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Basement studio. Concrete tunneled under the concert hall like a service prayer. Foam on the walls. Cables in patient coils. A red light over the door that liked to tell lies. Lemon cleaner in the air and the memory of rosin. Juno went in first with her hands bare and her throat set. Jack Colder took the shadow a pace behind, pistol suppressed and low.

Matias Kováry waited at the baby grand with its lid down. Bow tie loosened. Hair neat because hair is a costume. He looked like a man who still believed the room belonged to him.

“One more take, Juno,” he said, as if the clock were merciful. “Then we put the city to sleep.”

Juno let the door thump. The red light died and came back. She walked toward the piano with a singer’s posture and a street woman’s eyes.

“You sampled a scream and called it sleep,” she said. “You took a voice and called it yours.”

Matias smiled for a donor who was not here. “You came for penance,” he said. “Or applause. Both live here.”

Jack stepped far enough out of dark to be seen and not counted. The silencer pointed at the floor. He did not speak.

Matias’s gaze flicked and returned to Juno. “Of course,” he said. “A private audience.”

Juno brushed her fingers along the closed lid and found a nick in the lacquer. She left her touch there like a mark to return to. “Where is Casey,” she said.

“Alive,” Matias said. “As of now. The men who hold her do as they are told. The pay is gentle and the instructions are elegant. Keep it that way. Help me.”

Jack crossed to the rack where a snake of patch cables ran. He lifted a cloth flap. Fresh hub. Quiet fans. A switch labeled FEED A, taped over with RELAY in a neat hand. A second labeled CHOIR BED. A third labeled PHONE NOISE.

“Turn the mains off,” Jack said, not looking at Matias.

“That would be unmusical,” Matias said. “We are tuned.”

Juno stood so the ceiling camera had to choose between her face and the line of Jack’s shoulder. She did not look at the lens. She sang three notes, not loud. Enough to make the room confess its shape. Dry. Clean. No tail. She nodded to herself. Any splice tonight would show its seam.

“You said one more take,” she said. “Then show me your register. Show me where you put my breath. Show me where you shaved the rest.”

Matias floated a hand. “Behind the second phrase,” he said. “We lift the intake and set your weight down softer. It is not theft. It is rescue.”

“Rescue yourself,” Juno said.

A narrow blade appeared from her sleeve like it had been born there. Not a prop. A working edge. She closed to him in three steps and set the blade to his throat as a promise, not a verdict. A single red line woke and stayed quiet. Matias went still. His breath shortened in the small way men try to hide.

“Where is Casey,” she said again.

“Storage lockup on Tenth,” he said at once. “Unit with a saint’s name. Saint Agnes. The men are punctual. They do not improvise. The air is warmer tonight. The chair has a cushion.”

Jack had the pistol on him now because the room had chosen a center. He listened past the mains for the building’s floor hum. Under it, a thin carrier ticked like a feed not meant to be open. He tracked it to a speaker cut flush in the wall and painted to match foam. A green diode winked, faint as a bug.

“Jasper listening,” Jack said. “Or the boy.”

Matias did not deny it. He looked at Juno. For the first time the smile left. “Do you want a confession,” he said. “Start with the right sin. I did not take your voice. You gave it. I made it what the city would pay for.”

Juno’s jaw flexed. “I did not sell the scream,” she said.

“No,” he said. “You sold the part of you that wanted the biggest room. I priced it. That is what conductors do.”

The blade pressed. The red brightened. Matias winced and kept his hands floated out. Jack eased the knife from Juno like a baton pass, folded it, and set it on the lid.

“Enough,” Jack said. “Call your men. Use the sentence that means lift her and walk. New place. Not this building. Buy me twenty minutes of breath.”

“They answer only to the gentleman who funds the choir,” Matias said. “You know his name.”

“Jasper can wait,” Jack said. “You can still dial.”

Matias studied the phone on the rack shelf like a man choosing who he will be for two minutes. He picked it up, pressed a speed key, and hit speaker.

“Change of location,” he said when the line took him. “The soprano is compromised. Take the girl to the fallback. The locker is timed. Use the secondary. Wait for receipt.”

A man answered in a language that learned work before school. The call cut. The phone went dark. Matias closed his eyes for a beat like a man between movements.

“Secondary,” Jack said.

“Riverside pump house,” Matias said. “The one with the dove mural. West door. Your talent for doors will do the rest.”

Juno stood very still. The camera watched. She leaned to his ear until her breath moved his hair.

“Say it for the room, Maestro,” she said. “Say what you did.”

He swallowed. The cut did not bleed more. “I took a clean line and laid it over a child’s plea,” he said. “I told men with money it would convert better if they heard a blessing. I told myself I was saving music from starvation.”

“Now the smaller truth,” she said. “You did it because you could.”

He looked at the wall where foam met paint. “Yes,” he said.

Jack flipped FEED A. The thin carrier died. He flipped CHOIR BED. The green diode went dark. He left PHONE NOISE on because noise is a friend when men point parabolic mics at your walls. The room changed shape. It felt less like radio and more like a box.

Juno’s hand seized his wrist, nails digging crescents, yanked him close. Mouth crushed his, savage and claiming, tongue stealing breath like a stolen note.

“Fuck me like the score’s already burning, Colder,” she hissed against his lips. “Make the room confess.”

He snarled, slamming her against the baby grand, lid rattling under brutal thrusts. “Soaked for justice already, Juno, good girl, scream the truth.” Skirt shredded; he plunged deep, relentless pounding echoing off foam walls, her back arching as she clawed bloody trails down his neck.

Eyes locked, death-cold room electric with sin, gasping bars between moans, “Ledger... fuck... later...” She convulsed around him, shattering in explosive release, wailing his name like a high C that breaks glass.

He roared, spilling hot as the red light blinked indifferent.

They clung, panting, sweat-slick amid cables. No soft after. Just rescuers who fucked the studio raw.

She stepped back and gave space.

“You are not walking out on your feet,” Jack said to Matias. “Not until she is breathing air that belongs to her.”

“You cannot arrest me,” Matias said. “You do not wear a badge.”

“I wear a ledger,” Jack said. “Tonight you are a line.”

Footsteps in the corridor. One heavy. One light. Jasper Rheims put his head in as if this were his office and he had misplaced a meeting. The boy with the white soles followed with a tablet and a thousand-yard stare made in a month.

“Color me entertained,” Jasper said. “You chose the basement for your solfège.”

“Call,” Jack said. “Tell them to set the girl outside the pump and walk. Hands in pockets. No afterthoughts.”

Jasper glanced at Matias. Matias did not move. Jasper sighed like a man tired of other people’s errors. He held out his hand. The boy set the phone in it like a candle. Jasper dialed and smiled at the air while he waited.

“Change of venue,” he said into the line. “Now. Quietly. No pictures. If you see a lens, put your hands in your pockets and admire the architecture. If anyone speaks, your English is art history. Goodbye.”

He handed the phone back. The boy’s jaw moved like a man remembering teeth. Jasper took in the knife mark on Matias, the pistol, the rack.

“You will make this ugly,” he said to Jack. “It could be elegant.”

“It will be done,” Jack said.

Juno set both palms on the baby grand and looked into the black mirror of the lid. Her face came back in soft pieces.

“What is Page forty seven,” she said without lifting her eyes. “You used it like a prayer to buy time.”

Matias’s mouth curled. Not a smile. Smaller and meaner. “The score in the rehearsal room,” he said. “Back section. Lower margin. Your hand. A sentence that tastes like brass. I photographed it for the archive. The metadata sings. Would you like the words.”

“Say them,” Juno said.

“I sold the scream,” he said. “For Grammy gold.”

Cold took the room. Jack saw the trap under the line. A sentence that would play on television because it was short, had a villain, and carried a tune.

“You wrote that in your head and put it in my margins,” Juno said. “You will say it under oath. Then you will hand over the pen you used to practice my hand.”

Jack pulled a shallow drawer in the rack. Pencils shaved two ways. A fountain pen with a nib polished to a bite. A practice pad with pages torn. On top, loops and strokes that looked like Juno’s until you set them beside a grocery list and watched the pressure fail. He lifted the pad by two corners and photographed the indentations on the sheet beneath.

“Page forty seven,” Matias said softly, like a cue in a hall that does not forgive noise. “Check the score.”

The red light over the door flickered. A door upstairs opened to the alley and let the city in. A pew creaked somewhere far like a throat clearing. The camera relay clicked to a new owner.

Jack angled the lamp and shadowed the practice page until the grooves rose. He rolled the fountain nib under the light. A nick on the left edge. He matched it to the pressure map on the pad. It fit like a key.

“You rehearsed her hand the way you rehearse tempi,” he said.

“Documentation is an art,” Matias said. “Narrative requires anchors.”

“The public prefers a clean moral,” Jasper said. “A star with a secret. A maestro who tried too hard to save beauty. A private eye who arrives late and writes a book. The story sells itself.”

Juno reached for the pad. Jack slid a fresh sheet under the top page and rubbed graphite over the blank until a ghost sentence lifted. Looping J. Sloped s. A tail on the y that belonged to someone else’s childhood.

“You will not be alone when you tell it,” Jack said to Juno. “This page will testify first.”

The boy shifted. He looked at Jasper, then at the green LED over the door. “They are going to the pump for real,” he said. “The fallback is live.”

“Good,” Jack said. “We leave in thirty. First we buy a new ending.”

He lifted patch cables until he found SEND C. He flipped it so the room feed looped to the wall speaker and not to wherever Jasper had his ear. He mirrored the trick on RETURN A and left PHONE NOISE bleeding to hide the swap. He thumbed the coin under a bass string. The low buzz returned. The room now
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