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			Aftermath

			Thirty-six-year-old Celeste Morgan learned early that aircraft cabins were liminal spaces—neither here nor there, belonging to no country, accountable to no law except physics. Suspended above the Atlantic at thirty-six thousand feet, the world became manageable again. Distances collapsed into lines on a map. Names lost their power. Even grief, usually such a noisy companion, went quiet.

			The cabin lights were dimmed to a false twilight, enough to soften edges without pretending to be night. Around her, strangers slept in small, defenseless postures with their heads tipped back, mouths open, arms flung across narrow armrests like discarded instruments. Somewhere near the galley, a flight attendant laughed too loudly at something a coworker whispered, the sound muffled as if underwater. The aircraft hummed in a register so low she felt it more in her bones than her ears.

			Celeste sat upright, seatbelt fastened low across her hips, cello case wedged onto the seat beside her. She hadn’t slept since New York. She wasn’t tired in the conventional sense. Her body existed in a state of deliberate neutrality, like the instant before a bow touched string.

			On the tray table in front of her lay her phone, screen dark. She’d turned it face down not because she expected a message but because not looking at it felt like claiming a moment of authorship. Even if it was a lie.

			Her reflection wavered in the scratched oval of the window: long blond hair pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck, cheekbones too sharp when she was this thin, eyes steady in a way people liked to call calm. Calm implied absence. This was not absence. This was compression.

			She thought of New York the way it had looked from the plane window; its jagged grid of light dissolving under cloud, the Philharmonic gala already receding into story. By morning it would be a column inch on page three, if that: cellist gives moving pre-performance speech; donors pleased; safety discussion trends briefly before being swallowed by celebrity divorce.

			She had saved a room full of people, and the world had shrugged. That was the real victory for Eidolon: not that they could kill, but that they could fail and still vanish.

			Celeste reached into her carry-on and removed the folded letter. She unfolded it carefully, aligning the creases the way she aligned sheet music—ritual as anchor. The paper was thin now, softened by handling, her mother’s handwriting slanted and precise, every letter shaped as if it mattered.

			You hold the bow. Remember that. The line sat in the center of the page, deceptively small for the gravity it carried. Her mother had written it years ago, not knowing for sure that her daughter would one day carry weapons through airports disguised as rosin cases, not knowing her death in Berlin would become a recruitment tool.

			

			A car bomb doesn’t end when it detonates. It migrates. It embeds itself in kitchens and courtrooms and the way a girl grips a cello too hard because it’s the only solid thing in a room where nothing else makes sense.

			Celeste traced the ink with her thumb, the movement so small it barely registered. “I remember,” she whispered, though she wasn’t sure who the words were for—her mother, herself, the part of her that wanted to believe memory was a choice instead of a wound.

			Her phone vibrated. The movement was subtle, but she felt it like a shock to the system, a spike in a line she’d been trying to keep smooth. She flipped the phone face up, heart rate barely changing, pulse trained not to betray her.

			Unknown number. French country code. The image filled the screen the moment she opened it: the Palais Garnier in Paris, pale stone glowing in early light, barricades arranged in neat, official geometry. In the foreground, sprayed across metal with the ugly sincerity of fresh paint: LA MUSIQUE N’EST PAS UNE ARME. Music is not a weapon.

			Beneath it, smaller, almost intimate, like a correction whispered too late to be erased: ELLE EST UN CHOIX. It’s a choice.

			Celeste stared at the words until the cabin around her seemed to blur. She felt the corners of her mouth lift in a reflex she hadn’t authorized, a smile that vanished almost as soon as it appeared.

			Music is not a weapon. It was almost funny. She had spent her life turning music into exactly that, long before any quasi-governmental agency decided her marksmanship and multilingual fluency were more valuable than her ability to play Bach suites from memory. After Berlin, after the phone call that ended childhood, she’d sat alone in a practice room and pressed her bow into the string until the sound fractured, until she understood that control was something you could manufacture even when nothing else obeyed you.

			It’s a choice.

			She locked the phone and set it down again, but the words remained, vibrating behind her eyes.

			

			Across the aisle, a businessman in an expensive suit snored softly, oblivious to the fact that the woman beside him could end him with a pen and make it look like syncope. He had no idea that organizations existed that wrote terror into donor contracts and called it culture. He had no idea how often safety was a performance.

			She envied him, not his life, but his ignorance. Ignorance was a luxury that never appeared on balance sheets.

			Her thoughts drifted, as they always did when something new destabilized the internal map, to the night in Brooklyn when Volkov had said, you’re bleeding, and she’d lied without thinking. I’m fine. Stop saying that. You’re too quiet. Not like this.

			She shifted minutely in her seat, easing the familiar ache in her ribs, a souvenir from that first open break with the network that had raised her. Bruise, he’d called it. Something about the word had irritated her. Bruises faded. The things that mattered left marks you couldn’t photograph.

			She imagined Volkov on a different aircraft, a different manifest, traveling under a name that wasn’t his. Separate routes had been her decision. Safer, she’d said. He’d looked at her the way he always did when she confused control with care but hadn’t argued. Volkov didn’t waste energy on battles he couldn’t win.

			Lena would have argued. Lena would have leaned across the armrest, stolen her headphones, and demanded she drink water. Lena would have made a joke about Paris and croissants and violists in scarves pretending to understand philosophy. Lena was human in ways Celeste forgot were possible.

			She pulled the phone back into her hand and opened the notes app, her fingers moving with the precision of someone who’d written hundreds of itineraries that were half truth, half camouflage.

			Landing. Customs. Hotel. Instrument check. Rehearsal schedule. Venue maps. Security liaison. Exit routes. It was the skeleton of every tour, every mission, every carefully choreographed disappearance. She paused, then added a line she almost never let herself type. What do I want?

			The cursor blinked, patient. She stared at it as if it were a trap. Want was dangerous. Want created angles someone else could use. Eidolon had always been expert at stripping recruits of their wants, replacing them with directives that sounded like purpose. That was why they watched for flinches, why they manufactured small crises in public to test compliance. It was easier to manipulate someone who thought obedience was identity.

			Celeste thought of standing on the Philharmonic stage in New York, stepping forward with a microphone and turning a safety briefing into a plea for attention, not fear. She’d watched the audience scan exits, watch each other, transform into a community for ten minutes. The cameras had eaten it up. The Maestro—whoever he was, wherever he hid—would have hated it.

			Good, Esra had said when Celeste told her. Narcissists always underestimate sincerity.

			Celeste swallowed.

			I want to choose, she typed. The words looked small on the screen, almost childish, but simplicity carried its own violence. Choice implied ownership. Ownership implied she would have to look at every decision she’d made and accept that duty was not the same thing as absolution.

			She added a second line, her jaw tightening as she did. I want to end the Maestro. Not Duret—the charismatic conductor who wore influence like cologne and thought proximity to power was the same thing as power itself. Duret was a false maestro, a decoy baton waving where cameras could see it. The real Maestro of Eidolon remained unnamed, a distributed presence that spoke through systems instead of faces, who composed disasters the way others composed symphonies.

			She didn’t want his blood. She wanted his score.

			Outside the window, the darkness held. The Atlantic had no interest in her revelations.

			The intercom crackled softly. The captain announced their estimated time to arrival in Paris in calm English, then repeated it in French. Celeste understood both without effort. Languages were like fingerings: patterns drilled until the body remembered what the mind could forget. She had learned French because the agency told her it would be useful. She had learned Russian because a former instructor of hers once muttered that it mattered. She had learned Japanese because underestimation was a weapon too.

			She had learned control because after Berlin, control was the only thing that didn’t explode.

			Her phone vibrated again. This time the name made her breathe easier. Esra.

			Call me when you land. The number is real. It’s routed through a ghost relay that burned itself after sending the image. Someone wanted you to see it—and to know we can’t trace them back.

			Celeste closed her eyes, the message echoing with the weight of confirmation. Bait, then. An invitation dressed as provocation. The Maestro wanted her in Paris, in his chosen hall, on his symbolic stage. You saved your little stage tonight. Bravo. Now let’s see how far your reach really goes.

			She exhaled slowly, not allowing the pulse spike to register anywhere visible. This was the difference between reaction and composition. She had learned, in the last months, that the moment you allowed someone else to define your tempo, you were already behind.

			When the plane began its gradual descent, the cabin lights brightened, false dawn dissolving into functional day. Passengers stirred, rubbed eyes, reached for phones as if waking to themselves. Celeste folded the letter one last time and slid it back into her bag, the ritual complete.

			Paris rose to meet them through layers of cloud: the river like a dark ribbon, city blocks stacked with casual intimacy, the opera house somewhere inside that map like a note waiting to be struck.

			She did not know yet how the next piece would sound. She only knew she would not play it the way Eidolon expected.

			When the wheels touched down, the impact reverberated through the cabin, a percussive punctuation mark that told her the liminal space was over. The door opened. The air changed. Voices layered French over English in that particular airport cadence that meant nothing was wrong.

			Celeste rose with the others, cello case secure against her back, binder heavy in her carry-on, phone warm in her palm with words that had already begun to rearrange the architecture of her life. Music is not a weapon. It’s a choice.

			She stepped into the jet bridge and did not look back.

			Chapter 2

			
				
					[image: A black violin with a white background.  Description generated by AI]
				

			

			Fractures 

			Celeste had learned that customs halls were theaters of micro-truths. Not lies exactly, but truths reduced to their smallest safe shapes. The shape of a passport held too tightly. The shape of a smile offered to an official who no longer saw faces. The shape of obedience performed without thought because it had been practiced for years.	

			She stood in line at Charles de Gaulle with her cello case strapped to her back, watching the machinery of entry grind forward. The woman ahead of her argued softly about an overweight bag. The man behind her smelled of a cologne so expensive it carried its own authority. None of them looked dangerous. That was the point.

			Her passport returned to her hand with a mechanical stamp that authorized her to become another version of herself. She closed the booklet without looking at the ink, slipped it into her coat pocket, and stepped forward without turning back.

			The orchestra came through in ragged waves with the strings first, then brass, then percussion, each cluster carrying the brittle camaraderie of long travel. Someone laughed too loudly. Someone else argued with a clerk about a cracked bridge. A trumpet player announced to no one in particular that he intended to eat nothing but croissants for the next week.

			The binder rested in Celeste’s shoulder bag with a weight that felt disproportionate to its mass. Paper should not be able to do this, she thought, not bend time, not rearrange loyalty, not turn memory into ammunition. But it did.

			Volkov was not here. The absence registered in her body the way a wrong note did in a familiar chord: not catastrophic, not immediately alarming, but impossible to ignore.  That silence followed her through the sliding doors and into the open cavern of the arrival hall.

			Her phone vibrated. Esra: French number originated from a terminal inside the 9th arrondissement. Two blocks from Palais Garnier. It was meant to be seen, not traced. Duret is already in Paris for “preliminary donor meetings.” That is not protocol.

			Celeste read the message twice, then locked the screen. Silence was not avoidance. Silence was pressure.

			Outside, Paris exhaled damp stone and diesel. The orchestra’s transport coordinator waved a clipboard like a conductor with too many sections and not enough rehearsal.

			“Bienvenue! Strings on Bus Deux—no, not you, brass is Trois—”

			“Bienvenue to our hostage situation,” Lena murmured as she appeared at Celeste’s side, sunglasses shielding the bruised crescents beneath her eyes.

			“I’m so glad to see you,” Celeste said quietly. 

			“My mother asked me to bring back cheese,” Lena replied. “So now I’m obligated to survive long enough to shop.”

			

			They boarded the bus. The doors sealed with a hiss that sounded like a breath finally released. Paris slid past the window in washed-out color: cafés opening like tired eyes, cyclists threading traffic with casual defiance, buildings stacked like memories that had outlived their storytellers.

			Celeste rested her forehead against the glass and let the vibration travel through her bones. Her phone buzzed again. Volkov: Hotel secured. Separate arrival as planned. Eyes on your six even when I’m not there.

			She did not reply. He didn’t need reassurance. He needed consistency.

			The hotel near the Madeleine wore its wealth with the practiced discretion of someone who had never worried about it. The lobby smelled faintly of citrus polish and money. A concierge greeted Celeste by name as if it were a privilege.

			In the elevator, Lena leaned closer. “Security guard by the door,” she whispered. “Not hotel. He scans rooms, not people.”

			“Yes,” Celeste said.

			“I thought this was a music trip.”

			“It is,” Celeste replied. “It’s just also something else.”

			Her room overlooked a narrow street where scooters buzzed like irritated insects. She placed the cello carefully on its stand and stood motionless, letting the space speak. Hotels had their own acoustics of pipes ticking behind walls, muffled laughter bleeding through carpet, the soft percussion of strangers closing doors on lives she would never know.

			A knock came. Too light. Too careful.

			She opened the door a fraction.

			A young woman stood in the hall with a tablet and a hotel lanyard that looked too new, her eyes flicking left and right before settling on Celeste.

			“Madame Morgan,” she began, “there’s a small issue with your minibar—”

			“No,” Celeste said and closed the door.

			

			The woman did not knock again.

			Celeste leaned her forehead against the wood for a heartbeat longer than necessary, then exhaled slowly and texted Esra a description. Don’t flinch, she added.

			She sat on the edge of the bed until her breathing slowed into something that could be mistaken for rest.

			The first rehearsal was scheduled for ten the next morning, but Celeste was awake before dawn, staring at the narrow Paris street through sheer curtains that made everything look as if it were underwater.

			Jet lag was usually a physical inconvenience with headache, nausea, and a misplaced sense of time. This was different. This was anticipatory fatigue, the kind that settled into muscle memory because the body knew something the mind refused to articulate.

			She dressed in silence, donning black jeans and a soft gray sweater, concert black deferred in favor of something that looked convincingly civilian. The binder went into the bag last, as it always did, a quiet ritual of control. She left the hotel without breakfast, the doorman offering a polite nod that lingered just a moment too long on her face.

			Paris before eight in the morning belonged to delivery trucks and municipal workers. A street cleaner hummed tunelessly as he guided a hose along the curb, washing away last night’s evidence. Celeste walked with no destination, letting her feet choose angles her mind did not yet trust.

			She had learned to love cities from the inside out, not for their landmarks but for their backstage corridors—the side streets, the unlocked doors, the invisible transitions. Music had taught her that architecture had rhythms, too. Paris was a slow waltz this early, not yet crowded enough to drown itself.

			Her phone vibrated again. Esra: I’ve mapped donor overlap with Palais Garnier’s vendors. It’s ugly. You’re walking through an ecosystem, not a venue.	

			

			Celeste typed a reply with gloved fingers. Duret’s reception tonight?

			Esra: Confirmed. Private salon, donor-only. No orchestra press. He’s staging influence, not art.

			She slipped the phone back into her pocket and crossed the street without looking back.

			The rehearsal hall was already alive when she arrived, though it was nearly empty of sound. Musicians moved quietly through their routines: oiling valves, stretching wrists, whispering greetings that hadn’t yet found energy. The conductor’s stand waited at the center like an accusation.

			Lena spotted her immediately and lifted a coffee cup in quiet offering. “You look like someone who’s about to disassemble a religion,” she said as Celeste took the cup.

			“Just a system,” Celeste replied.

			“That’s what religions call themselves,” Lena said, then winced. “Sorry. Too soon?”

			Celeste almost smiled.

			They tuned in silence, the familiar cascade of pitches filling the room with disorganized hope. Celeste closed her eyes and let the sound settle around her, the way it always did, the way it had since childhood. Music was a language that did not ask permission.

			She felt eyes on her. At first, she assumed it was just the usual awareness, the subtle shift in posture that accompanied being recognized. But when she opened her eyes, she saw the man standing near the exit doors, clipboard tucked under one arm, gaze sliding not to the stage but to the control panel on the wall beside it. He was definitely not staff, not musician, not donor.

			She raised her cello, deliberately angling it so the scroll obscured her face, and watched him through the varnished curve of the instrument’s neck.

			He checked his watch. He looked at the panel again. Then he left.

			Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

			

			Volkov: You’ve been tagged. Secondary tail picked you up two blocks from the hotel. He peeled off at rehearsal. You weren’t meant to see him.

			Celeste’s pulse steadied instead of spiking. I saw him.

			Volkov: Of course you did.

			She slipped the phone away as Maestro Duret entered the hall in a flurry of tailored fabric and deference. The rehearsal began like any other, but she felt the room differently now, as if the air itself were a medium someone else could tune.

			At the break, Esra’s message arrived. Found something. There’s an unscheduled “safety audit” tomorrow afternoon at the opera house. Shell company with ties to the same logistics firm that showed up in New York.

			Celeste leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. Paris was not an interlude. It was the next movement.

			The rehearsal dissolved slowly, as if the music were reluctant to release its hold on the room. Musicians packed up with the habitual efficiency of people who had spent their lives turning chaos into order with strings loosening, brass wiping condensation from bell rims, percussionists discussing where they’d stashed the good mallets.

			Celeste stayed seated long after the others rose, bow resting across her lap, listening to the way the hall changed as bodies left it. The room lost something when people went. Resonance, maybe, or just the illusion of safety that came from shared purpose.

			Lena touched her shoulder lightly. “You’re thinking too loudly,” she said.

			“I don’t know how to think quietly,” Celeste replied.

			“That’s what scares people about you.”

			Celeste stood and slid her cello back into its case. “I don’t have time to make them comfortable.”

			They left the rehearsal hall together, stepping into the corridor that led toward the building’s backstage infrastructure. The walls were scuffed from decades of instrument cases and hurried exits, the floor patched so often it resembled a palimpsest of forgotten emergencies.

			Halfway down the hall, Esra appeared as if summoned, tablet tucked under one arm, eyes sharp.

			“You weren’t meant to notice the man with the clipboard,” she said without greeting.

			“I noticed him,” Celeste replied.

			“That’s the problem,” Esra said. “He’s not a watcher. He’s a tester.”

			Lena frowned. “Tester for what?”

			“Compliance,” Esra said. “They don’t start with explosions. They start with discomfort. Small intrusions. People who look like staff but aren’t. Systems that flicker but don’t fail. It’s how they train environments to behave.”

			Celeste’s fingers tightened around her case handle. “And tomorrow’s audit?”

			“An insertion point,” Esra said. “They’ll add something small enough that no one questions it. A panel here. A software update there. Chorale doesn’t announce itself. It composes.”

			They stopped at a narrow service stairwell. Esra lowered her voice. “Duret’s reception tonight is not about donors,” she said. “It’s about legitimizing access. The people he’s invited are not patrons. They’re pathways.”

			“Then we don’t attend,” Lena said.

			“Yes, we do,” Celeste replied. “We attend and we listen.”

			“You’re not on the guest list,” Esra reminded her.

			Celeste met her eyes. “Then we change the list.”

			The reception was held in a private salon overlooking the Place de l’Opéra, a room that had been decorated into submission. The walls glowed with carefully restored frescoes, the chandeliers dimmed to flatter complexions and bank accounts. The invitation Celeste eventually received was hand-delivered by a man who did not look at her face when he handed it over.

			

			She arrived wearing a black dress that belonged equally to concert stage and cocktail hour, her hair swept into a knot that signaled seriousness to people who thought discipline was a virtue they could borrow.

			Lena was not invited. Esra was not invited. Volkov was not anywhere the cameras could see.

			Duret greeted her as if she were a colleague rather than a commodity. “Ah, our American treasure,” he said, kissing the air beside her cheek. “Paris is already whispering your name.”

			“Paris whispers a lot,” Celeste replied.

			“True,” Duret said. “But tonight it listens.”

			She moved through the room as she did through orchestral passages, by counting beats, marking patterns. A woman from a media conglomerate laughed too loudly at nothing. A man with a defense contracting background held court near the balcony doors. The word security floated in conversation with the gentleness of perfume.

			Her phone vibrated in the clutch she held like an accessory rather than a lifeline. Volkov: Two new faces entered the perimeter. Neither on the hotel roster. Both looking at HVAC intakes, not art.

			Celeste excused herself from a conversation about donor tiers and drifted toward the balcony, the city opening below like a score waiting to be annotated.

			A voice spoke behind her. “You shouldn’t keep choosing rooms with exits.” Aria leaned against the railing, smile thin, eyes alert. Her blue gown was a shade lighter that the tips of her hair.

			Celeste did not startle. “You shouldn’t be here.”

			“And yet,” Aria replied. “Here I am. Watching Duret sell the illusion that culture is neutral.”

			“You’re not on the list.”

			“I am on a different one,” Aria said. “The Maestro’s.”

			Celeste turned to face her fully. “You don’t know who the Maestro is.”

			“No,” Aria said softly. “But I know what he wants. He doesn’t want your death. He wants your authorship.”

			The phrase hit Celeste harder than she expected.

			“Music is not a weapon,” Aria continued. “It’s a choice. Your choice terrifies him.”

			Below them, traffic streamed through the square in obedient lines. “You’re in danger,” Aria said.

			“So are you,” Celeste replied.

			Aria’s smile widened by a fraction. “I always am.”

			Across the room, Duret lifted his glass, drawing attention. “To the future,” he declared. “To art that shapes the world.”

			Celeste raised her own glass in reflex, the words echoing uncomfortably close to something true. Her phone buzzed again. Esra: The audit team just arrived at the opera house. They’re not waiting for tomorrow.

			Celeste’s fingers tightened on the stem of her glass.“Time to leave,” she murmured.

			Aria glanced at her phone, then at Celeste. “Looks like your next movement is starting early.”

			The Maestro was not a man. He was a system that had just shifted key.

			Chapter 3 
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			Signals 

			The Palais Garnier was never quiet. Even when it was empty, it whispered. Stone remembered sound. Gold leaf trapped echoes the way old bones trapped pain, and every corridor held the residue of applause that had outlived the people who’d made it.

			Celeste felt the building before she saw it. She did not enter through the public doors. Those were for cameras, tourists, and men like Duret who believed visibility was power. Instead she came through a service alley that smelled faintly of oil and cold metal, slipping past a loading bay where crates were stacked like coffins, each stamped with the insignia of a company that had existed for less than three years. Too new.

			Her badge was a borrowed thing, a rectangle of laminated plastic that identified her as a temporary consultant for acoustic calibration. The name printed beneath the barcode wasn’t hers. She wore it like a challenge.

			Inside, the corridors narrowed. The opera house’s backstage was an anatomy lesson in control: staircases leading nowhere obvious, rehearsal rooms buried under balconies, doors that opened only for people who already knew what waited behind them.

			Her phone vibrated once in her coat pocket. Esra: Audit team arrived at 22:14. They’re already three levels below stage.

			Celeste slowed her pace, letting a pair of stagehands pass her, their conversation about late-night sandwiches carrying no awareness of how close the building was to becoming something else entirely.

			She followed the corridor’s curve until the polished marble gave way to unvarnished concrete. Here the walls were scarred with decades of frantic modifications including electrical conduit stapled into place, faded safety notices layered like geological strata.

			She paused at a fire control panel recessed into the wall. Its metal casing had been buffed until it shone like a mirror. New. Too new.

			Her phone vibrated again. Volkov: I have eyes on HVAC access in west fly tower. Two techs. Neither from city contractor list.

			Celeste’s jaw tightened. Two teams. Parallel operations. Redundancy was Eidolon’s signature.

			She continued deeper into the building, past dressing rooms whose doors were ajar, mirrors dark, costumes hanging like abandoned skins. The air smelled faintly of dust and makeup, old glue and stale roses.

			A door stood at the end of the corridor, unmarked except for a small white sticker placed too carefully to be incidental. She slipped inside. The room was small, lit by a single fluorescent strip that hummed with quiet resentment. Metal cabinets lined the walls, each labeled with tidy black print: FIRE, ALARM, SUPPRESSION, MANUAL OVERRIDE.

			A man stood with his back to her, shoulders hunched as he worked inside the open fire panel, a tangle of color-coded wires spilling into his hands.

			

			Celeste closed the door without a sound. Her reflection stared back at her from the polished metal of the cabinet—blond hair darkened by shadow, eyes flat with focus. The cello player who filled opera houses with beauty had become something else entirely in rooms like this.

			“Bonsoir,” she said softly.

			The man froze.

			When he turned, she saw that he was younger than she’d expected. Late twenties, maybe. City contractor jacket. Sweat at his temples. Fear in his eyes before training erased it.

			“Who are you?” he demanded.

			Celeste raised her badge. “Quality control.”

			His gaze flicked to the name, the barcode, the lie that might have passed if she had not been standing inside a locked room at midnight.

			“You’re not supposed to be here,” he said.

			“No,” Celeste replied. “You are.”

			His hand twitched toward the panel.

			She was faster.

			Her palm slammed into the cabinet door, pinning his wrist before he could close it. The sound was dull, absorbed by the building the way screams once had been.

			“Don’t,” she said.

			His breathing spiked. “You don’t understand—”

			“I understand everything,” Celeste said. “The only question is how much you’re going to tell me before I decide this conversation is over.”

			The man’s eyes darted to the door, then back to her, calculating distances he did not yet understand. His other hand twitched toward the radio clipped to his belt. Celeste shifted her weight, just enough to communicate that every option he imagined was already obsolete.

			“Take your hand off the panel,” she said.

			“You don’t know what you’re interfering with,” he replied, voice cracking under its own bravado. “This isn’t your building.”

			“That’s true,” Celeste said. “But it’s about to become my problem.” 

			She pressed her knee into the inside of his thigh, not enough to injure but enough to make it clear that escalation would be involuntary. 

			His jaw tightened, then slackened. He withdrew his hand.

			“Good,” she murmured.

			The cabinet’s interior was a small universe of intent: new fiber-optic leads threaded through old copper arteries, a secondary board grafted onto the primary system with meticulous care. It was not sabotage in the traditional sense. It was authorship, rewriting the building’s reflexes so that in a moment of crisis it would hesitate instead of respond.

			“You’re adding latency,” Celeste said. “Milliseconds.”

			His eyes widened. “You—how—”

			“Milliseconds get people killed,” she continued. “Why here?”

			He laughed once, a brittle sound. “You think I’m allowed to know that?”

			Celeste leaned closer, lowering her voice. “You were allowed to wire a historic opera house without oversight. That tells me someone trusts you more than they should. And you are very young to be that trusted.”

			Something shifted behind his eyes—not guilt, she thought, not yet. Resignation.

			“They told me it was redundancy,” he said. “Fail-safe improvements. They pay triple the city rate. No one asks questions when it’s framed as safety.”

			“Who are they?”

			“Chorale Logistics.”

			The name was a stone dropped into still water. Celeste closed the cabinet with controlled gentleness and stepped back. “You’re going to remove everything you added. Now.”

			His mouth fell open. “I can’t. It’s audited remotely—”

			She raised the phone she’d been palming and angled the screen toward him. The live video feed showed his face, pale under fluorescent light, her own silhouette reflected behind him.

			“I’ve already sent your image to three separate oversight boards,” she said. “Two of them don’t officially exist. If you don’t comply, I won’t stop them from doing their jobs.”

			

			The threat was surgical. He saw it, she knew, because he turned back to the panel and began undoing his work with hands that no longer tried to hide their tremor.

			Her phone buzzed softly in her pocket. Volkov: West fly tower team just bailed. They left hardware behind. Whatever this was, it’s compromised.

			Celeste exhaled through her nose. “You’re late,” she said to the man.

			He glanced back, confused. “Late for what?”

			“For being afraid,” she replied. “You were supposed to be afraid before you started.”

			When the panel was restored to something approximating its original configuration, Celeste stepped aside. “Leave,” she said. “And forget you were here.”

			He hesitated, then bolted, nearly colliding with a pair of stagehands at the corridor’s end.

			Celeste remained in the room long enough to take photographs, annotate schematics, and send Esra a silent dossier that would begin unraveling Chorale’s Paris footprint.

			The opera house whispered around her, no longer just memory, but warning.

			Celeste closed the service door behind her and stood for a moment in the corridor, letting the normal backstage noise wash back into her senses—the distant clatter of a dropped wrench, laughter echoing from somewhere near the costume racks, the hum of air moving through ducts that were no longer quietly betraying the people who trusted them.

			Her phone buzzed again before she took more than three steps. Esra: I just watched their remote access go dark. Whatever you did, it scared them.

			Good, Celeste replied. She didn’t add anything else. Words were currency. Tonight she preferred silence. She moved toward the stairwell, avoiding the main arteries of the building where cleaning crews had begun their nocturnal migration. The opera house had layers the public never saw: narrow bridges suspended over darkness, doors that opened into forgotten rehearsal spaces where old pianos slumped in corners like defeated animals, control rooms sealed with locks no one remembered requesting.

			Halfway up the east stairwell she paused, sensing movement before she heard it. Footsteps. Measured. Not the careless cadence of crew.

			She flattened herself against the wall as two men passed below her landing. They wore black maintenance jackets without insignia, their conversation carried in murmurs that did not belong to any language she recognized at first. Then she heard the rhythm—the clipped consonants, the glottal stops. Russian.

			Volkov’s voice was already in her head. Don’t assume language equals allegiance. But the timing was too clean to ignore.

			She waited until their steps faded, then descended one level and slipped into the adjacent corridor, following at a distance that kept her in shadow. The men moved with purpose, ignoring open doors, bypassing signage, heading toward something they already knew. They stopped outside a room marked EMERGENCY RESPONSE COORDINATION.

			Celeste raised her phone and sent a single word to Volkov: Russians. She pocketed the phone just as one of the men reached for the keypad.

			The door opened from the inside. A woman stepped out, her hair pulled back tight, eyes already assessing the space behind them. She was holding a tablet, the screen alive with moving schematics of the building.

			The three of them froze for a fraction of a second when they saw Celeste at the far end of the corridor. Then everything accelerated. The woman spoke first. “She’s not on the roster.”

			Celeste moved and closed the distance in a burst of controlled violence, her hand catching the first man’s wrist mid-reach, twisting until the tendons screamed. His partner lunged, too late, momentum carrying him past as Celeste ducked and drove her elbow into the soft tissue beneath his ribs.

			The woman backed into the room, tablet clutched like a shield.  Celeste followed. The door slammed shut behind them. Inside, the walls were screens—floor-to-ceiling monitors displaying airflow, occupancy heat maps, evacuation routes. The opera house laid bare like a living organism under a microscope.

			“You don’t belong here,” the woman said, breath steady despite the chaos she’d just fled.

			“Neither do you,” Celeste replied.

			One of the men staggered in behind her, blood at his lip. The other did not rise.

			The woman’s gaze flicked to the fallen body, then back to Celeste. “You’ve already disrupted the timeline.”

			Celeste tilted her head. “Whose?”

			The woman smiled without humor. “The Maestro’s.” The word landed with a weight that altered the room.

			“You work for him,” Celeste said.

			“We work for the score,” the woman replied. “And you are becoming… dissonant.”

			Celeste advanced slowly, the way she approached a stage before a solo, aware that every step changed the acoustics.

			“Tell him,” she said, “that I’m done playing background.”

			The woman’s fingers tightened around the tablet. “He already knows.”

			Then the emergency lights cut out. The building inhaled. And the next movement began.

			Chapter 4
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			Echoes

			Darkness did not fall. It arrived the way silence did after a scream—sudden, violent, too complete to be an accident. The emergency lights were not supposed to fail. The Palais Garnier had been built for catastrophe: fire, riot, collapse, the occasional attempted assassination by history’s less patient actors. Yet when the system inhaled, as if the building itself had braced, nothing followed. No glow strips along the floor. No guiding arrows. No calm recorded voice explaining how to leave without dying.

			Just darkness.

			Celeste moved before fear had time to articulate itself. She stepped sideways, feeling for the wall, trusting the muscle memory that had once guided her blindfolded through a shooting range in Colorado while instructors barked contradictory commands in German and Russian.

			Behind her, something scraped, sounding like metal against marble. One of the men exhaled sharply, the sound of surprise more than pain. The woman did not make a sound at all.

			“You don’t belong here,” the woman had said. Neither did the darkness. 

			Celeste counted three heartbeats, then spoke. “You brought down the house. That wasn’t a test.”

			A shape shifted somewhere in front of her. “It wasn’t supposed to be permanent.”

			“Nothing ever is,” Celeste replied. “That’s the problem with systems. They believe in inevitability. People do not.”

			She felt a faint draft along her left cheek, the telltale whisper of a door opened just wide enough to reframe the space.

			The woman was moving.

			Celeste lunged, catching fabric instead of flesh, the sound of tearing velvet swallowed by the blackout. A hand clipped her shoulder and then was gone.

			Somewhere in the distance, a low-frequency alarm began to thrum, not loud enough to direct anyone but heavy enough to destabilize them. The opera house had become a lung without oxygen.

			Her phone vibrated against her thigh. Volkov: Power grid override detected. You’re not dealing with maintenance anymore.

			Celeste smiled in the dark, a baring of teeth no one could see. “Good,” she murmured.

			The darkness forced the building to reveal its bones.

			Celeste moved with one hand trailing the wall, counting door frames, letting the rhythm of the corridor replace her vision. She could hear the others now though not with her ears so much as with the part of her that had learned to read negative space. Someone’s breathing was too close. Someone else was further away than they thought.

			“Seal the perimeter,” the woman said softly, voice amplified by the emptiness. “She doesn’t leave this floor.”

			Celeste slipped into an alcove where an old fire extinguisher had once been mounted, its absence leaving behind a ghost rectangle of lighter stone.
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