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ACT I 

 


Chapter 1

The house wasn’t expecting anyone. It was obvious.

Marcus Devereux stopped on the sidewalk on Magnolia Street, set his suitcase down at his feet, and surveyed the building with the same gaze he usually reserved for crime scenes: attentive, methodical, and seemingly emotionless. Two stories plus an attic. A Victorian wooden facade once painted white, now the color of old bone. Four front columns, one of which was slightly tilted—settling of the foundation, probably nothing structurally critical. Shutters closed on every window except two on the second floor, open at an angle like half-closed eyelids. A neglected garden: giant magnolias, ivy on the wrought-iron gate, weeds growing knee-high. A municipal sign noted the building’s historic status and prohibited alterations to the facade.

Marcus made a mental note: a good, unobstructed view of 1844, across the street. Fontenot. The man they were there to watch go about his life.

Behind him, Théodore Arceneaux hadn’t moved from the sidewalk.

“Are you going in?” Marcus asked without turning around.

“I’m thinking it over.”

“You’ve been thinking it over for seven minutes.”

“It’s an important decision.”

Marcus turned around. Théo was standing exactly where the taxi had dropped them off, suitcase in his right hand, rosary wrapped around his left, his gaze fixed on the facade with an expression Marcus could only describe as clinically terrified. Forty-one years old, red hair streaked with gray, a mustache like a small-town police officer’s, a blue plaid shirt tucked into khaki pants. He looked like a man who’d just realized his doctor had lied to him about something serious.

“It’s a house,” said Marcus.

“It’s the Beaumont House.”

“It’s a wooden building constructed in 1892. It survived Katrina, four Category 3 hurricanes, and 130 years of Louisiana humidity. It’ll probably outlive us, too. Come on in.”

“You know what happened here in 1924.”

“A man died of a heart attack.” Statistically speaking, that’s happened in most of the houses on this street.

“A man died, and the house was abandoned the next morning. No one set foot in it again for a hundred years.”

“Which means,” said Marcus, picking up his suitcase, “that the floor might be weakened in places, so we’ll avoid the center of the rooms on the first floor until we’ve assessed it.” That’s the only objective risk in this situation. Come on.

He pushed open the gate—it creaked on its hinges with an enthusiasm that seemed almost deliberate to him—and walked up the driveway without looking back. Behind him, he heard the characteristic sound of a man taking a deep breath, muttering something in Cajun, and resolving to move forward anyway.

Theo caught up with him at the foot of the porch steps.

“I’ll set just one condition,” he said.

“No.”

“I’m not opening any doors that weren’t already open when we arrived.”

“We’re lying low in an empty house. We’re going to have to open doors.”

“Not me.”

“Theo.”

“I’ll keep watch.” I’ll write the reports. I’ll handle communications with the captain. I’ll order the pizzas. But I’m not opening any doors in this house.

Marcus looked at him for a long second.

“All right,” he said finally. “You won’t open any doors.”

Théo seemed slightly relieved. Which was a mistake on his part, Marcus already knew, because this concession cost him absolutely nothing: in a house that had been abandoned for a century, all the doors were bound to open one way or another. The question was simply which way. The key the NOPD had given them was brand-new—someone had recently had the lock on the front door replaced, which Marcus noted as a positive operational detail. The interior, on the other hand, had not received the same attention.

Inside the Beaumont house, the temperature was the same as outside—that is, too hot for October—but with the added element of a peculiar quality to the air: thick and stagnant, laden with a complex odor that Marcus identified in successive layers: a basic mustiness, damp wood, old paper, and over all of that, persistent and slightly nauseating, something resembling decaying magnolia. As if the house had absorbed the garden and had been slowly digesting it for decades.

The entryway was large, tiled with black-and-white octagonal terracotta tiles, several of which were cracked. A staircase led up to the first floor; its dark wooden banister still felt solid to the touch—Marcus tested it. On the back wall, an oval mirror in a tarnished gold frame reflected the entryway with the slightly distorting impartiality of old mirrors, which round off corners and lengthen shadows.

Théo stopped in front of the mirror.

“No,” said Marcus before he could speak.

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were about to say something about the mirror.”

“I was just looking at it.”

“Good. Let’s keep going.”

The living room opened onto the street—it was clearly the main living space. Two south-facing windows looked out onto 1844 Magnolia Street, the residence of Édouard Fontenot, a 58-year-old antique dealer who had been suspected for the past eighteen months of being the hub of a network dealing in stolen artworks and historic voodoo artifacts. An unobstructed view, an excellent vantage point, provided one stayed toward the back of the room—which was feasible.

Marcus set down his suitcase, unbuttoned the top button of his shirt as a concession to the heat, and began to assess the layout of the furniture. A burgundy velvet sofa whose condition was best not examined too closely. Two armchairs. A coffee table. A marble fireplace with a mantelpiece on which two verdigris-colored bronze candlesticks stood. Everything was covered with a thin, even layer of dust, as if someone had taken care not to touch anything for a very long time.

“It’s clean,” he said. “Relatively speaking. Someone did an inspection before we arrived.”

“Or something cleaned it,” said Théo from the doorway.

“Someone. City employees. The building is a historic landmark; there are periodic inspections.”

“In a house that no one has lived in for a hundred years.”

“That’s precisely why it’s a historic landmark. You can see how logical it is.”

Théo still hadn’t crossed the threshold into the living room. He held his rosary between his fingers with a nonchalance belied by the pallor of his knuckles.

Marcus approached the windows, tried one of them—it opened, the hinges creaking but still functional—and observed 1844 from the angle he’d calculated upon arrival. Perfect. Fontenot’s facade was fully visible: the front door, the side garage, and a window in what appeared to be an office on the first floor. A curtain shifted slightly behind the office window. Marcus didn’t move.

“He’s there,” he said.

“Who?”

“Fontenot. First-floor office, north-facing window. Someone moved the curtain thirty seconds ago.”

Théo approached cautiously, like a man crossing a minefield, and peered over Marcus’s shoulder.

“How do you know it’s him and not a housekeeper?”

“Because according to his file, he’s been living alone since his divorce in 2019 and refuses to have any domestic staff for privacy reasons.” The curtain moved from the inside, which means someone was watching the street. That someone might have seen us arrive.

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“We’re showing up with suitcases. We look like tenants. Nothing unusual for someone who doesn’t know this house is supposed to be empty.”

Théo thought about that for a few moments.

“What if he knows this house is supposed to be empty?”

Marcus closed the window.

“Then we’re busted on the very first day, and this week is going to be very interesting. Do you want to see your room?” The room Marcus had claimed for himself—mentally, unilaterally, and without room for discussion—was the first one on the right at the top of the stairs. It had a window facing the street, which, in his eyes, was the only relevant criterion. It also had a mattress whose central dip formed a landscape reminiscent of the Appalachians, green-striped wallpaper whose edges were peeling off in graceful rolls from the ceiling, and a smell of mothballs that suggested the last person to have slept here had taken precautions against moths with perhaps excessive enthusiasm.

Marcus set down his suitcase, opened the window, assessed the line of sight to 1844—well, slightly less direct than from the living room but usable for nightly surveillance rounds—and began inspecting the mattress. The springs on the left edge looked acceptable. He moved the bed about thirty centimeters, which took three minutes and produced a muffled clanking sound, then tested it again. Better.

In the hallway, Théo was inspecting the room across the way with the method of a demolition expert assessing a structure before blowing it up: a quick glance, then an immediate retreat.

“Too big,” he said.

“Rooms are either big or small. That’s the nature of rooms.”

“Big means a lot of unmonitored space. Lots of corners. Lots of places where things can lurk unseen.”

“Things.”

“Entities.”

— Theo, listen to me carefully. There are no entities in this house. There’s dust, dampness, probably bats in the attic, maybe rats in the walls, certainly spiders in every corner—and that, I’ll grant you, is already a lot. But no entities.

— Bats are a bad sign.

— Bats are insectivorous mammals. Their presence means there are mosquitoes, which in this city in October is no surprise. Pick a room.

Theo looked down the hallway. There were four doors. He tried one, opened it a crack—ten centimeters—peered inside into the dim light, then closed it again. He tried a second one—that one led to a two-square-meter closet with empty shelves.

His expression changed slightly.

— I’ll take that one.

Marcus looked at him.

“It’s a closet.”

“It’s a small room with a single opening, controllable dimensions, and no blind spots. It’s tactically superior.”

“It’s a closet where we used to store sheets.”

“And now I’m sleeping in it. You said I could choose.”

Marcus opened his mouth, then closed it again. Technically, he had said that.

— Whatever you say, he said.

He went back down to the living room while Théo busied himself setting up his camping mattress in the closet with the quiet satisfaction of a man who’d just solved a complex problem using simple means. Marcus had no desire to know how many protective items Théo had slipped into his suitcase, nor in what order they would be arranged around the mattress. Some things were better left unseen. When evening came, they ate at the coffee table in the living room—two sandwiches bought before they left, a bottle of water each—their eyes fixed on the 1844 as they worked through the administrative reports Captain Marchetti had demanded within twelve hours of their arrival. The form specifically requested a detailed description of the hideout’s surroundings, an assessment of the building’s structural risks, and an inventory of the surveillance equipment deployed. Marcus filled it all out with the diligence of a man who finds paperwork a useful shield against conversations he’d rather avoid.

Theo ate his sandwich while keeping an eye on the fireplace out of the corner of his eye.

“It’s blowing the wrong way,” he said after a moment.

“What?”

“The fireplace. Did you notice? At times, the air is coming from the inside toward us. Not from the outside toward the inside. It’s backwards.”

Marcus looked up from his papers and examined the cream-colored marble fireplace, its two verdigris-patinated bronze candlesticks, and its black cast-iron mantel.

“Reverse draft,” he said. “Common in large Victorian fireplaces when they haven’t been used in a long time. The column of hot air inside the flue has reversed. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“It smells like something when it blows.”

“Old soot. And probably bird nests at the top of the flue.”

“It smells like a cigar.”

Marcus stopped.

He sniffed discreetly. Theo was right—not strongly, not undeniably, but there was something in the air circulating from the chimney, something heavy, slightly acrid, that did indeed smell like cooled tobacco.

“Organic residues,” he said. “Tobacco leaves traces in the walls for decades.” The heat of the day expands materials; the nighttime cooling contracts them, releasing old volatile compounds. It’s documented.

“Documented where?”

“In the scientific literature on the conservation of built heritage.”

“Have you read it?”

“I’m deducing it from the basic principles of materials chemistry.”

Théo nodded with that absolute politeness that didn’t mean at all that he was convinced, and went back to his sandwich. Marcus jotted down in his notebook: Reverse chimney draft. Residual tobacco odor—ancient volatile compounds released by thermal variation. Normal. He paused, considered his sentence, and added: To be verified.

At 7:42 p.m., a light came on on the ground floor of 1844. Fontenot crossed his front room, stopped in front of what appeared to be a dark wooden secretary desk, consulted something—a document, perhaps, or a ledger—and stepped out of view. Total duration: four minutes and thirteen seconds.

Marcus jotted down the time, duration, and description in his Moleskine. First valid observation of the week.

“He looks normal,” said Théo.

“People who run international fencing rings usually look normal. It’s functional.”

“I mean, he doesn’t look like someone who buys voodoo skulls.”

“Not all voodoo artifacts are skulls. And his appearance isn’t relevant.”

“I find him likable.”

“You haven’t met him yet.”

“We judge people from a distance. It’s our job.”

Marcus looked up from his notebook.

— Our job, he said carefully, is to collect evidence, not to form opinions.

— My opinion is a fact.

— Your opinion is a cognitive bias that we’re going to carefully set aside. Eat your sandwich.

Theo ate his sandwich. Outside, night was falling over New Orleans with that quality unique to Southern cities: not by turning off the light, but by changing its nature, the white, flat light of day giving way to something warmer, denser, the streetlights on Magnolia Street casting yellow halos into the humid air. Somewhere two blocks away, a saxophonist was launching into what sounded like a very free interpretation of St. James Infirmary. The sound drifted in through the half-open windows as if it had always belonged in that room.

Théo listened intently.

“Is it like this every night?”

“Probably. We’re three hundred meters from Magazine Street.”

“That’s beautiful.”

Marcus didn’t answer, which was his way of not disagreeing.

At 10:00 p.m., Fontenot turned on a lamp in what appeared to be his kitchen, spent twenty minutes there, then turned off all the lights on the ground floor. At 10:37 p.m., a light came on upstairs—in a bedroom on the garden side, not visible from the living room. Marcus noted the sequence. An orderly life, regular schedules. That kind of regularity was either a sign of a quiet man or a sign of a man who knew exactly what to show any potential surveillance.

At 11:00 p.m., Marcus had finished the reports, completed ninety minutes of surveillance without any notable incidents, and drafted a list of adjustments to make the next morning: reposition the left armchair to improve the angle on the Fontenot garage door, locate a working electrical outlet in the room to recharge the devices’ batteries, assess the sturdiness of the floor in the first-floor hallway, and check the back windows in daylight.

He was putting away his notebook when the back door slammed.

Not violently. Not dramatically. A sharp, precise click—brief as a period, like someone closing a door with intention and awareness. Marcus looked up. Théo, who had dozed off slightly in his armchair, sat up in a single motion with a speed Marcus would never have suspected in a forty-one-year-old man with such an unathletic diet.

Silence. The saxophonist in the distance had stopped playing. On the street, even the streetlights seemed to be waiting for something.

“What a draft,” said Marcus.

“There aren’t any open windows at the back of the house,” Theo said in a low voice.

“Maybe there’s one we didn’t check.”

“We went all the way around when we got here. All the windows at the back are boarded up. You said so yourself.”

Marcus stood up, grabbed his flashlight from the coffee table, crossed the hallway, and walked toward the back door. It was closed. Perfectly, securely closed—he placed his hand on it, felt the cold wood beneath his palm, colder than the rest of the house, and noted this detail somewhere in the part of his mind that recorded details without yet categorizing them. He checked the hinges: no play. The door itself: no draft detectable from the bottom. The hallway windows: closed, boarded up from the inside with nailed-down strips of wood, the wood swollen from years of moisture.

He returned to the living room. Theo hadn’t followed him.

“Thermal expansion,” said Marcus. “Old wooden structures react to nighttime temperature fluctuations. The wood contracts, pressure builds up in the joints, and then it’s released suddenly. It’s a phenomenon that’s well documented in all buildings from that era, in this type of climate.”

Théo was watching him from his armchair with an expression that could be interpreted in several ways, none of them exactly conveying trust.

“The back door,” he said slowly. “It slams. Even though all the windows are closed. At night. In a house that’s been empty for a hundred years.”

— Thermal expansion.

— All right.

— You don’t seem to believe me.

— I believe you completely,” said Théo with absolute politeness and a smile that didn’t mean that at all.

He picked up his rosary from the edge of the armchair, carefully wrapped it around his left wrist, and announced that he was going to bed. Marcus watched him go up the stairs—slowly, one hand on the banister, his phone’s flashlight on despite the fact that Marcus had said the electricity was only partially working in the northern half of the house—and heard the characteristic sound of someone propping several objects against a door before lying down. A sound of methodical weaving. Rosary beads, salt—things Marcus preferred not to try to identify more precisely.

He sat down again in the living room. Picked up his notebook. And wrote, at 11:17 p.m.:

Slam. Door at the end of the hallway. Cause: probable thermal expansion. Check back windows tomorrow morning in daylight.

He paused. The tip of his pen hovered for a moment above the page.

He added:

All rear windows confirmed closed upon arrival.

And nothing else.

He closed the notebook, set it on the coffee table between the two empty water bottles and the duly completed administrative report form. Out on the street, the saxophonist had started playing again. St. James Infirmary, this time in the right key—clear and melancholic—as if the New Orleans night had been waiting for the humans to fall silent so it could breathe normally.

He remained motionless in the living room for a moment longer, his elbows resting on his knees, listening to the house. It was a professional habit—listening to a place the way one listens to a witness: without any particular expectations, just attentive to anything out of the ordinary. Old houses had their own sounds. The creaking of wood as it expanded, the murmuring of pipes in the walls, the rustling of plaster. This one had all that, plus something else—a denser stillness than usual, as if the air had been compressed there for a very long time and no longer knew exactly how to circulate.

Marcus wasn’t superstitious. He’d made that clear to Theo that evening and to himself many times before that. Houses didn’t hold onto the dead. The dead didn’t hold onto houses. What lingered in old buildings was physics: the materials, the smells, the chemical traces of time. Nothing else.

He turned off his flashlight and went upstairs to bed.

In the first-floor hallway, he walked past the door at the end without stopping. The wood was cold—that was all. The temperature always dropped at night in old, poorly insulated houses.

He closed his bedroom door behind him, lay down on the left side of the mattress—the springs were decent, he’d checked—and stared at the ceiling in the dark for a reasonable amount of time before closing his eyes.

The house creaked twice, then fell silent.

Outside, somewhere far away, New Orleans carried on as if it had never heard of silence.

 


Chapter 2

The NOPD’s official surveillance post in the Beaumont house consisted of two armchairs moved thirty centimeters away from the living room windows, a pair of Nikon 10x42 binoculars resting on the coffee table within easy reach, a camera tripod—one of whose legs refused to lock properly, so Marcus had wedged it in place with a 1987 Larousse dictionary he’d found in the library—and two standard-issue notepads bearing, printed on the letterhead with a prominence Marcus found slightly excessive, the NOPD logo and the words OFFICIAL DOCUMENT—DO NOT REPRODUCE.

It was a few minutes past two o’clock. The October sun beat down on the facade of 1844 with a directness that was almost indecent—not the soft, golden light one imagined in the fall, but a flat, white late-summer light that refused to accept that the calendar had turned. Marcus had taken off his jacket that morning. He considered taking off his shirt, then remembered he was on duty, and unbuttoned the second button as a compromise.

Théo wasn’t in the living room.

He was in the hallway, a meter and a half from the oval mirror, in the posture of a man observing something potentially dangerous from a distance he considered barely sufficient.

“Théo.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re supposed to be watching Fontenot, not the mirror.”

“I’m doing both.”

“The mirror isn’t a surveillance target.”

“That’s what you say.”

Marcus set down his binoculars. He turned around. Theo had his arms crossed, his chin slightly tucked in, his gaze fixed on the gilded frame with a concentration that would have been impressive if it had been directed at something useful.

“What did that mirror ever do to you?”

— It’s looking at me.

— That’s what a mirror does. It reflects whatever’s in front of it. What’s in front of it is you. So it’s looking at you. That’s basic optical physics.

— It’s looking at me differently.

— Differently from what?

Theo thought for a moment.

— Differently from how a mirror is supposed to look at someone.

Marcus considered that statement from every angle, found no way to respond that wouldn’t lead him in a direction he didn’t want to go, and turned back to his window.

“The morning report is due at five o’clock,” he said. “You’ll take care of it.”

There was a silence, then the sound of Théo moving away from the mirror, keeping a safe distance from the wall.

“His name is René,” said Théo as he settled into his armchair.

“Who?”

“The mirror.”

“The mirror doesn’t have a name.”

“It does now. It helps keep an eye on it.”

Marcus jotted something down in his notebook. It had nothing to do with the mirror. The status report that Captain Dolores Marchetti had demanded within twelve hours of the device’s installation consisted of seven sections, each with subsections, several of which had no apparent relevance to a hideout in an abandoned Victorian house. Section C called for a map of the identified emergency exits in the host building, with an estimate of the evacuation time for each exit. Section D required an inventory of the furniture present, classified by condition on a scale of one to five. Section F, titled “Assessment of Noise Disturbances Likely to Interfere with Surveillance,” included a box for animal-related disturbances, a box for human-related disturbances, and a third box, left blank with no title, which Theo stared at for a long time before asking what they were supposed to put there.

“Leave it blank,” said Marcus.

“Maybe it’s for disturbances of unknown origin.”

“Leave it blank.”

“I could put ‘the mirror’ there.”

“Theo.”

“I’m joking.”

He wasn’t entirely joking—Marcus knew that—but this wasn’t the time to delve deeper. He took Section E—Assessment of visibility of the target from the surveillance post—and filled it out with the precision of a man who prefers facts to interpretations: line of sight to the main facade of 1844, one hundred percent. Line of sight to the side garage door, seventy percent with partial obstruction by a magnolia tree at the curb. View of the ground-floor windows: excellent. View of the first-floor windows on the street side: good. On the garden side, zero visibility from the living room—to be compensated for by rotating surveillance from bedroom 1 on the first floor, estimated view: forty percent.

Fontenot hadn’t moved since that morning.

A window on the first floor—the study, facing the street—let in a steady stream of light, indicating someone was there. A man sitting at a desk, most likely. Working, reading, talking on the phone. Going about his life as a cultured, smiling antique dealer in his beautiful Garden District home, just a few meters from a surveillance team he wasn’t supposed to know was there.

At 3:20 p.m., Marcus’s phone rang. MARCHETTI appeared on the screen.

“Inspector Devereux.”

“Devereux. Situation report. Are you set up?”

“Since this morning, Captain. Surveillance post operational, line of sight to the target confirmed, first report being drafted for 5:00 p.m.”

“Good. Is Arceneaux with you?”

Marcus looked at Théo, who was updating his mental list of suspicious objects in the house, pen in hand, notepad on his lap. He had written at the top of the page, in neat capital letters: INVENTORY OF POTENTIAL THREATS. Below that: 1. René (mirror, entryway). 2. Fireplace (reverse draft, tobacco smell). 3. Back door (slamming, cause undetermined at this stage).

“He’s here,” said Marcus.

“Hand him over to me.”

Marcus handed him the phone. Théo put on a professional air.

“Arceneaux, Captain.”

“Arceneaux. Team psychological health report.” Is everyone operational?

— Absolutely, Captain.

— No problems with the building? I saw in the file that it’s a historic house; there may be some comfort issues.

Théo looked at the living room ceiling, where one of the plaster medallions was hanging at a forty-five-degree angle, held up by a rusty electrical wire. He looked at the window, behind which a pigeon had perched on the sill and was watching them as if it knew more than they did. He looked at Marcus.

— Standard comfort for a hideout, Captain.

— Good. Report at five o’clock. And Arceneaux—no independent action. Passive surveillance only until further notice.

— Copy that.

He handed the phone back to Marcus. The pigeon flew away.

“She’s eating something while she’s talking,” said Théo.

“Donuts, probably. She always has some on her desk.”

“That’s only human.”

“She’s Captain Marchetti. The two aren’t mutually exclusive.” At 4:45 p.m., a car pulled up in front of 1844.

Marcus had been watching through his binoculars for thirty seconds—he’d heard the engine slow down with that kind of peripheral awareness you develop after years of stakeouts, the ability to distinguish a passing car from one that’s stopping. A dark sedan, Louisiana license plate, driver’s side facing the Fontenot house. The driver stayed behind the wheel for two minutes without getting out—a phone call, perhaps, or simply checking the house number—then opened his door.

A man. About sixty years old, wearing a light gray suit despite the heat, carrying a leather briefcase, with a measured gait. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry. He looked like someone who was used to never seeming to be in a hurry—a skill Marcus associated with two categories of people: surgeons and people who have something to hide.

“Do you see him?” he said.

Théo had stood up silently and was standing slightly behind the window, in the blind spot.

“I see him. He knows the house. He’s not looking for the number.”

He was right. The man had crossed the sidewalk straight toward Fontenot’s door, without looking up at the facade, without hesitation. He rang the doorbell. The door opened within thirty seconds—Fontenot was expecting him, or at least wasn’t surprised.

A split second of visibility, just long enough for the door to open and then close again: Fontenot in a light-colored shirt, smiling, hand outstretched. A warm welcome. Not a surprise visit, not a formal business meeting. Something in between.

Marcus took three photos with the camera on the tripod, whose stubborn leg chose that moment to give way, producing a thud and causing the lens to tilt twenty degrees downward. It took him forty seconds to get the shot back in frame. The three photos were blurry. The fourth was sharp—a three-quarter profile of the stranger, good enough for identification.

“Did you get his face?” asked Théo.

“A good shot. I’ll send it to the forensic unit tonight.”

“He doesn’t look like anything in particular.”

“People who don’t look like anything in particular are often the most interesting in an investigation.”

“Is that a general rule?”

“It’s my personal experience. Note the time and the description in your report.”

Théo took notes. Time: 4:47 p.m. Description: male, approx. 60 years old, light gray suit, brown leather briefcase, confident gait, familiar with the area. Duration of visit: to be determined.

They waited.

The visit lasted fifty-three minutes. At 5:40 p.m., the man came out alone, crossed the sidewalk at the same measured pace, got back into his car, and drove off toward Saint Charles Avenue. No briefcase in sight as he left—he’d entered with it, but left without it. Marcus photographed the license plate. Clear this time.

“He left something behind,” said Théo.

“Or he took something.”

“Or both.”

Marcus lowered his binoculars. It was the first truly substantial observation since their arrival, and it had come after only a few hours. He made a mental note that Fontenot’s regular schedule—which he had identified the previous evening as a potential signature of someone who managed his public image—did not rule out sustained activity during the day. The man was working. He was just used to working neatly.

The 5:00 p.m. report was sent thirty-two minutes late because Section G—Notable Events Occurring During the Surveillance Period—had required more attention than anticipated. Marcus had drafted three versions of the visitor’s description before he was satisfied with it: precise enough to be useful, neutral enough not to skew the analysis of colleagues who would read the report without having seen the man. The facts. Only the facts.

Captain Marchetti acknowledged receipt without comment, which meant she was either busy or satisfied—the two being indistinguishable in her manner of communication. Night fell on Magnolia Street with the same golden slowness as the day before, and the saxophonist on Magazine Street resumed his post with a punctuality that was beginning to feel like a promise.

Théo had ordered pizzas. Two, because the discussion about the toppings had come to an abrupt end as soon as Marcus had uttered the word “anchovies” and Théo had uttered the word “ham” with the tone of someone stating a constitutional principle. So they each ate their respective pizzas, on either side of the coffee table, in a silence that was less tension than pragmatic coexistence.

Fontenot turned on the lights on the ground floor at 7:10 p.m. He was having dinner—a silhouette visible from the kitchen window, the steady movement of a man eating alone and calmly, without looking at his phone, which Marcus noted as an interesting cultural detail in a world where almost no one ate dinner anymore without looking at their phone.

“He’s reading,” said Théo.

“How do you know?”

“The way he holds his head. Slightly tilted, fixed. Someone looking at a screen moves their eyes more. He’s turning the pages.”

Marcus raised his binoculars. Théo was right—there was something about the stillness of the figure that did indeed suggest reading rather than looking at a screen. He noted the detail without commenting that Théo had observed it well, because noting it was the same as saying so, and he would have had a hard time phrasing it without it sounding like a compliment.

At nine o’clock, Théo got up, went into the hallway, stayed there for two minutes, and came back.

“René hasn’t changed position,” he said.

“Mirrors don’t change position.” “They’re mounted on the wall.”

“I mean the angle. What it reflects. This morning, you could see the front door in the reflection. Now, you can see the bottom of the staircase.”

Marcus set down his pizza.

“Oval mirrors have a fixed field of reflection. What you perceive as a change in angle is related to your own position in space when you’re looking at it.”

— I stood in exactly the same spot as this morning. I checked the tile floor. The cross-shaped crack, the third tile counting from the bottom of the stairs.

Silence.

— The light changes throughout the day,” said Marcus. “It alters how we perceive what we see in a reflection.”

— It’s nighttime. There’s no natural light anymore.

— There’s the hallway light.

— Which is aligned the same way as this morning.

Marcus stood up, went into the hallway, and stood in front of the mirror. He could indeed see the bottom of the staircase in the reflection. He moved one meter to the left: he saw the front door. One meter to the right of his original position: the staircase again. He returned to the center, looked for the cross-shaped crack in the tile floor, and positioned himself over it.

Bottom of the staircase.

He examined the frame. Gilded wood, exposed screws in the corners, mounted to the wall with two brass hooks. He gripped the frame by the side rails and gave it a slight shake: stable, no wobble. The mounting hadn’t budged.

He stood there for about ten seconds, staring at his own reflection in the old mirror, which stared back at him with that slightly ghostly elongation characteristic of antique mirrors—his shirt unbuttoned at the second button, his expression revealing nothing in particular because he’d learned very early on not to let anything show when he was thinking.

Then he returned to the living room.

“The wall mount has shifted a few millimeters,” he said. “Wear and tear on the brass hooks over time. It’s imperceptible to the naked eye but enough to marginally alter the angle of reflection depending on temperature conditions. Metal expands, too.”

Theo looked at him.

“That’s the same explanation as for the door.”

“Because it’s the same phenomenon. Differential thermal expansion in an old house. A single physical principle accounts for several simultaneous manifestations.”

“That’s economical.”

“That’s physics. It’s economical by nature.”

Théo nodded, returned to his armchair, and picked up his notepad again. Marcus noticed that he had added a fourth item to his list of potential threats: 4. First-floor hallway floor (asymmetrical creaking—non-random pattern, to be confirmed).

Marcus didn’t ask what “non-random pattern” meant. He stretched out in his chair, crossed his ankles, closed his eyes for a minute, and opened them again.

Through the window, the light in Fontenot’s office was still on, steady and quiet, as if the man across the street had nothing else to do that night but wait for something to happen.

Marcus briefly wondered if that was the case.

Then he picked up his binoculars again. At 10:50 p.m., Fontenot turned off the light in his office. At 11:08 p.m., the light came on in the first-floor bedroom on the garden side—the same sequence as the previous night, at almost the exact same time. The man was either sleeping early or at least pretending to. In either case, the nighttime surveillance shifted to a reduced schedule: a rotation every two hours, keeping an eye on the house across the street, with the rest of the time spent sleeping in short bursts.

Marcus jotted down the rotation schedule in his notebook—he’d be on duty from midnight to 2:00 a.m., Theo from 2:00 a.m. to 4:00 a.m., then him again from 4:00 a.m. to 6:00 a.m., at which point it would be light enough for passive surveillance to resume in earnest.

He hung the schedule up for Theo in the closet.

Theo had arranged the following items on the back shelves, in an order that seemed to be his own: his rosary on a nail he’d hammered into the wood himself with the blade of his pocketknife, a small St. Michael medal laid flat, three bags of herbal tea tied together with string — Marcus had no idea what that meant and preferred not to ask —, a notebook different from his standard-issue notepad, with a worn cover, the contents of which remained his own business, and a flashlight pointed toward the door.

His camping mattress took up two-thirds of the closet. He’d turned the rest into a makeshift desk with a board resting on two empty tin cans.

“Your shift starts at two,” Marcus said, handing him the sheet.

Theo read it.

“That’s reasonable,” he said.

“Did you sleep well last night?”

“Okay.”

“Any problems?”

“Nothing worth mentioning.”

That didn’t mean no, Marcus knew, but it was the acceptable answer, and he accepted it.

He went back down to the living room, settled in for his first midnight shift, set a silent alarm on his phone for five minutes to two, and opened his notebook to today’s page.

He had a lot to note down. The visitor in the gray suit and his briefcase who’d left without the briefcase. The sedan’s license plate—to be checked tomorrow morning. The lighting sequence at Fontenot, the second night in a row, same times to within eight minutes—a man of routine or a man pretending to be one. The angle
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