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Brandy stumbled backward as actors scattered across the Foxbridge Playhouse stage, their shouts layering over each other in theatrical panic. She'd only stopped by to pick up a flier for the spring production, something about Victorian intrigue and forbidden love, but now flames licked up from a brass lantern center stage while someone screamed about calling 911.

The stage manager, a lean woman with silver threaded through her dark braid, vaulted over a prop table with a fire extinguisher already in hand. Foam sprayed in a controlled arc, dousing the flames before they could spread to the velvet curtains. The acrid smell intensified, chemical and wrong.

Julian, the lead actor, collapsed near the edge of the stage. His breathing came in ragged gasps, one hand clutching his chest while the other reached for the lantern he'd been holding moments before. A woman in paint-spattered overalls dropped beside him, checking his pulse with practiced efficiency.

"Someone get the door open." The stage manager's voice cut through the chaos with unexpected calm. "Julian, can you hear me?"

Brandy moved closer, her curiosity overriding any sensible instinct to leave. The lantern sat in a pool of foam, its brass surface blackened and warped. Something about the damage pattern nagged at her, the way the metal had twisted inward rather than simply scorching.

A scrap of paper clung to the lantern's base, edges charred but still partially legible. She crouched down, careful not to disturb the foam, and studied the fragment. Handwriting looped across the burned surface in neat script, marking what looked like a lighting cue. The ink was different from the printed text, darker and more saturated.

Julian coughed, the sound wet and painful. The woman beside him helped him sit up, supporting his weight while someone else pressed a bottle of water into his trembling hands.

"What happened?" Brandy kept her voice low, addressing the stage manager who stood nearby with the extinguisher still gripped tight.

The woman turned, taking in Brandy with sharp brown eyes that missed nothing. "Tech rehearsal. Julian was delivering his line about the inheritance when the lantern just went up." She gestured at the damaged prop. "We test everything before rehearsal. That lantern was fine this morning."

Brandy reached for the charred scrap, folding it carefully into her palm. The paper felt fragile, ready to crumble at the slightest pressure. She straightened just as footsteps echoed from the lobby entrance.

Peter appeared in the doorway, his gaze sweeping the stage before landing on Brandy with a mixture of relief and resignation. Of course he'd come. Someone always called Peter when things went sideways in Foxbridge, as if his steady presence could solve everything from plumbing disasters to theatrical emergencies.

"Nobody's dead, right?" He crossed to Brandy, close enough that she caught the scent of sawdust and coffee that seemed to follow him everywhere.

"Not yet." She opened her hand, showing him the scrap. "But someone rewrote the lighting cues."

Peter studied the fragment, his expression shifting from concern to something harder. He glanced at Julian, who was being helped off the stage by two crew members, then back at the damaged lantern. "You pocketed evidence."

"I'm preserving it." Brandy tucked the scrap into her jacket. "This wasn't an accident."

Before Peter could respond, Detective Maeve Collins strode through the entrance with the weary authority of someone who'd dealt with too many small-town crises already. Her badge caught the stage lights as she surveyed the scene, taking in the foam, the scattered actors, and Brandy with Brandy standing far too close to what was clearly now a crime scene.

"Clear the stage." Maeve's voice carried without needing to rise. "Everyone out. Cast, crew, volunteers, everyone."

The stage manager stepped forward. "Detective, I can explain what happened during the scene."

"You can explain at the station." Maeve pulled out her phone, already typing notes. "This space is under investigation until I say otherwise." Her gaze landed on Brandy. "That includes amateur sleuths who should know better by now."

Brandy held up her hands in mock surrender. "Just picking up a flier."

"Right." Maeve didn't sound convinced. "Peter, get her out of here before she decides to dust for fingerprints."

Peter caught Brandy's elbow, guiding her toward the exit with gentle pressure. She went without protest, though her mind was already racing through possibilities. The rewritten cue, the sudden ignition, Julian's collapse. Theaters had accidents, sure, but this felt deliberate.

They stepped into the lobby where vintage posters lined the walls, advertising past productions with faded enthusiasm. Peter released her arm but stayed close, his presence solid and grounding.

"You're going to investigate anyway." It wasn't a question.

"Someone tampered with that prop." Brandy pulled out the charred scrap again, studying the handwriting in better light. "And they knew exactly when it would go off."

Peter sighed, the sound carrying six books worth of resigned acceptance. "Then I'm helping. Because last time you investigated alone, you nearly got locked in a storage freezer."

"That was one time."

"Once is enough." He reached for the door. "Come on. If we're doing this, we're doing it right. Which means talking to people who actually know how theaters work before you start accusing the lighting designer of arson."

Brandy followed him into the spring air, already planning her next move. The charred scrap sat heavy in her pocket, a small piece of evidence that proved someone at the Foxbridge Playhouse had secrets worth burning for.
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