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“The events described in this book may be entirely fictional, or they may be unfolding somewhere in the world—perhaps right where you live. What matters is that these stories could be happening very close to you, maybe even right beside you. If that’s the case, then this book is actually describing you.”
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Preface — House Lights

This book opens after a death and before a show.

It wears the clothes of a thriller—blood, clues, a city at night—but keeps a broom behind its back. You will meet a director, Elise Moreau, who dislikes applause; a detective, Damon Kline, who dislikes speeches; and a chorus of people who keep rooms decent. Somewhere nearby a killer believes audiences make meaning. The book disagrees.

How to read this book.


	Treat yourself as a reader, not an audience.

	If a page seems to ask for clapping, don’t.

	If a page offers three sentences, trust them.



You will see cards, labels, receipts, rules that look like stage directions. They are not puzzles; they are tools. Follow them in your head as you would follow a handrail in the dark: without ceremony. This story contains a script inside the story—the unfinished pages a victim left behind. That script sometimes offers branches and dares you to peek or to choose. When it does, remember the refrain that runs through the book:

No phones. No applause. Three sentences.

The novel is set in Paris: bridges, steps, stoops, markets, lobbies, schools, courts. The places are real enough that you might recognize them; the people are not documentaries of anyone you know. Please resist the temptation to turn locations into shrines. 

If you must leave something behind after reading, make it a clean bench or a returned cone.

What you will not find here: secret codes that collapse the city into a single clever twist, or a revelation that retroactively blesses spectacle. What you will find: a long, patient argument that care is incompatible with performance, and that the smallest verbs—sweep, tape, post, leave—are sturdier than slogans. If you are coming for horror, there is horror here: a devotion to cues; bright traps designed to harvest attention; a mind that wants your eyes more than your safety. If you are coming for a detective tale, there is one: a name in a margin, a line of devices, a culprit who studied the wrong lesson from a rehearsal. If you are coming for something postmodern, you will get it but without velvet ropes; the only meta that persists is the kind that makes rooms safer.

House rules for readers (taped to the proscenium you can’t see):

House lights on. Read as if faces matter more than shadows.

Plain talk. When a paragraph can be three sentences, it will be.

No logos. Truth does not require a brand.

Evidence = rooms, not faces. Imagine the space, not the close-up.

If a choice is offered—CUT / READ / LEAVE—remember that leaving is also an action.

About the form: midway, the book begins to build a manual inside itself—House Lights—a stack of boring pages that keep saving lives. The chapters named Again, STET, Appeal, Kill Cue, Common, Span, Charter, Ratify, Dispatch, Receive, Inventory, Repair, Spares, Outage, Signal look like procedure because they are. You may read them as plot (they move the case), as ethics (they state the terms), or as stagecraft (they change what the city can do). They are also a dare: could you run one of these pages where you live?

There are, like in most stories worth keeping, mistakes: pretty signs that needed scuffing, a counterfeit stamp that wanted to shine, a ribbon that tried to call itself grief. When you encounter these, the book will do what the book believes in: post the error, fix it, cross pride once.

A note on violence: the story does not luxuriate in gore. When harm appears, it appears to be addressed, not admired. Some readers will want the camera to linger; it will not. Where the narrative looks away, it looks toward what to do next.

A note on gratitude: thank the people who carry chairs, the ones who tape clean lines at bridge mouths, the children who keep timers loud so swings remain fair. Their names—Clara, Hadrien, Melo, Ferrand, Mme Roche, Borel, Simone, Mme Diallo, Rabah, Bastien, and more—belong to the work, not to the credits.

You may reasonably ask why a novel would spend so many pages resisting performance. Because the antagonist loves performance, and because cities swallow what they’re fed. 

Because most civic failure is not a lack of feeling but a failure of design ethics. Because it turns out that cones beat ropes and arrows should point to doors, not ideas, and that the shortest useful sentence in the common tongue is leave. If you are tempted to read the last pages first, don’t; the ending practices what the rest of the book preaches, and it needs your patience to land quietly. But if life gets in the way and you must abandon this book halfway, it will not punish you. Close it like a switch cover and do one small chore in your own hallway. That will count as having read to the end.

Three disclosures, before we begin:

Some letters in this book are written in a hand that loves cul-de-sacs and commands. They arrive on cream paper with practiced italics. You will know them when you see them. The book will file them where they belong. Some choices will be given to you that are only apparently about narrative. 

They are really about attention. The correct answer is usually the one that does not produce an audience. Some pages will resemble instructions tacked to a wall. They are. Keep them if you need to. Tape is cheap.

The story owes a debt to backstage workers and street-level custodians everywhere, and to readers who prefer rooms to scenes. If you find yourself, after the last page, moving a chair two fingers from the wall or wiping a sign until it stops shining, that is not a side effect. That is the point. House lights now. No phones. No applause. Three sentences.

Introduction — On Scripts and Rooms

A city is easy to turn into a stage. Give it a soundtrack, tilt the camera, call the crowd an “audience,” and ordinary objects—rails, steps, benches—start asking for applause. Bloody Scenario begins where that trick goes too far: a murder in Paris whose clues are not riddles but stage directions. A screenplay is found, unfinished, and the scenes inside it point to real places. When someone turns the page, someone else dies.

Two people refuse to play along. Elise Moreau, a director who distrusts spectacle, and Damon Kline, a detective who distrusts speeches, read the script the way you read a room. They notice the arrows taped at eye height, the chalked boxes for wheels, the way a bridge mouth gathers people like a mouth gathers words. They notice that the victim, Jon Rys, knew these places intimately—and that the manuscript’s margins say Damon’s name out loud. What begins as a meta-thriller becomes something stricter: a lesson in how to keep rooms from becoming shows.

This book keeps its promises small on purpose. It will present you with cards, labels, receipts, and rules that look like props. They are not props. They are the means by which a city recovers its dignity. The refrain—No phones. No applause. Three sentences.—is not a motif; it is a tool. When the story pauses to post “PLAIN TALK (three lines)” or to tape “NO LOGOS” to an idea, it is not being coy. It is laying out a method that saves lives in the chapters that follow. You will meet a chorus whose names belong to work rather than to credits: Clara, who writes in blue and makes paper shrug; Hadrien, who knows how tape lies and metal tells the truth; Melo, who trusts ledgers more than moods; Ferrand, who kills adjectives and files receipts; Madame Roche, who wears an apron and brings patience; Borel, a lieutenant who learns to prefer cones to ropes; Simone, a clerk who writes law without ceremony. Around them, bridges, markets, clinics, courts, schools, and stoops behave like recurring characters. They do not deliver monologues. They carry people.

The antagonist believes in audiences. He manipulates cues—pings no larger than grapes, glitter traps, chant sheets, “language kits,” handsome stamps that shine—to recruit participation. He is not the first to discover that spectacle eats consequence. He may be the first in these pages to be answered with mop strings instead of velvet ropes. The book’s wager is simple: instruction beats incantation. Where the killer tries to turn grief into ceremony—lantern nights, synchronized windows, “sea of screens”—the city answers with pears on a plate, a timer at the swing, a horn on the river (•••) that means no performance even in the dark.

You might wonder why a novel allows so much space to procedures. About midway, a second text grows inside this one: House Lights, a stack of “boring” chapters with names like Again, STET, Appeal, Kill Cue, Common, Span, Charter, Ratify, Dispatch, Receive, Inventory, Repair, Spares, Outage, Signal. They are not digressions. They are the counter-plot. Each page converts a typical theatre of disaster into a room with rules:

Again sets the cadence: hours posted, chores repeated, errors crossed once.

STET affirms what is allowed: object, use, risk, care—no adjectives.

Appeal makes decisions fixable without cameras.

Kill Cue retires the glitter, the buzzers, the pings—labels them LIES.

Common and Span protect parks and bridges from becoming altars and shows.

Charter and Ratify replace signatures with shifts.

Dispatch and Receive move the work between rooms without turning it into content.

Inventory, Repair, and Spares keep the quiet surplus that makes refusal possible.

Outage teaches a city how to see itself in the dark without performing.

Signal settles the grammar: taps, cards, arrows, horn—never a chant.

Call this book postmodern if you like; it answers the label by moving a sign three centimeters and putting a felt pad on a chair. Its experimental move is not new typography or a puzzle-box twist; it is the refusal to let attention be the only currency. The camera turns away from faces and toward evidence as rooms: a cone where a rope would have been; a card at eye height; a receipt posted; a switch sealed; a child holding a timer because loud is fine when fairness needs to be heard.

A note for readers who fear or crave spoilers: this introduction will not tell you who set the devices or how the last scene ends. It will tell you that the final choice offered by the script—CUT / READ / LEAVE—is answered the way a city answers when it has practiced leaving well. It will tell you that arrests can happen without an audience, that ordinances can be written without brands, and that a broom is a more consequential prop than any pistol. What this book is not: a romance with its own mirror; a gallery of suffering framed for taste; a sermon about civic virtue that forgets to pick up the trash. What this book is: a detective story that reaches for design ethics; a horror novel that refuses to admire the trap; a manual disguised as fiction; a city learning that the smallest verb—leave—is sometimes the bravest.

How to use what follows:

Read the manual pages as plot. They will move the investigation forward.

Read the cards and receipts as invitations. You could post them where you live. When a chapter gives you three sentences, keep them. Tape is cheap. If, at any point, your throat wants to chant, tap twice instead. If a paragraph makes you want to clap, carry a chair. If a scene recommends candles, bring pears and a towel. If you feel a camera in your hand, put it down and count two by two. These are not metaphors in this book. They are exits.

It begins with a death and a script. It proceeds through rooms. It ends without a show. House lights now. No phones. No applause. Three sentences.
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Chapter 1 — The Curtain Rises
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Paris wears its night like a costume: sequins of rain on pavement, neon rouge along the boulevards, a brightness that pretends nothing terrible can happen in a city that rehearses beauty daily. It was close to midnight when Elise Moreau turned the corner onto Rue de l’Odéon and saw the theatre again for the first time in years.

Théâtre Orphée had once premiered a play of hers to forty-two people, two of whom slept and one of whom booed at the curtain call. The marquee letters were missing vowels now—TH TR PHEE—and the dark lobby windows reflected her face back at her in fractured panes. She stood in the drizzle, fingers tight around a paper envelope with Jon’s handwriting on it.

Meet me at Orphée. Midnight. It’s about Victim’s Choice. You were right, Elise.

He had underlined were twice. Past tense. A journalist’s needle slipped beneath her skin.

Elise pushed the door. It yielded with a soft groan. Smell of damp velvet, dust, and something metallic. When stage doors breathe, theatres come awake: a draft rolled down the aisle, rippling the white drop cloths draped over rows of seats. She raised her phone flashlight, stepped past a pile of broken ushers’ poles, and climbed the three shallow steps to the stage.

He was there. Jon lay centered on a chalk mark, as if some stage manager had set him there for light and sound. His arms were splayed, wrists tied with red gaffer’s tape to sandbags. His shirt had been slit carefully. No frenzy. No haste. A director’s cut, not a butcher’s. A paper packet was pinned to the fabric over his sternum with a brass brad.

Her name was the first thing she saw, black on white.

ELISE MOREAU

VICTIM’S CHOICE: AN EXPERIMENTAL SCENARIO

revised in red

The packet wasn’t just any script. It was hers, the piece she had abandoned a decade ago when the critics laughed at its “nasty little gimmick” of letting the audience choose who dies. The title page was hers. The smudged fingerprint at the corner might even be hers, fossilized dust from a rehearsal room in Montreuil. But the subtitle—revised in red—was not. Somebody had doctored this.

She peeled back the brass brad with shaking nails.

The first page was a scene heading typed in monospaced font, deliberate and cold:

SCENE I: CURTAIN SHADOW

Setting: A closed theatre at midnight.

Action: A reporter is discovered beneath the dead weight of the curtain, throat open but deliberate, a red pencil mark on his tongue.

Cue: The director enters. She recognizes her past.

Note to Audience: If you want him to die afraid, turn to page 17. If you want him to die believing he won, turn to page 19.

The body had not been crushed. The curtain cords were tied off. Whoever wrote the scene had altered the particulars, but the skeleton was true. Jon’s mouth was slightly open. Elise, without meaning to, leaned closer. A waxy glint. She angled her light. The tip of a red editing pencil rested against his back molars like a gag he’d tried to chew through. Her breath rasped. The theatre answered with the soft creak of ropes high above.

Behind her, a door clicked. She spun around, phone beam slicing the dark. The man in the aisle gave a level, unpanicked look that said he had already absorbed the worst thing in the room in a single glance.

“Elise Moreau?” he asked.

His French was careful, faintly American in the consonants. Tall. Rain flattening his hair. The coat was practical, not theatrical. He stepped forward and showed a badge. “Damon Kline, Brigade Criminelle.”

Elise had heard the name—an odd transplant from London and New York, a detective with the look of a second lead who always lives to see the sequel. He took in the tape, the chalk, the brad, the curtain’s fall line. His gaze sharpened when he saw the packet in her hands.

“Don’t touch,” he said, even though she already had. “Sorry. Should have been faster on that.”

“It’s my script,” she said. “It was. Not like this.”

Damon paused, then put on nitrile gloves with the practiced roll of a magician concealing coins. He squatted by Jon, lifted the edge of the packet, and read the scene heading silently. His eyes moved once more to the first cue. Then he breathed out through his nose, a shortest laugh a person can make.

“Of course,” he said quietly. “It puts me in it.”

He turned the page. The top margin had faint handwriting —red pencil, angled, impatient—as if someone had scrawled notes during a run-through.

He won’t listen at first. He never does. Page 27 will make him. —D.K.

Elise felt a flare of nausea at the initials, ridiculous and irrational. “That isn’t your writing,” she said, too quickly.

“No,” Damon said. “And that ‘D.K.’ isn’t me. That’s the point.” He stood. “Names become props.”

He gestured slightly: Step back. Elise obeyed. He called it in: address, code, request for a crime-scene unit, and a medical examiner. His French accelerated into clipped jargon. Lights in the street shifted; sirens threaded the rain a few minutes later and then stopped. Police tape went up in the lobby. A thin, hawk-eyed tech in a beanie set down a case and began the quiet dance of photographing, brushing, swabbing. The medical examiner, Dr. Bérard, a small woman with shoulders like a wrestler’s, checked Jon with a gravity that never became callousness.

“Two to three hours,” she said finally. “Precise incision, no ragged edge. Your killer had time, tools, talent.”

“Or they rehearsed,” Damon said.

Elise wasn’t listening. The page was still in her hand; the weight of it felt like an accusation. She flipped to the next.

SCENE II: DETECTIVE ENTERS

Setting: The same stage, five minutes later.

Action: The detective arrives, rain caught in his collar. He is already in the script, but does not know who wrote him in.

Note to Audience: If you want the detective to trust the director, turn to page 27. If you want him to question her, turn to page 31.

The numbers swam softly like fish. 27. 31. Choices. Elise’s old obsession had been consequence—the audience thinks they control the narrative, but their choice says more about them than it does about the characters onstage. She had wanted to force complicity. She had wanted to ask, When you pick the victim, what does that do to you? She had wanted to see whether art could indict.

Someone else had wanted to see whether reality would obey.

Damon walked the footlights, glanced down into the orchestra pit, and then lowered himself to his stomach to peer under the lip of the stage. “Light, please.”

A tech shone a beam. The underside of the stage was a network of cross-braced timber and cabling, mouse droppings, some abandoned prop swords, and dozens of small, taped objects under the first three rows of seats: little black rectangles, the kind of battery-powered tickers used in stagecraft timing. They weren’t ticking. Elise knew what she was looking at before she knew how to say it.

“Countdown boxes,” she murmured.

Damon looked up at her. “You know this place.”

“I staged a workshop here,” she said. “Before it... closed.”

“You left Victim’s Choice unfinished,” he said. It wasn’t a question. “And now someone is finishing it.”

Elise felt the old shame rise—reviews that called it “vicious audience-baiting” and “morally cheap.” A producer had asked if the public would pay to be accused. She had answered, at twenty-seven, They will if they recognize themselves. The producer had blinked; the show died in previews. She had sworn never to write “games” again.

“Why Jon?” she asked, because the room had become too thick with memories. “He wasn’t... he wouldn’t have—”

“Jon Rys dug where others didn’t,” Damon said. “Your play is the headline. He would have followed it.”

“And this—” She lifted the page. “This is a copy of my script that doesn’t exist. The branching was there, yes, but the scenes—these locations—these cues—”

“Point to actual places,” Damon finished. He crouched by Jon again, listening to the theatre’s ambient noises, a habit Elise recognized in a different medium: a director hears a room before she sees it. “How many branches did your original have?”

“Six,” she said. “But the illusion was bigger. In rehearsal we built out twenty-three fake paths that all collapsed to those six endpoints.”

Damon held up the packet without touching the edges. “This one has thirty-six tab markers.”

Her mouth dried.

He nodded once, like a man making a bet. “We’re not just dealing with a killer who admires your work. We’re dealing with someone who wants to expand it. And to do that, they’ve already mapped the city.”

The theatre swallowed a drip. Somewhere above, the grid creaked. The air conditioner's ghosted exhale grazed Elise’s neck.

Bérard straightened. “No defensive wounds,” she said, almost to herself. “No sign of struggle. He was bound second, not first.”

“So he knew the person,” Damon said. “Or trusted them.”

Elise remembered Jon’s underlines, the urgency: You were right. He had called her out of nowhere, after two years of silence. He had chosen this place. He had brought her into his last story.

“Detective,” a tech called from the aisle, “you should see this.”

They had found, slipped into the program rack near the door, a stack of glossy cards printed like old theatre programs. Damon slid one into an evidence bag and read the text aloud.

VICTIM’S CHOICE: A Premiere

A participatory scenario in multiple acts.

Artistically revised by: A Devoted Audience: E.M., D.K., and others who will be chosen.

Tonight’s performance is a workshop. Please be seated. (Check under your chair.)

Damon’s jaw tightened. He went stone still for three seconds. Then he turned to the rows and reached under the first seat, then the second, then the third, lifting the hem of white sheets to check the tape. Elise caught a flash of numbers printed on one black rectangle—00:00:00—and another with 00:30:00.

“Timers,” Damon muttered. “But they’re not synced. Someone wants the illusion of a countdown more than the function.”

Elise scanned the back wall, high above. The old digital cue board hung crooked. She thought she saw a faint smear of red on its edge. She pointed. “There.”

Damon followed her gaze, climbed the narrow ladder, and balanced on the catwalk with the ease of someone unafraid of heights. He swabbed the smear. Then he glanced across the rafters. “More,” he called down. “Along the rail.”

When he descended, he handed Bérard the swab. “If we’re lucky, it’s the same pencil.”

“How does a pencil help?” Elise asked.

“Because showpeople are superstitious,” Damon said. “They keep their tools. And because the person who wrote these margins thinks writing is the weapon. He’ll carry it everywhere until the end.”

She didn’t say she. He didn’t say he. They both left the killer’s pronoun blank, as sensible theatre etiquette.

The lobby lights brightened; a senior officer, Pellegrin, arrived; soft-voiced interviews began—Elise’s address, profession, whether she had spoken to Jon recently, whether anyone had access to her archives. Damon didn’t interrupt, but he loitered just within earshot, a man who understood that the most important facts in an early interview are usually the ones that are not asked yet. When Pellegrin finished, Damon waved Elise back toward the stage and, gently for a detective, took the script from her to slip it into a separate bag. He didn’t like it. She could see it in the way the muscles at his jaw worked—evidence shouldn’t be a story that looked back.

“Jon sent me that letter at five,” she said as if they were off-book now, as if the script could be spoken around. “We haven’t spoken since the premiere of his last documentary. It ended badly. We ended badly.”

“What was the documentary?” Damon asked.

“About audience ethics,” she said. “A woman was assaulted at an immersive show. The audience applauded because they thought it was part of the piece. He wanted to know why applause can become a weapon.”

“And your play?” he said.

“My play put a mirror in their hands and asked them to swing it.”

“Maybe they did,” Damon said.

A tech in the mezzanine coughed, embarrassed, as the house speakers crackled to life. The system was old, analog, stubborn; somebody had brushed the wrong fader. Static hissed. Then a thin voice, prerecorded, uncoiled into the room with an actor’s smile. “Welcome, audience. Tonight is a choice. Please find your seat. Please look under it. Please decide who deserves to go to Scene Three.”

The words were hers. The rhythm was hers. The timbre wasn’t. Elise’s chest went tight. Damon stepped to the sound board and killed the power with a snap. The speakers died, leaving the air too quiet, as if the room were holding its breath.

“Whoever did this had access,” he said. “To a copy of your script, to this theatre, to Jon, to time. They also have a plan for tomorrow.”

“How do you know tomorrow?” Elise asked.

He tapped the evidence bag. The top right corner of the title page bore a faint stamped mark, half-torn by the brad: DÉCORS — LIVRAISON 07:30. Scenery delivery. A theatre’s habit: stamp the paper that reserves the dock. The stamp ink was fresh.

“They booked the loading dock for morning,” Damon said. “They expect the show to continue.”

Bérard zipped her bag. Pellegrin began making calls to block deliveries to every theatre within a kilometer. Elise looked at Jon and felt the ache of the simplest grief: a person persists and then stops. He had always walked too fast. He had asked clever, unkind questions. He had believed art still mattered enough to risk.

Damon stepped to the proscenium and stared at the rows of shrouded seats. The white sheets made it look like a ghost audience had already arrived and then changed its mind. He spoke without turning.

“Your abandoned script told an audience they could decide the ending,” he said. “Someone believed you. They’re going to force us to follow their cues. But every cue is also a trap. We’ll be handed choices that feel moral, or clever, or necessary. Some will be.”

“And some will just be blood,” Elise said.

He nodded once. Then, to the techs: “Photograph every timer, catalogue the numbers, pull the batteries. I want prints from under the seats. Check the catwalk for chalk dust, resin—anything that says someone spent time up there.” He turned back to Elise. “Do you have a copy of the original manuscript?”

“In my storage unit,” she said. “Montreuil. A blue file box.”

“Don’t go without me,” he said. “If the killer knows your archives, they know you’ll run there next.”

Elise looked down at the bagged script in his gloved hand and, because she was a director, because she couldn’t help herself, she asked the question no detective likes to answer on a stage.

“What’s our first cue?”

Damon Kline lifted the packet, flipped cleanly to the page the red pencil had suggested—27—and read a single line under his breath. He touched the edge of the bag like one might test a razor’s edge before a shave. “Page twenty-seven says: Trust the director for now.” He closed the packet and gave her the smallest, most professional of nods. “For now.”

From somewhere far beneath the stage, almost below hearing, there came a mechanical tick—one sound, not a sequence, like a nervous finger on a metronome.

The house, patient as a predator, waited for the next line.
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Chapter 2 — Death Under the Spotlight
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The rain quit like a curtain cut, leaving the city’s wet cobbles to steam. It was 01:03 when Damon and Elise left Orphée—crime-scene techs still photographing, Pellegrin still calling—and slid into a squad car that smelled faintly of old coffee and rubber gloves. Damon drove. He did it like he read: quiet, efficient, with a sense that the road might lie.

“Storage first,” he said.

Elise texted Pellegrin the address in Montreuil. The city retreated into tunnels and underpasses, sodium lamps smearing everything the color of bruised metal. Elise pressed her palms together in her lap to stop them shaking. She had told herself, long ago, that she could live comfortably without old work, that abandoning a script was no worse than discarding a worn coat. But as Damon eased the car to the side of a warehouse lane and they stepped out into the ambient hum of a sleeping light-industrial district, she understood that she had kept the coat—and the way it still smelled.

Blue unit. Roll-up door. The padlock slid free under her key. Inside: metal shelving, plastic, memory. She pulled a box labeled in black marker—PLAYS / EARLY—and set it on the concrete floor. Damon knelt opposite, gloves already on.

The manuscript revealed itself in layers of cheap paper and failed drafts: scenes crossed out, dialogue excised, stage directions scribbled with arrows, whole pages stapled to other pages and then ripped away again. 

Near the bottom, she found the version she had stopped touching the night the show died. The title page was hers, not stamped, not bradded with anything but common staples.

Damon set the bagged Orphée packet beside it. Two scripts, mirror and distortion. He opened both to the first scenes and slid them right and left until the margins aligned.

The skeleton matched. The additions didn’t.

“Your original Scene Two ends with a blackout,” he said. “No branch. The revised one forces a choice.”

“Not a choice,” Elise said, hearing the correction in her voice and hating it. “A confession. Of the audience.”

He flipped forward, searching the revisions for the next visible hook. Tabs of red paper marked certain pages in the killer’s copy, thirty-six of them. He paused at one with a torn corner and read under his breath.

SCENE III: SPOTLIGHT TEST

Setting: A small theatre where nothing important is supposed to happen.

Action: An audience attends anyway. Two names hang in the air like props. One will be chosen.

Cue: 01:30.

Note to Audience: If you believe guilt deserves light, turn to page 42. If you believe guilt dissolves in darkness, turn to page 43.

He checked Elise’s original. Her Scene Three had been a quieter thing: a monologue for an anonymous stagehand about sweeping up after other people’s tragedies.

“They replaced your broom with a noose,” he said.

“Or a pin,” she said. Her throat felt tight.

Damon’s gaze drifted to the stamped corner again. DÉCORS — LIVRAISON 07:30. It found a second cousin in the revised Scene Three: a small red pencil note in the top margin, half erased.

—Lune, not Orphée. Smaller. No guard.

He stood. “Théâtre de la Lune?”

“Black box on Rue Trousseau,” Elise said automatically. “Used to be a rehearsal space. It’s supposed to be closed at night.”

He looked at his phone. “If our killer wrote their own cues, they don’t care about ‘supposed to.’ We’ve got twenty minutes.”

The door to La Lune wasn’t broken. It was widened—wedged by a folded cork coaster. Inside, the black-painted foyer smelled like paint and lemon cleaner. Programs in an acrylic holder announced a festival called NIGHT SCRIPTS, dates elastic, fonts enthusiastically student. 

A hand-lettered sign on the box office window read cash only and you’re part of the show.

“Don’t touch the desk,” Damon murmured as Elise’s fingers hovered near a stack of ticket stubs. He pushed into the house.

La Lune was a shoebox of calm and menace, risers on three sides, a shallow stage painted with scuffs where other choreographies had lived. Somebody had hung a single Source Four ellipsoidal from the grid, its shutter blades snapped tight so that the pool of light onstage was the size of a confession. Gaffer’s tape X marked the center. Elise could feel the room the way some people feel weather. The light wasn’t random. The angle said it wanted to isolate a face and wash the rest in obliterating dark.

“Damon,” she whispered.

His beam swept the risers, seat by seat. Under Row B, seat 6, he found the same little black rectangles as at Orphée—timers—taped to the underside, set to dead numbers that still bullied the eye into counting. He slid onstage, squatted by the light’s standpipe, and looked up. The clamp was fastened but modified: someone had added a silver sliver to the safety chain, a cheap-looking spring clip where a carabiner should be. 

“Solenoid,” he said. “Or fake. If a signal hits this, it drops the safety. Then gravity does the rest.” He traced the DMX cable from the instrument to a wall plate and down to a battered lighting console on a rolling cart. It was powered on. A single cue was live: Q3 — SPOT.

Elise crouched by the cart, eyes scanning the cue stack. Half the filenames were playful—hello darkness cuelist—and half were technical—seq_v3. One looked like it had been typed by someone thinking of Damon when they didn’t mean to: DK_PRACTICAL.

“This isn’t yours,” she said, before he could.

“Names as props,” he repeated.

The house door creaked. Damon moved, a precise shift to the side of the console. A man backed in, talking to someone over his shoulder, his voice pitched for an audience that wasn’t there yet.

“—we’ll set the intro on a loop and if no one comes we’ll—”

He turned and saw the two of them. He froze with the theatrical panic of a person who has just realized the fourth wall is porous.

“Lucien Faro?” Elise heard herself say.

He recovered into arrogance with visible relief. “Faro, yes. Who’s asking? Because if this is a raid I hope you know the Ministry subsidizes my—”

Damon showed his badge. “Brigade Criminelle. Is anyone else here?”

A woman in a denim jacket appeared behind Faro, carrying a bag of plastic cups. She looked between the faces and the badge with smart understanding and put the bag on the floor carefully. “I’m the resident. Mélanie Côté. We rent to collectives for scratch nights. This one is... a mystery show? They sent a program template and a projector loop. They paid in cash.”

“Do you know who ‘they’ are?” Damon asked.

“An email,” Mélanie said. “devoted.audience@proton something. We were told we’d have a critic tonight. To give it legitimacy.” Her look at Faro was polite acid.

Faro’s smile laminated itself. Elise had read him for years. He was the kind of critic who stood beneath a light and explained to the light how illumination should work.

“The invitation said immersive,” he said, already making it about himself. “I expected masks. Or at least confetti.”

Damon pointed up. “Do you usually rig with that clip?”

Mélanie followed his finger. She swore softly. “No. No, absolutely not.”

Faro laughed, ready to play. “Is the trick that the light falls? Because I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I make a rather valuable target. For envy if not for—”

“Elise,” Damon said, quietly. “Look.”

On the X, someone had taped two strips of reflective foil, invisible until you were onstage, the kind motion-capture cameras love. He found two more on the back of the black stage door in the upstage wall, eye-level. A motion track. A light programmed to find the foil and call that truth.

“The note said two names hang in the air,” Elise said. Her breath clouded. “Who else is due to arrive?”

Mélanie counted on her fingers. “The collective’s ‘director’—no name. A dramaturg, maybe. And an understudy?”

Faro rolled his eyes. “There is always an understudy.”

Elise stepped around the X, careful to keep out of the pool. Someone had penciled a small 43 on the floorboards near the tape. “Forty-three is the darkness path,” she said. “Forty-two is the light.”

“How do you want to play this?” Damon asked. He wasn’t asking for showmanship. He was asking which human being to trust with what little time they had.

“Kill the power,” Elise said. “If the cue can’t fire, the trick becomes a tantrum.”

Mélanie was already at the breaker. The room dropped to a kind of night that felt more honest than the theatre’s usual one. Damon stepped under the instrument and tugged at the safety chain. The slip-clip thunked against the yoke. He shook his head. “It’s mechanical. Power won’t matter if the trigger is manual.”

“Or timed,” Elise said.

A phone chimed in Faro’s pocket: a new message. He read it. His face did the small, unadmitted flinch of a person who has received a note they know is about them.

“What?” Damon said.

Faro held out the screen. A black background. White letters like a projection.

WELCOME, L.F. Your audience has chosen. Please stand on your mark.

Mélanie swore again, something less polite. “Who has this number?”

“I give my number to the public,” Faro said automatically, as if confessing a virtue. “Access matters.”

“Don’t stand on the mark,” Damon said.

Faro laughed, half-frightened. “And ruin the show?”

Elise stepped in close enough that he could smell the rain in her hair. “Listen to me. Someone killed a man two kilometers from here using my script as a prompt. There’s a pencil in his mouth and blood on my hands. If you stand in that light, you will teach the killer that applause is still possible.”

The faintest crack in Faro occurred. He took a half-step back. The house door creaked again. A young woman slid inside like a shadow cut from paper—twenty, maybe, with a dancer’s posture and shy wrists. She looked at the instrument, then at the people, and realized instantly that the game had teeth.

“I’m Aria,” she said. “The understudy.”

Elise felt the soft shift of the scene’s balance. Two names hang in the air. Damon saw it too. By the door was a sandwich board they had missed coming in. It had a QR code and two names stenciled in red.

VOTE:

L. FARO — Guilt deserves light

ARIA D. — Guilt dissolves in darkness

“It’s theater of cruelty,” Mélanie whispered. “It’s a trap.”

Elise stepped to the board and scraped the corner with her fingernail. The red bled. Not paint. Wax. Red pencil rubbed against the cardboard.

Damon’s phone vibrated now. Unknown number. The message was only a set of coordinates and a time: La Lune / Q3 / 01:28. He looked at the console’s clock. 01:26.

“Everyone away from the X,” he said. “Into the risers. Aria, with me. Faro—”

Faro was already negotiating with himself. “If I leave,” he said, “I become a coward in someone else’s story.”

“If you stay,” Damon said, “you become a prop.”

The overhead instrument made a sound so small it shouldn’t have been audible—the click of a tiny armature thinking about releasing. Damon reached up and looped his fingers through the safety chain, bracing the fixture with his body weight. “Breaker back on,” he called. 

“I want to see if the cue tries to fire. If it does, you kill it again.”

Mélanie hovered at the panel like a swimmer ready to dive.

Elise grabbed the console and paged through the submasters. Q3 — SPOT was marked with an asterisk. Another cue, hidden, sat beneath it: Q3b — DROP. That one had a note, in the console’s comments field, typed with spite:

For those who believe reviews are knives.

“Now,” Damon said.

Mélanie threw the breaker. The instrument above Damon hummed alive. The cue fired itself; the pool of light snapped to the X as if scenting blood. Damon yanked at the safety. The slip-clip trembled and held.

“Kill it,” he said through his teeth.

Darkness again. The instrument stayed where it was. The chain had not dropped. Sweat prickled Damon’s hairline; Elise could feel his pulse in the room.

“Someone meant to murder a man and call it art,” Mélanie said. “I will never forgive—”

Another phone chimed. Aria flinched. She glanced at her screen and let out a tiny gasp.

“What?” Elise said, crossing the space.

Aria showed her the message. It was the same template, the same actor’s smile in text.

WELCOME, A.D. The audience forgives. Please go to the wings.

Elise looked at the back wall. Those strips of reflective foil on the upstage door winked like a bad conscience. The killer had made a path for innocence too. The light would drag it into the dark.

“Damon,” she said.

He had already moved, ghost-quick for a man his size, across the stage to the upstage door. He put his shoulder against it, testing. It was latched with another cheap spring clip, the kind a person who hates safety would pick. He touched it gently with a gloved finger.

A timer somewhere in the wall ticked to 00:00:01 and then nothing. No sound. Just a breath of looseness through the wood. The door wanted to swing. Damon wedged it with his heel.

“Breaker on,” he said. “I need to see where the spill hits.”

Mélanie hesitated. “If it—”

“On,” he repeated, calm.

The instrument blazed again. The pool sought the X, found it, then jittered as a second moving light somewhere in the grid woke up and panicked, hunting foil. It swung toward the upstage door. 

Elise watched the beam’s edge graze Damon’s shoulder and slash across the reflective strips.

“Kill,” he said, and the room fell dark.

He breathed once. Twice. Then he looked straight at Faro. “Do you understand yet? The vote is theater. The hardware is murder. The only thing your choice touches is your conscience.”

Faro said nothing, a rarity that made the silence feel like glass.

Sirens murmured outside, late and necessary. Pellegrin appeared in the door, took in the console, the grid, the two of them onstage in the residual glow, and pulled his face into the shape that meant he was angry at the world and didn’t know where to put it.

“Another?” he asked.

“Attempt,” Damon said. “Interrupted.”

“Do we have anything?” Pellegrin’s eyes flicked to Elise in a way that said I haven’t decided what you are in this. Witness, suspect, author. Elise held up the sandwich board instead of an answer. Pellegrin read the names, frowned, and bagged it. Damon slid a USB stick from the side of the console—unlabeled except for a scratch—and sealed it too.

Aria was crying without sound. Mélanie wrapped an arm around her shoulders and stood them both in shadows as if the light had asked for too much.

Faro had picked up a program and was staring at the back page as if it might review him back. There, printed in small type, was a block of text that looked like harmless credits. Damon took it from him and read.
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If you want mercy, turn to page 44.

If you want justice, turn to page 46.

If you want neither—watch.

Elise felt the cold logic of it slot into place. Page 44 was the countdown under the seats at Orphée. Page 46 was a page she hadn’t written and didn’t want to read yet.

“Morning,” Pellegrin said, rubbing at his eyelids. “The stamp. Deliveries. Are we playing whack-a-mole at every dock between here and Bastille?”

Damon’s jaw ticked, the only sign of impatience he allowed the world. “Not moles,” he said. “Endpoints.” He looked at the console again, at the list of cues and their names. He scrolled to the bottom. Q13 — FINAL. He didn’t open it. Not yet.

“Split units,” Pellegrin decided. “Block every dock you can. We’ll keep La Lune under watch. Kline, take—”

“I take Montreuil storage,” Damon said, nodding at Elise. “We’ll catalogue every draft, every branch, every endpoint, and map them to real streets. 

If the killer is expanding from six to thirty-six, they’ve laid a street plan inside a dramaturgy.”

Pellegrin’s eyes said Fine. Then they said If this is wrong it’s your badge. He handed Damon a list of on-call names for the morning.

As the officers unrigged the instrument with the care of bomb techs, Elise stood on the edge of the X and looked into the black of the house. She thought of Jon’s envelope, of the red pencil ash on her fingers, of the way the killer’s voice on the speakers had used her rhythm as if borrowing a heartbeat.

“You held the light,” she said, softly.

Damon glanced back. “For now,” he said.

He wasn’t bragging. He was making a note in the margins of their lives.

On their way out, Elise paused at the program rack and flipped one over. The printer had smeared a hairline the color of dry blood across the bottom edge. Someone had drawn, in the smear, a single pencil mark that looked like a metronome. Beneath it: 07:30. Outside, dawn had not yet decided to begin. The city was in its breath between cues. Damon locked the script in the evidence case, looked up at the blank sky, and said, “Next scene starts early.”

In the back of the theatre, under the risers, a lone timer with no display let out one mechanical tick, just one, enough to prove it still existed. The light, not yet trusted, waited for mercy or justice to choose it.
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Chapter 3 — Margins in Blood
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Dawn ghosted the eastern rooftops when they rolled the shutter on the Montreuil unit back up. The corridor lights hummed awake in sequence like a cheap reveal. Damon set a portable lamp on the concrete and made an island of daylight on the floor. Around it, Elise stacked her drafts with the tenderness of a surgeon arranging instruments.

“Chronology,” he said.

She ordered the piles the way her hands remembered the failures: Early, Workshop, Abandoned, Notes. Damon opened evidence envelopes, labeled and dated; the discipline calmed the room.

“Start with the Notes,” he said.

The top folder was a catchall of rehearsal detritus: taped Polaroids of actors in tape-marked rehearsal shoes; call sheets; cue scribbles—LX 13 wait for breath—and a page that didn’t belong to any draft, its edges hand-torn, the paper too expensive for student theatre. In the margin, a thin reddish scrawl climbed like a vein.

Elise felt it before she knew it. The letters were hers, but not her handwriting. The cadence was a forgery of her rhythm, as if the killer had copied her breath.

If guilt needs light, mark the left palm. If guilt needs darkness, mark the right.

Damon’s face changed by degrees. “Left and right,” he murmured. “Stage directions. SL vs SR. And... a palm.” He held the page near the lamp and tilted it until a faint brown halo bloomed around the letter stems. The red line wasn’t pencil; beneath it was a residue that light loved like old varnish.

He took a sterile swab from his kit, moistened it, touched the margin, and uncapped a tiny bottle with a doctor’s neatness. A phenolphthalein drop blushed pink.

“Kastle–Meyer presumptive,” he said quietly. “Likely blood.”

Elise’s throat shrank around something both ugly and absurd: the theatre of her twenties had eaten ramen and asked for miracles; the theatre of her present asked if a stranger had used blood to write her margins. Jon’s blood? She didn’t ask. Damon didn’t say. He dropped the swab in a tube, labeled it, and moved on.

Elise turned the page over. The back carried a faint mirror of the text, as if the killer had pressed too hard and left an imprint. 

She took a stick of soft graphite from the lamp case—the impulse of an old art-school trick—and dragged the side of it lightly over the paper. The indentation raised itself in gray like a photograph developing.

SL—Pont d’Austerlitz, guard hut, 06:40. SR—Passage du Désir, roll-up 07:30.

“Two cues,” Damon said. The time on his phone read 05:18. “Austerlitz guard hut first. Passage du Désir matches the stamp.”

He paged the rest of the folder with a mechanic’s economy. Three more margins bloomed with the same faint brown ghost under red scrawl, as if the killer had rehearsed the technique: smear blood, write over it with red pencil to mask the tint.

Stand in the spot to see the stain.

Applause counts like votes but leaves no fingerprints.

D.K. holds the light until it burns him.

Elise pointed at the second. “No prints at La Lune,” she said, remembering the sterile console and the sanded clip. “He’s telling us we won’t catch him with powder.”

“Then we catch him with timing,” Damon said. He slid pages into sleeves. “Austerlitz. Now.”

The Pont d’Austerlitz wore morning traffic like a rivulet of beads. Under the bridge, in the weir of concrete and river smell, the guard hut sat against the quai wall, shutters down, as plain as a prop that’s meant to be overlooked.

A municipal badge got them past a yawning security man who knew Damon by reputation, or by the rumor of him. The hut’s door was latched with a new brass lock like a stage direction daring an actor to ignore it. Damon examined the jamb for pry marks and found none. He pointed his light through the glass.

On the hut’s plywood desk, centered as if an assistant stage manager had set it in a spike mark, lay a single page of Victim’s Choice photocopied onto cheap white. 

A red pencil rested on top, its wood sharpened with a blade, not a sharpener. The pencil’s ferrule wore a torn strip of surgical tape marked with initials. C.R.

“Who’s C.R.?” Elise asked.

“Prop room? Rental house?” Damon said. “Or a person.” He bent to the lock, thought better of bravado, and looked to the security man. “Keys.”

The man produced a ring like a medieval riddle. The lock gave with a reluctant cough.

Inside, the hut smelled of coffee and river damp and the metallic sweetness that had already imprinted the night. Damon left the page untouched and scanned the corners, then the ceiling—habit now, after La Lune—for drops and clips and wires. Nothing. He nodded at Elise to read from where she stood in the doorway.

The page was a cue masquerading as poetry.

SCENE IV: CUE BOOK

Setting: The river’s edge, where cues are swallowed by water.

Action: Two witnesses arrive too early or exactly on time; it depends on their belief in fate.

Props: A pencil that belonged to someone else.

Note to Audience: If you want them to look up, turn to 38. If you want them to look down, turn to 39.

Elise felt the old heat of being toyed with and used it, turned it into dry air in her chest. She lifted her gaze. The undersurface of the bridge was a catalog of maintenance notes and pigeon history. Among the old chalk circles where inspectors had tested concrete, a new mark glowed where the angle of morning laid it bare: a palm smear the size of a hand, dry-brown, at the height of a person on tiptoe. Next to it, a tiny drawn L with an arrow left. Another smear low on the door jamb, and a R.

“Left palm, right palm,” Damon said. “Marked at entry and exit. Someone is telling us which hand did what.”

He snapped photos, scaled the wall with a quiet spring—years of crime scenes had made him respectful of gravity without fearing it—and pressed a clean acetate sheet against the smear to lift a trace. In the corner of the bridge’s underside, almost hidden by the concrete’s aggregate, Elise saw a vertical column of pencil hard-pressed into the paint.

D.S. al Coda — 07:30.

“Music notation,” she said. “Go back to the sign, then to the end.”

“Back to what sign?” Damon asked, but he was already looking at the guard hut’s door.

On the inside—only visible once you were in and the door was closed—someone had stamped a rubber sign crookedly, in the red of theatre fire hoses: SORTIE with an arrow. 

Beside it, a tiny drawn symbol: a stylized eye with a tear and a dot. Damon took a picture and sent it to Pellegrin with a terse mark appears again; catalogue.

“C.R.,” Elise said suddenly, as Damon bagged the pencil. “Not a person. A compte rendu. Critics file them. Reviews. Compte rendu, critique.”

“Reviewers as initials,” Damon said. He looked at the pencil’s surgical tape again. “Or Chambre Rouge—a rental house that dyes fabrics for period shows,” he added, a memory sparking. “They mark their tools to keep them from sprouting legs.”

“Where?”

“Passage du Désir,” he said, his mouth already a line. “07:30.”

On Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Martin, the Passage du Désir lived up to its name only in the way it hoarded shadows. The roll-up doors there wore graffiti like brand names. Number 12 had a small red eye symbol stenciled discreetly near its handle. Damon touched the paint; it was dry, not new.

They were early. The street’s air had a baker’s promise and a mechanic’s regret. Damon stood to one side of the door, hand at the butt of his holster, and knocked like a neighbor who expects trouble anyway.

A bolt scraped. The door curled upward with the flex of old ribs. Light spilled around crates, bolts of fabric, a dye vat cooled to a quiet hum. 

A woman in red rubber gloves blinked at them, hair in a scarf, jaw set to worker’s time. The place smelled like wet wool and mordant.

“Chambre Rouge?” Damon asked.

“Since 1973,” she said. “Who’s asking?”

“Police,” he said, and showed the badge. “We need to know who used your loading dock stamp this morning.”

She glanced at the expired ink on the stamp by the phone. “We stamp for ourselves.”

“Did you loan out a pencil?” Elise asked, strange and simple.

The woman’s eyes sharpened at the absurdity, then eased when she recognized the type of absurdity that belongs to truth. “Always. They migrate. Why?”

Damon showed the bagged pencil. She peered at the tape. “That mark is ours,” she said. “We label until our tools feel loved. Who had it last?” She turned and shouted a name into the back room. “Bastien!”

A young man appeared, forearms dyed a permanent bruise of color to the elbows, the way apprentices used to earn their names in old guilds. He looked like a boy who had slept badly. “That pencil?” he said, at once. “We found it in the alley yesterday. We keep spares in a jar by the door; customers borrow and never return, so the world balances and we take what it gives back.”

“Did anyone come through before six?” Damon asked. “With a delivery, or a question, or a story.”

Bastien swallowed. “A man. Thin. Hat too big for his ears. Carrier bag with theatre tape poking out. He asked if we rent ‘blood capsules’—like for stage. I told him no, we dye fabric, we don’t feed actors.”

“Did he touch anything?” Elise asked.

“The jar,” Bastien said. “He took a pencil, then put it back. Then he bought a meter of muslin and asked for dye that looks like old blood.”

“Old blood,” Damon said, as if tasting the phrase for salt. “What did you sell him?”

“Chestnut and sepia, with a hint of alizarin,” Bastien said, proud and apologetic. “I warned him it would read brown. He said brown is honest.”

Elise closed her eyes and saw the margins again, the faint halo under the red pencil. Brown was honest because time had worked.

“Did he leave a name?” Damon asked.

The woman in gloves answered. “He paid cash,” she said. “But he did sign for a delivery. Said if we saw a pallet come by mistake, we should let it in and he would redirect. He signed D.K.”

Damon didn’t move. It was his stillness again, the thing the room obeyed. “Do you have the slip?”

She pulled a carbon copy from a pinboard and handed it over. The letters were curt, unfamiliar. But between the D and the K was the faintest brace of another letter, written and then scraped nearly away: D.R.K.

“Dark,” Elise said. “The pun. He wants the initials to read how the cue reads.”

“Or he wants to teach me that I read cues wrong,” Damon said.

The woman gestured at the back. “If you want the pallet, it’s here.”

They followed her through a maze of color to the loading dock. A single crate sat disgruntled on a dolly, PREMIRE stamped across its lid in a cheap attempt at elegance. Damon cut the banding and lifted the top.

Inside: ten folding theatre seats painted matte black; beneath them, a plastic rink of small black rectangles nested like chocolates; beneath those, a bundle of programs—the same template from La Lune—already marked on the back page with numbers: 44 and 46 and 50 circled in red.

“Timers,” Elise said softly. “Seats. A portable audience.”

“Countdown under the audience,” Damon said, thinking of Orphée. “Pick up the show. Move it wherever you want. Force the ending by taking the crowd with you.”

He pocketed one program, bagged two timers, and lifted a seat. 

At the back where a patron’s spine would find it, someone had stapled a strip of muslin dyed that honest brown and then stenciled with the tiny eye-and-tear symbol.

“D.S. al Coda,” Elise said. “Back to the sign, then to the end.”

“Where’s the sign?” Damon asked again, but he was squinting at the program’s back page now, at the microprint beneath the fake credits. He tilted it toward the light until the dot gain hid itself and the letters like dust coalesced into a sentence the way guilt coalesces when you stop rehearsing excuses.

The end is printed on the back of the wrong page.

“Turn it over,” Elise said.

He did. The back of the back page was blank. He felt the paper between his fingers and thought of the mirror-graphite trick. He held it up to the lamp. The heat of the bulb woke a watermark: a number—38—and a single, almost invisible arrow pointing left.

“Stage left,” Elise whispered. “At the end, look left.”

Bastien, who had been watching as if he were afraid of choosing a side, said in a small voice, “There is a left on our loading dock.”

He showed them. Outside, the dock jutted over a narrow service lane. To the left, a brick wall scarred by deliveries bore a glued rectangle of old paper—layers of posters torn down to their innermost skin. 

Damon slid a knife under the paper and lifted it free. Underneath, someone had painted the red eye symbol and, beside it, an address in pencil as thin as malice.

Théâtre Orphée — Salle 2 — Sous-sol.

“Back to the sign,” Damon said. “Back to the first theatre. Backstage below.”

He called Pellegrin and gave him everything: Austerlitz margins, Chambre Rouge pallet, the eye mark, the D.S. al Coda clue. “Lock Orphée’s basement,” he said. “No one in, no one out, not even ghosts.”

Pellegrin’s reply had the whiskey-rough fatigue of six a.m. and the clean acceptance of a man who has chosen his ending for the next hour. On it.

Elise touched the carbon copy again, the not-quite-erased R. “He’s using music and theatre because they promise control,” she said. “You follow a cue, you arrive where the composer wants. He wants us to think we are reading freely but really we are underlining what he already wrote.”

Damon looked at the crate again, at the seats, at the timers, at the neatness of it. “Then we do something an audience never gets to do,” he said. “We interrupt the performance.”

He turned to the woman in gloves. “We’re taking the crate,” he said. “You’ll get a receipt and a story that will sound like a lie.” To Bastien: “He may come back for the red pencil. If he does, don’t be brave. Be boring. Call us and say a delivery was misrouted.”

They wheeled the crate into the morning. Paris had finally shrugged into a gray that passed for day. Damon slid behind the wheel, and Elise, buckled in, stared at the program’s mirror watermarks until the 38 and the arrow weren’t numbers anymore but a direction her body could feel.

“You know he’s going to make us choose,” she said.

“We’ve already chosen,” he said.

He drove fast but not brave, the way a person crosses a stage when the set might break.

At Orphée, the tape at the door had gone from temporary to ritual. A uniform took one look at Damon’s badge and waved them into the lobby, where Pellegrin waited with two gendarmes and a face that had made its own decision between mercy and justice a long time ago.

“Basement?” Damon asked.

“Locked,” Pellegrin said. “But listening.”

They descended along a stair that was too narrow for comfort. Under the first house, there was another house, smaller, with walls of stone and the stubborn damp of cellars. Salle 2 was a rehearsal room that smelled of history and unresolved arguments. Chairs lined the wall. On each seat back, a muslin strip like the ones in the crate had been stapled and stenciled with the red eye. A single timer sat under Chair A2, its display dead, its battery gone, but its plastic casing scratched with a tiny 46.

“Justice,” Elise said.

At the far end, the wall was a spread of old show posters, dense as ivy. In the middle, a rectangle of clean stone waited like a stage where a piece of set had been recently removed. Damon lifted his lamp. The stone held a faint condensation oval, as if something cold had leaned there. He angled the beam to graze the surface.

The letters rose like bruises.

SCENE V: AUDIENCE OF GHOSTS

Setting: Below the first house.

Action: Watchers watch the watchers.

Cue: 08:00.

Note to Audience: If you are patient, turn to 44. If you are angry, turn to 46. If you are neither—watch.

“Eight,” Pellegrin said, checking his watch. “Forty minutes.”

Elise looked up. A camera eye the size of a thumbnail stared from a vent. Damon stepped on a chair and unscrewed it with a coin. Inside: a transmitter no bigger than a folded ticket, a cheap battery, a sliver of red pencil shavings like the husk of a cigarette.

“He’s been streaming,” Damon said. “Or recording. Hands on the seats, hands under the seats. Votes without prints.”

Pellegrin’s jaw worked. “We can evacuate the building.”

“He wants an audience,” Damon said. “We deny him or we bait him. Either way, we choose.”

Elise stared at the clean rectangle on the wall and thought of Jon lying on a chalk mark. “He is going to try for 44 and 46 at once,” she said. “Mercy and justice. Two rooms, two acts. The only way to stop him is to step off the page.”

“How?” Pellegrin asked.

Damon held up the program, the watermark shimmering like a private map. He pointed at the arrow. “We look left at the end,” he said. “We watch for the thing that’s almost there, printed so faint you only see it if you were in the rehearsal room when the printer jammed. We stop looking where he tells us.”
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