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			I paused on the threshold of the shop to stamp the frost from my boots. It settled on the sills and cobblestones at night now, a fine white fur, as if winter were a great beast who skulked through the city while we slept, leaving bits of pelt behind. At least the snows hadn’t arrived yet, which was some relief.

			I removed my gloves, surreptitiously checking my sleeves for cat hair. The landlord, an older, narrow man, watched me with an expression of gravity disproportionate to the situation.

			“It’s a good size,” I said, finally giving up the attempt at honesty. The shop was not as bad as some of the others, but even if it were, I was desperate to find something to compliment. I noticed only a little mould in the corners, and no evidence of mice, though it was perhaps half the square footage claimed by the newspaper advertisement.

			M. Levasseur smiled, not quite hiding his relief. “It is that,” he said. “You will not find anything larger in this neighbourhood, mademoiselle, where folks work hard and learn to make do.”

			He gave me a pugnacious look, as if readying himself for an argument. I only smiled, feeling a stab of relief—this suggested that I was not the first to enquire about the place. And now that I had seen it, I could guess which side—landlord or tenant—had been rejected.

			“Good location for a charity,” he went on. “The Sisters of Salvation have their shop across the square. And Saint-Jean gives free meals almost every day.”

			“Oh?” I said nervously, pretending to be surprised. On my walk there, I had passed Saint-Jean, a pretty but worn-looking stone church at least a century old, and the Sisters of Salvation, which provided free clothing to those who could not afford any. I had, in fact, made use of both during especially lean years.

			A foghorn sounded, and I heard the rumble of ships being unloaded at the river wharves, smelled the mingled algae and soot. I could not help thinking that an isolated location such as this, tucked in amongst warehouses and far from the bustle of the city, was not ideal for my particular needs.

			You’ll make do, a little voice lectured me. It added in its pessimistic way, You’ve been turned down eight times. Stand up straight.

			I adjusted my posture and smoothed the tension in my face, aiming to project the confidence of a seasoned businesswoman. It was more difficult after a long day; my back ached, and on the whole I would have preferred to be at home in a hot bath.

			“Why are you moving?” M. Levasseur said bluntly, as if already anticipating an unfavourable reply. He struck me as a frowning sort of man, with the perpetually lowered eyebrows of one who makes a study of disapproval, but nevertheless he seemed to be warming to my presence, and especially to my approval of his property, those abundant eyebrows levitating higher on his pale face.

			“I was renting a shop on Rue Sainte-Roseline,” I said simply.

			“On—” His expression changed. “You weren’t there? Where it happened?”

			I did not want to discuss this. And yet I very much wanted him to feel sorry for me, so I made myself say, “You read about it in the papers, then?”

			“Of course. They said a dozen shops were blasted.”

			“Yes—I’m afraid mine was among the hardest hit. It is, at present, barely habitable. My landlord, Mme. Richard, will verify the particulars.”

			I opened my folder and removed a piece of paper. On it were a half-dozen references, their names and addresses neatly typed.

			“I know her—a good woman.” His face, I realized, had reddened a little on my behalf. “Goddamn magicians! Duelling in broad daylight, in the middle of a street full of decent, hardworking folk. But isn’t it just like them?”

			“Indeed,” I said, my throat tightening. “So you understand my haste to move.”

			“Goddamn magicians!” he said again. Abruptly, he seized my hand and pressed it. “You have my condolences.”

			Embarrassingly, his concern brought tears to my eyes; I cry as easily as I blush—namely, at the drop of a hat. At the same time, I felt the uncoiling of a familiar resentment, which had long been apt to emerge at the mention of magicians. I didn’t like this side of myself, and endeavoured to push the anger down. Anger had always struck me as an impractical emotion, anger at magicians even more so—not that the inequity of their power, and the poor use so many put it to, did not warrant it. And yet if one were to be angry about that, one might as well be angry at the whole world.

			M. Levasseur took me on a tour of the upstairs apartment, his manners notably improved. It was as dismal as the downstairs shop, poorly insulated and rather dirty, and the hot water in the bathroom sink barely trickled. But the upstairs was just for me, so I didn’t worry over it too much. The bedroom window afforded a view of the St. Lawrence and had a ledge wide enough to accommodate even His Majesty’s ample behind. He had a fondness for window ledges, and I could easily picture him there, lazily sunning himself.

			“I can see you’ll be no trouble,” M. Levasseur said as we made our way back downstairs. “I never like arguing with my tenants. Ruins the relationship. Just last week I evicted a woman from an apartment not far from here. She had two children, but did she tell me when she signed the lease? I don’t like renting to children—you never know what they’ll do to a place. When she fell behind on the rent, it was almost a relief.”

			“Ça alors,” I murmured.

			He was at least good enough to seem chastened by the look on my face, for he added quickly, “It’s a matter of upkeep—maintenance doesn’t come cheap. I take my responsibilities seriously, unlike some. You wouldn’t believe the stories I hear.”

			“Any in particular?” I said, because I was beginning to wonder if M. Levasseur’s poor opinion of his colleagues might not be taken as a recommendation. And yet the human heart is an eclectic thing, an assemblage of prejudices and affections, and I’d known the man for only ten minutes—how was I to know how the ledger was weighted in his case?

			He eyed me, seeming to take my measure. My face is round and frequently red, for reasons sometimes related to emotion and other times to no factor I can identify, which together with my wide-set eyes makes me appear younger than my thirty-five years, as well as earnest and overeager. Élise likes to joke that I look as if I am forever on a mission to sell cookies. I am unexceptional in every other respect, from my hair—naturally curly, but rather unruly and more pale than it is any specific colour—to my mundane height and figure, but I’ve found this to be an advantage in dealing with the sort of individuals who resent those who stand out.

			“If I had a daughter,” he said at last, “I’d warn her away from the place on Rue des Hirondelles, for one. Can’t keep a tenant, and no surprise. Something not quite right about the owner. You hear odd stories…Then there’s that restaurant in Montgomery Square—the basement floods at least twice a year.”

			“I appreciate the advice,” I said, though I was disappointed it was not more relevant. I wasn’t looking to rent a restaurant, and I didn’t need to enquire further to know I’d never be able to afford a shop on Rue des Hirondelles. It was odd, though—this was at least the third time in a week I’d heard mention of that particular street. First Élise had suggested we canvass the shops there for donations, then a man handing out flyers had tried to convince me to attend a musical performance at one of the cafés.

			I shook my head. A coincidence, no more.

			“Let’s get started on the application,” he said, politely pulling out a chair for me at the rickety table. He drew a wrinkled bundle of papers and a pencil from his vest pocket. “What sort of charity do you run? I don’t need specifics, just a general idea. I’ve got it—you knit sweaters for orphans, hein?”

			Here was the moment. I steeled myself and said, “It’s an—animal charity.”

			“Ah!” he said. “You raise money for the elephants or some such? I’ve heard elephants are having a time of it these days.”

			I had the sense that he had not given much thought to elephants before now. “Not elephants, no. Cats.”

			“Cats?” he repeated, and never have I seen a look more blank. “What about them?”

			Despite the cold, I felt a prickle of sweat along my hairline. I’d practiced the conversation in my head, and yet still I felt it drifting off course and towards the same conclusion the others had. “The city has a large cat population—”

			“That it does,” he said, frowning. “I had a colony set up shop behind a building of mine. Unsanitary little things. So you take care of them, do you? It’s not a bad idea, though they do keep the rats down.”

			“Ah,” I said with a forced laugh. “We—yes, we take care of them. Though not in that way. My organization takes them in, cleans them up, ensures they’re adoptable, then tries to find them a comfortable home.”

			“You take them in?” His blank expression seemed to be slowly transforming into one of horror. “Where?”

			I suppose I should have known at this point that the situation was beyond repair, but desperation propelled me to continue, and also I have a tendency to babble when under stress. “Cats are extremely clean creatures. And as companion animals, particularly for the elderly, as well as the ill and infirm—well, their value to society cannot be overstated. Indeed, I once visited a hospital with a resident cat who—”

			“You take these animals in,” he repeated, more slowly this time. “And you want to house them here?”

			I swallowed. My silence was answer enough.

			“Oh, no,” he said. “No, no, no. That will not do.”

			He stood abruptly, taking the papers and pencil back and tucking them into his pocket, his eyebrows descending to their former latitude.

			“Mine is only a small organization—” I began.

			“Very good, mademoiselle,” he said, giving me a tight smile as he moved towards me, one arm politely extended as he shooed me from the shop with an efficiency that suggested extensive practice. “Best of luck getting your charity off the ground.”

			“We’ve been in business for over five years,” I said, even as I was swept ever closer to the exit. “My current landlord can—”

			“Mind the step,” he said, opening the door. And then, with an abruptness that left me breathless, I was standing on the landing, and the door had closed in my face.
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			I wandered for a time after that, my feet choosing the direction, paying little attention to my surroundings. I believe it was the cold that shocked me out of my daze; the sun had set, and the sky was a wash of navy and violet, the street lanterns flickering to life. I looked up, startled to find myself in the heart of the old city, standing outside a café just beginning to bustle with the evening crowds, men and women in their good hats and coats. Somehow, I was approaching an intersection with Rue des Hirondelles, where there was the shop for rent that M. Levasseur had unnecessarily warned me away from.

			At the thought of M. Levasseur—not to mention impossibly out-of-reach rents—I felt my vision grey. I gazed into the café window, which was lightly steamed, many of its confections arrayed in little baskets in easy view of passersby. I must have stared at an egg tart for a solid minute, stomach rumbling, before I reminded myself of my budget—there would be no egg tarts until I found a place to live and work, and perhaps for some time after that, depending on the cost of my new accommodations.

			I then spent another period of time staring at a chocolate brioche.

			The bells of the basilica began to sound, though it wasn’t until the narrow street was filled with their ghostly echoes that I realized the time. I turned from the café and hurried home, avoiding a knot of young people who seemed half drunk already, two of the girls clasping hands and spinning in a circle, laughing, their skirts and coats fanning about them.

			It wasn’t a long walk from the bustle of the restaurant district, but it felt it. The cobblestones grew more uneven, forcing me to mind my step, and the buildings leaned towards each other. My neighbourhood was mostly working-class apartments made from the customary grey limestone, with the odd grocer or café thrown in; about half were out of business, partly because the tram lines didn’t come this far. I stopped outside what should have been an unexceptional little place with dingy stonework and a rusty iron door, but was now quite an eye-catcher, given that two of the windows were shattered, their shutters blackened as if by fire. Between them was what looked a little like a lunar crater, about ten feet wide and imperfectly boarded up—I’d had a terrible time of that because the hole was so jagged and uneven, the scorched stones peeling back on either side as if they’d melted and re-formed. On the door was a sign that read:

			Les Amis des Chats—Refuge Animalier

			Cat Friends—Animal Shelter

			I had not been the worst affected—that honour went to the sandwich shop across the street, which had seen all its windows shattered, its foundation cracked, and its door blown backwards into the shop. The owner—an elderly man named Hamad who, despite his gruff and unsmiling demeanour, had routinely brought leftover deli slices for the cats—had been unable to afford the repairs. Now it sat abandoned, empty windows yawning like dark mouths.

			I could hear His Majesty yowling at me before I even put my hand on the doorknob. How the beast sensed when I came within fifty feet of the building was a mystery I’d never solved; either he did it by smell or—more likely, knowing His Majesty—some unholy sixth sense.

			I unlocked the door, locked it firmly behind me, then pushed through the wooden gate I’d installed beyond the antechamber. His Majesty was coiled about my legs in an instant, loudly protesting the delay in his supper. Banshee, somewhat less intemperate, stood and goggled at me from the middle of the room with her perpetually confounded expression. The shelter cats, who occupied an array of cages in the next room, also began to register their protests, though I knew Élise had been attending to them for most of the afternoon.

			“I know,” I said, pausing to disentangle His Majesty from my ankles. “I’m sorry—I was distracted by pastry. You wouldn’t understand, of course. If it doesn’t bleed, it isn’t food.”

			I wiped my feet on the welcome mat, which was embroidered with the shelter’s motto, A cat is the soul of a home, in French and English, which we also had on our stationery. Then I fed the two of them—His Majesty first, of course; he would accept nothing less.

			The black cat had come into my life a year after Banshee had. Despite having essentially wandered into the shelter—I’d opened the back door one morning and found him perched coolly on the step as if waiting for an appointment—he was not even slightly tame, but seemed to have adopted the appearance of being so out of self-interest. An enormous beast with a single white boot, His Majesty ruled the shelter with an iron paw. He disdained the fellowship of other felines but delighted in the role of tyrant, stalking about the shelter cats as if they were little more than furniture and stealing food with impunity, except on the occasions when he decided to make an example of some foolish upstart. He had never been challenged twice.

			Naturally, I had never dared attempt to adopt out His Majesty, and as he showed no signs of wishing to move on, I had officially declared him my responsibility, although his entrance into my life had been more akin to a hostile takeover. He was not an affectionate cat, demonstrating a cunning tolerance of petting but little enjoyment, though he had a great fondness for laps, and would stake his claim to mine whenever I took some time for myself with a book, growling low in his throat when I considered putting the book aside. More than once had I been forced to stay up past midnight before the beast deemed his considerable square footage adequately warmed.

			Banshee, a nearly round tabby, was perhaps the only cat able to dwell alongside the likes of His Majesty without being terrorized, for Banshee was unterrorizable, not from strength of character but from a complete lack of sense. I doubted Banshee would survive a day if left to her own devices, for she would routinely get herself into impossible danger, clambering up to the rafters or into claustrophobic crawl spaces, whereupon she would become stuck. She demonstrated no awareness that fire was hot, and had made multiple attempts at getting inside the woodstove while it was alight, until Robin had finally built a screen around it. Banshee’s most habitual occupation was sitting in the middle of a room and staring fixedly at a single point for no discernible reason. His Majesty, having made a few attempts to frighten her after he moved in—on one occasion pinning her to the floor with his jaws around her neck—seemed to have decided such efforts were beneath him when it came to creatures as pathetic and inexplicable as Banshee. I’d occasionally had the impression that he even pitied her, for he would sometimes deign to allow her to curl up against him, which was not a liberty he allowed any of the shelter cats.

			Banshee’s name came from her curious voicelessness; never had I heard her make a sound, purring excepted, though she often seemed to be trying, sometimes even wandering about the place opening and closing her mouth in my direction, as if desperate to warn me of some impending doom. Robin and I used to joke that she was, in fact, creating an appalling racket, but that it was a sound that could be heard only by the inhabitants of some unhallowed supernatural realm.

			I fed the shelter cats next—we had forty-eight, which was an all-time high and a great strain on our budget, but what could I do? Turn them out, with winter on the horizon?

			I paused at Thoreau’s cage to give him extra attention. I knew I shouldn’t play favourites, but Thoreau, a genteel senior whom Élise had found shivering in a box behind the central train station, had been at the shelter six months, the longest of our charges.

			The cat leaned into my hand. Thoreau was a beautiful, gothic grey, and the least demanding of the brood. Given the pitiable state in which we’d found him, from mites to broken ribs to an infected eye, I often had the sense he was still attempting to comprehend how dramatically his existence had been altered.

			Clowder was pawing at the bars of her cage with increasing desperation, so I opened the door for her to hop down to the floor. Her four kittens—only about a month old—followed, which I could tell Clowder did not appreciate. She gave me a harried look.

			“You’re right, I’m sorry,” I told her. “You deserve a little holiday, don’t you?” I checked that each of the kittens was well, then lifted the lot—two orange tabbies, a tuxedo, and a small calico, like her mother—into the cage and closed the door.

			I spent a few moments tidying, shadowed by Clowder and Banshee. Clowder kept a nervous eye on His Majesty, but he was not in the mood to exercise his authority, and was sleeping off his dinner in his favourite chair, tail twitching.

			The shelter layout was simple; it had been a tailor’s before, which had proven ideal for my purposes—the large back room where the coats and dresses had been worked on was big enough for the cat cages, while the smaller space at the front was all we needed for interviewing prospective adopters. Off the back room was a tiny kitchen. It was as dilapidated as the rest of the shelter, and one could only get it so clean before one’s efforts were thwarted by ancient and immovable stains.

			The wind picked up, whistling through the hole in the front room. I endeavoured to ignore it.

			I had been planning on a meager repast of cheese and tinned soup—between us, Robin had been the chef—but I found that Élise had been to the café on the next street and left me a mushroom pie wrapped in paper. It was still slightly warm.

			I stared at it with a mixture of annoyance and despair—how many times had I told Élise I didn’t need her to mother me? It wasn’t as if she and her husband could support a third person on his meagre city councillor’s salary. Élise and I had only what little remained of our parents’ inheritance to our names, and I wanted her to keep every penny of her half, not feel the need to support her widowed sister.

			My annoyance lasted no more than a moment, though; my stomach was rumbling too insistently. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and devoured the entire pie standing up. It was buttery and filled with porcini in a warm, spiced cream sauce. Heaven, in other words.

			Somewhat rejuvenated, I finished up the evening chores, consulting the clipboard to see what Élise had already taken care of—she made fun of my checklists at every opportunity, but didn’t go so far as ignoring them. I freshened the blankets and litter boxes, then added wood to the stove, trying to be as sparing as I could.

			Mme. Richard had told me I could take as long as I liked to move out, but we’d both known this to be a hollow kindness with winter on the horizon. Not only was the shelter essentially open to the elements, but our oil heater had been damaged beyond repair, and wood was expensive. My landlady had said she could not afford the substantial—and necessary—repairs any more than Hamad could. So this would become another silent space within the noise and movement of the city, an architectural ellipsis.

			I drew a slow breath, trying to push against another wave of anger. Naturally, the police hadn’t caught the magicians who’d thought it reasonable to duel in the middle of a city street. Magicians rarely were caught when they broke the law, which was not an infrequent occurrence. My impression was that the only thing preventing them from tearing the world apart by the seams was their rarity. Scholars of magic estimated that fewer than one in a million were born with any degree of magical gift, and within this was a great deal of variation. Most could manage only the simplest of charms.

			And thank God for that.

			“Come, Banshee,” I said once the shelter cats were all attended to and shut away again. The tabby, who had been staring at an empty bit of wall in consternation, gave one of her silent yowls and followed me upstairs.

			Here there was only one small room below the sloped roof; it had been used as storage before Robin and I moved in five years ago. We’d scavenged two narrow beds from a thrift store, hauling them awkwardly up the old stairs and then pushing them together, giggling all the while. We’d not been married long in those days—not newlyweds anymore, yet often it felt that way.

			I’d considered removing the second bed after Robin died, but in the end could not bring myself to part with it. Now the bed was, essentially, the property of His Majesty.

			Perhaps I should not have implied that His Majesty disliked all human company. For in truth, he had made an exception for one person in his life, and that was Robin.

			I’d never been able to work out what it was about Robin. He loved the cats, but so did I, and he was a noisier person than me, for Robin liked to talk, turning almost every anecdote into a story, and often growing so animated he waved his hands about. Maybe it was his unfailing politeness and good humour, which he extended to the cats, asking Banshee if he could please trim her claws and excusing himself whenever he had to step over someone.

			The night after Robin died, His Majesty had refused to sleep, wandering about the shelter and frequently parking himself by the front door, scratching obsessively at it and yowling at me, as if he thought Robin were on the other side, waiting to be let in. Towards dawn, he’d finally curled up on Robin’s pillow.

			The cat glanced up at me when I entered the bedroom, and I wondered, as I often did, if he had been hoping to see Robin. I sensed a disappointment in his inscrutable feline gaze as he put his head back down, but I may have been imagining it. Perhaps I simply wanted company of sorts.

			Now Robin had been gone two years, and even with my penchant for tears I no longer wept over him every night. But it had been a long and lonesome day, and so I allowed myself a bit of a cry. His Majesty stayed curled up on the pillow, by all appearances ignoring me—nevertheless, he was there. Banshee was sympathetic, though this was more distracting than anything else. She kept trying to bat the tears from my face no matter how often I pushed her away, seeming to assume, as she generally did, that the tears were the cause of my distress rather than a product of it, and thus an enemy to be vanquished.

			Eventually, I dried my face, wound the alarm on the little brass clock by my bed, and turned out the light. Banshee settled herself between me and His Majesty, and together we slept.

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Chapter 3]

			

			“What sort of shop is it again?” Mathieu asked. “I’m sorry to forget—I have five showings this morning.”

			“Typing,” Élise answered with a breezy smile. “We average around two dozen customers per day. Most come in for letters, but we had an author in last week, didn’t we, Agnes? The poor dear—I’ve never seen handwriting that bad. We’re also hoping to start a rental service as soon as we can find a good wholesale price on ink ribbons. There’s been such a shortage recently—surely you’ve heard?”

			She chattered on while I did my best not to scowl at her. Since we were children, Élise had taken a disturbing pride in her ability to lie, and went about it with all the commitment and native flair of a songbird announcing the arrival of morning—we’d talked through our story beforehand, but she was inventing most of the details as she went. It was one of her worst qualities, I thought, as my stomach gave an anxious burble.

			Though undeniably useful.

			The landlord stopped listening halfway through her speech, I estimated, glancing down at his notebook and nodding absently. We stood by the counter of the empty shop—most recently occupied by an accountant—with the autumn light spilling through the window and highlighting the tidy contours of the space, one long rectangle tucked between a cobbler’s and a laundering service. It would be cramped for my needs, but I ached for it nonetheless.

			Mathieu scribbled a note, then adjusted the unwieldy stack of loose papers tucked into the notebook’s binding, a hodgepodge of invoices and building plans. I stifled an urge to reach out and straighten them. How did a person get anything done amidst that sort of disorder?

			“When can you move in?” he said once Élise had completed an amusing anecdote about a baker with such an atrocious hand her assistants were forever replacing baking soda with baking salt and applesauce with apple cider.

			“As soon as possible,” I said, grateful for the opportunity to provide an honest answer. I was not happy with this fabrication of Élise’s, which I’d only come round to after days of relentless harping on her part. It was not fair to the landlord, who had the right to know that I would be filling his property with cats.

			“You will not survive the winter,” Élise had finally said bluntly. “Or they won’t.”

			This I could not argue with. Winter did not envelop Montréal so much as attack it. Last year the drifts had covered every square and piled all the way up to the second stories of the stone apartments, so that their inhabitants had donned snowshoes and exited out the windows, sometimes pulling children behind them in sleds.

			It was not always like that. Perhaps this winter would be mild.

			Perhaps.

			“Is there a problem with your present situation?” Mathieu enquired, knitting his eyebrows.

			“My shop is on Rue Sainte-Roseline,” I said. “The damage was substantial. We cannot remain there.”

			He frowned. “I didn’t know there was a typist’s on Rue Sainte-Roseline. My aunt lives by the park on the corner.”

			“Ah, but that’s no surprise,” Élise said in a rueful voice while shooting me a brief, murderous glare. Élise looked a great deal like me, only prettier, with an elven delicacy about her features that most found universally charming, and she generally took the lead in any negotiations we undertook—when we were little, this had included arguing for larger desserts—because she had more success than I did. I did not resent her for this, nor did she lord it over me; we’d simply accepted that this was the way it was for us.

			“I’m afraid we’re dreadful at marketing,” she continued with a self-deprecating grimace. “We don’t even have a sign on the door! Our clients know us by word of mouth.”

			The landlord smiled politely. “Well, I’ll send word by Friday at the latest—do you have a telephone?”

			We assured him that we did—in fact, it was Gabriel’s office number on the application, but he would do nothing but grumble about being made to play secretary again until Élise appeased him with a kiss, at which point the grumbling would cease.

			We exited the building, and Élise and I waited while the landlord locked up. The rent on any shop off Charlotte Square was above my budget—far above—but there was nothing for it. I would just have to find a way to increase our donations. If I didn’t, well—I was going to be evicted anyway. Ruthlessly, Élise had calculated that even if Mathieu discovered our deception after I moved in—highly likely—it would take six months or more to actually evict me: the present backlog for hearings at the tenancy tribunal.

			Mathieu turned to shake our hands as my stomach gave another lurch, rumbling away in an embarrassingly loud manner. All this deception! I was not made for it, and Élise knew it. She gave me another steely look as I took Mathieu’s hand, as if preparing herself to interject should my conscience tear a last-minute confession from me.

			The man must have heard my stomach going off, or perhaps it was something else about me that softened his expression as he released my hand. “I’m sorry you’ve been forced to move,” he said. “That must have been something, though. To be so close to such a powerful enchantment! Did you get a look at the magician who cast it?”

			This remark—or rather, the enthusiasm with which he said it—rendered me temporarily speechless. Élise came to my rescue. “Fortunately not. Have you an interest in magic?”

			He gave an embarrassed huff of laughter. “I’m afraid so,” he said. “I’m sorry—I’ve been a bit obsessed with magicians since I was a boy. Can’t enchant anything myself,” he added ruefully. “Not for lack of trying. But I follow their doings in the papers. Including the Witch King—I wondered if he might have been behind the explosion in Rue Sainte-Roseline. Something of that scale, you know—and they say he’s in New York now.” Mathieu looked both disturbed and excited at the prospect. “New York isn’t far, is it? Only a few hours by train.”

			“Not far at all,” I agreed. Havelock Renard, first called the Witch King by those who wished to insult him—the epithet had over the years acquired a darker and almost mythic resonance, like Baba Yaga or Bluebeard—was thought to be the unofficial leader of the worst class of magician: namely, those who romanticized apocalyptic displays of magic. “And nowhere near far enough.”

			“I’m sorry,” he said, a flush reddening his dark skin. “Please understand; I’m not one of those ghoulish hero-worshippers. His power is extraordinary—in an appalling way, of course.”

			I opened my mouth to argue that appalling was, if anything, an understatement, but Élise calmly cut in. “Yes, and the rest of us can only hope none of the others are inspired to bring about the end of the world. Goodness! Just because Renard failed three years ago doesn’t mean he will the next time he tries—him or the next power-mad lunatic.”

			“Well, we don’t know for certain that was his plan,” Mathieu said with the air of someone about to launch into a familiar line of argument. “One can’t believe everything in the nursery rhymes.”

			“ ‘Hair full of spiders, / Eyes like twin fires’?” Élise said. “Is that not one of the songs children sing about him? I’d believe worse about Havelock Renard.”

			Mathieu fiddled with his pen. “I’d like to offer you the place. I’ll have a chat with Hamad. I’m sure he—”

			“With who?” Élise said sharply.

			“Hamad El-Koury. Surely you’ve met him? He ran that sandwich shop on Rue Sainte-Roseline, and he’s an all-round excellent fellow. If he can vouch for you, then you needn’t look any further. I’ll even waive the deposit—it’s only fair. You’ve not done anything to deserve this—unfortunate turn of events.”

			“That’s awfully kind,” Élise murmured, even as I saw her brow knit slightly as she scrambled to think our way out of this. Oh, Hamad would vouch for me, certainly—as the responsible, highly organized, and neighbourly owner of a well-run cat shelter. My head began to ache, and I was abruptly aware of how little I had been sleeping.

			“Good, good,” Mathieu said, smiling. “Then I can—”

			“Thank you,” I interrupted. “But you needn’t trouble Hamad. I’ve thought it over, and it seems the place is too small for our needs. I appreciate your time.”

			I walked away, leaving Élise and Mathieu staring after me.
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			My sister caught up to me at the fountain in Charlotte Square, where I had collapsed upon the stone seat, wiping tears from my eyes. I was trying to do so circumspectly, so as not to cause a scene, but nevertheless a couple seated a few feet away were eyeing me with concern.

			“None of that,” Élise said irritably, pulling me into her arms. I knew she was not irritated with me, of course, but with the general situation. Despite being two years younger, Élise had often acted as the older sister when we were children, likely because she had the advantage of height. This had commonly taken the form of her holding my hand and marching me through the streets whenever we went out, bossily instructing me to stay close to her at all times, as if her additional inches came with a protective magic that I lacked.

			“Listen,” she said, drawing back to look me in the eye. “After you stormed off, Mathieu told me about a place by the port that will be vacant next month. I’ll go and make enquiries.”

			“You’ll only have to lie again,” I said, wiping at my eyes and willing myself to stop blubbering.

			“Yes, and it will be easier without you standing there looking at me like I’ve insulted our mother,” she said. “If we strike out again, I’m going to ask Gabriel for help.”

			“He doesn’t have time,” I argued, which wasn’t the real problem, and we both knew it. Gabriel was up for reelection in the spring, and the race was far too close for comfort. If any whiff of scandal made it into the papers—and arm-twisting landlords to help his sister-in-law’s charity would certainly qualify—it could be the end of his career.

			Élise didn’t bother to argue. “If only your Mme. Richard weren’t such an insufferable miser,” she said. “She could afford the repairs, but she’s happy for the excuse to sell the place for redevelopment.”

			“You don’t know that,” I protested. My landlady was a cantankerous sort, but beneath it was a kind heart. “She’s allowing me to stay as long as I need, at half the rent.”

			“Oh, Agnes,” Élise said, gazing at me with fond exasperation. “Your shop has a wall missing! Of course she’s allowing you to stay—who else would want the place? She shouldn’t be charging any rent at all, the villain. Have you forgotten the leak in the roof, which she refuses to fix?”

			“She’s getting on, Élise,” I pointed out. “It can’t be easy, keeping up these old buildings.”

			Élise groaned. “If you say one more sympathetic word about that woman, I’ll push you into the fountain,” she said. “Look, I’ll stop by yours this evening. Will you promise to take the day off? You’ve been working flat out for weeks.”

			“I can’t,” I said. There’s only me, I thought, but didn’t say. I didn’t want Élise to feel guilty that she could not be of more help. We’d had this argument—about my overworking myself—too many times for anything productive to come of it.

			She sighed, gave me another quick embrace, then bustled off. Élise seemed to be always bustling off somewhere these days—as Gabriel’s campaign manager, she was needed at his side as often as I needed her at the shelter.

			I wandered away from the fountain, thinking that I might take the tram to the library—I could check the rental listings yet again. But I was so lost in thought that I must have taken a wrong turn, which I didn’t notice until I found myself in Rue des Hirondelles.

			“You again,” I muttered. Why on earth did I keep ending up here? Was some higher power determined to torment me?

			A sort of reckless spite filled me—it had no particular object, unless it was myself—and I decided I might as well take a look at the place M. Levasseur had warned me against, though I’d be unable to afford it, no matter how disreputable the owner. What else did I have to do?

			Nothing at all, apart from return to the shelter and stare at the hole in the wall, I thought. I let out a strangled chuckle, and a man walking in the other direction started and gave me a wider berth.

			Rue des Hirondelles was a narrow street flanked by walls of greystone buildings with tall windows, each made up of several dozen small panes, the uppermost of which shone gently in the afternoon light. Only a narrow strip of sky was visible between the French mansard roofs, but despite the cramped proportions, I’d always found the street’s character charming, on the rare occasions I chanced this way; there was something tucked-away about it, like a jewel box that unfolds to reveal layers of hidden pockets and drawers. The cobblestones rambled up a small hill, at the top of which was an old stone church with glowering gargoyles and glittering stained glass. The overhanging greenery from the window boxes seemed well tended. Near the midway point was a little square, too small for an official name. This had a pretty row of silver maples along one side with benches underneath, and a rather noisy café—La Fin, which kept late hours—whose tables took up half the square.

			It was not a wealthy neighbourhood, though the larger-than-average proportions of its shops and the rarity with which they went up for rent put it beyond what I could afford. Most of La Fin’s customers, I noted, were sailors, factory workers, and other hardy folk; I saw only sensible hats and well-worn shoes among the passersby, and there were some—perhaps heading for the soup kitchen just past the square—who seemed to have fallen on hard times. But the street and its inhabitants had the air of being well cared for, somehow, in a way that went beyond its basic tidiness, but which I could not fully articulate.

			I walked up the street and then down again, pausing before another bakery selling—to my dismay—chocolate brioche. A few of the shops were closed that day, but I noticed none that seemed vacant, nor any advertising a vacancy. Either M. Levasseur had been mistaken or the place had been snapped up already.

			I paused just above the square to squint through the window of a store that seemed devoted solely to scarves and had its sign turned to Fermé. The curtains were drawn, so I could only peer through the square of greenish glass in the door. Something about it piqued my curiosity—perhaps it was only that this end of the street was older, but the shadows seemed to have more weight, which gave the shop a haunted air.

			Next door was an unkempt little bookshop. Despite the disorderly display window and teetering book-towers upon the table out front, there was something inviting about it.

			I ducked inside, setting the bell jangling. The noise, however, did little to disturb the shop’s only occupant, an older woman napping in a chair behind the counter. The shop was narrow and stuffed with crowded shelves illuminated by warm lamplight.

			“Madame?” I said.

			The woman’s eyes twitched open, and she blinked at me for a moment. “I’m sorry, miss,” she said in English. She was a small person neatly encased in colourful homemade knitwear, from her sweater to her hat to the blanket over her knees. “I can barely pay my own salary here. You might try La Fin.”

			It took me a moment to realize what she meant. Glancing down at my briefcase and the notebook tucked under my arm, which was neatly divided by cardboard tabs, I quickly added, “Oh, no—I’m not looking for work. I was wondering about the place next door.”

			The kindness in her eyes was abruptly replaced by wariness. “Well, what are you doing here, then? They’re not closed. That place never closes. Do you not know the way?”

			I could make no sense of this. “I heard there was a shop for rent in the neighbourhood,” I said slowly, noting that her knuckles had gone white against the arm of her chair.

			“And where did you hear that?” she said. “From one of them?”

			“Ah,” I said inarticulately. Though I am fluent in English, it is not my first language, and when a conversation does not follow the expected pattern, I tend to flounder. I was beginning to wonder if the woman was entirely well.

			She leaned forward and fixed me with a sharp look. “If you don’t know what I mean,” she said, each syllable clipped and precise, “then turn around, and look elsewhere. There are plenty of places for rent in this city. Wholesome places. If you do understand me, then I must kindly ask you to leave. I don’t want trouble—can’t afford it.”

			She lifted herself to her feet with the aid of a cane and carefully navigated her way through the shelves, then disappeared into what I assumed was a back room.

			I gazed after her, sifting through what she had said. Only one thing was clear: the shop next door was indeed the one I sought. I wondered if she had some conflict with the landlord—disputes between neighbours could be bitter indeed.

			It was a mundane explanation, and I wished I could believe it. The truth was, though, that even if the woman had informed me that bloodcurdling screams could be heard emanating from the shop in the dead of night, I still would have made my enquiries. This likely sounds absurd, akin to the follies of silly fairy-tale heroines who cannot stop themselves unlocking doors they have been expressly told not to open, but the fact those stories often leave out is that paying heed to vague warnings is the prerogative of those comfortably situated in life.

			I went to the scarf shop and rapped upon the door. Whatever the woman thought, the place was definitely closed. I half expected the door to creak open and some ghostly hand to beckon me in, but there was only a little silence, followed by the sound of perfectly ordinary footsteps approaching, and then the door was pulled back to reveal a young man.

			He was in his early twenties, perhaps, with longish dark hair, olive skin, and a rather worried expression. He smiled at me with a warmth that implied I was a much pleasanter alternative to whatever visitor he had been anticipating.

			“How are you?” he said. “I don’t believe we’ve met—Yannick Abrams, hello. Were you looking for anything in particular? Do come in—rather blustery, isn’t it? You don’t need to knock, you know; just walk right in.”

			This was all said in a single breath, and, thoroughly perplexed, I murmured my thanks and allowed him to usher me into the shop.

			I was confronted by a large echoing space with walls of brick and floors of fog-coloured flagstones. I saw instantly that it was a historic building, the floors nearly medieval in appearance, like those dating to the city’s founding, whilst the windows were arched in the late-eighteenth-century style and the brickwork was perhaps half a century old. It was a layered sort of antiquity, like an archaeological site, and I wondered how many shops the place had held over the generations. It was mostly empty, but in a way that suggested it had been ransacked rather than tidily packed away. A few chairs and delicately carved tables were scattered haphazardly along the walls, one piled with brightly coloured scarves, another with wooden hangers. The counter by the front windows held an old cash register with the sort of oversized keys that clacked alarmingly when pressed. The helter-skelter appearance of the place was emphasized by the uneven light—the heavy curtains were drawn, and only an oil lantern burned on one of the tables, which threw strange shadows.

			I frowned. What had Yannick been doing before I knocked—sitting alone in the dark?

			At the rear of the shop, near a door that must have led to a back room, was a large and inexplicable oven built into the stone wall, which made me wish I had not just been thinking of fairy tales.

			Yannick was adjusting the neat suit he wore in a fidgety sort of way, as if he were not much used to wearing one. “What were you hoping to find?” he said.

			An oddly phrased question. “I’m sorry,” I said. “Perhaps I was misinformed, but I understood this place was for rent.”

			His face went through a remarkable series of transformations at that—startled, then comprehending, then dubious, and then, abruptly, delighted. I almost wanted to laugh, wrong-footed as I felt, for I’d never met a person who better exemplified the phrase like an open book than this Yannick Abrams.

			“Ah!” he said. “You have a shop! Yes, we do have a vacancy—we are vacant, I mean. Yes. What sort of things do you sell?”

			This was asked with an air of desperation, as if to distract from his odd reaction. I said, too discomfited to be anything but blunt, “Well—cats, in a sense. I run a charitable organization that rescues and rehabilitates street cats, then offers them up for adoption. Our goal is to eventually put an end to the unhoused population living in the city, if we can drum up the resources. We have a small staff—it’s mostly my sister and me, as well as the odd volunteer.”

			“How lovely,” he said, and I watched as the thoughts churned in his head before my very eyes. Oddly, he’d had no discernible reaction to cats, but charitable organization had elicited a definite spark of excitement. “Have you been in business long?”

			I gave him an overview of the history of Les Amis des Chats, making sure to mention my many positive references as well as the docile dispositions of our current wards, all the while waiting for the other shoe to drop. He listened with a pleasant smile, clearly occupied with some internal conversation.

			“You are the landlord, yes?” I enquired when I’d come to my conclusion.

			“The landlord?” he repeated. “Oh, no. I’m his—his representative.”

			This was said with such transparent delight at having come up with a suitable response that I almost felt sorry for him, even as my unease ballooned. Had no one ever told the man that his thoughts were as obvious as a smudge of food at the corner of his mouth?

			“Would you care for a tour?” he said eagerly.

			“I—” No, thank you, said a wise little voice, which I ignored. “Might I ask the rent first?”

			“Of course!” And he named a sum less than half that of M. Levasseur’s rate.

			I blinked at him. “Per week?”

			“Per month.” He looked suddenly worried—or, rather, more worried, for there was an ambient anxiety about him. “It’s on the low side, I know—but you see, we’ve had difficulty keeping tenants. The last one—an importer of scarves from around the world—left without notice. The one before that was a baker who couldn’t even be bothered to take his pies with him. We found them still in the window display one morning, and no trace of the man himself.”

			“I see,” I said again. Well, at least the bakery explained the oven. I hoped.

			“Come, come,” he said, all smiles again. I trailed after him as he led the way to the back of the shop, waving his hand at the scarves and informing me that they would all be packed away before I moved in. The flagstones were so uneven that I felt as if I were attempting to keep my balance on a ship at sea. I could not help goggling at the amount of floor space—we could comfortably house at least ten more cages and still have space enough for volunteers and visitors to circulate without tripping over one another.

			I paused by the witch-like oven, starting as a waft of some buttery scent reached my nose. Croissants, perhaps, or shortbread? Hadn’t Yannick said the baker had been before the scarf merchant?

			“Do you still use that?” I enquired.

			Yannick blinked at the oven, then gave it an odd, irritable frown. “No. We should have it bricked up, actually. It’s just in the way.”

			Through the door at the back was a little sitting room with a couch, writing desk, and bookcase. The windows overlooked a narrow alley, beyond which was Parc Saint-Aimé, a square of gardens and trees, its single path lined with lanterns. A large portion of the room was taken up by a gaudy Persian rug.

			“The trapdoor is under there,” Yannick informed me, smoothing the edge of the rug, which was folded over, with his foot. “I wouldn’t try it—the basement hasn’t been maintained, and it’s quite unsafe. Mould everywhere—rats too. Massive rats! You know how these old buildings can be.”

			From this I immediately understood that if indeed the place was haunted by ghosts or worse, the basement was their domain.

			“Don’t worry,” I said with absolute sincerity, for I was not quite so foolish as a fairy-tale heroine. “I have no interest in exploring.”

			He beamed at me.

			We went up the spiral staircase, another relic of a bygone era, but not of the charming variety: it had no railing and was so narrow as to create a forbidding darkness. The upstairs apartment, however, was cozy and welcoming. The floor was a scuffed parquet and the place smelled of must and cobwebs, but there was nothing wrong with it that a good airing wouldn’t fix. A narrow hall divided two bedrooms—both spacious and clean—from a large reception room with intimidating ceilings and elegant wainscot, casement windows so tall I counted at least two dozen panes in each before I stopped counting, and a little balcony overlooking the park. The crimson armchairs looked ancient, but in an expensive way, the sort I could picture long-dead aristocrats lounging upon.

			“It’s rather dusty,” Yannick said, frowning critically. “I’ll ensure it’s cleaned before you move in.”

			He showed me the kitchen, which was small, and the bathroom, which contained exposed pipes that clanked and shuddered alarmingly when I turned on the water, and there was no electricity up here, only oil heaters and candlesticks, but it was otherwise night and day compared to M. Levasseur’s property—as well as thoroughly, ridiculously opulent. I could not help gaping at everything.

			“I apologize for that,” Yannick said as the pipes continued to clank. He grasped one and gave it a slight shake. “I may have an en—I mean, I may be able to fix this. Or, rather, a plumber will. Yes, I’ll have a plumber take a look before you move in.”

			I made no reply. I’d grown quiet as we moved from room to room, my unease deepening to something closer to panic. I’d been hoping all along that I would find an explanation—any explanation, even a terrible one. Perhaps the shop had been inhabited by a successful murderer, one who made furniture out of his victims’ bones. Perhaps it was infested with foot-long cockroaches immune to all traps and poisons devised by mankind. But as the moments passed, and neither repurposed skeletons nor monstrous insects showed signs of materializing, my anxiety grew and grew.

			“There you have it!” Yannick said when we returned to the main floor, where the fall sunlight streamed invitingly through the antique windows, and outside, a cart laden with flowers for the florist’s trundled over the cobblestones like something out of a postcard. I remembered quite clearly that the curtains had been closed when we’d gone upstairs, and also that I’d heard no one come in the door.

			“What do you think?” he said.

			He watched me, his gaze full of suppressed but perfectly transparent eagerness, and I gazed back, at a loss. The place was perfect, yes—terribly, ominously perfect, and my every instinct told me to thank Yannick politely, walk out of the shop, and never return. I felt as if I were being drawn towards something dark and inexorable, like a leaf nearing a cataract. I could do it, of course—simply turn and walk out the door. Return to the shelter in Rue Sainte-Roseline and attend to the cats and my checklists. Resolve to pick up the search again tomorrow, to find another shop where the landlord would close the door in my face, or apologize with a regretful sigh. And then repeat the process the following day, and the day after that, until winter arrived and there were no doors left to try.

			I turned back to Yannick. “When can I move in?”
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