need the extra food if we try to open up any of the closed rooms."

"We're not taking on anybody else!" Nell roared.

"Nell…"

"We've already got a waiting list." She started dealing plates down the table like cards she didn't much care for. "And there's nine names on it. Nine!"

"The striped one speaks the truth," Mari said. "We are at capacity." She paused and looked around. "I am missing the succubus. I feel certain that set-up deserved an 'as full as I was last night' response. That was a wasted opportunity."

"I'm just saying…"

"I've run this house forty years and we have no more room!"

"Then how about we hire somebody to help out around the place. With the aether money. That's what it's for."

"And when it stops?" The black band of fur across Nell's eyes was pulled into a scowl I hadn't seen since the Long Night. "When it stops—and it will, because everything does—we'll have someone on wages we'd have to put out on the lane in winter. No, I shall not be doing that." She stood in front of the stove, glowering, and did not give an inch.

"Fine," I said. "But I think you're wrong."

"I know you do. And I don't care." She went back to the eggs. "Florrie, love. One more setting, please."

I looked up, surprised, and saw Florrie stuck to the ceiling. I hadn't realized she was there.

"I already did it, Nell. Because you said. Earlier. About the lady with the… sorry. I did six."

The kitchen at that hour is less a room than a set of overlapping arguments, and I have learned to eat inside them rather than try to stop them.

"Two of the wyvern party want their breakfast taken up," Nell said, to the pans. "They can want. There's a dining room down here and it has chairs in it."

"They cannot use the chairs," Mari said. "Their hips do not fold in that direction. I explained this to you on Tuesday and you told me you were busy."

"I was busy."

"You are always busy. That is the difficulty with telling you things." Mari set the ice down and looked at it rather than at Nell, which is what she does instead of apologizing for winning. "I have moved two of the low benches to the end of the long table. It took me nine minutes. Nobody had to fold anything."

Nell stopped, with the pan off the heat, and did not say thank you, because that would have been conceding the whole war rather than the one engagement. What she said was, "Then they can have their eggs at the end of the long table," which is the same thing in her language.

Florrie came down the wall by the dresser, head first, with a stack of six saucers held flat against her front.

"There's a — sorry. There's a thing about the third floor," she said. "The rota. Only the rota says the bath's free at seven and it isn't, because the gentleman with the antlers has been getting in at ten to, and he's very sorry about it, he told me twice he was sorry, but he keeps doing it. Sorry."

"He'll stop," Nell said.

"I don't think he will. He's not — sorry. He's not doing it to be difficult. He just can't hear the clock from that end."

Mari put her head on one side. "Then the clock is in the wrong place."

"The clock has been in that place since before I came to this house."

"Yes," Mari said. "And the gentleman with the antlers has been in the bath at ten to seven since Sunday. One of those two facts is easier to move."

There was a silence with a good deal of eggs in it.

"Move the clock," Nell said, eventually. "Not you. I'll do it."

"You will not do it," Mari said. "You are cooking for nineteen. I will do it, and I will do it now, and it will take four minutes, and you will be irritated about it for the rest of the day and that is an acceptable cost."

She went. Nell watched her go with her tail held very straight behind her. It's the face a person makes when somebody has taken a thing off her hands and she has not yet worked out how to be robbed politely.

"She's right," I said.

"I know she's right. That's what I'm cross about." Nell dealt me an egg with a good deal of force. "It'd be a great deal easier round here if the abyssal was wrong more often."

Then the deer-woman from three doors down put her head round the door to ask, very casually, whether the ninth name on the list might be moved up on account of it being her sister, and that she'd have to kill her if she wasn't out the house soon.

"She's still behind eight others who all reckon they're the exception," Nell said.

"She'd be happy to share…"

"Everyone says they're happy to share, but what they mean is they want to fuck the human."

The deer-woman left sheepishly and a dwarf appeared with his napkin still in his collar. "I was wondering," he said, "whether the hot water…"

"Third floor's on a rota and the rota's on the door," said Nell.

"It's only that I'm a paying…"

"Everybody in this house is paying. Well, except the damned spider plant, and that plant's got a better claim on the windowsill than you have on my morning." She pointed the ladle at him without looking. "Get back to the dining room. The table's laid and there's a High Elf in there who'll talk to you about drainage until you feel better."

He went. Florrie waited until the door had swung and then said, to the salt, "He's not really about the water."

"No?"

"He's been three nights on his own and he keeps… sorry. He keeps coming to the wrong room so somebody has to talk to him. That's all. It's not… I only mean somebody could put him next to the High Elf on purpose. Instead of by accident."

Nell stopped with the pan halfway off the heat. "Fine," she said. "Then let's do that."

"There is a version of this house," Mari said, "in which we simply put the lonely ones together at one end of a long table and leave them to it."

The Hearth had been sulking about all the chaos and now let a coal go off like a pistol shot. Then a thread of smoke came up off the grate.

WAITING LIST: NINE. …PROSPECTING.

"No. No. No! Don't you dare start!" Nell told it.

I smiled and got on with my eggs.

Leno appeared at the door a few minutes later. "I have been standing at the bottom of your garden," he said, "composing this."

"Composing what?"

"The manner, Mr. Pendle. Any magpie can bring you news. The craft is in the delivery." He produced the sheet from inside his coat. "For your interest, the Guild have begun selling off the chairman's properties. Parcel by parcel. It went up on the board at half past seven, I had it in my hand at twenty to eight, and no other creature in this valley knew before I did."

"Okay. Sure. Well done." That seemed to matter an awful lot to him.

"Thank you." He handed the information over. "I think you should look, in particular, at this property."

The paper he gave me had a parcel number, a date, and an address.

"Who else is thinking of buying it?"

"I don't know." His whole body literally shook as he said it.

"You don't know? That's a new one for you, isn't it? Is there anything in this valley you've not known before?"

"I've asked four people and been told nothing. That has not happened to me since I was thirty." The feathers on his front went up a little, but then settled down. "It seems that somebody is keeping it quiet. Whoever it may turn out wants this particular property, I fear they may find this lane a good deal less accommodating than they are expecting. I intend to be quoted about that."

Then he went. He had a valley to spread gossip around.

The property that used to belong to Rackham, and was now for sale, was Number Eight, Tallow Lane. That was four doors down.

You can see the whole of Tallow Lane from our front window. Every chimney was putting up smoke. Apart from Number Eight.

The grate turned over and sent a ribbon of white up.

CHIMNEYS: LIT.

ONE …CHECKING.

"Yeah," I said. "I saw it too."
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A NOTE FROM CASSIE


Thanks for reading this one. It started with a fairly boring thought, which is that most fantasy about inheriting a haunted house skips the part where somebody has to actually pay the heating bill on it, and I wanted to write the version where that's the whole plot.

Sam was always going to be an accountant. I tried him as a soldier for about two pages and it was terrible, because the thing that makes him worth following is that he reads the paperwork when everyone else is panicking, and you can't do that if you're good in a fight. Nell arrived fully formed and slightly annoyed and has never once done what I planned for her. Florrie was supposed to be a one-scene joke about something living in the eaves.

If you've a favorite, tell me — hit reply on any newsletter and it comes straight to me. I read all of them, and I answer more of them than is probably sensible.

XXX Cassie

cassiewilderauthor.com


BEFORE YOU GO


If you enjoyed your stay at Tallow House, a review would genuinely help. They're how books like this one get found, and a line or two is plenty — you don't have to write an essay about it.

You can follow me on Amazon here, which means you get an email from them whenever there's a new one: https://www.amazon.com/stores/author/B0GJRV95WY

And if haremlit is your thing generally, harem-lit.com is where a lot of us live.
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