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A Cut in the Curtain
Brother Alaric
A fly-house death leaves a theatre full of dust, bad tape, and locked doors. Stage mechanic Tessa Vale reads weight, wear, and access in the machinery while her brother Milo sits under suspicion and the managing director keeps every key in reach. The house hums, the line is cut, and the night keeps handing out small, sharp facts in the wings and offices.
ProseHub


    
House Lights, Then
The fly rail coughed once, and Victor Hale folded onto the boards beneath it. Red spike tape crossed the safety line above him, a cheap strip from the electrics cart, still clean at the edges where it should have stayed on the floor. Tessa Vale dropped to one knee. The stage carried dust and warm cable, with the sour bite of machine oil, and the metal taste of a fresh cut kept rising every time the house fan shifted air through the flies. Of course someone had cut it clean. Of course they had. Tessa put two fingers on the nylon, then pulled them back when the fray bit her skin. Straight blade. High enough for the hand to stay off the boards. Someone with the loft key. Someone who liked tidy edges. Her thumb came away black with rosin when she checked the knot on the lower safety drop, and that little stain told her more than the body did. Victor lay on his back with one shoe half off, his cuff button bright against the apron light, his mouth open toward the grid like he still had a line to cue. Inspector Bram Keene stood at the apron with one boot on the edge tape, writing in a pocket notebook. He had a neck for tight collars and a face made for bad news. 'Don't touch anything,' he said. 'You already have,' Tessa said, and kept her voice flat enough to pass for a tool laid on steel. Milo hovered by the masking flats, his cable bag hanging from two fingers. She nudged it with the side of her boot and shoved it behind a road case before Keene turned his head. Clean. Gone. Under Victor's shoe, a roll of yellow insulation tape had jammed against the apron seam, the sort Milo used for cable bundles, his initials pencilled on the core. Tessa hooked it under her boot and slid it behind the road case with the bag. 'Back up,' Keene said. 'The stage is mine until I say otherwise.' 'Then stop standing on it,' Tessa said. The old theatre gave a low hum under the work lights, the kind that came from transformers and bad patience. Victor's waistcoat had split at the seam. A brass tooth pressed through the cloth, stamped 7. Tessa slid it into her palm, closed her hand around it, and kept her arm loose at her side while Keene wrote. This place always had a smell for trouble, but tonight it came with varnish, hot dust, and a cut rope that should have screamed before it fell.
Keene asked for the maintenance log. Tessa pointed with the key still in her fist and said the house book was locked in the box office, which was true enough to keep him on the floor for another minute. He did not like being managed by anyone without a badge. That was plain in the way he wrote, short strokes and no flourishes. Celia Marr came in from the lobby with her black coat half buttoned and a stack of programs under one arm, as if opening night had put her on stage by mistake. She stopped at the taped boundary and looked once at Victor, once at the cut line, once at Keene. Her perfume carried a cold floral note cut through with dust from the foyer curtains. 'Tell me this is a collapse,' she said. 'Tell the police whatever you need to,' Keene said. 'I need the stage clear.' 'You need the story clean,' Tessa said. Celia's mouth tightened, but the rest of her stayed smooth. Not a tremor in the hands. No loose shoe. That kind of control cost more than people guessed. Victor had spent years making the whole building bend toward his tastes, and Celia had spent years paying the bills for that habit. Tessa bent over the lower block and checked the sheave. The wheel spun with a dry hiss. Fresh blade. Fresh cut. Someone had gone up the ladder, crossed the catwalk, and taken the line where the guide plate left a blind inch of steel. A person with a decent grip. A person who knew where the old paint had chipped. A person who could reach the loft without leaving the sort of marks a novice leaves all over a place. 'Milo was here,' Keene said. 'Milo works lights,' Tessa said. 'He works where I tell him.' 'That sounds like a family problem.' 'It sounds like a labour schedule.' Milo gave a short laugh that held no air in it. Tessa turned the laugh into a question about the smoke door, because questions with bolts in them were easier than questions with names. She had done that since she was seventeen, since a room with a damaged roof had taught her that a clean answer was safer than a true one. Celia asked who had gone near Victor before the fall, and Keene asked who had access to the fly loft, and Tessa answered with technical facts that made both of them poorer for having them. The cut angle and the line tension told one story; the dust ring on the gallery rail told another. The frayed nylon told her one thing, the floor told her another, and the key in Victor's pocket had already told her a third, but she kept that last bit shut in her hand. It would stay there until she had a reason to spend it.
The ladder came with three bad rungs. Tessa took them anyway, one hand on the rail and one on the iron side of the cage, because the loft still belonged to whoever knew how to keep weight off the old joints. Above the stage the house was all wood, steel, and the stale smell of heat off lamps. Nothing fancy. Just a grid, a catwalk, a chain hoist, and a dozen places for a person to put a foot where another person expected nothing to happen. A strip of red spike tape had been wound once around the severed safety line, almost neat, as if someone had marked the break and then tried to give the tape a job. The colour looked wrong up here. Too fresh. Too loud. She pulled at the tape with a thumbnail. It came off in one piece and left a narrow glue line on her nail. Clean hands left better evidence than dirty ones, and that made the whole loft smell of soap she could not place. Fresh blade, yes. Fresh tape, yes. And no scorch on the line where the cable had rubbed through against the guide. That meant no accident, no long wear, no excuse for the kind of story Victor liked to sell. It was a cut placed by a person standing still. 'Keep away from the rail,' she called down. Keene looked up from the stage with his hands behind his back. Milo did not answer. He stood by the prop wagon with his cable bag pinned to one knee, watching the ladder like it had insulted him. Tessa climbed one rung higher and checked the angle of the line anchor. A small brass tag, fenestrated with two punched holes, hung from the bracket. Number 7 scratched into its face. The same number as the key in Victor's pocket. That was enough to make the back of her tongue go dry. Not a story. A relation. The kind that sat under a lock. She slipped the tag loose, then held it between finger and thumb until the metal took her skin heat. Below, someone said Victor had met Celia in scene room three before curtain call. Someone else said he had asked for the old storage door to be opened. The details came and went like stage dust in a side beam. Tessa kept the tag. She kept the key. She kept her face blank enough for the room to read nothing from it. The house kept moving under her feet. It always did, even with a dead man on the apron.
The workshop smelled of flux and old canvas, with onions from the canteen next door. Milo had one lamp stripped open on the bench and three colour-coded ferrules lined in order on a scrap of cardboard, because he sorted the world into labels when the world gave him a chance. His right hand shook once as he set down the screwdriver, then steadied. Tessa closed the door with her heel. 'Tell me where you were,' she said. 'Working.' 'Where.' 'Rig room, then the dimmer bank, then the south corridor.' 'Who saw you.' 'You did, now.' He kept his eyes on the lamp. Good boy, bad line, same tone he used when she had trouble finding a fuse in the dark at sixteen. She stepped between him and the bench, picked up the screwdriver, and set it back in the tray with the handle straight. That was the sort of movement that made her seem kinder than she was. It also made her seem certain. 'Did you go up the loft ladder,' she asked. 'No.' 'Did you touch the fly line.' 'No.' 'Did you hear anything before the fall.' He shifted one boot, rubbed the side of the lamp with his thumb, and said, 'The speaker buzzed. Then the crash.' That was not enough, so she went again. She asked about the blackouts, the fuse map, the person who sent him for extra tape, the reason he had not told Keene where he was. Each answer came shorter than the last. Milo's cable bag sat under the bench. She hooked it with her toe and pushed it behind the stock pots before he noticed. The theatre was full of things waiting to be claimed. Some of them stayed easier if they vanished a little. 'Don't answer anything until I say,' she said. 'You can say it if you want,' he said. 'I don't need you speaking for me.' That landed worse than a curse. No noise. Just a patch of silence on the bench between the lamp and the spool of wire, and the old habit of her moving things into place before they could fall out of order. He had the look of a man listening through a closed door. Tessa held her hands at her sides until the urge to lift one and fix something passed. On the bench, the lamp cord curled in a neat black loop, the way a snake looks when it has been trained to sit still.
By the time the first uniform left with a sealed bag, the stage had gone quiet in that stale, waiting way places get when they know people are deciding their fate elsewhere. Tessa stayed because leaving meant letting someone else sort the facts into the shape that suited them. That was the trick in a case like this. Let the clean version speak first, then spend the rest of the night trying to pry it open. She crouched by the dead line. The fray showed no burn, no drag, no long rub from a pulley wheel. Someone had cut through in one pass, then wrapped red tape over the wound to cover the shape of it. Tape as costume. That was the part that kept needling her. She pinched the line between finger and thumb and worked it under the work light until a pale line of adhesive came free. The glue carried a sharp citrus note, the cheap floor cleaner they used for everything from the lobby tiles to the dressing room mirrors. Someone had cleaned the blade or the hand or both. On the apron lip, near the orchestra pit hatch, a heel mark showed a ridged sole with a broken star on the heel. Victor wore polished court shoes; Milo wore boots with glue scars on the toes. Celia wore narrow black pumps that left straight marks. This print belonged to someone else, or to one of the house crew in shoes too good for climbing. Tessa glanced at the brass key in her pocket. Number 7. A door somewhere. A cage. An old lock on an access room no one used except people with reasons. She walked the line of the apron, counting floor screws and paint chips in her head, then stopped at the smoke door where a yellow service light hummed above the frame. The handle had a smear of white on it, the kind that came from fresh paint or a gloved hand gone sloppy. Keene would have it bagged. In an hour it would belong to evidence tags and other people's language. She rubbed it with her thumb and left it where she found it. The house was still doing its job, boards and rope and light, even with Victor on the floor and the whole place beginning to smell like paperwork.
Celia met her in the corridor outside wardrobe, where the floor always picked up thread and powder from costumes no one ever called old. One finger on her left hand was gone at the first joint, wrapped in a skin-coloured cap that looked too neat to have been chosen by accident. She held a ring of keys in her palm, just above the brass band on her wrist. 'You should have gone home,' she said. 'Your theatre has a dead man in it,' Tessa said. 'My theatre has a police man in it,' Celia said. 'That is worse.' Tessa did not waste time on comfort. She never did when a room offered her a tool. 'Victor asked for key 7 before curtain,' she said. 'Who gave it to him.' Celia lifted one shoulder. 'A key does not get given. It gets left where it belongs.' 'Then where did he carry it from.' 'From wherever Victor carried things from.' That answer came polished enough to be useless. Tessa stepped closer and let the light land on Celia's cuff. A smear of white along the wrist. Chalk? Paint? House dust? The sort of mark that lives on a sleeve after a climb. 'He went to the loft before the fall,' Tessa said. 'So did half the crew.' 'Half the crew does not know the old storage door.' Celia set the keys against her palm, one by one, as if weighing them. 'You are asking the wrong questions,' she said. 'No. I am asking the ones that stay when the room is closed.' That was the sort of sentence that made people go thin around the mouth. Tessa had used it on repairmen, on producers, on Milo, on anyone who tried to pass a problem off as weather. Celia gave her a hard look. 'He was about to ruin us,' Celia said. 'Victor ruined himself with his own mouth,' Tessa said. 'I am not discussing motives with a mechanic.' 'Then discuss access with one.' Celia turned her head toward the stage, where a cloth flat leaned at an angle like a tired shoulder. The white smear on her cuff rubbed the lamp glow and went dull. Tessa stored it. Not the meaning. The mark. The angle of the hand. The habit of a woman who carried keys because she liked the weight. She let Celia go without another push, which cost more than the question would have. The corridor smelled of mothballs and sizing, and the costume rail rattled once as someone behind the curtain pulled a dress bag down too fast.
Tessa took the narrow hall behind props, past flats marked with chalk arrows and a ladder rack that had not been painted since the last renovation. The hall had the smell of paper glue and stale coffee, with the rubber sheath on old cables. Key 7 fit the maintenance cage below the fly. The lock gave with a dry click. Inside was a shelf of rope ends, a tin of dead bulbs, a cracked hand lamp, and a blank clip where a key tag had once hung. The room was small enough to make her shoulders hit the shelves. That mattered. People like Victor liked rooms that made others stoop. She checked the floor. One corner carried a dust print from a shoe with a square toe and a cracked sole, not Milo's boots and not Celia's pumps. A second print cut across it, fresh and narrow. Someone had gone in after the fall and taken something out, or put something back. A black flake of paint stuck to the latch, the kind that came from an old number plate. She pinched it free and rolled it between finger and thumb. Not thread. Enamel. She had to stop herself from lining the shelf contents by type and age, because that was how she worked when she wanted the room to stop talking back. Order first. People after. It had cost her more than once. Somewhere below, a voice from the stage called for the white tab, then another voice answered with a curse and a step ladder dragged across boards. The house was still doing its work. It always did, even with a body on the floor. Tessa turned the brass key in her palm. The 7 was stamped by hand. The cut on the line, the taped wrap, the old cage, the white smear on Celia's cuff. Too much weight for one night, but the building had a way of storing the wrong things in the wrong rooms and pretending that made sense. She shut the cage and put the key back in her pocket. Keene would want the lock logged. Milo would want to know if she had told the police everything. She had not. He would not thank her for that, not now. Maybe never. She pressed her fingertips against the latch one more time, then drew them back and wiped the paint fleck on her trouser leg. It left a grey mark against the denim, small and plain and easy to miss. That was the kind of mark she trusted. The rest of the room stayed where she left it, shelf, bulbs, rope, and all.
Milo was still at the bench when she went back. He had changed the lamp cord and stripped the old cloth wrap from the plug, leaving a neat coil in the tray as if order could shut the whole night out. The yellow tape roll sat on the bench between them. Tessa had moved it from the apron before Keene came near it, then spent the hour telling herself she had done it for the right reason. Now it sat between them like a bad witness. 'This was by Victor,' she said. 'It was by the road case,' he said. 'Same floor.' 'Same building,' he said. His mouth went tight on the last word. His initials were pencilled on the core, a habit he used on every spool because the crew shared tools the way dogs shared water. 'Why was it there,' she asked. 'I don't know.' 'Then tell me where you were when the rail went.' 'I already did.' 'Tell me again.' Milo laid the screwdriver down with one careful motion. 'Tess, I wasn't on the catwalk.' 'I didn't ask about the catwalk.' 'You did with your face.' He had gotten sharp when cornered before. So had she. The pair of them made a bad room, all angles and no door. She leaned on the bench, close enough to take the grease line from his sleeve onto her own wrist, and kept the questions coming until he pushed the chair back and stood. 'You keep deciding what I mean,' he said. 'Someone has to,' she said, and the words landed with a hard, ugly weight. Milo gave her one hard look, the sort that asked for a person and got a machine instead. Then he left the workshop with the yellow tape roll still on the bench between them, and Tessa stayed where she was, one hand on the cord, the other on the pocket with the key in it. The bent corner on the roll had rubbed the apron floor, and the paper core held the same soot dust she had lifted from under Victor's shoe. On the bench, the lamp stayed open, waiting for a person who would not come back to set the casing right.
Keene called them into the front office just before the second show would have started. The lobby clocks had all been stopped for years, but the wall one over the ticket desk still kept a habit of ticking with a cracked plastic click. He set the yellow tape roll on the table. He had it after all. 'This yours?' he asked Milo. 'No,' Milo said. 'Then whose.' Milo looked at Tessa. That was the whole trouble right there, all the years of being the one who could solve the thing, the one with the tool, the one who had the answer before anyone finished the question. She shook once, a small movement at the wrist, and kept her mouth shut. Keene set a second bag on the desk. Inside sat a brass key tagged 7. 'Victor had this,' he said. 'You know what it opens?' Tessa folded her hands so they would not move. The pocket of her coat held a second shape now, the key warm against the lining. She had carried it all evening and never once put it where it could be logged. The office smelled of paper dust and cold tea. 'An old storage cage,' she said. 'Which one,' Keene asked. 'The one under the fly.' 'How would you know that.' 'Because the theatre keeps its mistakes in numbered rooms.' That got a look from Celia, who had come in without anyone hearing the door. She stood by the filing cabinet with her missing finger wrapped around a car key, not a ring of keys this time, and Tessa clocked the car key because it was too plain for a woman like Celia. Plain meant private. Plain meant hurry. 'We are done for tonight,' Celia said. 'No,' Keene said. 'We are not.' He slid a pad toward Milo. 'Start at the top.' Milo opened his mouth, then stopped and looked at Tessa again. This time she gave him nothing. No nod. No rescue. No signal at all. He wrote his name anyway, and the room took his posture and turned it into evidence. Tessa held the key in her coat pocket and watched the paper pad fill with clean lines. The office light made everybody look older, and the old radiator in the corner knocked once against its pipe like a fist on a door that would not open.
After the office, the house felt used up. The second show went on without an audience, and that made the empty seats look rude. Tessa went back to the stage with the key in her pocket and the yellow tape roll in her other hand. The counterweight lines hung still. The red tape on the cut safety line had begun to lift at one corner from the heat of the lamps. She pressed it back and it came away tacky, leaving a narrow red seam on her thumb. The seam matched the strip she had peeled from the line, and the strip matched the roll Milo used for cable bundles, and the key matched a lock no one on the crew claimed to own. Too many small things, each with its own room. She crossed to the fly cage and tried the key against the old maintenance door. It fit. The lock gave with a flat, stubborn turn and opened on a cupboard so narrow it might have been built for hands rather than bodies. Inside hung a spare fall arrest line, a tin of chalk, and a bent cardboard tag with the number 7 on it. Nothing else. No knife. No confession. No clean answer waiting in the dark. Tessa stood there with the door open while the stage lights cooled above her and Keene's shoes crossed the apron below. Someone had used this room before Victor died. Someone had wanted it kept out of the record. Victor had carried the key in his pocket. Milo's tape had sat under the body like a thrown-off sleeve. Celia had keys of her own and a sleeve with white on it. The night kept laying pieces in her palm and none of them fit straight. She shut the maintenance door, slid the key back into her pocket, and looked up into the loft. Who took key 7 up there?

    
The Missing Weight
Four counterweights sat in the rack. One had white paint on the last digit. The rack was wrong.
The chain ticked in the shaft above her head, a small metal sound that carried through the fly cage and into the back of Tessa Vale's teeth, and the blocks below it gave off a cold iron smell mixed with chalk dust, old rope, and the sour oil that stayed on every moving part in the place after a week of rehearsals. She put her thumb on the painted number and dragged once. Fresh. Too fresh. Under the white, the curve of an older digit still showed, blunt and dark, and the paint had dried in ridges where the brush had turned on the metal edge.
Of course someone had touched the numbers. Of course someone had wanted the rack to read the way they needed it to read. The theatre liked its lies with clean corners.
She crouched under the side rail and counted the blocks by sound as well as sight, letting the small knocks tell her what the eye could miss, because a line of iron never stayed honest for long if a person only stared at it; the weight sat on the runner, the runner kissed the rail, the rail carried the drift to the line, and one wrong block could turn a slow safe drop into a hard pull that chewed the whole shape of the fall. The missing piece made a gap with its own silence. Not large. Just enough.
'Wrong rack,' she said to nobody.
A smear of white sat on the heel plate at the side of the cage, a thumb-width crescent that had been laid there and then brushed once with a rag. The mark was low enough to catch a person kneeling, high enough to miss anyone walking past with a clipboard. Tessa rubbed it with two fingers. Dry house paint. Cheap. The kind the theatre kept by the gallon for flats, trims, and all the little repairs that never made it into the budget line with enough names on it.
The blocks themselves were old cast iron, each one stamped, each one bored, each one set in a row that had the same ugly patience as the choir stalls in the church down the block. They looked like teeth in a jaw that had forgotten what food was for. She had worked in enough fly houses to know the joke and the warning at the same time. This set had one block with a ragged edge, one with a fresh gouge near the lug, and one with a number half covered by white paint that had not yet cracked at the seams.
Seven. Or eight. The paint made a mess of the curve.
Tessa stood, one shoulder lower than the other under the old rigging harness she still wore by habit, and let the room give her back its small noises. No audience. No applause. Just the buzz from the dimmer room below, the whine of a loose pulley, and one soft tap from a chain that should have been still. Somebody had been in here with a reason. Somebody had left with a cleaner story than the room deserved.
Inspector Bram Keene waited at the foot of the stair, notebook open, pencil clipped to the chain on his wrist. 'Start with what moved,' he said. He had a neck made for tight collars and a face that never gave a room any easy.
He climbed only two steps before stopping, because the cage was no place for a man who liked his shoes clean. In one hand he carried an evidence bag with the roll from Victor Hale's pocket, yellow tape core and Milo's initials pencilled along the inside edge, and in the other a second bag with a cufflink stamped with a bee crest, the sort of ornament rich men wore when they wanted to look useful. Keene turned the first bag so the label faced her. 'This was in the dead man's coat,' he said. 'Your brother's tape.'
'His tape lives on a hook in the workshop,' Tessa said. 'He marks every spool he touches. That does not make it murder.'
The core was damp with stage dust, the cardboard softened at one seam, and the adhesive left on the cut edge was wrong. Not Milo's cloth-backed roll. This was thin, slick, and sweet with solvent, the sort of tape used on props and set trims, the sort that came off a hand cleaner in long strings when the job went late.
'Wrong glue,' she said.
Keene made a mark on the page. He liked marks. They made the room behave. The bee crest sat in the second bag like a small brass joke. Victor had probably worn it because it came from a donor box or a dinner table or some rich fool's cuff, and Keene liked it because it gave him a shape outside the theatre, a face to pin on a clean corridor and a good suit. Tessa left it where it lay. The thing had the look of a trail left on purpose, and trails left on purpose made her skin itch. Bee crest, silk lining, money. Nice for a theory. Poor for a floor.
'Who had access to the loft after rehearsal,' she asked.
'You do not run this.'
'No. I keep the room from lying to you.'
Keene wrote that down too, which meant he was either annoyed or nearly interested. His hip gave a small jerk when he shifted his weight. The stair rail rattled under his hand. Somewhere in the house, a door slammed and then settled with a soft catch, the way old buildings apologized without meaning it. Tessa took the tape core with two fingers through the plastic and turned it until Milo's initials faced down. The roll had been used after the fall. The edge of the cardboard was still damp from the floor cleaner they used on the apron, and that cleaner did not live in the workshop. Somebody had borrowed the thing, used it, and put it where the police would find it before the grease had time to dry.
Celia Marr came through the side corridor with a ring of keys on her palm, black coat unbuttoned, one finger capped in skin-coloured wrap. White dust sat on the cuff near her wrist. Tessa filed that away with the rest.
'We are not opening the fly room,' Celia said. 'Not until the police clear it.'
'You already have a dead man on the apron,' Tessa said. 'The room is part of the body now.'
Celia's mouth went thin. She had the kind of face that kept a score without showing the numbers. 'We do not improvise with money,' she said. 'We do not invite scenes.'
'Then answer one question.'
Celia stopped at the edge of the tape and let the keys rest against her thumb. The ring gave a tiny iron clatter, a sound too small for the space it occupied. Tessa had spent enough hours around backstage doors to know that keys told on their owners by the cut of the teeth and the way they were held. Celia carried hers as if the whole building depended on the weight being right in her hand. That was a habit, not a pose. Habits had roots. Poses cracked.
'Who repainted the numbers on the counterweights,' Tessa asked.
'House paint. House hands.'
'Whose hands.'
Celia glanced once toward the loft, then back. 'The people paid to keep the theatre standing.'
The answer came smooth and useless. Tessa looked at the white dust on the cuff again. Fresh enough to sit in the seam, fine enough to cling to wool, the same pale rubbish that had filled the brush marks on the block rack. Not much. Enough for a person who worked with paint or stood too near it while someone else did the job. The missing finger in its neat cap belonged to an old scene-change accident, the kind of wound that left a person with a private map of ladders and weights and the bad way a set could come loose if a latch got lazy.
'Celia,' Tessa said, 'who had the loft key after rehearsal.'
'Everyone who needed it.'
'No. Who had the key and the nerve.'
That got a stillness out of the woman. The corridor smelled of sizing and damp velvet, and the old costume rail beside her gave a faint metal chirr when one hanger shifted against another. Celia touched the key ring, counted it without moving her eyes from Tessa, and then slid one brass key deeper into her palm, away from the light. Management habit. Private habit. The sort of motion that made a room smaller.
The ladder to the catwalk came with three bad rungs. Tessa took them anyway. Above the stage the house had gone down to work lights and shadow, and the fly house carried hot dust, dry wood, and the faint acid bite that clung to old iron after the first heavy lamp load. The counterweights sat in their rack like a row of iron teeth, each one drilled and tagged and dressed with chalk, and the whole thing gave the strange sense of a jaw waiting for a hand to close it.
'Bad math,' she said, under her breath.
The chalk marks were new. Not the scrawl of an old crew hand. A clean number, a rough circle, a quick slash through the middle. One block had white paint on the number and older black still showing through the curve, and the paint had been laid over the stamp with enough haste to leave brush ridges at the edge. Tessa took a steel rule from her pocket and checked the face of the block against the chart nailed to the post. The numbers did not match the mass. The load sheet on the wall gave one answer. The iron gave another. Someone had rewritten the room and expected the room to obey.
A hole sat where one block should have been. Not a missing block in the ordinary sense. A space with dust in the shape of a block, a clean outline on the shelf, and one bolt that had been put back by a hand in a hurry. That kind of work left the smallest signals. A scraped lip. A bright nick on the runner. A scrap of white under the plate where the paint had not yet dried. Enough.
The fall in the apron below stopped being one event and became a sequence. Weight gone first. Line cut after. The cut on the safety line had looked like the story, because someone had wanted it to look like the story. The real work sat in the rack. The line had only kept the blame in the right place long enough for a clean theory to grow around it.
She rubbed chalk from her thumb onto the rail and left a pale streak. The place was full of them now, little marks on iron and wood and paint. No audience ever learned how much of a show was just keeping the wrong thing from tipping before its cue. Tessa counted the blocks again, slower this time, and the count came out one short every time.
Milo was in the workshop with a lamp open on the bench and three ferrules lined in order on a scrap of cardboard, because he sorted the world into labels when the world gave him a chance. The canteen next door had onions on the heat and the corridor held the smell of flux, old canvas, and fried oil from last night's chips. His right hand gave a small shake as he set the screwdriver down, then steadied itself against the edge of the bench.
'You were in the south corridor,' Tessa said.
'I was at the dimmer bank.'
'And after that.'
'Fixing a dead lamp.'
'And before that.'
'Working.'
His mouth stayed tight on the last word. Good line, bad shield. Same tone he used when he was thirteen and she asked him who broke the relay box in the loft. 'It's temporary,' he said, because that was his way of buying space from a room that wanted more than he had.
She picked up the screwdriver, turned it once in her fingers, then laid it back in the tray with the handle straight. That small motion made her look kinder than she was. It also made her look certain. 'Did you go up the catwalk.'
'No.'
'Who sent you for tape.'
He blinked once. 'Celia did.'
'Tell me again.'
'For the lamp splice,' he said. 'She wanted the south circuit tied before curtain. I used the yellow roll. I left it on the bench.'
The yellow roll sat between them on the bench now, shoved there from the apron earlier, the core with his initials on it still visible through the plastic of the evidence bag Keene had not bothered to hide. The thing looked wrong in Victor's pocket and wrong in the bag, a tool made into a name. Tessa had already checked the tape on the cut line. The adhesive in the bag was not the same as the stuff Milo used. Same colour, wrong body. Someone had taken his roll and let the police carry it for him.
'Your tape did not cut the line,' she said.
'No.'
'Your tape did not paint the block numbers.'
His jaw set at that, and the hard angle of it made him look older than twenty-nine. He knew what she was building. That was the trouble. He always knew when she was laying parts on a table and calling it help. 'Don't do that,' he said.
'How many people had the key.'
'You keep asking me like I opened the place.'
'No. Like you can tell me who did.'
He gave a laugh with no air in it. The lamp on the bench sat open, all its wires and socket and glass uncovered, waiting for someone to put the cover back on and call the job done. Milo pushed his chair back. 'You keep deciding what I mean,' he said.
That landed hard. Tessa stayed where she was, hand on the bench edge, until he took the cable bag and left it by the door as if the bag itself had become a nuisance. He walked out with the yellow tape roll still on the bench between them, and the open lamp cast a little white circle on the wood like a blank answer.
The cut line carried a solvent sting that did not belong to Milo's roll. Tessa held it under the work light until the adhesive edge glowed a dull yellow and the cloth threads on the side stayed flat against the fray, and the difference between that tape and the strip in the workshop sat there like two men in the same coat, one with a factory finish and one with stage grime rubbed into the seam.
She set the line down and went back to the weight rack. The fresh white on block eight sat over the old black like a patched tooth. A cheap brush. House paint. The same tin the wardrobe crew used for trim and the same white dust on Celia's cuff. She pressed the block with one hand and the iron gave back a duller note than the chart promised. One block had been moved out. A heavier one had gone in. The whole system had been balanced around a lie, then the lie had been dressed up with a cut line so the room would point at the wrong thing.
That was the retroactive part of it. The fall had not been a single trick. It had been a chain of things done in order, each one making the next one harder to see. Weight first. Paint second. Cut line last. The line had given Victor's body a reason to drop in the right place, but the rack had made the drop possible. The note in the pocket of the dead man, the neat clean number 7, the fresh white on the cuff, the management keys, the way Celia had kept her hand away from the light when she counted them. All of it sat in the same row now.
'Of course,' Tessa said.
The room gave no answer. It just stayed iron, wood, and heat.
Down in the corridor, Keene's shoes crossed the floor. She could hear the hard little strike of his heel on the boards and the softer drag of his bad hip, and the sound turned the air in the house into a map of where he had been and where he would stop next. He liked a neat shape. He liked a man he could name. Milo had given him one, because Milo had tape in Victor's pocket and the wrong kind of silence in the workshop. That was enough for a police file. It was not enough for the rack.
Tessa rubbed chalk from her thumb and left a pale stripe across the rail. The white held for a second before the iron swallowed it.
By three, the matinee house had filled the front rows with donors, old subscribers, and one woman in a fox collar who kept touching the brass rail as if it had a pulse. Tessa stayed backstage where the corridor lamps made the paint on the walls look tired and the floor held every footprint from the last four hours. Milo had gone quiet. Good. Quiet from him usually meant the words were going somewhere before they came back.
She did not go after him again. That much she could manage. It cost more than the question had.
Instead she went to the key board outside management and lifted the brass tags one by one until she reached the row with the fly loft hatch. The board was a row of little mouths swallowing metal, each key tagged, each hook numbered, each brass tooth shining where a thumb had worn it bright. Celia's name sat beside the management override, and the stage manager's initials sat below it with the same tidy block letters. The stage manager had a clean alibi in the office during the blackout. Celia had none that held all the way through rehearsal.
She copied the times onto the back of a call sheet, then folded it once and put it in her pocket. The house liked paper when it needed to look innocent.
A door banged somewhere above the grid and then settled. Tessa leaned against the wall and let the corridor smell come up around her, size and wool and hot dust and the faint lemon cleaner they used on the brass handrails when management wanted to pretend the place was respectable. The old building did not care. It kept every smell in layers, one on top of another, and gave them back when the doors shut.
Celia had sent Milo for tape. Celia had the management key. Celia had white paint on her cuff and a missing finger from a scene-change accident that taught a person how weight moved when nobody watched the line. That was the shape now. Not proof yet. Shape. Enough to stop her from spending another hour trying to drag Milo into a story that had room enough for only one adult with a key.
'Keep your head down,' she muttered, and the words went nowhere useful. Milo was not in the corridor to hear them.
She pushed off the wall and headed for the office at the end of the hall. The call sheet was warm in her pocket from her hand, and the folded paper had already taken the shape of the key board's edge.
Celia's office sat behind the front lobby, where the carpet changed from tired red to something darker and the air picked up paper dust, tea, and the sweet sharp bite of hair spray from the dressing rooms nearby. She stood by the window with a clipboard against her hip and one hand on the radiator valve, as if the building itself had come to her with a complaint. The missing finger on her left hand made a pale cap at the end of the knuckle.
'You are still in the building,' Celia said.
'And you are still lying to me.'
'Clever line. Waste of breath.'
'Who repainted block eight.'
Celia set the clipboard on the desk. The wood was scarred by years of pens and cups and one old burn mark near the lamp, a ring no polish had ever taken out. 'House paint,' she said. 'House hands. We went through this.'
'No. We went through your version.'
The cuff on her coat had a white smear on the underside, hidden by the fold unless she turned her wrist. Tessa had seen the same chalk-white dust on the weight rack, the same brush ridges on the block, the same cheap paint in the wardrobe tin. Celia kept her keys in one palm and a pen in the other, the sort of habit that let her own a room without raising her voice. A practical hand. The kind that had once held scenery hooks and ladders and a wrench before money made her learn how to stand still and point.
'You think a coat cuff will carry me?' Celia said.
'No. The rack will.'
That pulled one corner of Celia's mouth down. 'The rack belongs to the theatre.'
'And the key belongs to you.'
Celia's gaze cut toward the door. She did not answer. That was answer enough. Tessa let the silence stand. It had more edges than the talk. The office smelled of cold tea and the floral cleaner they used on the desk blotter when the director expected visitors. The management override key sat on the hook beside the desk, brass bright and easy to reach, and the sight of it made the whole room smaller than it had been a minute before.
'You were in the loft before the fall,' Tessa said.
Celia did not move. 'You are in no position to accuse me of anything.'
'Position does not matter to a block of iron.'
That got one short breath out of her, the kind that left her shoulders still and the rest of her untouched. Tessa stepped back before the room changed shape again. She had enough. Not all. Enough to put a line through Milo and start drawing one around Celia Marr.
Keene was waiting by the stage door with his notebook still open, as if the paper itself could hold the room in place. Tessa took the call sheet from her pocket and laid it on the crate beside him. The inked times were clean. Management key at nineteen ten. Loft hatch opened at nineteen fifteen. Blackout at nineteen twenty-one. Celia's alibi had a gap the width of a stairwell and no one to stand in it.
'You can write that down,' she said.
'Need more than a sheet of paper.'
'Then go to the rack.'
He followed her up to the fly house, bad hip and all, because he hated being left with a clean answer that belonged to someone else. She set the steel rule against the block again and pointed at the number under the white paint. The brush line had not covered a seven. It had covered an eight. The block had been renumbered after a swap, and the swap had changed the balance enough to turn the line into a trap. She lifted the loose block from the shelf and set it back into the rack in the wrong position. The weight shift made the chain twitch on the far side of the cage. Small. Ugly. Enough.
'If this block sits here,' she said, 'the line takes one path. If it sits there, the path changes. The cut on the safety line gave Victor a story the room could read, but the rack set the body where the story landed. Someone who knew the old fly room did this, somebody with a hand for scene changes and a key for the cage.'
Keene's pencil moved. He had stopped pretending not to be interested. 'Who.'
Tessa gave him the white paint on Celia's cuff, the management key, the signed access, the missing finger, the old habit of carrying keys like a weight check. She gave him the tape roll too, told him the adhesive did not match Milo's roll and that the yellow core had been planted in Victor's pocket after the fall. He frowned at that, because it made the file messier and he liked files with edges.
'Milo still had the initials,' he said.
'Milo had a habit,' she said. 'Someone else had a plan.'
That made him write faster. It also kept him from asking the one question he wanted more than the rest. The theatre had enough light for facts and not enough for mercy. He could use the tape core and the key logs and the paint smear if he wanted, but the bee crest cufflink still sat in evidence with nowhere to go, a neat little piece of brass that belonged to somebody's dinner table and nowhere useful in the room. Nice shape. Wrong weight. The kind of thing a detective likes when he wants a second face for a first guess.
Tessa left him there with the block and the rule and the white paint under her thumbnail. The rack had given up its shape. The room had not.
Keene sent for the maintenance log, then for the stage manager, then for a second bag to hold the block numbers once he stopped pretending the white paint was only decoration. Tessa stood near the rack and watched the yard of iron settle into its old silence, the chain stopped now, the runner still, the whole cage reduced to the smell of dust and hot bulbs.
'You have enough,' Keene said.
'Enough for what.'
'Enough to put Celia Marr in the frame.'
That was the shape of it now, plain and ugly and better than the one the police had made at the apron. Milo was still tangled in the first version because his tape sat in Victor's pocket like a borrowed mouth, but the roll was wrong and the glue was wrong and the footprint of the real work sat higher up where a person with management keys and old theatre hands could reach it. The loaded rack, the repainted block, the cuff, the key, the route through the fly room. One person. No clean circle around it yet, but close enough that the room no longer had room to pretend innocence.
She rubbed the chalk off her thumb with the heel of her hand. The white left a streak on the skin and a thin line on the rail where she had marked the balance an hour before. The mark did not last. Nothing in the house lasted long once the crew started moving scenery over it again.
'What about the cufflink,' Keene said, holding up the bag with the bee crest between two fingers.
'Keep it if you want,' Tessa said. 'It talks about dinner, not the loft.'
He let that sit, then tucked the bag back into the box. The bee crest went to one side, polite and useless. She turned toward the stair and let the work light catch the white on Celia's cuff when the woman crossed the corridor below. A management coat, a careful step, one hand on the railing and the missing finger cap bright at the end of the knuckle. She moved like someone who knew where the old bad places were in a building and how to keep her weight off them.
Under the white paint, the eight still showed. Celia Marr had been in the fly room before the fall.

    
Paint on the Numbers
The ladder wore a red strip. It had been knotted through the rail so tight the vinyl curled at the edge, and the whole thing looked less like a marker than a cheap ribbon someone had left on a machine by mistake. The fly cage ticked above it. A relay in the wall made a thin metal click every few seconds, and the sound slid under Tessa Vale's teeth before it settled. Milo's bench hummed under the bare bulb. The empty slot in the foam insert stayed open where the open-end wrench should have rested, a little crescent of black cutout that made the rest of the kit look honest by comparison. Tessa stopped in the doorway.
Milo sat on the stool with the lamp body split open in front of him, two screws lined beside the casing, a coil of cloth tape on the tray, and one ferrule rolling slow against the bench edge until he caught it with the side of his thumb. His right hand gave one small shake and settled. He did not look up. The workshop smelled of flux, old canvas, and the onions the canteen had started burning half an hour ago, with a thin orange bite from the cleaner they used on the counters once Celia began asking who had been where. Of course the room kept score. Of course it did.
'You left early,' Tessa said.
'Same as everyone,' Milo said.
'Where did you go after the blackout.'
'Work.'
'That is a place, not an answer.'
He set the screwdriver down with a care that made the tray rattle once. 'You always want the answer to come with a label,' he said. 'It is temporary until it isn't.'
The line landed the way it always did with him, flat and patient, as if he could wear out the room by waiting longer than it could stand. Tessa moved farther in, one shoulder lower than the other under the old harness she still wore when she meant to climb, and the bench gave back a faint oil smell as she set her palm near the open kit without touching it. The wrench slot stayed empty. The shape of that absence kept drawing her eye back to it.
'Who had the wrench,' she asked.
'Nobody.'
'It did not walk off.'
'No.'
'Then where is it.'
Milo's mouth tightened. That was all. No heat. Just the small change around the nose and the jaw, the kind that made him look twelve and thirty at once. Through the wall came Keene's voice from the front office, plain and low, asking for the maintenance log. Tessa let the sound pass through the room. The house was still doing its own work, the old building full of wires and dust and people who kept moving pieces before they were named. She reached for the kit, and Milo put one hand over the tray before she got there.
'Don't,' Milo said.
'Give it here.'
'It is mine.'
'You are not helping yourself by hiding it.'
He gave the tray one flat push, enough to send the loose ferrule skittering into the corner groove and the screwdriver rattling against the lamp casing. Not angry. Worse. Careful. 'You keep talking like I am one of your bolts,' he said. 'You line me up, then you blame me when the joint slips.'
Tessa put two fingers on the bench edge and kept them there until the urge to grab the kit passed. Her thumb dragged once across a smear of black grease on the wood. The touch left a short dark stripe. 'Tell me where you were after the lights cut.'
'In the south corridor.'
'For what.'
'Fixing the lamp by the smoke door.'
'Who sent you.'
He lifted his eyes then, quick and hard, and there it was again, the look that asked for a person and got a machine instead. 'Celia,' he said. 'She wanted the circuit tied before curtain. The light died. I went to sort it.'
That changed the air in the workshop. Not much. Enough. Celia had sent him. Celia had a reason to put him moving while the house was turning dark. Tessa kept her mouth shut for two beats and let the new shape sit there. The little orange bite from the cleaner came up stronger from the bench rag when she brushed it aside. The rag had a white smear on one corner. Paint. Thin. Fresh.
'You touched the loft after that.'
'No.'
'You are lying.'
'I am tired.'
Milo took the wrench slot insert in one hand and turned it over, as if the empty cutout itself had insulted him. His fingers went to the edge, then away. Tessa watched the right hand shake once more. Not much. Enough to make the lamp screw roll toward the tray lip and stop. 'Where is the tool,' she said.
'I already said.'
'No, you did not.'
He set the insert down and folded his arms. The cloth tape on the tray had curled at one end. A lamp wire hung open like a stripped vein. Outside the workshop door, the corridor floor gave a little creak under a passing shoe and then went still. Keene again. Or Celia. The whole place kept making small sounds for people who wanted clean answers. Milo slid off the stool and shut the lamp casing with the heel of his hand.
'It is temporary,' he said. 'This whole mess is temporary if you stop making it larger.'
Tessa did not answer that. She took the wrench insert from the bench and held it by the edge, turning it once under the light. Black foam. Black dust. The cutout had been pressed hard enough to leave a shine along the inner wall where the metal had sat for years. A missing thing could leave more shape than the thing itself. That was the trouble with family, too. Too many places for a hand to go back to.
Milo reached for the insert. Tessa moved it out of his path and stepped sideways, toward the open door and the corridor beyond. The move took her past the worktable, past the box of spare ferrules, past the old kettle with the dent in its side that nobody ever threw away because somebody always needed hot water. The smell in the hall changed at once. Paper glue. Dust. The sweet hot plastic note from the ticket printer by the office. And under it, the cleaner again, orange and sharp.
The fly house door stood half open at the end of the corridor. Red stage tape crossed the floor near the threshold in a short bent line, then climbed the railing of the emergency ladder and tied itself there with a single twist, as if someone had used the strip to mark the place a hand should go in the dark. It was not decoration. It was not warning, either. It was a rough little memory for a body moving by touch.
Tessa stopped at the ladder and looked up. The emergency rail showed a scuff where a boot had slid. Not a crew boot. The sole had a broken star at the heel, a cheap shape ground into better leather. The same mark she had clocked near the apron lip after Victor's fall. The ladder smelled of iron, old paint, and a faint chemical bite that stayed in the throat. Orange solvent. Fresh enough to sit in the grain of the rail.
She put her fingers on the tape. The vinyl came away tacky. Under it, the rail felt cleaner than the rest of the metal. Someone had tied the strip here after a rush job, probably to find the rung during blackout, and then left it behind because no one up here liked to carry extra evidence in their pockets. It turned the whole emergency ladder from a piece of hardware into a map. One rung. One line. One hand.
The catwalk above held the weight rack and the old paint tins used for flats. Tessa climbed. The chain in the shaft gave a small lift and settle as her boots moved past it. She kept one hand on the rail and one on the side frame of the ladder cage. The old harness sat against her shoulder blade, pinning the lower side down where a fall seventeen years ago had left the bone a little wrong. She had stopped noticing the tilt except when the room asked her to carry a load.
At the top, the counterweight rack waited under work light, four blocks in line and one number on the painted face covered with new white. The number was eight under the paint, not seven. A clean brush had gone over it in a hurry, and the solvent smell came up from the block face when she leaned close. The smell was the same one on the rag below. The same one on the rail. The same one that had rubbed onto Milo's cuff when he reached over the bench to snatch the insert. A second coat. A fresh coat. Not old dust.
That changed the whole thing. The numbers had not been repainted before the fall, as she had first built in her head. They had been repainted after. Somebody had come back upstairs once the body was already on the apron and the first lie was in place. That someone had carried house paint and solvent through the cage, touched the rack, touched the rail, and left the room looking cleaner than it had any right to be.
Tessa put two fingers on the white paint. It lifted in a soft skin. Under it, the stamp on the block sat blunt and dark. Eight. The block had been moved, then dressed up to hide the move. Someone wanted the wrong number to hold the story. Someone with a key and enough patience to work after the house went down to dark.
She turned toward the ladder again. Below, the workshop door gave a soft click. Milo was still in there. Keene was still in the office. And the room between them had started to read differently, one fresh brush mark at a time.
The key board outside management sat in its frame like a row of brass teeth. Each hook had a tag, each tag a number, and each number had been stamped by someone who liked order enough to believe it could keep a building from lying. Tessa stood with the folded call sheet in her pocket and watched Celia Marr sign the ledger on the desk behind the glass. The office window cut her into clean pieces, shoulder, hand, wrist, all of it trimmed by reflection and lamp glare.
The call sheet itself was a plain sheet of paper with names and times on it, nothing noble, nothing secret, and yet it had the power to make grown people move across the building at once when one finger touched the top edge and dragged down to the bottom. That was the shape of theatre management. Paper telling bodies where to stand. Paper telling hands when to open a door. Paper making a room act innocent.
Keene stood beside Celia with his notebook open. He had the bee crest cufflink bag on the desk beside his elbow, still useless. He liked a neat object because it gave him something to point at when the rest of the room refused to sit still. Celia pointed to the lines on the page with one finger that still had the missing tip in a pale cap. 'The blackout lasted four minutes,' she said. 'The stage manager called the crew down. Milo was in the south corridor. Tessa was on the apron. Victor was with me in the green room.'
That was a tidy line. Too tidy. It had the shine of a sentence written after the stains dried.
'You had him in the green room before the fall,' Keene said.
'I had him in the green room before the cue.'
'You are playing with times.'
'No. I am giving you the only ones that matter.'
Tessa stayed at the door and let them talk. Celia's voice carried that manager's calm, the one built out of budget meetings and old accidents and the kind of patience that came from knowing most people would rather accept a bad answer than sit in a room until the better one showed up. Keene scratched one line through his notes and wrote another. On the wall behind him, the brass key board held the hook marked 7. Empty. The tag hung with no key on it, bright as a tooth after extraction.
'The key left the board at nineteen fourteen,' the stage manager said from somewhere in the hall. 'It came back at nineteen fifty-two.'
Tessa lifted her head. That was new.
The stage manager, a man with a grey patch in his beard and a pencil behind his ear, held the ledger against his chest. His left shoulder sat a little higher than the right from a broken collarbone years back, the kind of body mark a theatre picked up and never forgot. He pointed at the line with the pencil tip. 'Signed out by Celia Marr. Signed back by Celia Marr.'
Celia did not turn. Her hand stayed flat on the table. 'You are making a mistake,' she said.
'No,' Tessa said. 'He is reading your board.'
Celia's wrist moved once. The white on her cuff flashed under the lamp, a pale smear hidden in the fold and then exposed for half a second, enough to make the room smaller around it. Tessa kept her face still. The white was not chalk. Not dust from the lobby curtains. House paint thinned with solvent. It sat in the cloth like a second skin, and with the new key log under it the whole thing took a harder shape. Celia had gone upstairs after the fall. Celia had taken the key back. Celia had had time to repaint the numbers on the rack and then return to the lobby with her hands quiet and her face straight.
The bench in the office held a stamped time card, a fountain pen, and a cold cup of tea with a skin on top. One of the crew had left it there long enough for the rim to carry a ring. Tessa looked at the cup and then at the key hook and then at Celia's cuff again. The room had all the signs of a person working too fast to hide every piece. It also had enough order to keep a clean story alive if nobody pushed back.
Keene closed his notebook. 'We will need the full log.'
'You already have enough,' Celia said.
'Not the same thing.'
No, Tessa thought. Not the same thing at all. But the room had started to move in the right direction, and she had no interest in handing Milo over as the only loose part in a story Celia had stitched herself around. Not yet.
By midafternoon the house had split into its private pieces. The front lobby held donors and subscriptions and the smell of stale perfume. The backstage corridor kept tape dust, hot lamp metal, and the wet paper scent from the printer in the office. Down in wardrobe, a tin basin sat under the steam pipe with a rag draped over one edge, and the rag gave off the same orange solvent bite she had caught on the catwalk. Tessa pinched it up by one corner. The cloth had been used to wipe paint from a brush. White paint. Fresh enough to crack at the fold.
That changed Celia's cuff again. Not the whole cuff. The underside of it. The bit hidden in the fold when she held the clipboard. Tessa had clocked it as dust before. It was paint wash. Thin white dragged across wool, then pressed flat by a hand that knew how to hide a mark inside a crease. The house paint in the rag matched the paint on the block. The solvent in the rag matched the smell on the rail. The white on the cuff now had a shape and a job and a time attached to it.
The wardrobe mistress, a woman with a missing front tooth and sleeves rolled to the elbow, stood in the doorway with a pin cushion at her wrist. 'Director's paint,' she said. 'They used it on the flats yesterday.'
'Who used it,' Tessa asked.
'Whoever had the key.'
That answer kept getting around the building like a dog with a bone. Tessa folded the rag once and put it back where she had found it. The wardrobe sink had a cracked enamel lip and a drain with old thread stuck in the grate. The room smelled of steamed wool and powder and the sharp iron note that came from pins left too long in cloth. No one called it beautiful. It did the job.
The paint on the rag had not dried yet when she left wardrobe and cut back through the service hall to the fly cage. The ladders were empty. The ring of the chain still ticked with small mechanical patience. One of the crew had gone up for a dropped tab and come back down muttering about the smoke door sticking. Another had started the second plot. The house kept going. It always did. The dead man did not stop the work. The work only made the dead man easier to hide inside it.
Tessa set her hand on the rail and let the orange solvent rise into her nose again. It had a clean sweet edge under the sharper bite, the smell of a thing made to cut old paint without taking the wood with it. That was the part she had missed at first. Nobody had been in the fly room using ordinary dust and accident. Somebody had cleaned after the cut. Somebody had made room for the lie to sit down.
A shout came from the stage. Not loud. Just enough to make people answer. The house manager's voice followed, then Keene's. Milo's voice came last, clipped and tired. 'It's temporary,' he said from somewhere below, and the words held the same shape they always had, a hand keeping a lid on a box.
Tessa went to the ladder and climbed back up to the catwalk. The red strip on the emergency rail had begun to curl at one corner from the heat of the lamps. She pinched it and the adhesive gave back a clean tack. A marker in the dark. A cheap ribbon on a machine. A hand path, nothing more, and everything more.
Milo was waiting in the south corridor when she came down from the fly house. He had the lamp tool bag over one shoulder and the open kit in his hand, the missing wrench slot still empty inside the foam like a pulled tooth. The corridor light had gone weak at the far end, leaving the floorboards with a yellow run of lamp glow and the walls with the stale green paint the theatre had used for twelve years because no one wanted to pay for a new coat. His right hand gave a small shake when he set the kit on the ledge under the window.
'You took my wrench,' he said.
'You lost it.'
'You moved it.'
'You moved plenty yourself.'
He drew one breath and let it go through his nose. 'I was on the south corridor when the lights cut. Celia sent me for tape. I fixed the lamp by the smoke door. I did not go up the loft.'
'You keep saying the same line.'
'Because it is the same thing.'
He opened the kit and pressed two fingers on the foam insert where the empty slot sat. The small motion made him look suddenly tired in a way the workshop had not. Not a collapse. A leak. 'I did not take the wrench because I did not have it when the blackout hit,' he said. 'I left it by the prop cabinet. It was gone when I came back.'
That mattered. Not enough for relief. Enough to shift the floorboards under her feet. If the tool had vanished before the body drop, somebody else had carried it. If Celia had sent him for tape, she had put him moving while the loft stayed open. The line kept turning. Each turn changed the hand that touched it.
'Who was in the corridor with you,' Tessa asked.
'Nobody.'
'Nobody from the crew.'
'No.'
His mouth pulled sideways on the last answer. He was guarding one thing and she had not yet named it. That happened with him sometimes. He would give enough for a knife and hold back the handle. Tessa shifted her weight and the old shoulder gave a low ache along the collarbone. The corridor smelled of floor wax and the rubber sheath of old cable, with the orange cleaner still sitting underneath it all. Through the half open door to the stage, Keene's voice moved across the boards, flat and methodical, asking for times, then asking for names, then asking for names again.
Milo rubbed the heel of his hand over his mouth. 'You keep deciding what I mean,' he said.
The sentence landed hard because he had said it before and because he was right. She had been doing it since the accident seventeen years ago, since one wrong call in a room full of adults left her learning the habit of speaking first for the person beside her. The habit had made her useful and made her cruel. She kept that part in a box she never opened in daylight.
She picked up the kit and looked into the empty slot. The cut foam still held the outline of the wrench handle, sharp enough to make the gap look larger than the tool would have. In another life she would have taken the whole bag, lined up the screws, and put the missing part back in place by force. The thought came with the old heat and the old certainty. She set the kit down again.
Keene had the management log on the office table when she went back. The page lay open on a folded newspaper, and the ledger smell of paper, ink, and old glue filled the room around it. Celia stood by the radiator with her coat still on, one hand on the valve and the other flat at her side. Her cuff had been turned in. The white smear was hidden now. Tessa hated that more than the mark itself.
'Key seven left the board at nineteen fourteen,' Keene said. 'Returned at nineteen fifty-two.'
'Already told you that,' Celia said.
'You did. And the log says you signed it back in.'
'Yes.'
He turned a page. 'Victor Hale was dead by then.'
Celia's jaw moved once. That was all. The room did not need more. Tessa stayed near the door, close enough to catch the lamp heat from the table but not close enough to give anybody the pleasure of making her part of the frame. Keene set the bee crest cufflink bag on the open page and pushed it aside when no one touched it. The thing had the polished look of a private joke and the same useless weight as a theatre award. Wrong object. Wrong room. He kept it because detectives like a second face for a first guess.
The stage manager came in behind her with a fresh call sheet and laid it on the table. Times. Names. Places. The paper had the power to move the whole house with a thumb and a pencil, and she had started to hate that about paper, the way it could keep a lie standing long after the person who wrote it had gone to sleep. Tessa picked up the sheet and read the inked marks against the log without speaking. The split was plain. Milo had been sent to the corridor by Celia. Celia had gone back upstairs after the fall. The timing left a clean gap where the body had dropped and a second, uglier gap where somebody had repainted the numbers and washed the brush in the work sink.
'What,' Keene said.
'Nothing.'
'You are holding something.'
She was. The log in one hand. Her brother in the corridor. Celia in the office with her cuff turned in. It all had a shape now. The shape was not comfort. It was enough to keep the case from shrinking around Milo like a sleeve. Tessa set the call sheet down. 'Celia went up after the fall,' she said. 'That is the part you should keep.'
Keene looked at her for a long second, then at the log, then at Celia. He did not ask for more. Not yet.
The second show started without the usual bustle. No opening night noise. No last second scramble. The house moved the way a body does after a long shift, one limb at a time, with no interest in making the work look neat. Tessa stood in the service hall and listened to the floor take footsteps from the front lobby down to wardrobe and back again. The sound made the building seem larger and poorer than it had in the afternoon. One door slammed. Somewhere below, a bottle cap rolled under a crate and stopped.
She went to the prop room because it held the sort of objects people forgot once they were given a label. A fake sword with a loose guard. Three cracked teacups. A bowl of hard pears under stage dust. A blue tin with a broken hinge. On a shelf near the back sat a shallow tray of brushes, and one brush handle carried the same orange solvent smell as the rag in wardrobe. The bristles had stiffened to a pale fan. White paint.
The brush had been used on the counterweight numbers. The stroke width matched the ridges on block eight. No one who worked by habit would have left that width, that much drag, that much wash at the edge. A hurried hand. A person who had climbed up, worked fast, and gone back down before the lamp heat dried the marks. She did not need the whole room to tell her the rest. The signs were all there. That was the trouble and the point.
A stagehand came in to fetch a slat and stopped when he saw her with the brush. 'Don’t tell Keene about the prop drawer,' he said.
'Why.'
He shifted his weight from one heel to the other. 'Celia said to keep it out of the list until after the second show.'
That was enough. Not the full shape. Enough. Celia had been arranging the room long before the police started writing. Tessa set the brush back and rubbed one thumb over the handle. It left a pale smear on her skin. The same white. The same job. She folded her hand into a fist until the mark pressed into the palm and stayed there.
By the time she reached the fly house again, the lights had dropped to work level and the stage below had gone quiet except for the scrape of a tab strike and a voice calling for the curtain weight. The emergency rail still held its red strip. The strip had curled more now, one edge lifting in the heat. It was no longer a warning or a marker. It looked like something tied to a hand in a hurry and forgotten when the hand moved on.
Milo found her on the stairs behind the fly cage, the narrow ones with the broken rubber grip and the iron rail that always went cold first. He had the open kit tucked under one arm and the rolled tape in the other hand, the yellow core with his initials still showing through the clear plastic. The corridor behind him held the smell of dust, varnish, and the old cleaner the theatre used on brass until it turned the metal pale and dull. He stopped on the third step down.
'You gave Keene the board log,' he said.
'He asked.'
'And you let him write me into it.'
'You were already there.'
He gave a short nod. The move had the look of agreement from a man who wanted to break a door with his shoulder and knew he would only bruise it. 'I was there because Celia sent me,' he said. 'That does not mean I touched the line.'
'You never said you did.'
'You keep acting like the difference matters more than it does.'
The staircase held their weight in a slow iron complaint. Tessa rested one hand on the rail and let the cold come through the palm. Below them, the house gave one dull thump as a set wagon rolled across the stage. The ordinary work of the place kept going around the dead man, around the police, around the lie with fresh paint on it. That was what theatre did. It kept moving parts in motion while everyone pretended the part that mattered sat still.
Milo looked at the empty slot in his kit and then at her face. 'You do not have to speak for me,' he said.
The words were not new. They were only truer now. Tessa stood there with the yellow tape roll in one hand and the key log folded in her coat pocket and the shape of the wrench missing from the kit in her head, and the old habit of fixing the answer before the question went away started to feel like a thing she might set down without breaking. The idea had edges. It hurt in the ordinary way of a tool held wrong.
She took the tape roll from his hand and put it back into the open kit, where it would sit crooked against the foam until he sorted it himself. Then she closed the lid halfway, leaving the latch unfastened. 'Fine,' she said. 'Keep your own things.'
Keene called for Tessa before the second curtain check. She found him in the front lobby under the dead clock, where the brass hands stayed fixed at ten past eight no matter how many times the evening moved on. The woman in the fox collar had gone home. The donors had gone to dinner. The lobby held only the smell of old paper, rain from shoes, and the sweet burn of stage dust warming under the vents.
'You left something out,' Keene said.
'Plenty.'
He gave her the look he used when a witness decided to be clever. 'Celia signed the key back in after the body drop. That places her upstairs.'
'Yes.'
'You are not surprised.'
'No.'
That was a bad answer for a detective and a worse one for a family member. Tessa let it sit anyway. The call sheet in her pocket had started to fold on its own against the key log, paper edge against paper edge, the two of them making a rough little packet at her hip. She hated the feel of it. Too much proof in one place made the body clumsy.
Keene set the bee crest cufflink bag on the front desk and turned it once with two fingers. 'This still sits nowhere useful,' he said.
'Keep it there,' Tessa said. 'It belongs to dinner, not the loft.'
He gave a short breath through the nose and wrote something in the notebook without showing her the page. The old theatre behind him made a low groan as the air shifted through the fly house. Not a warning. Just wood settling around work. He closed the book and slid it into his coat. 'I need you in the room when I talk to your brother,' he said.
There it was. The shape of the next hour. She had spent all afternoon building a case that would keep Milo out of the first cut, and now the room wanted her in it so he would not have to stand alone inside a story he had not written. That cost something. More than the log. More than the paint. The old habit woke up and started reaching for his name before she could stop it. She kept her hands still at her sides.
'He can answer for himself,' she said.
Keene watched her for a long moment. The lobby clock kept pretending to work.
The workshop was dark except for the bench lamp when she got back. Milo had left the tray in the same order, ferrules lined, screws grouped, lamp casing shut. The empty wrench slot still cut a crescent out of the foam. The room smelled of flux and cloth tape and the bitter orange cleaner from the rag in wardrobe, which meant somebody had used it here too, or in the corridor, or on the catwalk rails, and the smell had traveled through the building on hands and sleeves.
Tessa set the key log on the bench. Paper. Brass. White paint. A tool shape. All of it small enough to fit in one hand and heavy enough to drag a night down with it. She stood there a long moment without touching anything else. That was new. Usually she would have straightened the screws, lined the ferrules tighter, closed the lamp, put the rag in the bin, turned the key over in her fingers until the room sat still again. The old habit came up with all its weight and stopped at her wrist.
Outside, the corridor floor gave one light creak. Milo. Or Keene. The building kept making the same small sounds for everyone who walked it. Tessa turned toward the open door and then stopped. If she went out now, she would say the usual thing. She would tell Milo where to stand, what to answer, how to keep his hands from giving him away. She would turn him into a shape she could carry. It would work for ten minutes. Maybe less.
She closed the lamp casing with two fingers and left the screwdriver where it lay. No neat line. No rescue. The wrench slot stayed open in the foam. The tape roll sat crooked in the kit. Milo would have to sort the rest out himself, and the room would have to hold its own screws for once.
Tessa took the key log from the bench, folded it once, and put it in her coat pocket beside the brass key 7. Then she left the workshop door open behind her.

    
The Lift Above the Stage
The batten came down a handspan before anybody on the floor looked up. Tessa Vale had the emergency descent chain in one hand and key 7 in the other, and the fly rail above her gave a dry tick as the weight settled back onto the runner. Below, the stage was all pale work light and black boards, the dress run waiting in its marks. Keene stood by the apron with his notebook open. Milo was at the board rail, shoulders squared, one thumb resting on the edge of the console as if the thing might bolt. Celia Marr had not come out of the office yet. She was still in the lobby with her keys, her clipboard, and that black coat with the white smear hidden in the fold.
'Too fast,' Tessa said, and not to anyone in particular. The words went up the ladder and came back thinner. The house carried sound in strips like old ribbon. That was useful. It told on people.
She climbed the last three rungs to the maintenance hatch, boot tips finding the worn dents in the iron. The hatch was set into the side wall of the fly cage, a square of scarred paint and old grease, the sort of door nobody saw twice unless the room went bad. Key 7 fit on the first turn. The lock gave with a flat little click, no ceremony at all, and the panel opened on a narrow cupboard with a spare fall arrest line, a tin of chalk, a cracked hand lamp, and a bent tag hanging from a nail. The tag had 7 stamped into brass, a number that had already gone through Victor Hale's pocket and back into the building without telling the room why.
'Keep your eyes on the rack,' she said to Keene when he came up two steps behind her. He had the pencil chain on his wrist, and his hip gave one small catch on the stair. 'Start with what moved.'
He did not answer. He did not need to. The rack was right there, iron teeth in a row, one block with white paint on the number and old black showing through the curve, the ridges from a brush still sharp at the edge. Someone had worked fast and then come back to clean the handprint off the rail. The theatre liked its lies with neat corners. This one had been dressed up with house paint and solvent, then left to stand under the bulbs like a clean answer. Tessa rubbed her thumb across the block face. White skin of paint. The dull grit of iron under it. Enough to make a room change shape.
She took the steel rule from her back pocket and set it against the block face. The measurement did not flatter anybody. One block out, one heavier block in, enough to tip the load by a handspan when the line ran. The wrong number had been painted over instead of swapped out because a brush was quicker than a ledger and cleaner than a confession. She held the rule where Keene could read the mark.
'Block eight was moved,' she said. 'Then dressed to read as seven. The line was cut after. The cut was the mask, not the work.'
Keene bent to the rack, notebook still open, pencil moving in short strokes. He liked things that could be written in a small box. 'Who had the room.'
'Whoever had the key board.'
He looked at the open maintenance hatch, then the brass tag in Tessa's palm, then back to the rack. He was plain enough to work with, which was as much praise as he gave anybody. The fly house smelled of hot dust and lamp metal, with a solvent bite from the white paint that had not dried all the way in the groove. That smell sat in the throat longer than the look of the block. It belonged to a hand that had gone over the iron after the fall, not before. That was the part the first cut in the safety line had hidden. Not very well. Just long enough.
A stagehand came up the stair with the board log tucked under one arm. Grey patch in his beard. Collarbone that had never set straight. He held the log against his chest until Keene took it. 'Key seven left the board at nineteen fourteen,' he said. 'Signed out by Celia Marr. Signed back in at nineteen fifty-two.'
Tessa kept her face still. The log made the old red strip on the emergency rail turn in her head, not as a warning but as a path. A thing laid down in dark so feet could find the right rung. Celia had not only climbed the loft. She had marked the route for it. The room had given that up before; now the mark sat in the same row as the key and the paint and the block. She let the stagehand keep talking, because people like him often said the useful bit after they had already been heard once.
'We used red tape on that rail for black-outs,' he said, glancing up at the ladder. 'Shows through dust. Shows through damn near anything.'
That re-coloured the whole first night. The strip on the emergency rail was not a warning. It was a guide. A hand path. Tessa looked at the curled edge of red vinyl and then at the catwalk above it. Celia had put that there. Celia had come back for the key after the body dropped. Celia had had time enough to repaint the block and wash the brush in the sink and stand in the lobby with a straight face. The room had been telling her one thing all along. The colour had only changed once somebody named it.
Milo was still at the board rail when she went down the stair. The open kit sat beside him on the floor, the missing wrench slot a black crescent in the foam, the yellow tape roll turned on its side like a small wheel with no road. He had the look he wore when a circuit was half fixed and the light refused to cooperate, jaw set, right hand giving one quick shake before he tucked it under his left wrist. Tessa stopped three feet from him.
'Where were you after the blackout,' she asked.
'You already asked.'
'Answer again.'
He gave her a flat look. Same one he had used at sixteen when she tried to clamp a relay box shut with a bent screwdriver and a lie about schedule. The years sat on his face in a way she had not been generous enough to read. 'South corridor,' he said. 'Celia sent me for tape. I fixed the lamp by the smoke door. I did not go up the loft.'
The words came out clipped, no extra air, because he had been carrying them in his mouth for hours and the room had not earned more than that. Tessa looked at the open kit. The empty wrench slot made a larger absence than the tool would have. That was her trade, building rooms around missing parts. It had worked on hardware. Not so well on people. 'Who had the wrench,' she asked.
'Nobody took it from me.'
'It was gone when you came back.'
'Yes.'
That changed the line between them. Not much. Enough. A person did not need to be guilty to get used by somebody who was. She wanted to tidy the sentence on his behalf, put the missing part where it belonged, make the room less ugly than it was. The old habit stood up inside her with all its weight. She kept her hands at her sides. The bench lamp threw a white bar across the tray. Ferrules in order. Screws in order. The yellow tape roll on its side. Everything waiting for a hand that would not reach.
'Go give Keene that,' she said, and nudged the key log she had folded into her coat pocket toward the edge of the board with one finger. 'Tell him where you were. Tell him yourself.'
Milo looked at her for a long second. The room made room for the silence. He took the log, but not before his thumb brushed the edge of the paper like he was checking whether it would cut. 'You keep deciding what I mean,' he said.
'Not this time.'
It cost something to say that and keep her face still. It cost more to step back and leave him standing there with the tape roll, the missing wrench slot, and his own voice. He put the log under his arm and went toward the apron without looking at her again.
The wardrobe mistress had a brush rag in her hand and paint on her sleeve. White. Thin and fresh. Tessa found her at the sink behind the costume rail, where the steam pipe knocked once every minute and the basin held a skin of grey water over loose threads. The woman had a missing front tooth and the blunt patience of somebody who could mend a hem while the building fell on its own excuses.
'You want the paint tin,' she said before Tessa asked. 'It was Celia's. House white, mixed thin. We used it on flats yesterday, and on that rail in the dark because the red tape showed through the dust better than chalk.'
That was the second turn of the same piece. The red strip on the emergency rail was not random clutter or a mark the crew had left and forgotten. It belonged to the blackout route. A little guide in the dark. Celia's hand had made the path. Celia's hand had also made the rail a memory of where to put the foot. Tessa took that in, then took the brush rag. The cloth had white paint soaked into one corner and a hard orange bite of solvent in the weave. The same smell had sat on the catwalk rail. The same smell had hung on the block face when she rubbed it with her thumb.
The wardrobe mistress went on, because people like her often gave the useful detail after they had already said the thing that mattered. 'Celia told us to keep the black-out strip by the emergency ladder. Said the house goes blind faster than a drunk in a lift. Red stands up better.'
Red. That was all it had been. Practical. Cheap. Visible. Tessa folded the rag once and set it beside the basin. Her palm came away with a faint chalky stain on it. The theatre had been using the same small tools for the same small lies all night. Tape. Paint. Keys. A board log. A strip of red vinyl tied to iron.
Keene was waiting at the service hall door when she came back through. His notebook was tucked under his arm now, the page with the board log half folded over. 'We go in five,' he said.
'Into what.'
He gave the fly house a look and then the stage below, where the dress run had started to gather itself at the marks. 'Into the part where Celia Marr has to stand in the room she changed.'
That was enough. Tessa slid the rag into her pocket and kept moving. The house was starting to fill with its own warm noise, the sort that lived under every run-through: shoes on boards, a dropped tab, a voice calling for a cue, someone coughing in the dark. The red strip on the rail stayed where it was, a thin line in the wrong place. She left it there.
The dress run went up at half seven. Not full house, not even near it, but enough bodies in the seats for the space to feel less like a shell and more like a thing with a pulse. The curtain was still half open when Tessa climbed back to the fly loft, the emergency descent chain hanging against her wrist, the old steel links cold enough to bite through the skin. Below, the stage manager ran the call with a pencil in one hand and the board log in the other. Celia stood in the wing in her black coat, keys at her hip, mouth set in that smooth line she used when the room had not yet agreed to her version of itself.
'We do not invite scenes,' she said as Tessa passed the wing. Same tone as before. Same old line. It had less grip on her now.
'Then keep your hands off the rail,' Tessa said.
The fly house was all iron and heat and the dry smell of dust on the bulbs. Tessa set the restored block in the rack where it belonged, and the whole line answered with a small change in pitch, a tighter note in the chain. That was the machine telling on itself. Keene had come up to the stair landing with his notebook still open. Milo was at the board rail, ready to run the cue if the room asked for it. He did not look at Tessa. Good. Let him keep his hands on the knobs and his own eyes on the board.
She pointed at the emergency descent chain and the batten in line with the stage picture. 'If block eight sits wrong, the load shifts by a handspan,' she said to Keene. 'The chain takes the drag and keeps the drop slow. If somebody had wanted a body on the apron, this is the route.'
The sentence landed plain. No drama in it. Just the shape of weight and the shape of access. Keene nodded once and stepped closer to the rack. The maintenance hatch hung open behind Tessa. Key 7 was still in her palm. The bent brass tag with its stamped number sat on the nail beside the spare fall arrest line like a bit of dead hardware. Celia was still below. So was the audience, or the sort of audience a dress run made out of donor seats and stage crew and people who had not yet decided to breathe.
'Run the cue,' Tessa said to Milo.
He did not answer right away. Then his hand went to the board. 'It is temporary,' he said, half to the relay box and half to the room, and brought the line up. The batten moved. Not far. Enough to make the chain speak. Enough to make the old wheels and blocks shift in their own places. The right weight rode smooth. The wrong one would have jumped. Tessa kept her eye on the rack and on the catwalk rail, where the red strip sat at the emergency ladder like a path nobody should need and everybody in the room had once trusted.
The batten gave one small hitch. Then another. Celia looked up from the wing.
She came in through the service stair instead of the office door. That was the first sign she had no interest in keeping the room neat. Her coat was open now, and the white on the cuff showed in the lamplight, a thin smear hidden in the fold until she put her hand on the rail. Tessa had the rack, the log, the rag, the board times, and the red strip on the emergency rail. Keene had the pencil. Milo had the board. The house had the whole thing if anybody bothered to read the weights.
Celia stopped at the bottom of the catwalk and tipped her head back. 'You are making a display,' she said.
'No,' Tessa said. 'I am reading the room.'
The batten moved again, a little lower this time, and the chain in Tessa's hand took the drag. The emergency descent line kept the whole line slow enough to be safe, the sort of move no one would bother to explain unless the room forced it. She lowered the batten another handspan and the sound changed. A clean machine sound, no scrape, no jump. Then she set the block where it belonged and pointed at the painted number.
'You changed the block after the fall,' she said. 'Then you painted over the eight to make it read as seven. You used the house paint from wardrobe, the same tin that left the white on your cuff. You tied the red tape to the emergency rail so you could find the ladder in blackout. You signed the key back in after you came up. That is not a clean story. It is access.'
Celia did not answer at first. Her hands stayed on the rail, one at the top bar and one on the side bracket, and the white on her cuff rubbed against the iron as if it had its own idea. Keene leaned in closer to the rack. His notebook stopped moving. Tessa put her thumb on the block face and dragged. White skin of paint. Old black under it. The brush ridges still there, sharp as comb marks. She lifted the rag from her pocket and held it out. White paint. Orange solvent. Same weave as the smear on the rail. The room had enough by then.
'Victor was going to sell the house,' Celia said, and the words came out through her teeth, plain and hard. 'He was going to gut the place and call it rescue. He would have taken the crew with him.'
That was motive enough for a room, not for a judge. Keene kept his face flat and wrote the line down anyway. Tessa did not give the sentence more air than it earned. The house did not need her to make the case prettier. It only needed the weights read straight.
Celia looked past Tessa to the maintenance hatch. The key still hung in Tessa's hand. The brass tag with its stamped seven glinted under the work light. That was the part nobody in the room could get around. The number had been in Victor's pocket, then on the tag, then in the lock. Why he carried it had never mattered to the solve. Only that he did. The origin stayed where it had always stayed, in the same dark pocket as a dozen other private things.
'He asked for the key before curtain,' Keene said. 'You gave it to him.'
'I left it where it belonged,' Celia said.
'And after he fell.'
'Came back for it.'
There it was. Not clean. Not generous. Enough. Tessa lifted the emergency descent chain and let it run a little through her hand. The links went cold and smooth, then stopped when she pinched them. The batten above held steady. No crash. No second body. The whole machine was behaving because she had put it back into the shape it wanted. That was her work. Read the load. Make the line answer.
Keene stepped to the rail and looked down at the apron. Milo had one hand on the board and the other flat on the console edge. He had not moved an inch toward the fly cage. Good. Keep him out of the frame unless he chose otherwise. Tessa turned her head enough to meet his eye and gave him nothing. No rescue. No cue. No line to lean on. He understood the shape of that well enough to take the next step by himself.
'I was in the south corridor,' Milo said, without being asked again. 'Celia sent me for tape. I fixed the lamp by the smoke door. I did not go up the loft. The tape on the apron came from my bench, not from the line.'
Plain. Straight. No hand at his back. Keene wrote it all down. Tessa kept her mouth shut. The words came from Milo and stayed with him. That was how it should have been from the start, and the room made room for it now. Celia's shoulders changed a fraction. Not much. Enough to tell on her. The white smear on her cuff slid against the rail and left a thin mark on the iron, proof that a hand had been there after the fall and after the lie.
'Enough,' Keene said.
He moved in close enough for the cuffs. Celia lifted one hand and then let it go slack. The bee crest cufflink sat in its bag on the floor by the stair, useless as ever, all polished brass and no use to this room. Keene ignored it. Good. Some things deserved to stay where they had landed.
The theatre made room for the arrest without stopping the run. Stage light kept burning. The board kept its low hum. The batten held. No one on the apron got hit by a falling load. That counted for something.
By the time Keene took Celia down the service stair, the dress run had already started moving again under Milo's hands. The second cue came in clean. The stage manager called the next entrance. A pair of chorus girls crossed in blue dresses with their hems gathered up by hand, and the room took them back without a pause. That was the theatre's habit. Keep going. If a line snapped, a line got tied. If a body fell, the next cue waited for the floor to clear.
Tessa stood at the fly rail with the emergency descent chain still looped through her palm. Her shoulder sat lower than the other under the old harness, the old fall from seventeen years ago waking and settling with the effort of the climb. She set the chain on the hook. The action had the shape of finishing, though the room was not done with the night yet. Keene paused at the stair landing, Celia between two uniforms and a notebook under his arm. He gave Tessa one short nod, the sort he used when he had a file that would hold.
Milo came up from the board a minute later, tape roll in hand, tool bag over one shoulder, the open kit still missing its wrench. He stopped where the stair turned and looked at her without the old ask for rescue in his face. Good. He had his own weight now. 'I can explain,' he said.
'No need,' she said.
That was the nearest thing to mercy she had left that night. He stood there a second longer, then set the yellow tape roll into the kit himself and closed the lid halfway with two fingers. Not fixed. Not perfect. His work. He would sort the missing wrench later, or not, and she would not reach in first. The room held that change as plainly as it held the dead man on the apron had an hour before. She did not put the ferrules in order for him. She did not straighten the strap on his shoulder. She let him carry his own kit down the stairs.
The house light above the fly cage warmed the brass tags on the key board. Key 7 hung empty now, the hook bright where the brass had rubbed it. Somebody would log the evidence, and somebody would clean the rail, and somebody would write the report with the right names in the right places. That work did not belong to her. The theatre would keep its own small machinery moving after this, all gears and ropes and paper and people making room for one another again. She stayed where she was until the stage manager called for the next cue and the room answered in the ordinary way.
Later, when the stage had cleared and the uniforms were gone, Tessa went back to the fly loft with a fresh strip of red tape in her pocket and the brush rag folded small inside her palm. The rail still carried the old smear where Celia had marked the blackout path. That would get cleaned by someone else. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe after the second show. For now the mark stayed, a thin red line running the length of the emergency ladder like a seam in plain sight.
She cut the new strip short and pressed it over a split in the curtain hem where the fabric had frayed from the old lift. Not hidden. Not prettied up. The tape sat there in the work light, flat across the cloth, the same cheap red as the strip on the rail and the same blunt red as the one she had peeled from the ladder at the start of the night. It was a repair, nothing more. The kind of repair people used when a thing had to keep working and there was no time for better cloth.
Below her, the stage manager started the next reset. A crate rolled. A wrench rang once against the deck and stopped. Milo's voice carried from the board rail, giving a call without looking up from the knobs. Plain. His own. The theatre took it and gave it back without any fuss. Tessa left the tape where it was and stepped down from the ladder, one hand on the rail, the other empty.
The curtain wore a red seam.
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