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Rain had walked the city clean and left it smoking. Two in the morning. Jack Colder’s office wore the hour like a throat bruise. Streetlight leaked through the rip in the frosted glass and drew a pale knife across his desk. He had been reading a file that did not want to be read. He had been waiting for a knock he could respect.

The knock he got was soft and wrong for the building. Three light touches. The kind a person uses on a church door when they are not sure prayer will answer.

He opened and found her framed in hallway gray. Robe damp. Hair slicked to her temples. Eyes that had learned to stand straight in front of rooms full of judgment and keep a note true. Juno Valdez. Twenty four. Soprano with a reputation for putting the hard parts where they belong. Not the kind of singer rich people book for cocktails. The kind that can make a church remember its job.

“They stole my voice,” she said, and the sentence fell into the room as if it had been carried in both hands for a mile.

“Come in,” Jack said.

She crossed to the chair and did not sit. She paced once to feel the floor. Then she stood still and unzipped a plastic sleeve from inside the robe. A cheap recorder. No label. No logo. She set it on the desk and put two fingers on it as if it might try to run.

“Play,” she said.

He did. Hiss. A room tone that sounded like wallboard and a bare bulb. Then a small voice. Young. Not the singer. A girl saying help me. Not loud. Not a scream. The kind of help you ask for when you know no one will come.

It hit Jack behind the ribs. Sound can do that when the brain does not have time for names.

Then another voice, clear and perfect. A soprano line from Schubert’s Ave Maria, the kind of phrasing that earns a paycheck in a world that pays late. Juno’s voice. Not live. A clean cut. The melody rode over the small voice and pinned it. The girl tried to speak again and the music smothered her words as if the lullaby itself had hands.

A third voice. Calm. Male. Filtered enough to sound like a wall. “Payment instructions to follow,” it said. “No police. She sleeps when the prayer is done.”

The file ended in a gulp of silence.

Jack stopped the recorder. He did not speak for three beats. He had heard that small voice before. Not in a room like this. In a kitchen where sunlight made patterns on cheap tile. In a car where the radio had been too loud and the laugh had sat right on top of it. In a memory where he had told himself a thing he knew was a lie. Everything is fine.

“You know that voice,” Juno said. Not a question.

He looked at the rain on her robe and the way her hands had stopped shaking once the sound was over. He nodded once.

“My ex’s girl,” he said. “Casey. Fourteen now. Her mother and I did not end like civilized people do. The girl wanted a dog and got a man with a bottle of cleaner telling her no in a tone that made the dog unnecessary. I have not heard her speak since last summer. I heard her laugh across a street and pretended it did not matter. Now I hear this.”

Juno’s mouth compressed. “The call hit my phone at midnight,” she said. “Unknown number. No caller ID. I did not answer. The voicemail promised a link. I did not click. This was hand-delivered an hour later. A bike courier. No return address. I played it once and threw up. I played it again and heard the lie inside the prayer.”

“You did not sing that,” Jack said.

“I did,” she said. “But not there. Not to a girl in a room with a bad bulb. I sang that aria two weeks ago at St. Leon’s for a fund-raiser the parish threw for a boiler. There is a live stream with a camera that did not die. The parish archivist put the whole performance on the site the next day. Anyone could rip the track with the right toy. Anyone could cut it to smother another voice.”

“You think the kidnapper did that,” Jack said.

“The kidnapper does not know Schubert from shampoo,” she said. “The kidnapper has a friend. The friend has a better ear and the budget for a plugin. Listen to the first note. It is pitched a quarter cent higher than the parish piano. They pulled me up to fit a room that is too dry. They ran a de-noiser that kills the reverb tail. That is not a phone mic in a basement. That is a studio hand feeding a cheap recorder to make it look low.”

“You know who,” Jack said.

She closed her eyes and opened them on a name she hated. “My conductor,” she said. “Matias Kováry. He calls himself Maestro K. He conducts at St. Leon’s when he is bored and at the Riverside Chamber when he is hungry. He records everything. Says it is for grants. He has a side room behind the sacristy with a laptop and a rack he covers with a cloth when the priest walks by. He sees notes the way some men see cards. He samples. He tweaks. He builds podcasts that make donors feel smart. He also likes to tell women how their breath should sound.”

“Why risk this,” Jack said.

“Attention. Money. Power,” she said. “Pick a reason that fits a tower. He has a new sponsor who talks about the sound of cities like it is a drink. A girlfriend who thinks she will be the one to tame him. Debts he will not admit. Copies of every soprano he has recorded for three years.”

“Where is the church,” Jack said.

“Ten blocks,” she said. “Open all night this week for adoration. He will be there. He likes to play savior to people who pray for heat. He will be in the back rooms where the extension cords are a sin. He will have a thumb drive in his pocket because he is proud of his cuts. He will have his contacts making calls he will later claim not to understand.”

The radiator knocked once and remembered this was not a church.

Jack set the recorder down. He lifted his coat from the rack. He checked that the gun had the right weight. He wrote one line on a yellow pad and put it under the edge of the blotter where a person who knows where to look would look. He flipped the office switch and let the room go to low.

“You coming,” he said.

Juno nodded. She wrapped the robe tighter over a black dress that had been meant for sleep and turned into armor. She put the recorder in the sleeve and zipped it like evidence. They went down the hall and took the back stairs that smelled like paint that had not saved anything. The street had calmed. The rain had gone to a mist. The traffic lights clicked through their colors for no one.

St. Leon’s sat on a corner the city had not knocked yet. A block of brick and hope. Steps worn by knees as much as shoes. Lights on in the nave. A door propped by a rubber wedge that had lived there long enough to have a personality. The cork board said Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament All Night. The sign under it said Promises Are Due Sunday.

They went in the side door. The smell hit first. Wax and old wood and a cleaner that had read the bottle wrong. Up front, an old woman prayed into a scarf. A man in a work jacket knelt on the edge of a pew and stared at a candle like it might pay his rent. Along the wall a teenager slept in a coat too thin for the weather, his head bowed in a way that could pass for piety if the usher squinted. No usher. No choir. Just the sound of a building trying to remember something.

Juno kept her shoulders square and her eyes on the side aisle. She went toward the sacristy like a person who belongs there. Jack followed two beats behind, not sneaking, not announcing. The sacristy door was ajar. He heard a hum that did not belong to a church. A rack fan. A hard drive. A laptop that needed a nap.

They stepped into a room full of fabric and shelves and a table that had seen better wine. Vestments in plastic hung like pressed flags. On the back wall, half behind a curtain, a desk with a laptop, a small interface, two microphones, and a pile of hard drives with colored tape labels. A candle burned near a statue of St. Cecilia, patron of music, her marble face turned politely away from the gear.

A man in a black sweater sat at the desk with his back to the door. Tall. Thin. Gray hair cut with vanity. Shoulders that knew how to rise in front of an orchestra. Matias Kováry. Reading glasses on the tip of his nose, no humility.

“You piece thin from thick,” Juno said, and set her voice in the room like a tuning fork.

He turned. He did not flinch the way guilty men flinch. He looked annoyed the timing was not his. He took the glasses off and let them hang by a cord like a small noose. He smiled in a way that had charmed a hundred donors and two hundred students and had failed with every singer who knew what a page costs.

“Juno,” he said. “I was about to text. You left a message that sounded urgent. Forgive me. The vigil keeps me longer than a sane man should stay. I am weak for piety tonight.”

Juno did not move closer. She did not look at the microphones or the drives. She watched his hands. “I got a call,” she said. “A file. My voice over a girl who is not sleeping. You recorded me. You cut me. You built a prayer that shuts a mouth. Who paid you to make it.”

Matias lifted his hands in the gesture directors use when they want the violas to feel part of the family. “All our streams are online,” he said. “The parish is generous with access. Anyone can sample. The internet is a wild place. It flatters and it steals and it forgets to tip. I am as offended as you are. Perhaps more.”

Jack studied the desk. Two drives connected. One labeled Parish Raw. One labeled Choir Edits. On the floor, a small box anyone would miss if they were not looking. Battery backup. Surge strip with two empty holes. On the wall, a cheap acoustic panel hung at an angle. He put his fingers under its edge and felt nothing but dust. He noted the curtain. He noted the extension that ran under it.

“Who sent the courier,” Juno said.

Matias blinked. A vertical line appeared between his eyebrows and left. “Courier,” he said. “Juno, it is late. If this is about money, I can advance you from the chamber fund until Friday. This is not a good week. The sponsor in Zurich has questions about the quartet invoice, and I am managing expectations with the culture office. They love me and fear me and sometimes these things get confused.”

Jack set the recorder down. He pressed play and let the room hear the girl and the Ave and the calm voice making rules. The hum of the fan joined like a third-rate drone. The candle crackled
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