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PROLOGUE
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New Orleans, 1723

The river didn’t belong to the French.

Marie-Claire Toussaint had known this from childhood, the way she knew the smell of coming rain and the names of the dead. The river belonged to itself. The men with the land grants and the maps and the names for everything simply hadn’t been told yet.

She was standing at the edge of the levee when the soldier found her.

He was young—they were always young when they came to her—and he had the quality of fear that men confused with authority. His uniform was wrong for the heat. Most of them were. They arrived from Paris expecting a colony and found instead a city that the swamp was still deciding whether to tolerate.

“The Commandant wants you,” he said.

“The Commandant can wait.”

The soldier's hand went to his musket, then came away again. He had been warned about her. Most of them had. She wasn’t a woman who responded well to the impression that she could be moved by threat, because she couldn’t be moved by threat, because she had learned at twelve years old that certain rooms in the world were larger than the men who thought they owned them.

She was looking at the water.

The Mississippi at dusk did something the ocean never did. It didn’t retreat. It didn’t offer clean horizons or the comfort of distance. It pressed against its own banks with a kind of enormous, patient intention, brown and vast and older than the idea of the city built beside it. Every resident of La Nouvelle-Orléans lived on what the river permitted. Every levee, drainage canal, and wooden piling was a negotiation, temporary, conditional, subject to revision.

Marie-Claire had grown up on a sugar plantation twelve miles upriver, where she wasn’t a person under French law but was, nevertheless, the person the enslaved workers came to when the overseer's whip split skin or the fever walked through the quarters. Her grandmother had brought knowledge across the water from Dahomey. Her grandmother's grandmother had kept it before that. It wasn’t the knowledge of any single tradition, but the accumulated practical wisdom of people who understood that survival in hard places required learning which forces could be bargained with and which could only be respected.

Water, her grandmother had told her, is the oldest memory.

What it remembers depends on what you fed it.

“Mademoiselle. The Commandant—”

“I know why he wants me.” She turned from the river. “The engineer's men broke something they shouldn’t have.”

The soldier stared. “How did you—”

“Because they always do.”

She followed him through the city, through the streets that smelled of cypress wood and mud and the particular desperation of a place being assembled in real time by men who hadn’t asked whether the ground wanted a city on it. New Orleans in 1723 was still an argument between ambition and geography, and geography was winning.

The drainage canal had been there for two years. The engineer, a man named Perrier who wore his competence like a weapon, had overseen its construction with the conviction that water could be administered the way troops were administered: by order, by rank, by the confident application of superior will. He had built it straight, which was the mistake. He had built it deep, which was the second mistake. He had built it through a stretch of ground the local Chitimacha people had avoided for two generations, which was the third, and the worst.

At the base of the canal, where the trench met the river connection, three men were dead.

The canal was twelve feet deep at the third marker, and Gaëtan Préville had been in tighter spaces. He had worked the quarries outside Bordeaux before his passage, had been in flooded tunnels where the water reached his chin, and the ceiling pressed the darkness close around the candle. He wasn’t a man who frightened easily underground.

He was frightened now.

The wall had changed an hour ago. Not collapsed, the Commandant's engineers had cased the sides properly, good oak planking, proper bracing. The wall had changed in the way a sleeping animal changed when something touched it: a kind of attention, a directional settling, as if the ground on the other side of the casing had become aware of the casing. He had told himself it was the timber shifting. He had told himself it was his imagination.

He was telling himself that when the casing gave.

Not the whole section. One plank, at knee height, pushed inward rather than out. He had time to register that this was wrong—pressure came from outside in, not inside out, there was no mechanism by which the ground could—and then the water came through the gap.

He had worked twelve feet of standing water. This wasn’t that.

The water that came through the gap in the casing was cold with a specificity that went beyond temperature. It was cold the way the absence of something was cold—not missing heat but missing something else, some quality of ordinary water that this water didn’t possess. It reached his boots, and he stepped back, and his boot came down wrong on the uneven floor of the trench, and he went down on one knee, and the water was at his face before he understood he had fallen.

Below the surface, the sound was different.

He had been in water. He knew how water sounded from underneath—the muffled distance of the surface world, the rush and bubble of his own movement. This wasn’t that. This was silence arranged with intention. The silence of something that had been waiting here for longer than his country had existed, and that was now, for the first time in longer than that, awake.

Something touched his leg.

Not a hand. Not a current. Something with pressure and a quality of direction, something that moved around him with a deliberateness that had nothing to do with water's behavior. He couldn’t see it. He couldn’t feel its edges. What he felt was the surrounding of it, the way the water pressure changed in a ring around him as if something very large had oriented its attention at him specifically and was moving in a slow spiral, tightening.

He got a hand on the casing.

The casing moved.

Not outward, as it should under pressure. Downward—pulled from below with a force that had nothing to do with hydraulics, and his hand went with it, and for one moment he was looking up at the circle of sky at the top of the twelve-foot trench and it was very blue and very far away and there was a man standing at the rim, one of the Bretons, staring down at him with an expression Gaëtan wouldn’t have been able to describe because by then the pressure had reached his chest and his lungs had sealed themselves against what they understood was coming and his body had made certain decisions without consulting him.

The mud came before the water. He felt it first in his nostrils—not the brown clay of the trench walls but something older and more wrong, anaerobic, with the smell of a place that had been sealed from air since before the city existed: iron, and drowned wood, and the sweetness of rot so old it had become its own kind of mineral. He was still kneeling in two inches of standing water, and the mud was entering him through the split in the casing the way smoke entered under a door, finding every aperture, and his throat sealed against it, and his chest convulsed once, hard, trying to expel what was already past expelling. He got three fingers on the edge of the broken plank—the oak had gone soft with years of subsurface moisture, and his fingernails tore through it rather than gripped, the nails bending back, the pain a separate and irrelevant fact—and his body was trying to cough and trying to climb simultaneously and managing neither. Above him, the Breton was screaming his name into the twelve feet of dark between them. The name arrived in the trench like something from a different world.

The last thing he felt was cold.

Not the cold of the water. The cold of something looking at him from a distance he couldn’t measure, from a depth that had no relationship to the twelve feet of trench above him, from a place that predated the canal and the French and the name Louisiana and perhaps the idea of names. It wasn’t malicious. He understood this in the last second, which was, in its way, worse.

It was simply the water, remembering what was in it.

The man at the rim of the trench was still shouting when the second worker went in. He went in sideways, pulled rather than falling—his shoulder struck the trench wall on the way down and left a red smear in the clay that was still visible when the Commandant’s men arrived with torches. His scream lasted three seconds, then stopped. The third man, Gaëtan’s cousin, was on the ladder with the rope in his fist when the rope went taut downward instead of upward, his palms burning with the friction as something below applied a force no knot was designed for. Then the rope was simply gone—not cut, not broken, gone, as if the thing that had taken it had decided to keep it—and he was on the ladder with empty hands and the smell coming up from below, that smell of old sealed dark, of iron and rot and river gas and something without a name in any language spoken above the surface. He had enough presence of mind to climb.

By the time the Commandant's men arrived with torches, the water in the trench was still.

It isn’t aware in the way things above are aware.

It’s oriented.

The casing didn’t break at the third marker. It opened. There’s a difference. A break is an accident. An opening is an approach. The planking gave because it was put in the place where the water was already, and the water, which doesn’t distinguish between an oak plank and a fingertip, responds to obstruction the way water always responds to obstruction.

It responds.

The warm thing that keeps the cord—the woman, the keeper, the one whose hands know the agreement—isn’t yet in position. The cord has been dark for three years, since the last keeper died, and the object went cold in a room above the levee, where it wasn’t found for a month. There’s no one holding the agreement on the surface.

So it responds without mediation.

What it does to the men in the trench isn’t an attack. It’s the consequence of removing a barrier between two pressures and allowing them to equalize. The men are in the equalization. They aren’t targeted. They’re simply in the way of a force that’s older than the concept of being in the way.

It had no fixed mouth. Not then. Not yet. But when warmth entered the pressure, the pressure gathered itself into edges, and the edges remembered teeth.

The first warmth goes out. Then the second. The third reaches the surface.

It files the violation.

It waits.

Above the trench, in the failing light, a warm thing arrives.

It notices this.

It waits a little differently now.

Not from the water exactly. From what the water remembered.

Marie-Claire crouched beside the canal wall and looked at the marks. The Commandant stood behind her with two officers, his expression that of a man trying to decide whether to be afraid or furious, settling, as powerful men often did, on furious as the more manageable option.

“This isn’t possible,” he said.

“Most things aren’t possible until they happen,” she replied, “and then they’re merely inconvenient.”

The engineer Perrier folded his arms. “I don’t require folklore. I require an explanation.”

“You built a channel through a place the water was already using for something else.”

“Water uses itself for moving. Nothing more.”

“That,” she said, “is exactly the kind of sentence that gets men killed.”

She studied the marks in the clay wall. They were the same as the marks her grandmother had described. Bite radii wider than any river creature she knew. Parallel scoring that went deep enough to suggest something very large moving through a space too small to contain it. The engineer would eventually write his report in a different language. He would say structural failure, unexpected subsidence, or a subsoil anomaly. He wasn’t lying, exactly. He was simply choosing words that let him keep building.

This was the choice men always made when the world refused to cooperate with their blueprints.

Marie-Claire stood and looked at the Commandant.

“What I’m about to tell you,” she said, “you won’t believe. You will commission a report instead. The report will have a Latin name for whatever killed your men, and the Latin name will make it official, and making it official will allow you to proceed as if naming a thing were the same as understanding it.”

“Then what would you have me do?”

“Stop building east of the third canal marker. Fill in what you opened. Leave the ground alone.”

“We need the drainage.”

“I know.” She looked at the river beyond. At the enormous brown patience of it. “That's the problem with cities built in the wrong place. They need things the ground doesn’t want to give.”

Perrier made a sound of contempt. “We can’t halt construction because a—”

She turned on him with a speed and stillness that shut him up completely.

“Because a woman told you the water is angry?” she said. “No. You won’t halt construction. You will build the city. You will drain the swamp and pile the streets with shells and pour the foundations and raise the churches, and you will do all of this over something you can’t name. And in a hundred years, and then another hundred, men like you will keep building. And the ground will keep remembering.”

She pulled her shawl tighter and studied him with the clear, dispassionate attention of someone reading text in a language the other person didn’t know.

“And one day,” she said, “when the right kind of greedy men come along and open the wrong door in the wrong place, the ground will explain itself again. And there will be no report with a Latin name sufficient for what it says.”

She left them there.

She walked back to the river alone, in the last of the failing light, and crouched at the bank where the water pushed softly against the clay. She reached into the pouch at her belt and removed a small carved figure—bone, old, worn smooth by generations of handling—and set it on a flat stone at the waterline.

Not a prayer. Not exactly.

A notation.

A record kept not in the Commandant's ledgers or the engineer's blueprints but in the older filing system of people who understood that certain things needed to be remembered even when every institution around them was working very hard to forget.

She watched the water slide past the stone, disturbing nothing, acknowledging nothing.

Underneath it, patient as geology, something recognized the notation and filed it in the oldest record available to it.

And underneath that, patient as geology, something turned.
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By noon, the river had already decided to be present about it.

New Orleans in August had its own theory of summer: not the dry assault of a desert city, not the theatrical thunderstorm approach of the Atlantic coast, but something more intimate and more committed. Heat and water together, pressing against every surface, finding every gap in wood and brick and the confident architecture of people who had once believed the city permanent. The air in the French Quarter at midday was the air of a place that had made peace with discomfort and stopped apologizing for the relationship. You either joined the negotiation or you left.

Julian Vale stood behind the counter of Quartier Curio and watched Chartres Street the way a man watches a doctor reach for test results.

Nobody was coming in.

That, in itself, wasn’t unusual.

The shop occupied the ground floor of a narrow building that had been, at various points in its documented history, a chandler's warehouse, a lawyer's office, a speakeasy of modest ambition, and—during one period in the 1940s that Julian had researched and preferred not to discuss with customers—a location for something the city records described only as specialized storage. It had high ceilings, wide-planked floors, and the kind of shadows old buildings in old cities develop when enough decisions have been made inside them. The walls sweated in August. The wood breathed. Somewhere below, under the original brick foundation, water moved through channels that predated the building by a century.

Julian had bought the place six years ago with money assembled through careful patience and several fortunate finds in estate sales. He had stocked it with the things he understood: maritime antiques, maps of uncertain provenance, navigational instruments, objects made to tell you where you were in relation to water. Astrolabes, sextants, and tide gauges. Logbooks from vessels that no longer floated. The bones of the working world before GPS made navigation into something anyone could do without thought.

He was thirty-eight years old and had lived in New Orleans for nine of those years, long enough to understand the city's rhythms but not long enough to be claimed by them entirely, which was, he had found, the useful distance. Close enough to love the place. Far enough to see it clearly.

From somewhere in the back workroom came the sound of someone making coffee with more conviction than the machine deserved.

“You've got that face,” Simone Tureaud called through the open doorway.

“What face?”

“The one that means you've been staring at the street for twenty minutes and the street hasn't done anything interesting yet.”

He hadn’t heard her arrive. He never did. Simone moved through spaces as if she had already assessed them and found nothing worth alarming herself about. She appeared in the doorway between the workroom and the shop floor, carrying a coffee and the expression of someone born constitutionally unimpressed. She wore black jeans and a sleeveless button-down the color of old moss, her dark hair pulled back with what appeared to be a mechanical pencil. Julian had known her for five years and had never once seen her enter a room hesitantly.

He accepted the coffee. It was strong enough to restart a stopped heart.

“I was cataloging,” he said.

“You were brooding over a nautical chart.” She glanced at the counter. “That's the Lafitte survey. You've looked at that three times this week.”

“It has a discrepancy in the bayou measurements.”

“The bayou has a discrepancy in the bayou measurements. That's what bayous do.” She leaned on the counter and looked out through the front glass at the tourists navigating the heat. “Slow morning?”

“Slow week.”

Simone had grown up in the Seventh Ward, ten blocks from where they stood now, back when the neighborhood still belonged to people who worked it rather than to those who photographed it. Her grandmother had kept an altar at the foot of the stairs and a bowl of water beside the bed every morning, looking into it with the focused attention of someone reading the day's news in a medium that hadn’t yet been invented. Her mother had been a nurse at University Hospital until her knees gave out. Simone herself had worked bars, then city hall, then a nonprofit that advocated for flood insurance reform, then a series of consulting arrangements that she described as making ugly things sound procedural to people who were paid to misunderstand them. She had come to work two months ago because, she said, the job was honest about being marginal. She was the reason the shop's books balanced, the permits stayed current, and the more aggressive estate sellers left without causing incident.

She was also, though neither of them discussed it in those terms, the reason Julian still found the work interesting most mornings.

“You pay the inventory insurance?” she asked.

“Mostly.”

She looked at him.

“It's paid,” he said. “I was being colorful.”

“Don't. Just answer questions like a person.” She glanced at the ceiling where the plaster had gone soft near the front corner. “You call the roofer?”

“I left a message.”

“When?”

He took a sip of the coffee. “Define when.”

“Julian.”

“Last month.”

She pressed her eyes closed briefly in the way of a woman making a private inventory of her patience. “I'll call him today.”

“You don't have to—”

“I know I don't have to.” She opened her eyes. “That's not the same as not doing it.”

The shop bell rang.

The man in the doorway was in his early thirties and had the scrubbed, careful presentation of someone visiting a neighborhood they considered interesting. His clothes were expensive in the quiet way of people who had been advised that visible expense was vulgar. He moved through the shop with the slightly too-deliberate footwork of someone who had been told the inventory was fragile, pausing at each case in a sequence that felt less like browsing and more like a checklist being worked through. He spent longer than warranted at the rear display—the maritime instruments, the older pieces, the things Julian kept under glass rather than open on shelves—and his eyes moved between the objects and the floor in a way that wasn’t admiration.

He was measuring something.

“The building itself,” the man said, without looking up. “How old is the foundation?”

“Older than the building,” Julian said. “Original brick. Pre-1800, best I can determine.”

“And below that?”

Julian watched him. “Below that is what's below most of the Quarter. Fill, pilings, whatever the city decided to put between itself and the river.”

The man nodded slowly, as if this confirmed something. His eyes came up and found Julian's, and there was a beat—brief, deliberate—in which neither of them said the real thing they were thinking.

“Beautiful space,” he said.

Simone, from the workroom doorway, said nothing. But she had gone very still.

“Help you?” Julian said.

“I'm looking for something for my mother.” The man examined a display case of navigational instruments without touching the glass. “She collects things with history.”

“Most things in here have history,” Julian said. “The question is whether it's interesting history or just old history.”

The man looked up. “What's the difference?”

“Old history is a thing that sat somewhere,” Julian said. “Interesting history is a thing that did something while it was sitting.”

The man almost smiled. He dropped his gaze to the case, then lifted it back to Julian. “My name's Grant Mercer.”

Simone had drifted toward the workroom doorway with her coffee. She said nothing.

“The Mercer family,” the man continued, with the careful casualness of someone delivering a sentence they had rehearsed, “used to have property in this neighborhood. My mother grew up a few blocks from here.”

“A lot of families have history in this neighborhood,” Julian said. “Most of them still do.”

Something in Mercer's posture shifted. Not dishonesty exactly. The specific self-consciousness of someone who has nearly said more than they intended and is recalibrating.

“Right,” he said. “Just browsing, I think.”

He bought a nineteenth-century navigation compass, the non-functioning kind that sold well as decoration, and left without saying anything further. The bell rang for his exit.

Simone waited until the door closed. “Who was that?”

“Grant Mercer.”

“The Mercer family.” She said it the way you repeat a phrase you want to examine. “They had holdings here before Katrina. Took the insurance money and didn't rebuild.”

Julian looked at her. “You know them?”

“My mother's hospital got a Mercer Family Foundation grant in 2001. Three years later the foundation quietly folded. The grant had conditions nobody bothered to read until the conditions were already binding.” She watched the street where Mercer had gone. “That's a small enough example. The larger ones you'd have to dig for.”

Julian looked at the compass Mercer had bought. Fifty dollars. Not a browsing purchase.

“He came in for a reason,” Julian said.

“Yes,” Simone said. “He did.”

The afternoon moved slowly. Two tourists from Illinois bought a framed antique map of the French Quarter. A regular named Arceneaux—no relation, as far as Julian knew, to anyone relevant—came by to look at a brass chronometer he was never going to buy. The heat pressed against the front windows with its usual patient conviction.

Around three o'clock, old Robicheaux arrived.

Rene Robicheaux had been bringing things to Quartier Curio for four years, ever since his wife had died and he had begun systematically redistributing a household accumulated over fifty-three years of marriage. He was eighty-one years old and had clearly decided to be finished with the effort of not saying things. He arrived today carrying a cedar box in both hands, moving through the shop door with the deliberate care of a man who understood that what he was carrying deserved it.

He set the box on the counter without explanation and sat in his usual chair by the window.

The box was genuinely old. Not aged-for-effect old—Julian could tell the difference. The cedar had gone dark and close-grained over decades, the wood sealed by its own oils into something that felt more mineral than organic. There was no lock, but the lid fit with the tight precision of a thing made to stay closed rather than to be opened frequently. Carved into the top, in a style Julian associated with early-nineteenth-century Louisiana craftwork, was a single image: a cord knotted around an iron vessel.

He didn’t touch it yet.

“Where did this come from?” he said.

“The foundation sent three of us to do the initial assessment,” Robicheaux said. “Myself and two younger appraisers. One of them—a man named Thierry Dufour, from the city records office—handled the box first. Took it off the shelf himself before I could say anything. Carried it out to the car to log the dimensions.” He stopped. “He was in a car accident two days later. Nothing dramatic. Wet road, midday, no other cars involved. He drove into a drainage canal in Gentilly.” He looked at the cedar box on the counter with the settled expression of a man who had made up his mind about the relationship between these facts. “He survived. But he's not the same. His wife says he won't go near water now. Any water. Won't take a bath.”

The shop was quiet.

“And the other appraiser?” Julian said.

“Quit the same week,” Robicheaux said. “Called in, gave no reason, hasn't been back.” He adjusted in his chair. “I didn't handle it more than I had to.”

“Estate of a woman named Celeste Arceneaux,” Robicheaux said. “Librarian at Tulane. Retired. Died last January. No family to speak of. Her estate went to the city historical foundation, and the foundation contracted me to assess and clear the contents of her apartment on Esplanade.” He paused. “Most of it was books. And journals.”

“And this.”

“And this. Along with a letter sitting on top of it.” He produced an envelope from his jacket pocket and set it on the counter beside the box. It had been opened carefully—with a letter opener, the kind of opening that said the opener had read it and not been sure what to do with what they found.

Julian read the letter.

It was short. The handwriting was meticulous—the penmanship of someone who had spent a professional life around documents and had opinions about legibility. The paper was the expensive kind, cream-colored, acid-free. It said:

This ward has been kept in New Orleans for as long as there has been a New Orleans. I’ve kept it for thirty-five years. I have no one to pass it to, which is a failure of my stewardship that I’ve thought about every day for the last decade. If this box has reached someone who runs a shop full of old things on Chartres Street, the ward may have decided on its own succession, which wouldn’t surprise me, as the ward has always been a better judge of character than I am. Someone is building something they shouldn’t build. I’ve been watching it for two years and have been unable to stop it through any of the channels available to me.

Don’t let them.

Julian set the letter down.

Simone was reading it from across the counter. Her expression had gone careful, as if she were absorbing information she hadn’t yet decided how to classify.

He looked at the cedar box.

He opened the cedar box.

The lid released with a sound less like wood than like pressure equalizing—a faint, clean exhale, as if the inside had been holding its breath since the last time it was opened, which might have been years, might have been longer. The smell that came up was cedar and iron and something older and colder—river clay and deep mud and the specific mineral cold of water that had been underground since before the city had a name for itself. It wasn’t the smell of age. Age smelled like absence. This smelled like something that had been in a small space for a very long time and wasn’t finished with what it had been put there to do. Julian had handled antiques for fifteen years, and he knew the smell of age. This wasn’t that. This smelled like waiting.

Inside, on a bed of folded cloth that might once have been white, sat an iron vessel roughly the size of a large fist, sealed with what appeared to be a compound of wax, clay, and something darker. Wound around the vessel was a length of cord—old, but not brittle, a deep reddish-brown that might have been the original color or might have been time working on something else. Nestled in the cord, secured against the vessel's side, was a single shark tooth.

The shark tooth, in New Orleans, wasn’t unusual. The city had been fishing the Gulf for three hundred years.

What was unusual was the air quality directly above the open box. It had changed, very slightly, in the way air changed near running water—a pressure shift, a minor static. The kind of thing most people wouldn’t notice, and Julian had spent nine years in New Orleans learning to notice.

“Rene,” he said quietly. “When you handled this, did you notice anything?”

Robicheaux was quiet for a moment, looking out through the front glass at the street. “I noticed,” he said, “that I didn’t want to handle it more than I had to.”

“But not fear.”

“No.” The old man thought about it. “More like the feeling when you know a room in a house has been someone's room for a very long time. Even when it's empty. Even when the person is gone.” He paused. “Like the air inside still has an opinion.”

Julian examined the cord on the vessel. The material was old—genuinely old. He would have to date it properly, but his instinct said pre-industrial, maybe significantly pre-industrial. The iron vessel beneath it had been sealed with enough deliberate care that opening it had plainly not been the intention.

He read the letter once more. The ward may have decided on its own succession.

Simone said, “Your name is on that envelope.”

“Yes.”

“Rene,” she said. “Did Celeste Arceneaux know Julian?”

Robicheaux shook his head. “She's been dead since January. She died in the night, alone in her apartment. The envelope was sitting on top of the box, sealed, already addressed.” He looked at Julian directly. “I asked the foundation director if they knew your name. They didn't.”

The room was quiet.

“Bring the journals in,” Julian said.

Robicheaux nodded, stood, and went back out to his car.

Simone watched him go. Then she studied the box, the letter, and Julian.

“I'm going to ask a question,” she said.

“All right.”

“And I want an honest answer, not the one you use when you think I need managing.”

“When do I manage you?”

She gave him a look that dispensed with that question entirely. “Does this feel like an ordinary estate piece to you?”

He looked at the open box. At the cord. At the sealed vessel. At the tooth that had been placed there not carelessly but with the specific deliberateness of something that had been decided about.

“No,” he said.

“What does it feel like?”

He thought for a moment about how to answer that honestly.

“It feels like someone left me instructions,” he said, “for something I don't know how to do yet.”

Simone was quiet. Then she said, “The letter says someone is building something they shouldn’t build.”

“Yes.”

“Any idea who?”

Julian considered Grant Mercer, standing at the display case, with his careful footwork and family name. The compass he had bought not because he wanted it, but because he needed a reason to be here.

“Not yet,” he said.

“But you have a direction.”

“I have a name,” he said. “That's a start.”

Robicheaux returned carrying a wooden crate containing seven journals of varying ages, three bound folders, and a rolled document sealed with a paper band. He set the crate on the counter beside the cedar box and dusted his hands.

“She was thorough,” he said. “Whatever she kept, she kept carefully.”

Julian looked at the crate. The journals on top were leather-bound, the spines stamped with dates in gold leaf, now flaking. The oldest he could see read 1887–1891. Below it was another: 1923–1927. Another: 1961–1964.

“How far back does this go?” Simone asked.

Robicheaux reached in and lifted a wrapped bundle from the bottom. He set it on the counter with the careful hands of a man who understood age. The wrapping was oilcloth, dark and stiff. Inside, when Julian carefully turned back the edges, was a journal unlike the others—smaller, its cover a treated leather that had gone almost black, the pages, when he lifted one edge, faintly yellowed but intact.

On the inside front cover, in a script he didn’t recognize at first as French and then did, was a date.

1724.

Simone leaned over his shoulder and read it. She straightened slowly.

“Three hundred years,” she said.

“Nearly.”

“Someone has been keeping this for three hundred years.”

“According to this,” Julian said, “yes.”

Simone was quiet. He could hear her processing it, sorting it into categories, looking for the frame that made it manageable. That was what she did. It was one of the things he relied on her for.

“Julian,” she said finally.

“Yeah.”

“Who was Celeste Arceneaux?”

He looked at the journals in the crate. Thirty-five years of keeping, she had written. Thirty-five years of one woman, a sealed box, and a cord wound around iron, and whatever it was, she had been watching the whole time.

“I think,” he said, “that's what we need to find out.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Simone arrived at eight the next morning, which was how she arrived everywhere—at the beginning of things, before they had arranged themselves into a shape that excluded her.

She had been tending bar at a place on Frenchmen Street for four years, having moved through a sequence of employment that included two hotel concierge positions, a stint managing a tour company that specialized in architectural history, and six months as a logistics coordinator for a nonprofit that was trying to document disappearing buildings in the Lower Ninth Ward before the documentation became the only thing left. She was thirty-five and had the quality of intelligence that expressed itself primarily as patience—the particular patience of someone who had learned early that the best way to understand a situation was to wait until the people in it showed you exactly what it was.

She sat at the workroom table and read the letter from Celeste Arceneaux.

Then she read it again.

Then she set it down and looked at the cedar box.

“Don’t let them,” she said.

“That's what it says.”

“That's not specific.”

“No,” Julian agreed. “It isn't.”

She reached out and touched the lid of the cedar box without opening it. Just touched the carved image—the cord, the iron vessel—with the tip of one finger, the way you touched something when you were deciding whether it was what you thought it was.

“My grandmother had something like this,” she said.

Julian looked at her.

“Not this exactly. But the iron. The cord. The principle of the thing.” She pulled her hand back. “She kept it under her bed in a cedar chest. Told me it was for the house. That it kept certain kinds of attention away.”

“What kind of attention?”

“She called it hungry attention,” Simone said. “The kind that circles without naming itself.” She was quiet for a moment. “I thought it was a beautiful superstition. I was twenty years old and thought the people who were smarter than my grandmother were the ones who read more books.”

“And now?”

She studied the box. “Now I'm thirty-five and I've watched this city get eaten five different ways in the last decade, and I'm considerably less certain about what superstition covers.”

Julian had spread the journals and the correspondence from Robicheaux's crate across the workroom table. Six journals in varying sizes and conditions, arrayed in the order Simone had established, newest to oldest. Plus the box of loose correspondence, Celeste's research notes, three bound folders of what appeared to be legal documents and property filings, and the wrapped oilcloth bundle containing the 1724 journal, which neither of them had fully opened yet.

“Someone is building something they shouldn’t build,” Simone said. “What are they building?”

“I don't know the specifics yet. There's a development project in the Tremé that's been in the papers for two years. Mixed-use, heritage-tourism branding. A developer named Marcus Varga. His company's been buying adjacent properties, and the filings have been going through the city council without much friction.”

Simone looked at him. “That name is in the correspondence pile.”

He went to the pile. It took four minutes to find it: a letter dated 2001 from an attorney representing Varga Properties, addressed to the city's historic preservation office, objecting to a stop-work order on a project at an address in the lower Tremé. A photocopy, not the original. Celeste Arceneaux had filed it in a folder labeled in her meticulous handwriting: Varga—first attempt.

He set it on the table.

Simone looked at the label. “First attempt.”

“In 2001.”

“Before Katrina.”

“Yes.”

She was quiet with the particular quality that meant she was organizing information quickly and didn’t want to be interrupted.

“The man who came into the shop yesterday,” she said. “Grant Mercer.”

“Yes.”

“His family had property in this neighborhood.”

“According to what he said.”

“Look in Celeste's notes. Cross-reference the Mercer name.”

He looked. It took longer—Celeste's research notes were dense, cross-referenced, the work of a librarian who had never met a lead she didn’t follow to its terminus. But the name appeared in a footnote to an entry from 2003: a reference to a property sale that had been the partial cause of the first Varga project stalling. The Mercer family, listed as property holders at an adjacent address, had refused to sell.

“They stopped him,” Julian said. “In 2001.”

“Temporarily,” Simone said. “And now Grant Mercer came into your shop the same morning the ward arrived.”

“Could be a coincidence.”

She studied him with the expression of someone who had been making that decision in the negative for the last twenty minutes. “Pour me a real coffee,” she said. “Let’s start with the 1887 journal and work forward.”

He poured the coffee. She opened the 1887 journal.

For the next two hours, they read.

What they found—working through Celeste's thirty-five years of notes and the journals she had inherited and maintained—was a record that wasn’t a single document but a stitched-together argument about the same piece of ground, written by several different hands across more than a century. The earliest voices wrote in the French of educated Creole New Orleans. The later ones shifted to English. All of them were women. All of them wrote about the same thing: someone trying to dig where the ground didn’t want to be dug.

The language changed. The project changed. The men changed. But the pattern held with the regularity of something geological.

In 1887, a drainage commission had proposed a major excavation through a section of the Tremé that the journal keeper—a woman who signed herself only J.A.—described as the lieu de passage. The place of crossing. The excavation had been halted when the crew encountered what the official report called “unusual subsurface conditions,” and the journal described it rather more directly.

In 1923, a different project. A different Varga.

“Wait,” Simone said. “A different Varga?”

Julian found the passage. It was brief
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