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CHAPTER 1 – "The Curtain Rises"


[image: ]


Marion Pike moved through Blackthorne Manor with practiced efficiency, her footsteps silent against the polished oak floors. Forty years of service had taught her the rhythm of the old house—which floorboards creaked, which windows caught the draft, which corners gathered shadows even in daylight. Today, those shadows seemed deeper somehow.

She paused at the grand staircase, surveying her morning's work. Crystal decanters gleamed on the sideboard. Fresh-cut roses from the garden perfumed the air. Fire crackled in the hearth, pushing back the October chill that clung to the stone walls. Everything perfect, just as Mr. Blackthorne had always required, God rest his soul.

But this weekend wasn't for the Blackthornes. This weekend was for her.

Marion checked her watch—a modest silver piece that had been her mother's. Two o'clock. The first guests would arrive soon.

"Mrs. Pike?" Ellie, the young kitchen maid, appeared in the doorway. "The champagne's chilling, and Cook wants to know if we're still serving at seven."

"Seven precisely," Marion confirmed. "Miss Lane was quite specific about timing."

Ellie's eyes widened. "I still can't believe she's coming here. My mum saw her in 'Midnight's Daughter' back in the day. Said the whole theatre wept."

Marion allowed herself a small smile. "Indeed. Now, please ensure the blue suite is aired once more. Miss Lane prefers lavender sachets, not rose."

As Ellie hurried away, Marion caught her reflection in the antique mirror. Gray hair pulled back in a sensible bun, posture straight despite her sixty-eight years. Her face betrayed nothing of her unease about the gathering ahead.

The crunch of tires on gravel drew her attention. She moved to the window, watching a sleek black car wind up the drive between rows of ancient elms. Right on time.

The first to arrive was Giles Hart, his flamboyant red scarf fluttering as he emerged from the car. The playwright's handsome face was creased with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. Marion had read about his recent Broadway flop in the papers Mr. Blackthorne still had delivered.

"Darling Marion!" he exclaimed upon entering, as if they were old friends rather than distant acquaintances. "Still keeping this mausoleum standing, I see."

"Mr. Hart," she nodded, accepting his air kisses. "Your room is prepared. The Emerald Suite, as requested."

"Perfect. I need the eastern light for writing." He glanced around the foyer. "Is our divine Isadora here yet?"

"Miss Lane arrives last," Marion replied. "At her request."

Giles laughed, a theatrical sound. "Always making an entrance. Some things never change."

Before Marion could respond, the door opened again. Miranda Vale swept in; her silver hair cut in a severe bob that framed her sharp features. The critic's gaze dissected the room with clinical precision.

"Mrs. Pike," she said coolly. "I trust the accommodations are quiet. I'm reviewing three productions next week."

"The Rose Suite is quite removed from the others, Ms. Vale. I've ensured no disturbances."

Miranda nodded curtly, then noticed Giles. Something passed between them—a flicker of recognition, quickly masked by professional courtesy.

"Hart," Miranda said. "Surprised to see you here. After 'Midnight Whispers,' I wouldn't have thought Isadora would want you within a hundred miles."

Giles's smile tightened. "Ancient history, darling. We artists must support one another, especially legends like Isadora."

"Is that what we're calling it?" Miranda murmured, but accepted the glass of water Marion offered.

The next arrival brought a gust of expensive cologne. Russell Finch, Isadora's former manager, strode in with the confidence of a man who had negotiated million-dollar contracts. His tailored suit couldn't quite disguise his expanding waistline, nor could his carefully styled hair hide his receding hairline.

"Marion," he said warmly, taking her hand. "Looking lovely as ever. Has our star arrived?"

"Not yet, Mr. Finch."

"Russell, please. We're practically family after all these years."

Marion merely nodded. She had seen too many "family" members come and go from Isadora's life to put stock in such claims.

The atmosphere shifted as Dahlia Quinn entered. The younger actress moved with the deliberate grace of someone who had studied Isadora's every gesture. Her beauty was undeniable, but there was hunger in her eyes that made Marion wary.

"I was Isadora's understudy in 'Velvet Midnight,'" she announced to the room, though no one had asked. "She taught me everything I know."

"Not quite everything, dear," Miranda commented. "Your Juliet last season lacked her... authenticity."

Dahlia's smile froze. "We can't all be born in the golden age, can we?"

The final guest arrived with little fanfare. Eloise Marey clutched a vintage playbill to her chest, her plain face transformed by excitement. The superfan had won her invitation through a charity auction, outbidding collectors and theatre historians alike.

"Is it true?" she whispered to Marion. "The room where she wrote her memoirs—will we see it?"

"Miss Lane will determine the weekend's activities," Marion replied gently.

As dusk fell, tension simmered beneath polite conversation. Marion observed from the periphery, noting how Russell checked his watch repeatedly, how Miranda studied the room's exits, how Giles drank too quickly.

At precisely seven, the manor's ancient doorbell echoed through the halls. A hush fell over the gathered guests.

Marion opened the door to reveal Isadora Lane.

At seventy-two, the Broadway legend remained striking—silver hair swept into an elegant chignon, posture regal, eyes the same piercing blue that had gazed from a thousand marquees. She wore a simple black dress with a single strand of pearls, yet somehow outshone everyone in the room.

"Marion," she said softly, taking the caretaker's hands. "It's been too long."

"Welcome back to Blackthorne, Miss Lane."

Isadora surveyed her audience, a lifetime of commanding stages evident in her bearing. "My dears," she announced. "How wonderful to see you all. I have so much to share this weekend."

Later, as Marion turned down the bed in Isadora's suite, the actress appeared in the doorway, suddenly looking every one of her years.

"Marion," she said, voice barely above a whisper. "I fear something terrible will happen this weekend."

"Miss Lane?"

Isadora pressed a small key into Marion's palm. "If anything happens to me, look in the hidden drawer of my writing desk. Promise me."

Before Marion could respond, Isadora composed herself, the vulnerable moment vanishing like a curtain falling.

"That will be all for tonight," she said, once again the imperious star.

Marion nodded and withdrew, the key heavy in her pocket, as thunder rumbled in the distance.
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CHAPTER 2 – "Echoes from the Stage"
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The dining room at Blackthorne Manor had witnessed countless dinners over its century of existence, but few as charged as this one. Marion arranged the final place setting, positioning the silver just so. The chandelier cast honeyed light across the mahogany table, illuminating the faces of those gathered below like actors on a stage.

Isadora sat at the head, naturally commanding the space. She wore burgundy velvet that caught the light when she moved, creating the illusion that she was perpetually stepping into a spotlight.

"The lamb is divine, Marion," Isadora said, lifting her wine glass in appreciation. "No one remembers my preferences quite like you."

"Rare with rosemary, mint sauce on the side," Marion replied, moving quietly around the table, refilling water glasses. "Some things don't change, Miss Lane."

"Unlike Broadway," Giles interjected, swirling his wine with practiced nonchalance. "Hardly recognizable these days. All spectacle, no soul."

"Says the man whose last play closed after twelve performances," Miranda remarked, her fork poised midair. The critic's words carried the precision of a surgeon's scalpel.

Giles's smile tightened. "Fourteen, actually. And perhaps it would have found its audience if certain critics hadn't been so... personally motivated in their reviews."

"I review the work, not the artist," Miranda replied coolly. "Though in your case, the distinction grows increasingly difficult."

Marion noticed how Dahlia watched this exchange with barely concealed delight, like a tennis spectator at a particularly vicious match.

"Speaking of work," Russell cut in, "the industry still whispers about your return, Isadora. After ten years, the right role could make history."

Isadora dabbed her lips with her napkin. "Is that why you're here, Russell? Hoping to negotiate my comeback?"

"I'm here as an old friend," he said, though his eyes flickered briefly to Dahlia. "Though I won't pretend I haven't had offers. People miss you."

"Some more than others," Eloise added eagerly, leaning forward. "Your Hedda Gabler changed my life. I've seen the recording sixty-three times."

An uncomfortable silence followed this admission. Marion noticed how the others regarded Eloise—with a mixture of pity and wariness reserved for the overly devoted.

"Sixty-three?" Dahlia finally said. "That's... dedication."

"It's the definitive performance," Eloise insisted. "Though I've often wondered why you never returned to Ibsen after that production."

Something flickered across Isadora's face—so brief Marion might have imagined it. "Some roles take more than they give," she said quietly.

"Like Lady Macbeth?" Dahlia asked, her voice deceptively light. "The role I understudied for you. The one you abandoned a week before opening night."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Marion moved to the fireplace, stoking the flames higher as she listened.

"I was ill," Isadora said simply.

"You were afraid," Dahlia countered, her composure slipping. "Afraid I might outshine you. The reviews said I brought something fresh to the role—something you couldn't."

"The reviews said you were 'adequately competent given the circumstances,'" Miranda corrected, examining her wine. "Let's not rewrite history."

Dahlia's knuckles whitened around her fork. "You've always protected her. All of you. The great Isadora Lane, beyond criticism."

"Hardly beyond criticism," Russell said with a forced laugh. "I have the battle scars to prove it."

"We all do," Giles murmured.

Isadora set down her glass with deliberate care. "I didn't invite you here to rehash old grievances."

"Then why did you invite us?" Miranda asked, her gaze sharp. "You've been a recluse for a decade, and suddenly you're hosting a weekend party with people who—let's be honest—aren't exactly your inner circle."

"Perhaps I'm writing my memoirs," Isadora suggested, a cryptic smile playing at her lips.

Russell's fork clattered against his plate. "You promised me those rights years ago."

"Did I? I recall discussing the possibility, nothing more."

"I have the contract, Isadora. Signed and dated."

"Contracts can be broken," she replied. "You taught me that."

Marion moved to clear the plates, catching fragments of tension in every glance exchanged. As she leaned between Giles and Miranda, she heard the critic whisper:

"Does she know about Atlantic City?"

Giles's response was barely audible: "No one knows about that. No one alive, anyway."

Later, as coffee and brandy were served in the drawing room, the storm outside intensified. Rain lashed against the windows, and thunder punctuated the conversation like an impatient director.

"Before Broadway," Isadora was saying, settled regally by the fire, "I toured with a small company through the Midwest. We performed in barns sometimes, school gymnasiums. The audience sat on hay bales."

"How quaint
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