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Prologue

South Carolina Lowcountry, 1715
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Naya had been taught that black water did not forgive a careless hand.

The hut held the day in layers: cedar heat, iron rust, smoke from the burning tree line, and the wet green breath of the creek outside.

That was before she saw what men did when they believed forgiveness could be purchased by the acre.

The marsh lay flat beneath the morning heat, brown and wide and breathing through the reeds. Mist clung low over the old rice cuts and cypress knees. Mosquitoes stitched the air. Somewhere past the cane, an alligator gave one low grunt, so deep it seemed to come from the mud itself rather than from the throat of anything living.

Naya stood inside the old storage hut with the locked box between her feet.

It was not large. River cedar, dark with age, bound at the corners with iron that had gone red in the damp. Her grandmother had sealed it before the fever took her. Her grandmother's mother had sealed it before that. The men from Charles Town would have called it a charm box. The traders would have called it heathen work. Naya had never trusted the names frightened men gave to things they wanted to own.

Inside the box waited teeth.

Not human. Not quite animal either, though they had come from alligator jaws so old the bone had turned the color of smoke. Each tooth had been carved with marks no English clerk could read and no missionary would have had the patience to learn. Lines crossed lines. Little hooks nested inside circles. Some marks looked like water moving around a buried root. Some looked like a mouth closing.

They had not been carved for killing.

That was the first lie men always told about them later.

They had been carved for refusal.

The teeth belonged to the boundary places: creek mouths, burial mounds, oyster banks, the hidden crossings where wet ground decided who could pass and who could not. Held properly, kept whole, locked away until need made silence impossible, they reminded the water of its agreement with the people who had listened to it long before survey chains and deeds and royal grants arrived from across the ocean.

Then Bram Hoke came through the door with a pistol in one hand and mud on his boots.

He was not alone. Two men waited behind him in the yard, sweating in wool coats too fine for the weather. They had maps rolled under their arms and the thin, hungry look of men who had already divided land they did not understand. Behind them, smoke lifted from the tree line where another cabin had gone up at dawn.

Bram smiled when he saw the box.

“There it is,” he said.

Naya did not move.

She knew Bram's face. Everyone along the creek knew it. Trader, interpreter when it suited him, thief, when no one stronger was watching. He had married himself to every side of every quarrel and called the habit survival. He had heard enough stories to be dangerous and understood none of them well enough to be afraid.

“That box stays shut,” Naya said.

Bram's smile widened. “Everything stays shut until someone with a key gets curious.”

“You have no key.”

He lifted the pistol. “I brought a better one.”

Outside, one of the survey men laughed too loudly. The sound went out across the yard and died in the reeds.

Naya felt the marsh listening.

Not with ears. The marsh did not need ears. It listened through pressure, through root and mud and the small trembling feet of things that knew when larger things had gone still. The frogs had stopped. The red-winged birds had lifted from the cane and not returned. Even the mosquitoes had pulled back from the doorway, hanging in a dark seam just beyond the light.

Bram stepped closer. “Open it.”

“No.”

His hand came fast.

The blow knocked her against the wall. For one breath she saw the rafters, the mud-chinked gaps, the morning outside split into white heat and green shadow. Blood filled her mouth. She swallowed it because she would not give him the satisfaction of seeing it fall.

Bram crouched and dragged the box toward him.

“You think I don't know what this is?” he asked. “You people hang teeth on children and whisper over water. Men in town will pay good money for a thing that makes enslaved people afraid to run.”

Naya spat blood onto the floor. “You know less than a dog knows about fire.”

That took the smile from him.

He smashed the lock with the pistol butt.

The sound was small, much too small for the thing it broke.

Cold came out of the box.

Not winter cold. There was no winter here in any honest sense. This was the cold of shade under black water, of a hand lowered too deep into a creek hole, of mud closed over a mouth before the scream had finished leaving it. Bram felt it too. His fingers hesitated on the lid.

For one blessed second, Naya thought fear might make him wise enough to stop.

Then greed found his hand again.

He opened the box.

The teeth lay in their woven bed, separate and careful, each wrapped at the root with old fiber and red clay. Bram stared at them as if he had expected gold and then decided teeth might become gold if he told the right story loudly enough.

One of the survey men stepped into the doorway. “That's it?”

Bram picked up the first tooth.

The marsh answered.

Water rose in the yard though no rain had fallen. It came first through the seams between packed earth and threshold, dark and shining, carrying duckweed, cypress needles, and a smell old enough to sour the breath. It slid over Bram's boot. He jerked back, cursed, and dropped the tooth.

The water held its ground.

Then it thickened.

Outside, the horses screamed.

The first alligator came out of a puddle no deeper than a man's palm.

That was impossible. Naya knew it. Bram knew it. The survey men knew it in the instant before knowledge stopped helping them. The animal's head broke the surface where there had been no surface large enough to contain it. Eyes like wet coal. Snout broad and ridged. Teeth pale as carved bone. It lunged once, low and fast, and took the nearest man's leg at the knee.

He did not fall cleanly.

The alligator rolled.

Bone turned. Meat tore. The man's scream bent into the mud and came back smaller.

The body made no clean shape after that. Cloth tore first, then skin opened in slick red shutters, and what came out did not look like the clean anatomy of textbooks. It looked hot, fibrous, and offended. Blood hit the floor in separate sounds: spray, slap, drip. The smell followed a beat later, copper and bowel and ancient water, thick enough to taste.

The second man ran for the tree line.

The ditch beside the hut erupted.

Another head. Then another. Not all large. Not all whole. Some were wrong in the way dream animals were wrong, bodies present only where water remembered them, tails vanishing into muck that could not have held their weight. One came through the smoke near the burning cabin and struck sideways, closing its jaws around the running man's hip with a sound like green wood splitting.

Bram fired the pistol.

The ball struck water.

The water struck back.

A dark rope of marsh rose from the floor and slapped the gun from his hand. He scrambled backward, slipping, one hand closing on the scattered teeth. His fingers shook. He looked at Naya then, and at last he wore the face of a man who had found the edge of his own story.

“Stop it,” he said.

“I did not start it.”

He grabbed copper wire from his trade pouch, the thin spool he used for traps and repairs, and began twisting the teeth together with clumsy, frantic turns. Not because he understood the warning. Because he thought binding made owning. Because men like Bram could see a locked box, a warning, a wound, and still believe the important question was how to carry it away.

The teeth clicked together, small and dry and final.

The sound changed the room, as if the hut had just learned a new word for hunger.

Naya tried to rise. Pain caught her side and folded her back down. “Do not join them.”

Bram looked at the charm in his bloody hand.

Five teeth now. Copper wire. A loop ugly enough to hang from a belt or nail or neck. The carvings no longer faced outward in their old order. Some had turned inward. Some cut against the wire. Some pressed root to point, making a circle that was not a circle but a mouth taught to close on itself.

The marsh went silent.

Even the dying man in the yard stopped screaming.

Bram smiled again, though tears had cut clean lines through the mud on his face. “See?” he whispered. “It listens.”

Then the floor opened under him.

It did not collapse. It opened.

Boards lifted. Mud breathed upward. Something massive rolled under the hut, turning slowly, patiently, as if the earth itself had decided to show him the animal it had been hiding. Bram clutched the charm to his chest and tried to crawl toward the door.

The jaws came through the floor.

They did not snap. That would have been mercy.

They rose around him, broad and black, teeth sliding past his ribs one by one, measuring him. He screamed Naya's name though he had never before spoken it with anything but use in his voice. His hands beat against the ridged snout. The charm flashed once between his fingers.

The bite behaved like pressure with teeth. The heavy wool of Bram's coat gave way first with a thick, wet tearing sound, instantly followed by the slick parting of his skin. The jaws did not slice; they crushed inward, forcing the air from his lungs in a high, whistling wheeze.

Then the deeper structures answered. His spine popped, a hard, bright sound like a thick tree branch snapping under ice, and the overwhelming stench of ruptured bowels instantly flooded the small room, violently mixing with the ancient, suffocating stink of the black mud. A hot, fibrous spray of arterial blood hit the cedar walls in separate, heavy slaps. The crunch of his collapsing pelvis was deep enough to shake dust from the rafters.

When the water fell back with a heavy, sucking slop, Bram was gone from the waist down. The rest of him slid after, dragged through an opening that should not have existed, leaving a slick, steaming red smear across the old boards and the copper-wrapped charm skittering loose beside the broken lock.

Naya crawled to it.

She should have thrown it into the deepest creek hole before another hand could touch it. She knew this even then. But the yard was full of dead men, the cabin burned, and more riders would come when these did not return. The teeth had been changed. The box had been broken. Refusal had become appetite because an idiot had made a necklace out of a warning.

She wrapped the charm in cloth without touching the points.

Outside, the water retreated into every ditch and low place, carrying blood, hoofprints, boot tracks, and the last bubbles of the men who had thought the marsh was empty land waiting to be improved.

Naya stood in the doorway until her knees stopped shaking.

Across the yard, one alligator remained half in the ditch, half in sunlight. It watched her with old black eyes. Not grateful. Not loyal. Not evil.

Only awake.

Naya took the broken box, the cloth bundle, and the lesson with her into the trees.

Behind her, the Lowcountry breathed once through the reeds and closed over its secrets.

The teeth had been given a curse only because a greedy man had taught a warning how to answer like one.
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By noon, the marsh had decided to breathe on everything.

Heat pressed against the windows of Morrow Curio & Salvage until the old glass looked faintly wet. Outside, Bay Street shimmered through live oak shade and tourist glare, all brick sidewalks, wrought-iron balconies, horse-drawn carriages, and boutiques pretending the Lowcountry had never smelled of pluff mud, fish guts, diesel, mildew, and old money left too long in a closed room.

The shop added its own commentary in small noises: floorboards ticking, paper curling in the heat, glass humming faintly in the window.

Caleb Morrow stood behind the counter and watched the empty street the way a man watches a doctor reach for test results.

Nobody was coming in.

That, in itself, was not unusual.

Morrow Curio & Salvage occupied the kind of Beaufort storefront preservation boards described with affection and bankers described with frowns. Two centuries earlier, the building had stored rope, salt pork, and barrels of turpentine. Later it had been a lawyer's office, a bait shop, a marine repair storefront, and briefly, during the worst judgment of the 1970s, a boutique that sold ceramic dolphins to people who deserved them. Caleb had given it a better name and worse finances.

The front window held a cracked ship's lantern, a brass tide gauge, a taxidermized gar with one eye missing, a stack of plantation survey maps he did not like but could not afford to ignore, and an old sign from a shrimp boat that had sunk twice and been renamed both times. Tourists occasionally wandered in, laughed, bought nothing, and left smelling faintly of sunscreen and inherited confidence.

Caleb had once imagined the place differently.

Not successful, exactly. He had never been arrogant enough to expect success. But he had pictured curiosity. Strange objects under good light. Quiet music. People with enough imagination to hold an artifact in their hands and feel something other than the urge to ask whether the price was firm.

Instead, on most days, he sold chipped oyster plates, fake pirate maps, brass compasses that pointed mostly toward disappointment, and counterfeit stories about blockade runners to conventioneers from Atlanta.

He was thirty-nine years old, three months late on the commercial note, and having a conversation in his head about whether air-conditioning counted as life support or luxury.

From the back room, a voice called, “You look like you're losing an argument with the building again.”

Inez Aranda stepped through the bead curtain carrying coffee and the expression of someone born unimpressed. She wore black jeans, boots meant for kicking men who deserved it, and a sleeveless shirt from a shrimp festival that no one remembered fondly. Her dark hair was tied back with a pencil. Caleb had known her for six years and had never once seen her move as if she were unsure of the ground beneath her.

He accepted the coffee. “The building started it.”

“It always does.”

“It's got that smug look today.”

Inez glanced at the ceiling. “That's water damage.”

“Same face.”

She leaned on the counter and looked out through the front glass. “You pay the electric?”

“Mostly.”

“That answer has too much personality.”

“It's on.”

“For now.”

Caleb took a sip. The coffee was strong enough to wake something buried under a churchyard. Inez made it that way on purpose, as if optimism were a moral weakness best corrected chemically.

“You ever think,” he asked, “that maybe this town should admit it hates human beings?”

Inez shrugged. “The town loves human beings. Just not the ones who live here all year.”

That got a smile out of him, which was usually her goal even when she pretended otherwise.

Inez had grown up on the other side of the marsh, in a house that took water every third storm and still stood straighter than most of the men who had promised to fix it. Her mother had cleaned resort rooms on Hilton Head. Her father had repaired outboards until his hands went stiff. Inez knew every creek road, every back dock, every deputy worth trusting, and every councilman worth mistrusting at sight. Caleb had hired her three years ago because she caught a man trying to steal a brass cigar cutter and talked him into buying a lamp instead.

She was, in a practical sense, the only reason the shop still functioned.

The bell over the door did not ring when it opened. It gave a tired, metallic cough, as though annoyed at being involved.

The man who entered belonged to the dry-cleaned species. Gray suit. White shirt. No tie because he wanted to seem accessible. A tan so carefully maintained it might have been on retainer. Expensive shoes that had never met pluff mud. A smile that expected to do half the persuading before he spoke.

Inez took one look at him and murmured, “That's not a customer. That's a notice with teeth.”

The man approached the counter. “Mr. Morrow?”

Caleb set down his coffee. “Depends who's asking.”

The smile broadened a notch. “Elias Creed. I represent Haddon Shore Development.”

“Of course you do.”

Creed either missed the tone or filed it under manageable resistance. “My employer has taken a strong interest in this block. There are exciting plans underway. Hospitality, mixed-use retail, premium residential, a pedestrian experience that would connect the waterfront to a reimagined historic corridor—”

“Stop.”

Creed blinked.

“Do not say pedestrian experience like it means anything.”

For the first time, the smile lost a little wattage.

“We're assembling parcels,” Creed said. “We'd like to make you an offer.”

Inez folded her arms. “There it is.”

Creed slid a cream-colored envelope across the counter. Caleb did not touch it.

“I think you'll find the number generous,” Creed said.

“That would depend on whether the number included your company vanishing into a sinkhole.”

Creed turned slightly toward Inez, recalculating who mattered here. “And you are?”

“She's the part of this conversation keeping it civil.”

Inez smiled without warmth. “Thin ice, Elias.”

Creed returned his attention to Caleb. “Mr. Morrow, I understand people have attachments. Sentimental concerns. But this neighborhood is changing whether anyone here feels ready or not.”

“Funny thing about neighborhoods,” Caleb said. “The people who already live in them usually count.”

“They'll benefit too.”

Inez laughed out loud.

Creed's jaw tightened. “My employer prefers to proceed amicably.”

Caleb finally picked up the envelope, weighed it in his hand, and set it back down unopened. “Then your employer should try not sending men who look like they moisturize professionally.”

“Take a day,” Creed said. “Think it over.”

“I already did.”

Creed looked at the envelope, then at Caleb. “You may want to reconsider your position.”

That changed the room.

It was subtle. No raised voices. No dramatic pause. Just the instant shift from sales language to threat, thinly pressed under etiquette like a knife beneath a napkin.

Inez straightened.

Caleb said, “Get out of my shop.”

Creed held his stare a moment longer than comfort allowed, then gave a small nod. “I'll tell Mr. Haddon you're reluctant.”

“Tell him I'm enchanted.”

Creed turned and left. The bell coughed again.

Inez waited until the door shut before saying, “That guy has definitely practiced delivering bad news in a mirror.”

Caleb let out a breath. “I liked him better when I thought he might be here to rob us.”

She tapped the envelope. “You gonna open it?”

“No.”

“You sure?”

“Yes.”

She tilted her head. “Want me to open it?”

“That would still count as opening it.”

“Only morally.”

Caleb picked up the envelope and tossed it into the trash without ceremony. Inez gave him a look that was half admiration and half concern.

“That was either principled,” she said, “or financially deranged.”

“Those categories overlap more than people admit.”

Before she could answer, the back door buzzer sounded.

Both of them looked toward the rear hall.

Caleb frowned. “Who uses the back?”

“People avoiding witnesses.”

“Comforting.”

Inez moved first. She always did. Caleb followed her past the curtain, down the narrow hall lined with stacked crates and framed prints, toward the service entrance that opened into the alley behind the shop. The buzzer sounded again, longer this time, impatient.

Inez unlocked the door but kept the chain on.

A man stood outside in the white glare of the alley, sweating through a faded palmetto-print shirt. He was in his sixties, sunburned, half-drunk, and holding a black plastic storage tub against his chest like an infant he did not fully trust. Caleb recognized him after a second.

“Yarrow?”

The man squinted. “You're Morrow.”

“That's what the sign keeps insisting.”

Mack Yarrow had been an estate buyer, picker, occasional fence, and full-time scavenger of the recently dead for longer than Caleb had been in business. He had once sold Caleb a 1940s shrimp-net float, three naval signal lamps, and a mummified monkey paw that turned out to be a badly treated possum foot. His ethics were elastic. His eye, unfortunately, was good.

Inez looked him over. “You smell like a boat crash.”

“Funeral reception,” Yarrow said. “Open bar. Show some respect.”

“Was it your funeral?” she asked.

“Not today.”

Caleb undid the chain and let him in.

Yarrow entered carefully, glancing once toward the alley before the door closed behind him. That alone made Caleb uneasy. Mack Yarrow was not a man given to caution unless caution had already arrived swinging.

“What is it?” Caleb asked.

Yarrow lifted the storage tub. “Something weird.”

“That narrows it less than you think.”

“I bought a storage unit from the niece of a man who died out near Walterboro. Old collector. Strange inventory. Lowcountry maps, rootwork notes, survey records, a trunk full of estate dispersals going back decades. I was sorting through it this morning and found a locked cedar box inside a larger surveyor's chest.”

Inez raised an eyebrow. “Nothing good has ever begun with the phrase locked cedar box.”

Yarrow nodded toward her. “I like her. She thinks like a witness.”

“What do you want?” Caleb asked.

Yarrow shifted the tub in his arms. “I want it off my hands.”

That was new.

Mack Yarrow did not bring Caleb bargains out of generosity. He brought him things he could not place, things he suspected were hot, or things that made him uncomfortable enough to seek someone with lower standards for self-preservation.

“Show me,” Caleb said.

They moved back into the front room. Yarrow set the tub on the glass display case and peeled off the lid. Inside, beneath two stained towels, sat a small cedar box bound in rusted iron. The lock had been broken recently. Whoever had broken it had not done so with care.

Caleb felt it before he touched it.

Not magic. He would not have called it that. Not yet. Just a pressure change, slight as static, raising the hairs on his forearms.

Inez saw his face. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“That answer also has too much personality.”

Yarrow wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Open it.”

“Why didn't you?”

“I did.”

Caleb looked up. “And?”

Yarrow hesitated.

That was worse than panic would have been.

“Mack.”

“I opened it,” Yarrow repeated. “Felt cold. Real cold. In this weather. I figured maybe it had been in a freezer, some preservation trick, whatever. Then I smelled mud.”

Inez glanced toward the ceiling. “You were drunk?”

“Not then.”

“What kind of mud?” Caleb asked.

Yarrow swallowed. “Marsh mud. Blackwater. The kind that smells like something died under it before my grandfather was born.”

Nobody said anything for a moment.

Outside, a siren wailed three blocks away and faded.

Caleb reached for the box.

The cedar was cold enough to sting his fingertips.

He lifted the ruined latch and opened the lid.

Inside, wrapped in blackened cloth, lay a charm made from alligator teeth and copper wire.

It was ugly in the way powerful things often were. Five teeth hung from the wire loop, each long enough to make the mouth remember pain before the mind found a name for it. The copper had gone dark green in the grooves. The roots were carved with marks so fine they looked less cut than grown there: hooked lines, little circles, water tracks, and small shapes that made Caleb think of eyes half-submerged in a ditch.

The instant Caleb saw it, he knew three things.

First, it was older than the fool who had wired it together.

Second, someone had removed those teeth from a locked box and made them into something portable without understanding what had been locked away.

Third, it did not want to be here.

That last thought arrived whole, uninvited.

Inez leaned closer. “That's nasty.”

“No,” said Yarrow quietly. “It isn't just nasty.”

Caleb ignored him and used both hands to lift the charm from the cloth.

It was heavier than it should have been.

Not dense exactly. Loaded. Like a thing carrying more history than matter had any right to hold.

The room temperature seemed to shift.

A soft ticking began somewhere overhead.

Inez looked up. “What now?”

Caleb kept his eyes on the teeth. “You hear that?”

“Hear what?”

Yarrow took a step back. “That. That's the sound.”

Caleb listened harder.

It was not ticking.

It was dripping.

One drop. Then another.

He turned slowly toward the rear wall where an old brackish display tank sat on a cabinet near the restoration table. The tank usually held nothing more dramatic than two sulking bluegill, a mud turtle rescued from a bait shop, and a piece of driftwood Inez insisted looked judgmental. Now the surface of the water was trembling.

Not bubbling.

Trembling.

The mud turtle shoved itself under the driftwood so hard the wood thumped the glass. One bluegill flashed sideways in panic. Water lapped at the tank edges in tight, frantic waves though the room itself remained still.

Caleb set the charm down on the counter.

At once the water calmed.

Nobody moved.

Inez stared at the tank, then at Caleb, then at the teeth. “Say something reassuring.”

“It's probably electrical.”

She looked at him. “I'd rather you just lie.”

Caleb picked the charm up again.

The tank surface shivered.

He set it down.

Stillness.

Picked it up.

Water tremor.

Set it down.

Still.

Inez took one slow step backward. “I hate this.”

Yarrow was already farther back than either of them. “I knew there was a reason I brought it here.”

Caleb did not answer.

His attention had gone elsewhere.

Not to the tank.

Not to Yarrow.

Not even to Inez.

To the faint smell now rising from the teeth themselves.

Mud.

Not yard mud. Not potting soil. Not the dusty mineral stink of old storage. Clean rot. Deep rot. The smell of pluff mud under noon heat, of blackwater ditches, of drowned leaves and old blood sealed where sunlight never quite reached.

Impossible.

He lived in a town where the marsh was always near, but this smell did not belong to outside. It belonged below.

Inez said, more quietly now, “Caleb.”

He looked up.

“You've got that face,” she said.

“What face?”

“The one that means your brain just walked into traffic.”

He turned the charm over in his hand. On the inner curve of one tooth, half-hidden beneath green copper stain, a line of tiny carved marks ran toward the point. He could not read them, if they were writing at all, but the pattern tugged at some half-remembered corner of his education. Indigenous Lowcountry work maybe. Or something imitating it. Or something older than imitation.

“How much?” he asked Yarrow.

Yarrow answered too quickly. “Five grand.”

Inez snorted. “There it is. Near-death always raises the price.”

Caleb kept looking at the charm. “You said you wanted it off your hands.”

“I do. Responsibly.”

“You've never been responsible in your life.”

“Which is why this is such a special occasion?”

Caleb set the charm back in the box, closed the lid, and felt the air loosen slightly, as if some coiled tension had eased.

“I'll give you twelve hundred.”

Yarrow clutched at his chest. “That's insulting.”

“You came in through the alley.”

“So?”

“So either you think someone followed you, or you didn't want anyone seeing you bring this in. Both lower market value.”

Yarrow opened his mouth, then closed it.

Inez smiled. “He's right. And you still smell like funeral gin.”

“Twenty-five hundred,” Yarrow said.

“Fifteen hundred.”

“Twenty-two.”

“Seventeen and I pretend not to remember the possum foot.”

Yarrow looked wounded. “That was a supply-chain issue.”

“It was a roadkill issue.”

“Two thousand,” Yarrow said. “Cash.”

Caleb hesitated.

He should have said no.

The store account was thin. The charm made no sense. Creed's visit had already poisoned the day, and there were times when survival depended on declining additional complications, no matter how interesting they were.

But Caleb had spent most of his adult life around old objects, and certain instincts become harder to ignore with age. A real piece announces itself. Not with fanfare. With gravity. This charm had gravity.

It also had danger, though that was harder to quantify and impossible to invoice.

He went to the safe.

As he spun the dial, Inez said behind him, “We are not buying the cursed teeth necklace.”

“It's not a necklace.”

“That is your objection?”

“It's a charm.”

“That made it worse.”

Yarrow said, “Lady, you don't want me taking this thing back out into the world.”

Inez folded her arms. “You're right. I want it buried under a church with a warning sign.”

Caleb returned with a stack of bills and counted them onto the counter. Yarrow scooped them up with indecent speed, shoved them into his pocket, and backed away from the display case.

“No refunds,” he said.

“That comforts me,” Caleb replied.

Yarrow headed for the door, then stopped and turned back.

“For what it's worth,” he said, “the dead collector’s niece told me her uncle kept notes. Journals maybe. She said he believed the teeth came out of a locked box tied to one of the old Lowcountry Native communities, and that every time somebody tried to profit from land that should've stayed wet, something answered.”

Inez asked, “Did she say that before or after the second martini?”

Yarrow ignored her. His eyes stayed on Caleb. “There was one more thing. She said he thought the charm answered to brackish water.”

Not seawater exactly. Brackish. The in-between water. Creek mouth water. Tidewater. The kind that could not decide whether it belonged to river or sea and therefore belonged to older things.

The silence pressed into the corners, tight enough that even the display glass seemed to hold its breath.

Caleb said nothing.

Yarrow nodded once, as if that silence confirmed something he had hoped not to confirm, then left through the front door and disappeared into the glare.

Inez waited three seconds before saying, “Tell me we did not just pay two thousand dollars for cursed alligator teeth.”

Caleb looked at the closed box. “I'm not ready to classify it.”

“Great. That always ends well.”

He carried the box toward the back room.

Inez followed. “Where are you putting it?”

“In the workroom.”

“No.”

“In the safe, then.”

“Yes.”

He stopped at the display tank on the way.

The bluegill had retreated to opposite corners. The mud turtle's head protruded from beneath the driftwood, jaw opening and closing with offended rhythm. Caleb set the box on the cabinet and watched the water.

Nothing.

He opened the lid.

The surface of the tank twitched.

Inez made a sound halfway between disgust and vindication. “Nope.”

Caleb closed the lid again.

Stillness returned.

He stood there a long moment, listening to the filter hum.

Then, because curiosity is often just self-destruction with better branding, he reached into the box, lifted the charm, and held it near the glass.

The water bulged toward him.

Not sloshed. Bulged.

A shape moved below the driftwood where no shape that large could have been hiding. One black eye opened under the water. Then another. They were too far apart for the tank, too old for any turtle, too patient for anything Caleb wanted in his shop.

Inez whispered, “Put it down.”

Caleb did.

The eyes vanished.

The tank became a tank again.

Somewhere under the floorboards, old plumbing knocked once.

It sounded almost like teeth closing.
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The Marshgate Club tried very hard not to look like a place where anything ugly could happen.

Its lobby was a study in controlled appetite: polished stone floors, low amber lighting, a perfume in the air that suggested expensive restraint, and a water wall behind the front desk whispering down black slate as if the marsh itself had been trained to behave. Even the guests looked edited. The men wore watches with opinions. The women moved through the room with the loose confidence of people accustomed to being served before they finished wanting something.

The hotel tried to make fear look expensive, which only made it uglier.

By the time Caleb and Inez arrived, two uniformed officers had cordoned off the far end of the pool deck with yellow tape that looked almost obscene against the pale tile.

Caleb registered the delay in his own body before he could name it. His forearms still remembered weight. His knees remembered running. The back of his throat tasted of metal and old mud. Every new instruction landed before the bruise of the last one had finished forming.

Inez slowed as they approached the security checkpoint. “I’m still stuck on why Haddon’s people called you.”

“Maybe Creed realized I’m the city’s leading expert in bad decisions.”

“That would narrow the field to most of Beaufort County.”

The sun had dropped enough to soften the glare, but the heat remained in the stone, rising in visible waves off the deck railings and cabana roofs. Somewhere below the hotel’s artificial calm, pumps hummed through hidden lines. Water moved constantly in places like this. That fact had not interested Caleb much until today. Now he noticed it the way a man notices exits after hearing gunfire.

A plainclothes detective stood near the tape speaking with hotel security. She was in her forties, compact, dark-haired, and possessed of the stillness common to people who had seen so much nonsense they no longer wasted movement on surprise. When one of the officers pointed toward Caleb and Inez, she turned.

Inez muttered, “That’s homicide.”

“How can you tell?”

“She looks like she’s already disappointed in your childhood.”

The detective came toward them.

“Mr. Morrow?” she asked.

Caleb nodded. “That depends. Are you arresting me or judging me?”

“Both are available later.” She held up her badge. “Detective Mara Bellamy. This is an active scene. Why are you here?”

Before Caleb could answer, Creed emerged from behind a cabana with the expression of a man who had not expected the day to become difficult in a biological sense. He looked slightly grayer than he had in the shop.

“I asked him to come,” Creed said.

Bellamy turned her head just enough to indicate irritation without fully spending it. “And who asked you?”

Creed ignored that. “Mr. Morrow deals in historical and unusual artifacts. There may be... context here.”

Inez made a small sound. “I hate every word in that sentence.”

Bellamy’s eyes moved from Creed to Caleb. “Start over.”

Caleb considered lying, rejected it as too much work, and said, “A man came into my shop today with an old tooth charm that reacts to brackish water in ways I do not currently enjoy explaining.”

Bellamy stared at him.

Inez added, “That is, somehow, the abridged version.”

Creed said, “One of our investors was attacked in a locked private pool area. Security footage is compromised. There are no clear signs of forced entry. The damage to the body is—”

Bellamy cut him off. “You don’t get to summarize my corpse.”

Creed’s jaw tightened, but he stepped back.

Bellamy looked at Caleb again. “You are either wasting my time or this city has finally decided to get creative.”

“That’s what I’ve been afraid of.”

She held his gaze for a beat longer, then lifted the tape. “You get five minutes. You do not touch anything, you do not contaminate my scene, and if I hear the phrase ancient curse before I’ve had dinner, I will become difficult.”

Inez murmured, “I already like her.”

The pool deck beyond the tape was quieter than the lobby, but not calm. Calm requires belief. Nobody working the scene believed this made sense.

A coroner’s van waited by the service entrance. A crime-scene photographer moved carefully around a cluster of overturned lounge chairs. Near the waterline, a medical examiner in rolled shirtsleeves crouched beside the covered body, speaking to a younger detective with a notebook and the pinched look of a man trying to write his way through disbelief.

Then Caleb saw the blood.

There was less than he expected and more than he wanted.

A dark fan of it had dried across the pale pool coping and one nearby chaise. More had washed into the overflow gutter, where thin pink residue clung in a line that made the water itself seem complicit.

The body lay under a white sheet near the deep end, one bare foot visible beneath it, tanned and expensive-looking in the way only pampered skin can be.

Bellamy led them toward the medical examiner. “Dr. Cross.”

The man looked up. He was in his fifties, lean, bespectacled, and wore the expression of someone who trusted facts mainly because people were so unreliable.

“Tell me you found a mountain lion in the filtration room,” he said.

“Not yet,” Bellamy replied. “This is Caleb Morrow. Civilian consultant by accident, apparently.”

Cross rose, peeled off one glove, and nodded without enthusiasm. “I dislike civilians at scenes.”

“That makes two of us,” Caleb said.

Cross lifted the sheet from the torso.

Inez turned away immediately and swore under her breath.

Caleb did not turn away. He could not.

The victim had once been a broad-shouldered man in his sixties. He was still broad-shouldered now, but the center of his chest and left side had been opened in a pattern no blade could have made cleanly, and no machinery could have made without leaving other signatures.

The sheet had stuck to him in places and lifted from him in others, making a small tacky sound as Cross peeled it back. Flesh was torn, not sliced. The stench hit Caleb like a physical blow, a jarring, nauseating war between the sterile, eye-watering burn of high-end pool chlorine and the deep, rotting-meat stink of stagnant brackish water blooming inside the open chest cavity.

One nipple was gone. The left side of his tailored shirt had been chewed into wet, bloody ribbons and packed deep into the wound margins, forcefully mashed against pale, shining visceral fat and bits of white stone grit from the pool coping. The open chest steamed faintly in the evening heat, not enough to be dramatic, just enough to remind Caleb that this had been a warm man a short time ago. A thick thread of tendon stretched bright and obscene across the exposed, jagged white ribs before gravity snapped it with a soft, wet flick.

Caleb felt the back of his neck go cold, then felt his stomach follow it, dropping hard enough that the tiles seemed to tilt under his shoes.

Cross watched his reaction. “You see it.”

“Yeah.”

“You know animals?”

“I know enough to know that shouldn’t be possible here.”

Cross replaced the sheet halfway. “That is not the same thing as impossible.”

The younger detective stepped forward. “Theo Rusk. There are secondary injuries to the right forearm and thigh. Possible defensive posture. We found fragments of enamel or dentin in the wound margins. Lab will confirm.”

Inez, still looking away, said, “You’re telling me somebody got chewed to death in a rooftop pool.”

Rusk answered too fast, as if speed made the sentence less absurd. “Private fifth-floor plunge pool. Brackish display system. Imported stone. Restricted access. No wildlife vectors.”

“That made it worse,” Inez said.

Cross pointed toward the chest wound without looking at her. “Bite radius is not fully consistent with a single pass from a large terrestrial scavenger, assuming such a thing had somehow taken the elevator. Compression fractures suggest lateral force. Tissue avulsion suggests recurved dentition. The cleanest ugly answer is crocodilian.”

Caleb glanced at him. “You could have just said alligator.”

“I could have,” Cross said. “But then I’d have to hear myself.”

Bellamy watched Caleb carefully. “Your face did a thing just now.”

“That’s because your medical examiner said alligator with a graduate degree.”

“No,” she said. “The other thing.”

Caleb looked toward the pool.

It was smaller than he had imagined from Creed’s call. Not a sprawling resort basin. A secluded luxury plunge pool edged in white limestone and framed by potted palms that had probably been flown in from somewhere too humid to deserve them. The water was still now, blue and immaculate except for one clouded patch near the drain.

Still, the smell hit him.

Brackish.

Not strong. Not marsh-strong. But real.

His fingertips prickled.

The charm.

He had left it in the safe, wrapped in its blackened linen, yet the memory of its weight seemed to wake in his hand as if proximity to this water had called the sensation back. He became aware, all at once, of every brackish detail in the air: dried sweat on the backs of uniforms, trace disinfectant, the mineral tang of treated water.

Rusk noticed him staring at the pool. “What?”

Caleb let the silence hold for a beat.

Because the water had just moved.

Very slightly. No wind. No one near the edge. Just a narrow tremor across the surface, like something below had exhaled.

Cross followed his gaze. “Circulation system. Kicks every ninety seconds.”

“Does it?”

“It should.”

“It looked like something else.”

Rusk made a note, either because he took that seriously or because he was documenting the statements of a potentially deranged witness. With younger detectives it could go either way.

Bellamy said, “Walk me through your morning.”

So Caleb did.

He gave her Yarrow, the charm, the display tank, Creed’s visit, and the call from the hotel. He left out the reflected marsh line because it sounded insane even inside his own head, and one should pace such disclosures professionally.

Rusk wrote continuously.

Cross listened with the still patience of a man deciding whether unusual evidence was preferable to impossible evidence.

Creed hovered at the edge of the group, trying to look useful and succeeding only in looking expensive.

When Caleb finished, Bellamy asked, “And this charm is where now?”

“In my safe.”

“Good.”

“That’s not the word I’d use.”

She ignored that. “No one else touched it?”

“Inez saw it. Mack Yarrow handled it. I handled it. That’s it.”

Rusk looked up from his notebook. “Any photographs?”

“No.”

Inez finally turned back toward the body and immediately regretted it. “Can we circle back to the part where Creed somehow thought your weird tooth-charm problem connected to his investor being eaten alive?”

Creed bristled. “Mr. Morrow mentioned the item appeared Lowcountry in origin. The timing seemed relevant.”

Inez looked at him. “You heard ‘old tooth charm’ and jumped to ‘pool alligator.’ That is not relevance. That is panic with a blazer?”

Rusk glanced toward the lounge area. “Investor’s name was Charles Beddow. Majority partner in the East Corridor redevelopment tranche.”

Caleb looked at Creed. “You mean one of Haddon’s money men?”

Creed’s silence answered for him.

Bellamy caught the exchange. “You know the victim?”

“Not personally,” Caleb said. “But I know what he was buying.”

Rusk flipped back a page in his notebook. “Neighborhood parcels.”

Inez gave a humorless smile. “There it is.”

Cross rose fully now and gestured toward the pool edge. “There’s something else.”

He led them to the far side of the deck where a row of small service tiles bordered the filtration access panel. On one tile, partly obscured by a bloodied footprint, was a wet mark shaped like a crescent of narrow points.

At first Caleb thought it was broken grout.

Then he leaned closer.

It was an impression. Not a full bite. More like the partial press of teeth against stone, as if something had briefly tested the surface before withdrawing.

Inez whispered, “No.”

Rusk said, “We photographed it before it started drying.”

Cross added, “There are salinity traces above pool baseline and a gelatinous residue I have not yet identified.”

Caleb straightened slowly.

The marsh sun felt farther away now, as if the pool deck had drifted a few inches into another climate.

Bellamy said, “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

He hesitated.

Not because he wanted to sound mysterious. He hated people who paused for effect. He hesitated because what he was thinking had no respectable place in a homicide investigation.

“I think,” he said carefully, “that if the charm is real in the way it seems to be real, then it may not summon anything from nowhere.”

Rusk stopped writing.

Cross folded his arms.

Bellamy said, “Go on.”

Caleb looked at the pool again. “I think it may connect things. Briefly. Brackish water to brackish water. A passage, maybe. A tear. Not large. Not permanent. Just enough.”

Inez stared at him. “You found a much crazier disclosure to lead with than the marsh line reflection.”

Bellamy’s eyes narrowed. “The what?”

Caleb swore softly. “Nothing.”

“Try again.”

He did.

This time he told them about the moment at the display tank glass. The marsh line. The black water. The mist. The feeling that distance had compressed. By the end of it, Rusk looked pale, Cross looked irritated, and Bellamy looked more interested than she wanted to admit.

Creed said, “This is absurd.”

Inez turned on him. “A man got alligatored in a rooftop pool, Elias. You lost absurd an hour ago.”

No one had enough denial left to argue.

A uniformed officer approached Bellamy from the lobby side. “Detective? Security found partial from the victim’s last call. He was arguing with someone around ten-fifteen.”

“About what?”

“Couldn’t tell. But we pulled one phrase?”

Bellamy waited.

The officer glanced at Creed, then back at her. “He said, ‘Tell Haddon I’m done paying for this block if the old man won’t move.’”

Caleb felt Inez go still beside him.

Bellamy turned toward Creed slowly. “That block would be?”

Creed said nothing.

Rusk answered from his notes. “Bay Street annex parcels. Including Morrow Curio & Salvage.”

Inez looked at Caleb. “Well. That’s terrible for your real-estate value.”

“Thank you.”

Cross crouched again by the body. “I’d enjoy less motive and more physics.”

Bellamy considered Caleb for a long moment. “You said the charm reacts to brackish water. You also said it’s in your safe. So if this thing at your shop and this thing here are connected, either someone else has something related to it, or the object does not require physical presence to do damage.”

Rusk said, “Or Morrow is lying.”

“Also available,” Bellamy replied.

Caleb nodded. “Fair.”

Inez folded her arms. “He lies better than this when he bothers.”

Rusk did not smile, but the corner of his mouth considered it.

A hotel manager in a navy suit hurried onto the deck and whispered something urgent into Creed’s ear. Creed went visibly rigid.

Bellamy saw that too. “What now?”

Creed hesitated.

“Today is not the day,” Bellamy said, “to discover you enjoy withholding.”

Creed cleared his throat. “Another guest reported an incident in the lobby display tank.”

Cross looked up sharply. “What incident?”

“Nothing fatal,” Creed said too fast. “A child claimed he saw a large animal strike the glass from inside. Security says the tank systems registered a pressure surge.”

Caleb did not realize he was moving until he was already heading for the lobby doors.

Bellamy caught up with him in three strides. “You don’t sprint through my scene.”

“Then walk faster.”

The lobby display tank stood behind the concierge desk, a floor-to-ceiling cylinder stocked with decorative brackish fish and one languid juvenile alligator that spent most of its life tracing bored circles for people too rich to visit nature directly. Guests gathered at a distance now, phones in hand, while two security guards tried to look reassuring.

A spiderweb crack ran across one side of the glass.

Not enough to breach.

Enough to terrify anyone who understood pressure.

Water streamed in a thin line down the outside.

A little boy in swim trunks clung to his mother’s leg, crying with the righteous conviction of a child who had told the truth and not enjoyed being questioned about it.

“He hit it,” the boy said. “It hit it with its face.”

His mother hissed, “Mason, stop saying hit it.”

The boy pointed at the tank. “It wasn’t that alligator.”

Every adult in earshot went quiet.

Caleb stepped closer.

Inside the tank, the juvenile gator moved in tight, distressed loops, faster than seemed natural for so placid an animal. The smaller fish had vanished into the driftwood. On the inner curve of the glass, just below the crack, a cloudy smear marked an impact point far too broad for the juvenile gator’s head.

A maintenance worker knelt by the access panel, reading a tablet. “Pressure spiked for three seconds, then normalized.”

Bellamy arrived beside Caleb. “Could a pump do that?”

“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not.”

Inez came up on his other side. “Please tell me the kid imagined the second alligator.”

No one answered at once.

Because the juvenile gator had suddenly stopped moving.

It hung in the water, angled toward the center of the tank, body taut.

Then all the fish in the cylinder bolted at once.

Caleb felt the now-familiar prickle in his fingertips.

The water in the tank darkened.

Not in color.

In depth.

The cylinder was only twelve feet across, but for one nauseating instant it seemed to Caleb that the back of it had fallen away into a green-black vastness impossible to contain in hotel architecture. He saw black water where there should have been decorative driftwood. He saw a pale flash, fast and deep.

The juvenile gator jerked sideways as if struck by a current.

Then something hit the inside of the glass.

The sound was like a car wreck underwater.

The entire cylinder shuddered. Guests screamed and stumbled backward. The crack raced another foot across the panel.

Through the distorted water, Caleb saw only fragments: a pale throat, a hard dark eye, a mouth large enough to erase reason.

Then it was gone.

Just the juvenile gator again, spinning wildly through shredded bubbles.

Security began shouting for evacuation. Hotel staff herded guests toward the elevators and stairwells. Someone knocked over a rope stanchion. A woman dropped a jeweled sandal and left it behind without hesitation, which Caleb privately respected.

Bellamy grabbed Caleb by the elbow. “Tell me you saw that.”

He looked at her.

For the first time since meeting her, she looked shaken.

“Yes,” he said.

“What was it?”

He swallowed.

Then answered with the only honest thing available.

“Bigger.”

Cross pushed through the crowd carrying his case. One look at the tank told him all he needed to know about the death of skepticism.

“Oh, come on,” he said to the universe.

Rusk arrived seconds later, out of breath and furious with the existence of mysteries. “Security’s pulling all digital feeds. We’re locking down the floor.”

Bellamy never took her eyes off the display tank. “Do that.”

Creed came stumbling in from the pool deck, face gone almost completely bloodless now. “We have to close the hotel.”

Inez rounded on him. “Now you think?”

Creed looked at Caleb. “What is happening?”

Caleb thought of the charm in the safe. He thought of the investor, torn open above a private brackish-water pool. He thought of the neighborhood parcels, the pressure campaign, the old copper heavy as guilt. He thought of the marsh line in the glass and the way the water had looked not moved but opened.

Then he thought something worse.

If the charm connected brackish water to brackish water, it might not care about ownership.

It might care about intent.

Need, the old notes might have called it if they were trying to sound noble.

Fear would be closer.

Greed, maybe closer still.

He looked at Creed.

“At this point,” he said, “I think your boss may have bought himself a problem older than the city.”

Creed stared at him blankly.

Inez translated. “He means Haddon should be very, very worried.”

Behind them, the display tank glass gave a tiny sharp ping as another stress line formed near the crack.

Everyone heard it.

Cross backed away first. “If that breaches, I am not explaining it to my shoes.”

Bellamy stepped between Caleb and the tank, as if she could physically block whatever laws had just stopped applying. “You’re coming with us,” she said.

Caleb blinked. “To jail?”

“To your shop.”

“Why?”

She looked at him as if the answer were painfully obvious. “Because if there’s an object in your safe that might explain why I’m standing in a luxury hotel watching an alligator have a nervous breakdown, I’d like to meet it before sunset.”

Another ping sounded from the glass.

This time, from somewhere deep in the tank, something answered with a dull, submerged thud.

Inez closed her eyes briefly. “That is a sentence I never wanted my life to earn.”

Caleb did not disagree.

Because the worst part was not the sound.

It was the recognition.

Whatever was brushing the edges of the city through brackish and pressure and fear, it was not wandering.

It was looking.
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By the time they reached Morrow Curio & Salvage, the sun had gone from murderous to theatrical.

For a few seconds, none of them moved toward the next answer. The pause was not strategy. It was the body demanding a receipt. Breath came shallow. Fingers shook only when no one was looking. The stink of black water stayed in their clothes.

Beaufort handled dusk the way old coastal towns handled confession. It softened the brick and live oak just enough to make people feel forgiven, then let the marsh breathe back through every alley. Porch lights came on behind old glass. Restaurant windows warmed. The sky over the coastal plain held a bruised purple edge, and the heat lingered in the asphalt like a grudge.

The shop felt different after the hotel, as if the front bell and every dead display object had overheard too much.

Bellamy drove.

That fact alone told Caleb her day had gone badly.

She drove an unmarked sedan that smelled faintly of coffee, old paper, and the long defeat of municipal upholstery. Rusk sat in the passenger seat with his notebook open on one knee, reviewing his own notes as if the act might force them into reason. Caleb and Inez were in back. Creed had not been invited, a decision Inez had applauded loudly enough to count as public policy.

No one spoke for the first five minutes.

Then Rusk said, without turning around, “Let’s assume for a second I’m not hallucinating professionally.”

“Bold,” Inez said.

Rusk ignored her. “If a single artifact can open some kind of transient biological pathway through brackish water, then why here? Why now?”

Inez rubbed the heel of one hand against her forehead. “A battle against physics and plain common sense.”

Caleb looked out the window at the waterfront sliding past in reflections and glitter. “Maybe because somebody started pulling on the wrong thread.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the best one I’ve got.”

Bellamy kept her eyes on traffic. “What do you know about the victim besides what Creed didn’t say?”

“Not much,” Caleb replied. “Only that he was tied to Haddon’s redevelopment project.”

Inez leaned forward slightly between the seats. “Which means he was tied to buying up blocks, bullying owners, and turning working neighborhoods into luxury display tank décor?”

Rusk glanced back. “Display tank décor?”

“It’s a metaphor, Detective. Keep up.”

Bellamy asked, “You think motive matters to this thing?”

Caleb hesitated.

He had been trying not to name that thought too clearly. Naming thoughts gives them shape. Shape makes them harder to dismiss.

“I think,” he said, “that if the object has any kind of pattern, it doesn’t feel random. It may react to brackish water, but it may choose targets some other way.”

Rusk frowned. “Choose.”

“Yes.”

“That implies judgment.”

“Or appetite,” Inez said.

No one found a better answer.

They pulled up outside the shop beneath the weak gold glow of the half-broken sign. The street looked normal, as streets always do right before they stop being normal. Two tourists drifted past arguing over tacos. A rideshare idled at the curb. Somewhere nearby, music pulsed from a bar with more confidence than soundproofing.

Bellamy killed the engine and looked at the storefront.

“This,” she said, “is where history comes to die badly.”

“That’s almost the slogan.”

Rusk was already out of the car, scanning windows, alley mouths, and rooflines with the automatic suspicion of a detective too young to be tired of procedure. Bellamy followed more slowly. Inez got out and looked at the building as if checking whether it had somehow offended her in the last twenty minutes.

Caleb unlocked the front door.

The bell gave its familiar metallic cough.

Inside, the shop smelled of paper, dust, old varnish, machine-cooled air, and the faint brackish tang from the back display tank. For Caleb, the smell was usually comforting. Tonight it felt watchful.

Bellamy paused just inside the entrance and took in the room with the careful look of someone trained to notice everything and trust almost none of it.

“You sell all this?”

“When the stars align, and tourists lose their dignity?”

Rusk was already studying the front display: the ship’s lantern, the diving helmet, the barracuda with the missing eye.

“That fish always look guilty?” he asked.

“Yes,” Caleb said. “That’s why he moves inventory.”

Inez locked the door behind them. “You want coffee before we meet the cursed teeth?”

Bellamy looked at her. “Is that a serious offer?”

“No, but I admire your optimism.”

Caleb led them through the beaded curtain into the workroom.

The display tank stood where he had left it, filter humming softly, blue light low in the growing dark. The mud turtle remained hidden, which Caleb had begun to respect as the only sane policy available. The bluegill moved in cautious slow arcs that somehow made the entire tank seem annoyed.

Rusk noticed it first. “Brackish water?”

“Yeah.”

Bellamy looked at Caleb. “You keep a brackish water tank in the same building as the artifact.”

“In hindsight, that seems suboptimal.”

“Suboptimal,” Inez repeated. “He means stupid.”

Caleb went to the safe.

He spun the dial with more care than necessary, aware of three people watching him and of the strange new fact that opening a safe in his own shop now felt like drawing a weapon in front of witnesses. The lock clicked. He opened the door.

The blackened linen-wrapped box sat exactly where he had placed it.

That should have calmed him.

It did not.

He lifted the box out and set it on the worktable.

At once the display tank water twitched.

Rusk swore softly.

Bellamy said nothing at all, which was louder.

Inez folded her arms. “Welcome to my afternoon.”

Caleb opened the lid.

The tooth-and-copper charm lay in its linen nest, darker now in the low light, each engraved line seeming deeper than before. The moment air touched it, the room temperature dropped enough to make everyone feel it.

Rusk took a step backward. “No.”

“That,” Bellamy murmured, “I did not imagine.”

The display tank's surface shivered, a tight ripple spreading from one end to the other. The mud turtle shot from its hiding place and disappeared behind a driftwood arch. One bluegill flared its spines.

Cross was not there to see it, Caleb realized, and oddly wished he were. There was comfort in having a medical examiner nearby when reality became anatomically incorrect.

Bellamy moved closer to the table without taking her eyes off the charm. “Don’t touch it yet.”

“Good,” Caleb said. “Because that sounded like an order and a plea.”

Rusk came forward again, slower now. “Can I photograph it?”

“Go ahead.”

He pulled out his phone, hesitated, then seemed to think better of using his personal device on what might become evidence. Instead he lifted a small departmental camera from his jacket pocket and took several quick shots.

The flash hit the charm.

For a fraction of a second, something flickered across the metal’s surface.

Not reflected light.

Movement.

A rolling, slate-colored texture like water under cloud.

Rusk lowered the camera. “Did you see that?”

“Yes,” Bellamy and Inez said together.

Caleb did not answer, because he had seen more than that.

Embedded in the flare had been an image, there and gone too fast to trust: cypress roots slick with black mud. A marshline. The same one from the display tank glass.

He felt his throat tighten.

Bellamy caught it. “What now?”

Caleb pointed at the charm. “When the light hits it, I think it shows something?”

Rusk said, “A trick of the metal.”

“Sure.”

“You disagree.”

“Strongly.”

Inez stepped up beside Caleb. “Can we skip ahead to the part where nobody says trick of the metal anymore? I feel like we’ve earned that.”

Bellamy leaned closer, though not close enough to touch. “How old?”

“Could be old,” Caleb said. “Could be later imitation. But the workmanship is old-old. Not collector-old. The crude inner marks look like someone tried to overwrite the original pattern. Missionary additions, maybe. Protective inscriptions. Or warnings?”

Rusk glanced at him. “You can tell all that by looking?”

“I can tell enough to be uneasy.”

“That appears to be your leading specialty.”

Caleb almost smiled.

Then the display tank light flickered.

Everyone turned.

The water in the tank had gone unnaturally still. Not calm. Held. Like breath trapped in a chest.

Bellamy asked, “Is the power unstable?”

“No,” Caleb replied.

The filter hummed once, then cut out.

Silence filled the room.

Not ordinary silence. The kind that arrives when a machine stops and the absence feels intentional.

Rusk looked toward the outlet strip. “Breaker?”

Before Caleb could answer, the tank water began to rise.

Not spill.

Rise.

A swell formed in the center of the display tank, pushing upward in a narrow dome. One bluegill slammed itself into the glass. The mud turtle thrashed somewhere behind the driftwood hard enough to rattle the tank lid.

Inez stepped back fast enough to strike the edge of the workbench. “Nope. Absolutely not.”

Bellamy drew her sidearm in one smooth motion, then seemed irritated with herself for doing it because there was no earthly reason a pistol should help here.

Rusk asked, “What the hell am I looking at?”

Caleb did not know whether he answered them or the room.

“A door.”

The word felt wrong as soon as he said it. Doors belonged to houses, banks, churches, rooms with hinges and keys. This was older than a door. This was a crossing, and crossings in the Lowcountry had always demanded manners.

The water bulged higher.

Its center darkened.

Not with shadow.

With depth.

The modest display tank no longer looked five feet across. It looked bottomless. Cold green-black space opened inside it, swallowing the decorative driftwood, the fish, the back panel, everything but surface glare. Caleb smelled brackish water so clean and hard it sliced through every other odor in the room.

Marsh wind.

Stone.

Distance.

Something moved far down in that impossible depth.

White.

Fast.

Bellamy raised the pistol toward the tank. “Everybody back.”

Rusk grabbed Inez’s arm and pulled her behind the worktable. Caleb should have moved too. Instead he found himself leaning forward, unable to look away.

Because the opening was not just showing a place.

It was remembering one.

He saw cypress knees. Saw black water writhing beneath an old storage hut. Saw a ruined tabby wall above the marsh, half collapsed, like the remains of a trading post stripped by weather and centuries.

Then a face flashed across the surface.

Not a reflection.

A man.

Bearded. Pale-eyed. Mouth open in something between prayer and terror.

The image vanished.

The tank water crashed down all at once, slamming the glass so hard it rattled the cabinet doors. The filter kicked back on. Blue light steadied. The bluegill reappeared, disoriented but alive. The depth was gone. It was just a display tank again. Small. Artificial. Ridiculous.

Only the smell remained.

And the silence after.

Rusk was the first to speak.

“No one,” he said carefully, “gets to tell me that was a lighting issue.”

Bellamy lowered the pistol a fraction but did not holster it. “Agreed.”

Inez was still gripping the edge of the table. “I would like the official record to show I hated this from the beginning.”

Caleb stared at the charm.

It lay where it had been all along, inert as old folk work, as if it had not just leaned the architecture of the world sideways.

Rusk followed his gaze. “What did you see?”

Caleb did not pretend not to understand.

“Marsh line,” he said. “Tabby ruins. Black water. And a man.”

Bellamy’s eyes narrowed. “Same as before?”

“Same place. Different angle.”

“Describe the man.”

Caleb did.

As he spoke, Rusk wrote quickly, with the focused frustration of a man who had entered police work expecting narcotics, debt, lust, pride, and the occasional normal murder, not testimony about colonial ruins and impossible water.

When Caleb finished, Bellamy asked, “Could you identify him again if you saw him?”

“Maybe.”

“Good.”

“That’s a strange use of the word.”

She holstered the weapon and looked at the charm the way a demolition expert might look at a pressure cooker full of nails. “We’re taking it.”

Caleb’s head snapped up. “No.”

Rusk looked between them. “Mr. Morrow.”

“No,” Caleb repeated. “You take that thing into evidence and put it in some downtown locker near pipes, toilets, mops, blood, IV bags, sprinkler systems, janitor closets, whatever else—no. Absolutely not.”

Inez pointed at him. “That is the first good argument I’ve heard all day.”

Bellamy did not answer immediately, which meant she knew he was right.

Rusk said, “We can isolate it.”

“In what?” Caleb asked. “A room? Great. Rooms have plumbing.”

Bellamy said, “If it’s tied to your shop, leaving it here may be worse.”

“It is not tied to my shop. It reacted in the shop because I keep a brackish water tank like an idiot.”

“Again,” Inez said, “first good argument.”

Rusk frowned at the box. “If not police custody, then what?”

Caleb thought fast, mostly because panic was now running a short relay inside his nervous system.

“We need information before movement,” he said. “Yarrow said the dead collector kept notes. Journals. If those still exist, they may tell us what this is and what
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