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			Chapter 1

			Curtain Fall

			The storm that battered San Francisco’s financial district had found its way into the Golden Gate Opera House, bringing with it the scent of rain and something darker. Detective Carlos “CJ” Marquez stepped through the stage door into chaos.

			Emergency lights carved harsh shadows across the main stage where a single ghost light stood sentinel over disaster. The massive counterweight lay where it had fallen, its steel frame twisted around the body of Daniel Laurent like the closing bars of an unfinished symphony.

			CJ pulled his badge from his coat pocket. “SFPD. Clear the stage.”

			The crew scattered like startled birds, their whispers echoing in the cavernous space. Stage hands huddled near the wings, their faces pale under work lights that someone had hastily rigged. A EMT crouched beside the body, but his equipment lay packed and useless.

			“Time of death?” CJ asked.

			“Eight forty-seven PM.” The paramedic’s voice carried the flat tone of someone who had seen too much. “Massive trauma to the chest and skull. Would have been instantaneous.”

			CJ nodded, already cataloging details with the methodical precision that had made his reputation in homicide. The counterweight system stretched above them like the ribs of some mechanical beast, its steel cables singing faintly in the drafts that moved through the fly gallery.

			A middle-aged man in paint-stained coveralls approached with the nervous energy of someone desperate to be helpful. “Detective, I’m Colin Drake, stage manager. We need to reset the rail system before tomorrow’s rehearsal, and...”

			“Nobody touches that rail.” CJ’s voice cut through the man’s babbling. “Nobody goes up there. This is a crime scene until I say otherwise.”

			“Crime scene?” Colin’s face went white. “But it was an accident. The brake must have failed. These old systems, they’re temperamental, and with the storm...”

			“FREEZE THE RAIL,” CJ called to his uniformed officers, his voice carrying across the stage with authority that brooked no argument. “I want that gallery sealed off until the tech team arrives.”

			The stage manager opened his mouth to protest, but CJ was already moving toward the narrow iron staircase that led up to the fly gallery. The steps rang under his feet as he climbed, each footfall echoing in the vast space above the stage.

			The fly gallery stretched the width of the theatre, a forest of steel cables and pulleys that controlled every piece of scenery. Work lights cast pools of yellow illumination, leaving deep shadows between the rows of rigging. The air smelled of machine oil and sawdust, with an undertone of ozone from the storm.

			CJ found the brake mechanism for the fatal counterweight twenty feet stage left of the staircase. The steel handle gleamed under his flashlight, its surface scratched and gouged. Fresh metal shavings glittered on the gallery floor like silver confetti.

			He pulled out his phone and snapped photos of the damage from every angle, building his own visual record before the lab team arrived. The gouges were deep, deliberate. Someone had forced this brake, not with the careful precision of maintenance but with the brutal efficiency of sabotage.

			His phone buzzed with a text from the lab team: “ETA twenty minutes.”

			Twenty minutes to preserve a crime scene that everyone wanted to write off as an accident. CJ pocketed his phone and continued his methodical documentation, photographing the brake mechanism, the cable tension, the precise position of every piece of hardware.

			The storm hammered against the theatre’s windows and rain drummed on the roof forty feet above, adding its voice to the symphony of an old building under siege.

			When he descended back to the stage, the CFO was waiting with the barely controlled panic of someone watching his career implode in real time. Marcus Llewellyn wore an expensive suit that had probably looked perfect three hours ago, before his opening night gala became a crime scene.

			“Detective Marquez, I’m Marcus Llewellyn, Chief Financial Officer, and I need to understand the timeline here.” Marcus’s voice carried the clipped authority of a man accustomed to having his financial projections answered without question. “We have donors flying in from New York tomorrow, and the board is already asking questions about liability and insurance coverage.

			CJ finished making notes in his pocket notebook before looking up. “Mr. Llewellyn, a man is dead. The timeline is however long it takes to find out why.”

			“Of course, of course. But surely this was just a mechanical failure. These old systems require constant maintenance, and sometimes...” Marcus gestured helplessly at the twisted metal that had killed Daniel Laurent.

			“Sometimes someone forces a brake mechanism with a crowbar or similar tool.” CJ’s tone could have frosted glass. “The gouges on that handle are fresh, Mr. Llewellyn. This wasn’t a mechanical failure.”

			The house manager’s face went pale. “You’re saying someone deliberately...”

			“I’m saying this is a homicide investigation.” CJ closed his notebook with a snap that seemed to echo in the sudden silence. “The fly gallery is off-limits. The entire rigging system is evidence. And nobody talks to the press without going through me first.”

			Marcus opened his mouth to argue, then apparently thought better of it. The authority in CJ’s voice was absolute, backed by twenty years of experience and the kind of quiet confidence that came from knowing exactly how to read a crime scene.

			The ghost light flickered once in the draft, casting dancing shadows across the body of Daniel Laurent. Somewhere in the darkness above, steel cables creaked and settled, the voice of a theatre that had witnessed one death too many.

			CJ began sketching the scene in his notebook, his pencil moving with the same methodical precision he brought to every case. The facts would tell him what happened here. They always did, if he knew how to listen.

			The grand marble lobby of the Golden Gate Opera House had transformed into a battlefield between grief and spectacle. CJ pushed through the crowd of reporters pressed against the police barricade, their cameras flashing in the crystal light of the chandeliers that hung overhead like frozen fireworks.

			Officer Kim approached with a clipboard thick with witness statements. “Detective, we’ve got about thirty people who were in the building during rehearsal. Most of them are crew, but there are a few VIPs who stayed late.”

			“Priority interviews first.” CJ scanned the crowd, his trained eye picking out the different tribes that inhabited this world. Stage hands huddled together near the coat check, their work clothes marking them as the labor. Board members clustered by the donor wall, their expensive suits a sharp contrast to the blue-collar chaos around them.

			A lone figure sat on the curved marble stairs that swept up to the mezzanine level. A young man, maybe in his late twenties, with the kind of pale complexion that suggested he spent most of his time indoors. His hands shook as he stared at the polished floor between his feet.

			“Who’s that?” CJ nodded toward the stairs.

			Officer Kim checked her notes. “Adrian Yu. Violinist. He was Daniel Laurent’s...” She paused, flipping through pages. “Says here he was the victim’s student. Found the body, made the 911 call.”

			CJ started toward the stairs, but a wall of reporters surged forward as they spotted his movement. Camera flashes lit up Adrian’s pale face, and CJ watched the young man flinch as if each burst of light was a physical blow.

			CJ had worked hundreds of cases, interviewed thousands of witnesses. Most of them were just sources of information, pieces of the puzzle he needed to solve. But something about Adrian’s obvious fragility triggered a response that was more personal than professional. CJ found himself surprised by this protective instinct. 

			“Back off.” CJ stepped between the cameras and Adrian, his bulk blocking their line of sight. “This is a crime scene, not a photo opportunity.”

			He guided Adrian toward a quieter alcove near the administrative offices, away from the feeding frenzy of the press. The young man moved with the mechanical compliance of someone in shock, his dark eyes unfocused and distant.

			They had barely settled into the relative quiet when the sound of heels on marble announced another arrival. The woman who swept into the lobby commanded attention the way a thunderstorm commands the sky. Tall, elegant, with silver hair pulled into a perfect chignon and makeup that somehow remained flawless despite the chaos of the evening.

			Valentina Moretti. Even CJ, who had no interest in opera, recognized her from the posters that decorated the theatre’s exterior. She moved through the crowd with the confidence of someone accustomed to being the center of attention, pausing to offer dramatic condolences to anyone who would listen.

			“Such a tragedy,” she announced to no one in particular, her voice carrying the trained projection of a performer. “Daniel was a genius, absolutely irreplaceable. The music world has lost a giant tonight.”

			As she swept past their alcove, a cloud of perfume followed in her wake. Chanel No. 5, heavy and cloying in the recycled air of the lobby. CJ filed the detail away automatically, part of the catalog of sensory information he built at every crime scene.

			Valentina disappeared down a corridor marked “Artist Entrances,” leaving behind only the lingering scent of her perfume and the whispers of reporters speculating about her relationship with the dead pianist.

			CJ turned his attention back to Adrian, who had watched the diva’s performance with something that might have been distaste. The young man’s hands had stopped shaking, but his face remained as pale as parchment.

			“Mr. Yu, I need to ask you about what you saw tonight.” CJ kept his voice gentle but professional. Twenty years of police work had taught him how to read people, and everything about Adrian screamed fragile. “I know this is difficult, but the details matter.”

			Adrian nodded without looking up. “Daniel was at the piano, running through the final movement of his new piece. The one he was going to premiere at the upcoming gala.” His voice was barely above a whisper. “I was tuning my violin in the wings, waiting for my entrance.”

			“What time was this?”

			“Around eight thirty. The rehearsal was supposed to end at nine, but Daniel wanted to run the finale one more time.” Adrian’s hands twisted together in his lap. “He was a perfectionist. Everything had to be exactly right.”

			CJ made notes in his pocket notebook, his pen scratching against the silence that surrounded them. “Tell me what happened next.”

			“I heard this sound. Not mechanical, not like rigging noise. It was more like...” Adrian paused, searching for words. “Like fabric rustling. Heavy fabric, like a coat tail.”

			The hairs on CJ’s neck prickled, though he kept his expression neutral. “Go on.”

			“I looked up from my violin, toward the fly gallery. There was someone up there. A figure in a dark coat, old-fashioned looking. Tailcoat, maybe. Standing by the rail system.” Adrian’s voice grew more certain as he continued. “He was watching Daniel. Just watching.”

			CJ had heard stranger witness accounts, though not many. Stress and trauma could play tricks on perception, turn shadows into phantoms and mechanical noise into supernatural visitations. But Adrian’s account had the ring of genuine conviction, not the rehearsed quality of someone seeking attention.

			“How long did you see this figure?”

			“Maybe ten seconds. Then the counterweight fell.” Adrian’s voice broke slightly. “The sound it made when it hit... I’ll never forget that sound.”

			“What happened to the figure you saw?”

			“Gone. Just gone. Like he’d never been there at all.” Adrian finally looked up, meeting CJ’s eyes for the first time. “You don’t believe me.”

			It wasn’t a question. CJ had spent enough time interviewing witnesses to recognize the defensive tone that crept into their voices when they realized their story sounded impossible.

			“I believe you saw something that frightened you,” CJ said carefully. “And I believe Daniel Laurent meant something to you. But I need to focus on what I can prove happened up in that gallery.”

			Adrian nodded, though disappointment flickered across his features. “Daniel was worried about something. The past few weeks, he’d been agitated. Excited about the premiere, but also nervous. He kept saying the gala was going to be special, that people would finally understand what he’d been trying to say with his music.”

			“Did he mention anyone specific? Anyone who might have wanted to hurt him?”

			“No. Daniel wasn’t the kind of person who made enemies. He was just... brilliant. And kind. And now he’s dead because someone wanted to make it look like an accident.” Adrian’s voice hardened with sudden anger. “Someone killed him, Detective. I don’t care if you think I’m crazy about what I saw. Someone murdered Daniel Laurent.”

			CJ closed his notebook and slipped it back into his coat pocket. Adrian was right about one thing. This hadn’t been an accident. The evidence in the fly gallery made that clear. But phantom figures in tailcoats weren’t going to help him build a case.

			Still, as he looked at Adrian’s pale, determined face, CJ found himself wanting to believe that someone so obviously shattered by grief might also be capable of seeing things that others missed. Even if those things defied logical explanation.

			The storm outside had begun to ease, though rain still drummed against the lobby’s tall windows. CJ stood, preparing to continue his interviews, when Adrian spoke again.

			“Detective? When you find who did this... when you prove it wasn’t an accident... will you tell me? I need to know that Daniel gets justice.”

			“I’ll find who did this,” CJ said, surprised by the certainty in his own voice. “That’s a promise.”

			The security office occupied a cramped corner of the opera house’s basement, its fluorescent lights and humming servers a jarring contrast to the Gilded Age grandeur three floors above. CJ descended the narrow stairs, leaving behind the marble and crystal for a world of cables and blinking monitors.

			The on-duty technician looked up from a bank of screens showing feeds from cameras throughout the building. Tommy Chen was maybe twenty-five, with the pale complexion of someone who spent his nights watching other people’s lives unfold in grainy black and white.

			“Hell of a thing upstairs,” Tommy said, gesturing toward a monitor that showed the main stage. Crime scene techs moved like ghosts through the frame, documenting the twisted metal that had ended Daniel Laurent’s life. “Poor bastard never knew what hit him.”

			CJ pulled a chair up to the console. “I need access logs for the past twelve hours. Every door, every elevator, every restricted area in the building.”

			“That’s a lot of data.” Tommy’s fingers moved across the keyboard with practiced efficiency. “The system logs about three thousand events per shift. Staff coming and going, deliveries, maintenance calls. Most of it’s routine.”

			“I’m looking for something that isn’t routine.”

			The screens filled with scrolling text, timestamps and access codes that meant nothing to CJ but everything to the young technician. Tommy leaned back in his chair, scanning the data with the focused intensity of someone reading a foreign language.

			“Okay, here’s weird.” Tommy pointed to a line of code highlighted in red. “The fly-stair door. It shows an access event at seven fifteen, but no corresponding badge swipe.”

			CJ felt the familiar tingle that came with finding a lead. “Meaning?”

			“Meaning someone opened that door without using proper authorization. Either they disabled the sensor somehow, or they had a way to bypass the electronic lock.” Tommy highlighted the anomalous entry. “The door stays unlogged for thirty-two minutes, then shows a normal closure at seven forty-seven.”

			The timeline clicked into place in CJ’s mind. Rehearsal had started at seven thirty. Daniel Laurent died at eight forty-seven. The killer had accessed the fly gallery shortly before the rehearsal began, giving them time to sabotage the brake mechanism while the theatre was still relatively empty.

			“Can you cross-reference that window with the rehearsal schedule?”

			Tommy pulled up another screen, this one showing the stage manager’s cue list for the evening. “Yeah, look at this. The counterweight system was set and locked at seven twenty for the opening sequence. Whoever was up there had perfect timing.”

			CJ leaned forward, studying the data that painted a picture of premeditated murder. This wasn’t a crime of passion or a moment of rage. Someone had planned Daniel Laurent’s death with the precision of a military operation.

			“What about the storm?” Tommy asked, scrolling through more logs. “We’ve been getting power fluctuations all evening. Could be the sensor glitched.”

			“How often do these glitches happen?”

			“Maybe once a month. Usually during heavy weather when the building’s electrical system gets stressed.” Tommy shrugged. “But this is the first time I’ve seen an unlogged opening that lasted more than a few seconds.”

			CJ made notes, building a timeline that placed the killer in the fly gallery at exactly the right moment to sabotage the brake system. No phantom in a tailcoat. No supernatural intervention. Just cold, calculated murder disguised as an accident.

			“I need a full export of the server data,” CJ said. “Everything from six PM tonight until now.”

			“That’s going to be a massive file.” Tommy began typing commands into the system. “You sure you need all of it?”

			“I need everything. Including any maintenance logs, override codes, and staff access records.” CJ watched the young technician work, impressed by his efficiency despite his obvious reluctance. “How long have you been running security here?”

			“Three years. Started right out of college.” Tommy glanced at the monitors showing various parts of the building. “It’s usually pretty quiet. Rich people coming to see shows, staff doing their jobs. Nothing like this.”

			The data export began, progress bars crawling across multiple screens as the system compiled twelve hours of digital evidence. CJ felt the satisfaction that came with finding solid ground in a case that others wanted to dismiss as an accident.

			The data export completed with a soft chime, and Tommy burned the files to a series of encrypted drives. CJ pocketed the drives, already planning his next moves. The digital evidence painted a picture of careful preparation and insider knowledge.

			“Tommy, I need you to keep this conversation between us. Don’t discuss the access logs with anyone else.”

			“You think someone on staff did this?” Tommy’s voice dropped to a whisper.

			“I think someone with detailed knowledge of this building’s security systems killed Daniel Laurent. Whether they’re on staff or not remains to be seen.” CJ stood, preparing to return to the chaos upstairs. “But I’m going to find out.”

			The fluorescent lights hummed overhead as CJ climbed the narrow stairs back to the main level. Behind him, Tommy returned to his monitors, watching the opera house’s many secrets unfold in digital silence.

			The storm outside had finally begun to break, but CJ knew the real tempest was just beginning. Someone had turned the Golden Gate Opera House into a murder weapon, and they thought they were clever enough to get away with it.

			They were wrong.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ghost Light

			The Golden Gate Opera House breathed differently in the morning light. Gone was the electric tension of a performance, replaced by the hollow echo of a cathedral after mass. Adrian pushed through the stage door, his key card granting him access to corridors that smelled of old wood, theatrical makeup, and the lingering perfume of a hundred opening nights.

			His footsteps rang against terrazzo floors worn smooth by generations of performers rushing to costume changes and curtain calls. The walls were lined with photographs of singers long dead, their silver gelatin faces watching him pass with the patient indifference of ghosts.

			Sleep had been impossible. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the counterweight falling, heard the sickening crash of metal against flesh. His apartment had felt like a tomb, its silence pressing against his eardrums until he thought he might scream. The opera house, for all its shadows and memories, felt more alive than anywhere else he could be.

			The wardrobe department occupied a maze of rooms beneath the stage, connected by narrow corridors that had been carved from the building’s original foundation. Adrian descended the service stairs, each step taking him deeper into the theatre’s working bowels. Down here, the air was thick with decades of fabric sizing, mothballs, and the ghost-scent of greasepaint that had seeped into the very walls.

			He found Mrs. Chen in the main fitting room, surrounded by costumes that hung like empty bodies on wheeled racks. She
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