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Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
October 1995
The first time someone stole my work, he told me I ought to be grateful.

I was twenty-one, standing in a recording studio with a coffee stain on my shirt and thirty-six hours of almost no sleep behind me. My name was missing from the album credits, but the man who had promised to teach me everything about the business was smiling as though he'd done me a favour.

I remembered what he said because I spent the next seven years proving him wrong.

On the evening of October 5, 1995, I was lying underneath a mixing console at the Ashford Theatre, trying to persuade a temperamental piece of equipment to survive another week.

The console had other ideas.

"Come on," I muttered, pushing a loose connector back into place. "You've made it this far."

Something crackled above my head.

I reached for my screwdriver.

"That's exactly what you said to the last one."

Walter Keene stood over me, holding two paper cups of coffee. His expression suggested he had accepted, long ago, that his employees were slightly unwell.

I extended my hand.

He passed me a cup.

"You're supposed to be checking the stage monitors," he said.

"I was checking the stage monitors. Then I found this."

"What's this?"

"Something expensive."

Walter sighed.

The theatre was full of those.

I slid out from beneath the console, sat up, and took a cautious sip of coffee. It was lukewarm and tasted like someone had washed a spoon in it.

"Where'd you get this?"

"Downstairs."

"Did you pay money for it?"

"Don't start."

I set the cup beside my toolbox.

Walter was sixty-one, with thinning grey hair, a stiff left knee, and a habit of carrying a handkerchief he never actually used. He had worked at the Ashford longer than I'd been alive. He knew which dressing-room door needed lifting before it would close and which aisle light flickered whenever the heating switched on.

If the building had a pulse, Walter could probably find it.

Unfortunately, finding a pulse wasn't the same as keeping something alive.

"How bad?" he asked.

I looked at the open console.

"Bad enough that I don't want anyone touching it until I've finished."

"That wasn't what I meant."

I knew.

I just didn't particularly want to answer.

From somewhere beyond the auditorium, a metal door slammed. The sound travelled along the backstage corridor and died beneath the balcony.

"Did the accountant call?" I asked.

Walter took a drink of his coffee.

That was answer enough.

I closed my eyes for a second.

"How much?"

"Tavia."

"How much?"

He watched me over the rim of his cup.

"We can talk tomorrow."

"We're talking now."

"You're tired."

"I'm always tired."

"Which is why I'm telling you to go home."

I stood, brushing dust from the back of my jeans.

The Ashford smelled of old upholstery, warm electrical equipment, and the damp wool coats that would soon fill the auditorium when the weather turned colder. The red velvet seats had faded unevenly over the years. A patch of plaster near the balcony had developed a crack that looked suspiciously larger than it had in August.

I knew every inch of the place.

That wasn't an exaggeration. I had crawled under its stage, climbed its lighting ladders, and spent more nights in its sound booth than I cared to count.

The Ashford wasn't pretty in the way restored theatres were pretty.

It had problems.

Most of them were expensive.

Some of them made noises that kept me awake after I got home.

"I heard we're getting a famous visitor," I said.

Walter's mouth moved slightly.

"That's one way of putting it."

"Should I polish the floor?"

"You could try being pleasant."

"I am pleasant."

"Tavia."

"What?"

He gave me the look people usually reserved for children who had been caught drawing on walls.

I reached for a cloth and wiped my hands.

Hollow Saints were coming back to Philadelphia.

The band had agreed to play a benefit concert at the Ashford on October fourteenth, and the announcement had produced more excitement than anything the theatre had managed in years.

Tickets had moved quickly.

The local radio stations were talking about it.

Walter had received calls from people who hadn't set foot inside the building since the previous decade.

It should have been good news.

Mostly, it was.

The part I disliked was the involvement of Vesper Records.

Their people had already asked questions about recording facilities, equipment access, and whether the theatre could accommodate additional technical staff.

Questions that sounded harmless until someone started asking who owned what.

"Did the label send anything else?" I asked.

"Not yet."

"Good."

Walter looked at me.

"Don't sound so disappointed."

"I'm saving my enthusiasm."

"For what?"

"The first contract that doesn't make me want to throw something."

He laughed, although it was brief.

I wished he'd laugh more.

Over the past six months, every conversation about money seemed to leave him a little older.

The theatre had been struggling before I started working there. I knew that. But recently the problems had stopped arriving one at a time.

A repair here. An unpaid invoice there. An insurance bill nobody wanted to open.

The roof had needed attention in March. A section of the heating system had failed in February. The stage equipment was ageing faster than we could replace it.

We kept improvising.

Eventually, improvisation stopped being charming.

"Go home," Walter said again. "Silas is coming tomorrow. We'll have another look at the electrical work."

"He's going to complain."

"Your brother complains about everything."

"He gets it from our mother."

Walter raised an eyebrow.

"Not from you?"

I picked up my toolbox.

"Good night, Walter."

He smiled.

"Good night, trouble."

Outside, Philadelphia had settled into one of those October evenings that made summer feel further away than it was.

The pavement was damp from an earlier shower. A delivery truck idled near the corner, and two men argued cheerfully outside a bar while a woman in a denim jacket searched her handbag for cigarettes.

I pulled my flannel shirt tighter around myself and started walking.

Old City looked different after dark.

During the day, people hurried between offices, shops, and restaurants. At night, the streets belonged to people finishing late shifts, people beginning long evenings, and the occasional musician carrying equipment that weighed more than he did.

I recognised a drummer outside a nearby club.

He lifted a hand.

"Hey, Rusk."

"Hey, Eddie."

"You coming Saturday?"

"Working."

"You're always working."

"Somebody has to make you sound decent."

He laughed.

I kept walking.

My boots struck the uneven pavement with a familiar rhythm.

For a while, I listened to the city.

An engine struggling to turn over. A bus braking at the intersection. Music escaping from a doorway whenever someone entered or left.

There were people who thought music happened when someone picked up a guitar and opened his mouth.

They never saw the hours before a performance.

The cables that had to be checked. The monitors that needed balancing. The microphone stands repaired with parts borrowed from another stand. The arguments over equipment, schedules, and who was responsible when something failed.

Nobody applauded the person who fixed a faulty connection ten minutes before the doors opened.

I didn't need applause.

I wanted my work to matter.

There was a difference.

By the time I reached Northern Liberties, my feet were aching.

The repair shop beneath my apartment had closed, but a light remained on behind its front window. Mr. Alvarez was probably finishing another television someone had insisted was beyond saving.

I climbed the narrow staircase and let myself inside.

My apartment smelled faintly of coffee and the lemon cleaning solution I'd used three days earlier.

I dropped my keys into a chipped bowl beside the door, removed my boots, and stepped around a stack of records on the floor.

The answering machine was blinking.

Three messages.

I pressed play.

The first was my mother.

"Tavia, sweetheart, it's Mom. Call me when you get in. Nothing's wrong. I just want to know whether you're eating properly. And tell Silas he left his jacket here."

The second was a woman from a small venue asking whether I could help with a recording session later that month.

The third was Silas.

"Before you ask, yes, I'm coming tomorrow. No, I don't know why the lighting circuit keeps acting up. Yes, I'll bring the tester. And if you call me before eight, I'm unplugging the phone."

I smiled.

That was my family.

Practical affection, usually disguised as irritation.

I called my mother first.

She answered on the fourth ring.

"You're home."

"Apparently."

"Have you eaten?"

"Hello to you too."

"Tavia."

"I had something at work."

"What something?"

"Food."

She made a dissatisfied noise.

I leaned against the kitchen counter.

Nadine Rusk had spent most of my childhood working long hours and most of my adulthood worrying that I was doing the same thing.

She didn't understand why I loved working in a theatre that paid irregularly, demanded too much, and seemed determined to fall apart around me.

Then again, she understood more than she admitted.

My father had spent his life repairing things other people discarded.

He would have liked the Ashford.

He probably would have complained about its wiring.

"So," Mom said, "are you still going to that concert next week?"

"I'm working the concert."

"You know what I mean."

"Hollow Saints?"

"That's the one. The singer with the hair."

"That narrows it down."

"I saw him on television."

"Congratulations."

"He seems handsome."

I opened the refrigerator.

A carton of milk, half a container of leftover pasta, and a jar of mustard looked back at me.

"Mom."

"What?"

"Please don't."

"I haven't said anything."

"You've started."

She laughed.

It was a sound I hadn't heard often enough lately.

"Well, I hope it goes well," she said. "Walter could use some good news."

"Yeah."

"And you could use a day off."

"One miracle at a time."

We talked for another few minutes.

She reminded me about Silas's jacket, asked whether the heating in my apartment worked, and told me she loved me before hanging up.

I stood with the receiver in my hand for a moment after the line went quiet.

The kitchen seemed too still.

I put the phone down.

Then I reheated the pasta.

While the microwave hummed, I opened the bottom drawer beneath my record collection and pulled out a shoebox.

Inside were old concert tickets, photographs, several notebooks, and a few cassette tapes.

I hadn't meant to look through them.

I was searching for a spare audio adapter I'd put somewhere sensible and subsequently forgotten.

Instead, my fingers closed around a tape labelled in my own handwriting.

HOLLOW SAINTS
ASHFORD SHOWCASE
1989
I stared at it.

Six years.

It felt longer.

I remembered that evening more clearly than I wanted to.

A crowded backstage corridor. A monitor that kept feeding back. A young singer with too much confidence and a bad habit of blaming equipment before checking what he'd done to it.

Lennox Vane.

Even then, people watched him.

He wasn't famous. Not properly. Hollow Saints were still one of those bands that played wherever someone would pay them enough to cover petrol.

But he had something.

A voice that could turn a noisy room quiet.

The first time I heard him sing, I'd forgotten to be annoyed with him for nearly four minutes.

Then he'd opened his mouth between songs and reminded me.

I held the cassette up to the light.

My handwriting had been smaller then.

Neater, too.

I put it back in the box.

There was no reason to spend the evening remembering Lennox Vane.

He'd spent the intervening years becoming famous, and I'd spent mine becoming good at a job that still required me to explain why I deserved to be paid.

We had both been busy.

I found the adapter beneath a pile of old receipts, closed the drawer, and returned to the kitchen.

The microwave had stopped.

I ate standing up.

Around eleven, I sat beside my turntable and listened to an album I'd bought second-hand the previous week. The sleeve was damaged, but the record played beautifully.

The singer's voice came through the speakers with a slight roughness that made the song feel close.

I liked recordings that left something human in them.

A breath before a verse.

Fingers moving over strings.

A note held a fraction longer than intended.

I had once worked for a man who wanted every imperfection removed.

His name was Franklin Sloane.

For eighteen months, I'd believed he was teaching me how to become the engineer I wanted to be.

I'd stayed late, repaired equipment, prepared sessions, and spent entire weekends editing recordings for musicians who never knew my name.

Franklin called me promising.

Then indispensable.

Then he released a project without giving me the credit he'd promised.

When I confronted him, he told me I should be grateful for the experience.

Experience.

As though I could pay rent with it.

I hadn't thought about Franklin much lately.

That was mostly true.

Sometimes I still checked the credits on records before listening to the music.

Sometimes I wondered whether the people whose names appeared there had actually done the work.

I turned the volume down.

The worst part hadn't been losing the credit.

It had been realising how completely I'd trusted him.

I hadn't asked for anything in writing because he'd told me I didn't need to.

I'd believed him.

I wouldn't make that mistake again.

The record ended sometime after midnight.

I stayed on the sofa, listening to the faint static from the speakers.

My last boyfriend, Daniel, used to complain that I could spend twelve hours solving someone else's technical problems and still refuse to talk about my own.

He wasn't entirely wrong.

He'd wanted me to move with him when he accepted a job in another state.

He'd spoken about the decision as though it had already been made.

A better apartment. Better money. A fresh start.

When I asked what I was supposed to do about my career, he'd looked genuinely surprised.

As though my work were something I did until a more important life began.

We'd broken up a week later.

I hadn't regretted staying in Philadelphia.

There were evenings, though, when I missed having someone in the apartment who noticed when I came home.

Someone who could ask about my day without expecting me to explain why the answer mattered.

I switched off the turntable.

"Wonderful," I told the empty room. "Now you're talking to yourself."

I washed my plate, checked that the front door was locked, and went to bed.

Sleep came slowly.

By morning, the city had begun making noise before I was ready to join it.

A truck rattled past my window. Someone downstairs opened a metal shutter. My alarm clock showed seven thirty, although I was fairly certain I'd shut it off twice already.

I pulled myself out of bed, tied my hair back, and stood beneath a shower that took far too long to become warm.

The mirror was fogged when I finished.

I wiped a patch clear and looked at myself.

Dark circles beneath my eyes. A faint mark on my cheek from the pillow. Hair already escaping its knot.

Beautiful.

I dressed in jeans and a faded black shirt, then packed my notebooks, a small screwdriver set, and the adapter I'd found the night before.

Before leaving, I checked my messages.

Nothing new.

I almost called the freelance client from the previous evening but decided to wait until after the theatre inspection.

I needed the money.

I also needed sleep.

Money was winning.

Downstairs, Mr. Alvarez was standing in the open doorway of his shop with a television circuit board in one hand.

"Morning, Tavia."

"Morning."

"You look tired."

"Everybody's a critic."

He smiled.

"Your brother coming by?"

"Later."

"Tell him I have something he might want to see."

"I'll tell him."

I bought coffee and a soft pretzel on my way toward Old City.

The morning air had a chill that promised a colder week ahead. Buses exhaled at intersections. Delivery men argued over parking spaces. A woman in a long coat hurried past me carrying a stack of newspapers against her chest.

I liked the city at that hour.

Nobody cared whether you looked impressive.

Everyone had somewhere to be.

By the time I reached the Ashford, the coffee was gone and I had three new things to worry about.

Walter met me near the lobby.

"Silas is here."

"Did he complain?"

"He asked whether we'd considered tearing the whole place down."

"That's his way of saying hello."

Walter handed me a folded sheet of paper.

An inspection list.

I read it while we walked toward the auditorium.

"What's this about the stage-left cabling?"

"We've had another intermittent fault."

"Since when?"

"Yesterday evening."

"Why didn't you call?"

"Because I wanted you to sleep."

I stopped walking.

He kept going.

That was Walter.

I caught up with him near the stage.

Silas was kneeling beside an open electrical access panel, his tools arranged neatly on a piece of cloth.

He looked up.

"Morning, your majesty."

"It's afternoon."

"Then you're late."

"It's barely twelve."

"Late for a woman who claims the building can't survive without her."

I stepped over a coil of cable.

"Tell me you've found something useful."

"Found three things."

"Good things?"

"Wouldn't go that far."

He returned his attention to the panel.

Walter watched us for a moment before heading toward the office.

I climbed the narrow steps to the sound booth.

The familiar smell of dust, warmed plastic, and old electrical equipment greeted me.

My console sat exactly where I'd left it, except someone had moved my screwdriver.

I found it beside a stack of paperwork.

Of course.

I placed my bag on the chair, opened my notebook, and looked through the auditorium window.

Silas was still working near the stage.

Walter had returned with another folder, already frowning at whatever figures it contained.

Beyond them, rows of empty red seats stretched toward the front of the theatre.

In eight days, the place would be full.

Hollow Saints would be back on that stage.

Lennox Vane would arrive with his famous voice, his expensive record company, and probably the same attitude he'd had when we first met.

I looked down at the equipment inspection sheet.

The amplifier fault was still there.

The cable problem had worsened.

And something in the lighting system needed attention before anyone should be allowed to use it.

I reached for my pencil.

Outside, a delivery truck sounded its horn.

Inside, Walter called my name.

I took one last look at the empty stage, pulled my headphones around my neck, and prepared to find out just how much trouble the Ashford was in.
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The amplifier chose the worst possible moment to die.

One second, I had a clean signal running through the left stage monitor. The next, a sharp crack burst through the speaker, followed by a silence that made me close my eyes.

“Wonderful.”

I lowered the fader before the damaged connection could send another unpleasant surprise through the system.

From somewhere beneath the stage, my brother shouted, “Was that supposed to happen?”

“Absolutely. It's a new feature.”

“Sounds expensive.”

“Everything in this building sounds expensive.”

Silas laughed.

I didn't.

It was Friday afternoon, and the Ashford Theatre had exactly eight days to prepare for the most important concert it had hosted in years.

Our main amplifier had just developed another fault, the stage-left cabling needed attention, and the lighting inspection report sitting beside my coffee contained enough problems to ruin a perfectly good weekend.

Not that I had plans.

I hadn't had a proper weekend in months.

I pulled my headphones off, set them beside the console, and examined the signal readings again.

Nothing.

“Silas, can you check the connection at the stage box?”

“Already did.”

“Check it again.”

“You know, most sisters say please.”

“Most brothers know how to follow instructions.”

His boots thudded against the wooden stage.

A moment later, Walter Keene appeared in the doorway of the sound booth carrying a folder.

He looked like a man who had spent the morning receiving bad news and expected the afternoon to offer more.

“How's our favourite piece of equipment?” he asked.

“Considering retirement.”

“Can we convince it to stay another week?”

“Depends. Does it have a pension?”

Walter gave me a tired smile.

I reached for my coffee, discovered it had gone cold, and drank it anyway.

He put the folder on the desk.

“We need to talk.”

“Those words have never improved my day.”

“It's about the benefit.”

I glanced at the folder.

A typed schedule was clipped to the front, along with a list of names I recognised from the music industry.

Gideon Pryce.

Celia Marr.

Vesper Records.

And, at the top, the name everybody seemed determined to discuss.

Lennox Vane.

I pushed the folder back toward Walter.

“No.”

“You haven't heard what I'm going to say.”

“Is it about letting Vesper put recording equipment wherever they want?”

Walter hesitated.

“Among other things.”

“Then no.”

“Tavia.”

I leaned against the console.

Walter had been managing the Ashford longer than I'd been alive. He knew how to stretch a maintenance budget, soothe an angry performer, and persuade suppliers to extend payment deadlines without promising anything he couldn't deliver.

He was also getting tired.

I could see it in the way he lowered himself into chairs and studied invoices as though staring long enough might make the numbers kinder.

That worried me more than the amplifier.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

He rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“We're behind on the insurance payment.”

I waited.

“And the heating repairs.”

“Walter.”

“And the supplier wants the outstanding equipment invoice cleared before they'll send anything else.”

I looked through the booth window.

Below us, Silas was crouched beside an open access panel, examining the cabling. The auditorium stretched beyond him, almost nine hundred seats waiting for people who had no idea how much work it took to keep the building functioning.

“How long?” I asked.

“Until what?”

“Until somebody starts talking about closing.”

Walter didn't answer immediately.

He opened the folder, adjusted a sheet of paper, then closed it again.

“The benefit gives us some breathing room.”

“That wasn't my question.”

“I know.”

His voice was quiet enough that I stopped pressing.

Outside, a truck reversed along the street, its warning signal carrying faintly through the theatre walls.

Walter looked toward the stage.

“We need this concert to work.”

I nodded.

There wasn't anything else to say.

Then he added, “And we need to keep an open mind about the recording.”

I turned back.

“An open mind isn't the same as signing away the building's interests.”

“Nobody's asking us to do that.”

“Not in those exact words.”

“Tavia.”

“Have you read the proposal?”

“Parts of it.”

“Which parts?”

“The important parts.”

I lifted the folder.

“Then you won't mind explaining why their people want unrestricted access to the recording feeds before we've agreed on what they're allowed to do with the material.”

Walter watched me.

I pulled out the relevant page.

“There. That paragraph.”

He took it.

His eyes moved across the words.

“Well,” he said slowly, “that needs clarification.”

“Several things need clarification.”

“That's why we're having meetings.”

“And that's why I'm going to be unpleasant in them.”

“You don't need to announce it in advance.”

“I'm giving you time to prepare.”

A laugh escaped him.

It didn't last, but it helped.

He folded the document and handed it back.

“Just remember, Lennox helped bring this concert together.”

“I remember.”

“He could've played anywhere.”

“He usually does.”

“He chose us.”

I looked out at the auditorium again.

The Ashford had given Hollow Saints a stage before most people knew their name.

I remembered them arriving with second-hand equipment and a van that sounded as though it might disintegrate in traffic.

Back then, Lennox Vane had possessed two remarkable gifts.

He could make a room listen.

And he could make me want to throw a microphone stand at him.

“I appreciate the benefit,” I said. “I just don't appreciate the assumption that gratitude means we stop asking questions.”

Walter studied me for another moment.

Then he nodded.

“Fair enough.”

From the stage, Silas called, “Tavia?”

I leaned toward the window.

“What?”

“Your cable's fine.”

“Are you certain?”

“No, I'm lying for the excitement.”

“Then we have a fault upstream.”

“That's what I've been telling you.”

I turned to Walter.

“See? He's almost useful.”

“Love you too,” Silas shouted.

By two o'clock, I'd isolated the amplifier problem, discovered that someone had borrowed one of our spare microphones without recording it, and eaten half a sandwich while walking between the sound booth and backstage storage.

The sandwich was terrible.

I finished it anyway.

Walter found me in the equipment room.

“Gideon called.”

I was sorting cables into labelled cases.

“Tell him we're closed.”

“He's coming over.”

“Of course he is.”

“With Lennox.”

I stopped winding the cable.

“When?”

Walter checked his watch.

“Half an hour.”

I looked down at my clothes.

Faded black shirt. Jeans with a small tear near the knee. Boots marked by whatever unpleasant substance had collected beneath the stage.

Perfect.

“Do we need to roll out a carpet?” I asked.

“Could you at least try not to argue with him the moment he walks through the door?”

“I can give him thirty seconds.”

“A minute.”

“Forty-five.”

Walter sighed.

“I'm serious.”

“So am I.”

He stepped farther into the room.

“Listen, Tavia. I know what you think of him.”

“You know what I think of the way he behaves.”

“There's a difference?”

“There should be.”

Walter nodded slowly.

“He's not the same kid who played here in 1989.”

“I'd hope not. He's thirty-one.”

“People change.”

“Sometimes.”

He rested a hand against the doorframe.

“For what it's worth, he asked about you.”

My fingers stopped moving.

“What?”

“When Gideon called, Lennox wanted to know who was handling the recording setup. I told him you were.”

“And?”

“He said, 'The one who hates my monitors?'”

I stared at Walter.

He smiled.

“Apparently, you're memorable.”

“Apparently, he's still an idiot.”

But after Walter left, I found myself looking toward the equipment-room mirror.

I immediately hated that I'd done it.

The first sign of Lennox Vane's arrival wasn't a scream, a camera flash, or anything remotely glamorous.

It was a car horn.

Somebody had stopped near the loading entrance, and someone else apparently disagreed with their choice of parking space.

I was helping Silas move a case when raised voices reached us from outside.

“Sounds like your boyfriend's here,” he said.

I nearly dropped my end.

“Don't start.”

“Heard he's handsome.”

“Then you date him.”

“Does he buy dinner?”

“Silas.”

He grinned.

We set the case down.

A moment later, the loading door opened.

Gideon Pryce entered first, wearing a dark overcoat and carrying a leather briefcase. He had the composed expression of a man who spent most of his working life making sure other people's mistakes didn't become headlines.

Behind him came Lennox.

Some people changed completely when they became famous.

Lennox had mostly become a more expensive version of himself.

His dark hair brushed the collar of a black leather jacket. A faded grey shirt hung loosely over worn jeans. Several silver rings caught the light when he pushed his hair away from his face.

He was tall enough to make the narrow backstage entrance seem smaller.

And he looked tired.

That surprised me.

Not because I imagined rockstars were immune to exhaustion, but because every photograph I'd seen lately showed him wearing the same careless, untouchable expression.

Up close, there were shadows beneath his eyes.

His face was leaner than I remembered.

He was listening to Gideon when he noticed me.

Recognition appeared almost immediately.

Then came the smile.

I knew that smile.

It had been annoying me since 1989.

“Well,” he said. “Look who survived.”

I folded my arms.

“Disappointed?”

“Depends. Are you still telling musicians how to do their jobs?”

“Only when they need it.”

Gideon glanced between us.

“Good. You two know each other.”

“Unfortunately,” I said.

Lennox laughed.

I wished he hadn't.

It was a surprisingly pleasant sound, low and rough around the edges.

“Still charming, Rusk.”

“Still loud, Vane.”

His gaze dropped briefly to the cable case beside my boots.

“Working?”

“No. Decorating.”

He looked at the coil of cable in my hand.

“Interesting choice.”

“I'm thinking of hanging the rest from the ceiling.”

“Very artistic.”

“It's a limited exhibition. You wouldn't understand.”

Silas made a choking sound behind me.

Lennox looked past my shoulder.

“Who's your friend?”

“My brother.”

“I'm the better-looking one,” Silas said.

“Debatable,” I replied.

Lennox extended a hand.

“Lennox.”

“Silas.”

They shook.

Silas was clearly enjoying himself.

I wasn't giving him the satisfaction of noticing.

Walter emerged from the corridor.

“Gentlemen. Good to see you.”

The introductions that followed were mercifully brief.

Gideon wanted to inspect the venue's technical facilities. Lennox wanted to see the stage, rehearsal spaces, and whatever changes had been made since his last performance.

I wanted to finish repairing the amplifier.

Nobody asked what I wanted.

That was becoming a theme.

We began with the auditorium.

Walter described the proposed concert layout while Gideon took notes. Silas returned to his electrical work, leaving me to answer technical questions.

Lennox walked down the centre aisle slowly.

For several minutes, he said very little.

He stopped near the front row and looked toward the balcony.

“Still got the old seats.”

“Most of them,” Walter said.

Lennox touched the back of one.

“Remember when the left balcony section used to shake during loud shows?”

“It never shook,” I said.

He glanced over.

“It absolutely shook.”

“The speakers vibrated the railing.”

“Felt like an earthquake.”

“That's because your drummer played like he was trying to demolish the building.”

Lennox smiled.

“Still does.”

For a moment, the conversation felt almost friendly.

Then Gideon opened his briefcase.

“We should discuss the additional recording equipment.”

And there it went.

I explained our existing system, the available feeds, and the limitations of the recording room.

Gideon listened carefully.

Lennox was examining the stage.

“Could we bring in a separate recording desk?” he asked.

“Possibly,” I said. “Depending on the setup.”

“Then let's do that.”

I looked at him.

“That's not how this works.”

He turned.

“How does it work?”

“We assess the equipment, confirm the cabling, agree on where it goes, and make sure nothing interferes with the house system.”

“Fine.”

“And we need the recording permissions sorted.”

Gideon cleared his throat.

“We're working on those.”

“Then we're still discussing equipment, not approving installation.”

Lennox tilted his head.

“Does everything have to be difficult with you?”

“Only things that can go wrong.”

“It's a recording desk, Tavia.”

“And this is a working theatre, Lennox. We don't stop being responsible for it because someone important wants to plug something in.”

His smile disappeared.

Walter shifted beside us.

Gideon looked down at his notes.

Lennox studied me for several seconds.

Then he said, “We're trying to help this place.”

“I know.”

“Could've fooled me.”

“Helping doesn't mean nobody gets to ask questions.”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

“Do you ever get tired of arguing?”

“Do you ever get tired of assuming you're right?”

Silence settled over the aisle.

From somewhere backstage came the distant clang of Silas dropping a tool.

Lennox looked toward the sound booth.

Then back at me.

“You know, you've been doing this since we met.”

“Fixing things?”

“Making me feel like I've failed an exam.”

“Maybe you should study.”

Walter coughed into his hand.

I wasn't entirely convinced he was coughing.

Lennox stared at me.

Then, against all reasonable expectations, he laughed.

Not the short, polished laugh people used in interviews.

A real one.

It changed his face.

For a moment, I could see the young musician who'd arrived here six years earlier with a battered guitar and an ego too large for the room.

That was inconvenient.

I preferred him irritating.

Gideon closed his briefcase.

“We can have the technical teams review the details properly. No reason to settle everything this afternoon.”

“Agreed,” Walter said.

Lennox nodded, but his attention remained on me.

“Would that satisfy you, Rusk?”

“For the next ten minutes.”

“Generous.”

“I have my moments.”

The inspection continued for another twenty minutes.

I explained the recording room's limitations, demonstrated the stage monitor arrangement, and showed Gideon where additional equipment could be positioned without obstructing the crew.

Lennox asked fewer questions than I expected.

When he did speak, the questions were usually sensible.

That bothered me more than his sarcasm.

He noticed a delay between two stage-monitor feeds. He asked whether the rear of the auditorium had developed more reflected sound since the last renovation.

He even remembered the awkward acoustic problem near the balcony.

I found myself answering him seriously.

Not because he was famous.

Because he understood what he was hearing.

At one point, he stood in the middle of the empty stage and clapped once.

The sound returned from the upper walls.

He listened.

Clapped again.

Then looked toward me.

“Still a little bright up there.”

“Depends where you're standing.”

“Can you manage it?”

“Yes.”

He nodded.

No joke.

No argument.

Just trust in the answer.

I didn't know what to do with that.

Eventually, Gideon announced that they needed to leave for another appointment.

Walter walked him toward the lobby while Lennox remained near the stage.

I began collecting my paperwork.

He approached the first row.

“Hey, Tavia.”

I looked up.

“What?”

“Seriously.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

His mouth twitched.

“It's good to see you.”

I stared at him.

There were several things I could have said.

Something sarcastic.

Something dismissive.

Something that would restore the comfortable irritation between us.

Instead, I said, “You too.”

He looked surprised.

So was I.

Then he glanced toward the balcony.

“I missed this place.”

The words were quiet enough that I almost didn't hear them.

I followed his gaze.

The faded seats. The damaged plaster. The stage that had held more dreams than the building could reasonably afford.

“Yeah,” I said. “Me too.”

He looked back at me.

I realised how strange my answer sounded.

I hadn't left.

Not really.

But there were days when I missed what the Ashford had been before every conversation became about money.

Lennox seemed to understand.

For once, he didn't make a joke.

From the lobby, Gideon called his name.

Lennox stepped back.

“See you around, Rusk.”

“Try not to break anything before the fourteenth.”

“No promises.”

He turned toward the aisle.

I looked down at my inspection sheet.

Then I noticed the notation Silas had added beside the lighting section.

Stage-left rig. Further inspection required.

“Lennox.”

He stopped.

I pointed toward the overhead structure.

“That section of the lighting rig needs attention before the concert. We haven't cleared it yet.”

He followed my gesture.

“What's wrong with it?”

“That's what we're still checking.”

He studied the rig for a moment.

Then, instead of continuing toward the lobby, he turned and walked back.

He stopped beside me beneath the old stage lights.

For the first time that afternoon, he looked at the problem before looking at me.

And I found myself wondering whether Lennox Vane might actually be capable of listening.

Not that I intended to make a habit of giving him the opportunity.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Nothing Sounds Like the Truth
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The first thing Tavia Rusk did when I returned to the auditorium was tell me to stop standing where I was.

"You're blocking the light."

I looked up at the enormous lighting rig suspended above the stage.

"Which light?"

"The one I'm trying to see."

"That narrows it down."

She pointed at the floor beside me.

"Two feet to your left, Vane."

I moved.

"Better?"

"Much."

"You're welcome."

She didn't look at me.

That was becoming a familiar experience.

The Ashford Theatre had barely changed since Hollow Saints played here six years earlier. The red seats were a little more worn, the walls needed fresh paint, and the stage still had a slight slope that could send an unattended guitar stand rolling toward the orchestra pit.

I remembered because it had happened to Dorian in 1989.

He'd blamed the stage.

The stage had survived the accusation.

I wasn't sure Tavia would be as forgiving.

She stood near the front row with an inspection sheet in one hand and a pencil tucked behind her ear. A few strands of auburn hair had escaped the knot at the back of her head.

"See that mounting bracket?" she asked.

I followed her finger.

"Yeah."

"The bolt on the right isn't sitting properly."

"Can it be tightened?"

"Possibly. That's why we inspect things before people start swinging equipment over a stage."

I studied the bracket.

From where I stood, it looked like every other piece of metal hanging above us.

"Does it need replacing?"

"We won't know until Silas checks it."

"Who's Silas?"

"My brother. Electrician."

"Good family business you've got."

She lowered the inspection sheet.

"Are you trying to be irritating?"

"Not especially."

"Natural talent, then."

I laughed.

She didn't.

There was something almost impressive about her commitment to finding me unbearable.

Most people took a while to get there.

"What happens if you can't fix it?" I asked.

"We keep the affected equipment out of service until it's safe."

"And the concert?"

"Depends on what needs doing."

I glanced at the stage.

Nine hundred seats. A balcony. A narrow backstage area that barely accommodated a four-piece band with modest equipment, much less the travelling circus Hollow Saints had become.

Our tour manager had already complained about the loading entrance.

The record company had complained about the recording setup.

Gideon had complained about both.

I was getting tired of listening to complaints.

"How much?" I asked.

Tavia looked at me.

"How much what?"

"To repair it."

"We haven't finished inspecting it."

"Give me a number."

She tucked the paper beneath her arm.

"That's not how this works."

"It's usually how repairs work. Something breaks, somebody tells me how much it costs, and I pay to get it fixed."

"Usually?"

"Frequently enough."

She considered me for a moment.

"Do you always assume money makes you qualified to make decisions?"

"No. I assume money pays for the people who are qualified."

"Then let them do their jobs."

I should have been annoyed.

I was annoyed.

But she had a way of delivering an insult without raising her voice that made me want to hear what she'd say next.

Behind us, Walter Keene emerged from the aisle carrying a folder.

"Everything all right?"

"Fine," Tavia said.

"Your engineer thinks I'm an idiot," I told him.

Walter looked at her.

"Only just now?"

She smiled.

A real smile, quick and crooked.

It vanished before I could decide whether I wanted to see it again.

Walter explained that an independent inspection was already being arranged and that Silas would handle the electrical checks.

I offered to cover the necessary work, provided it was properly documented and didn't create another disagreement with the venue.

Tavia looked faintly surprised.

Then she nodded.

"That's reasonable."

I put a hand against my chest.

"Careful. People might hear you agreeing with me."

"Don't make me regret it."

She turned toward the sound booth.

I watched her go.

Walter waited until she was out of earshot.

"She's good at what she does."

"I noticed."

"She cares about this place."

"I noticed that too."

He rubbed his forehead.

"Then try listening to her."

I looked toward the stage.

"I am."

Walter gave me a doubtful look.

Fair enough.

By seven that evening, I was sitting in the back of a black car heading north toward New York.

Philadelphia disappeared behind us in stretches of wet road and red taillights.

Gideon Pryce sat beside me with his leather briefcase open across his knees.

He had been my
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