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The green room looked wrong in morning light. Makeup bulbs off. Coffee maker blinking twelve the way guilt blinks. A garment rack of gowns in plastic, a row of careful weather. The piano’s fallboard down. The bench pushed in like the night had good manners.

Juno sat on the stool with her hands in her lap and her eyes on the sheet that was not there. The door behind her was the kind that only opens if you already belong. Jack Colder closed it and turned the bolt.

“You brought jewelry,” she said.

“Only the kind that does not sparkle,” he said.

He set stainless cuffs on the table beside a brass metronome and a coil of thin black cable, then walked the room once like a man measuring for a rug. The carpet was too clean. The vent over the mirror wore a new screw. The trash held neat tape backing. The piano lid kept a faint oil smear where a blade had rested and chosen to remember someone else.

“They released Casey to her mother,” he said. “A doctor wrote dehydration without enjoying the pen. The precinct is working two crimes that hate each other. Full morning.”

“And now you will write an ending,” she said.

“A period,” he said.

He brought the heavy music stand, set it in front of her, raised it to shoulder height, and clipped a blank page to the lip. He threaded the cable through the stand’s center shaft and around the piano leg, pulled until the weight settled. He turned her wrists, clicked the cuffs through the stand’s stem. The sound was patient.

“Comfortable,” he said.

“I am used to posture,” she said. She tested the slack, learned the true length, and stopped. “You could have called a uniform.”

“I did,” he said. “They are upstairs drawing lines on a map. You and I will color one square and then I will hand you to people who wear radios.”

“You look tired,” she said.

“I slept in a parking lot,” he said. “Sweet dreams are for men who do not read wire routing before breakfast.”

He set a small speaker on the piano and paired it to the transmitter he had left in the rehearsal room. He brought up the gain until the floor hum answered, then turned it down to polite. He pulled the metronome’s weight to seventy-two. The pendulum ticked. The sound made the room honest.

“Matias and Jasper are in separate rooms explaining why evidence grows legs at the worst time,” he said. “Your conductor confesses to the parts that make him seem tragic with taste. Your patron confesses to a schedule conflict. Neither has said the small sentence I need from you.”

“What sentence,” she said.

“That the first ransom audio was not a child,” he said. “It was you. Pitched low under your own Ave tail. Your breath before the second phrase pulled tight and painted to sound like panic. Your hush trimmed as cover.”

She looked at the blank page, then at him. The metronome kept time like it could outwait a city.

“Two nights ago your phone recorded a prompt,” he said. “Two syllables and a little hum you use to set pitch. The same hum lives under the fake. Small, clean, only yours. A fingerprint of air.”

“Then you do not need my sentence,” she said.

“A jury wants mouths,” he said. “And the mic that put Casey in a room she did not own was fed by men who burn other people’s talent like gasoline. That is their crime. Yours is smaller and sharper. You made the first tape real enough to sell the others. You cut yourself into product. You licensed grief. If I do not name that, Matias gets to say art begged him for a sin.”

She let the cuffs take a little weight. She leaned forward until chain met stand and the stand held. She lifted his right hand and kissed the ridge of scar along his palm where an old blade had tried to argue with a life line. Her tongue traced the line once, measured, then let go.

“You came to feel a thing and end a thing,” she said. “You will get both. Now listen for a splice. I did not make the tape to hurt a child. I made it to force a camera onto a room that pays no rent.”

He lowered the metronome to a softer tick. “You could have pointed without selling the cry.”

“No one pays for light,” she said. “They pay when the dark moves.”

He opened the dressing table. A velvet case with a slim silver pen. A throat spray. A small bottle with a peeled label and a dropper. He read the compound and set it down.

“You coached your pitch for the fake,” he said.

“I live in pitch,” she said.

He lifted the fallboard, laid his palm on the keys, pressed a low A. The air buzzed the way it had when he wedged a coin under the bass string last night. He placed the coin again. The buzz returned. He smiled without moving his mouth.

“You watermarked your single too,” he said. “Different pattern. Slower. A step down. Hidden under noise like a shawl. The public will not hear it. The analyst will. It will say this hall. It will say your name.”

Her lip moved over a line that could be a smile or a memory. “Then I did the city a favor. Proof of place is a gift when men move a crime.”

He set a chair five feet away and sat. Hands on his knees. No reach. The cuffs were not a promise he wanted to keep.

“Give me the sentence,” he said.

She watched the paper, the cuffs, his face. The room waited. Even the hum waited.

“I built the first file,” she said. “One night with a boy who thought we were right. I tracked my breath, lowered my voice, and laid it under Ave to see if anyone would hear a child. I sent it to a burner Matias gave me because he said donors wanted something that mattered. I did not know a real girl would sit in a chair two weeks later. I knew men pay more for pain than talent and I was tired of selling talent at a discount.”

He nodded once. The sentence sat down and would not leave. He set a small recorder on the piano, clicked it on, and let the red light blink steady.

“Name for the tape,” he said. “Date. Then the sentence as if you were writing it in a margin no one has a right to touch.”

She did. The room kept the words dry. The metronome did not judge.

He lifted the cuffs and checked for skin. He slid a folded handkerchief under the metal so her bones would hate him less. She watched his face the entire time.

“You will walk past every camera,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

“You will leave me for the cops,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

“Then you will drive,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

“One more,” she said. “I did not call the station. I did not cut Casey into morning news. I did not leak the locker. This building knows other ways to sell a story.”

“I know,” he said.

He tugged the cable. It bit and held. He stopped the metronome. The quiet changed shape. He pocketed the recorder, touched her shoulder once the way a man acknowledges the weight of a voice, and opened the door.

Two uniforms waited. The officer from the pump house looked at the cuffs, the cable, the stand, and nodded like the city’s furniture never really changes.

“Colder,” she said.

“Officer,” he said.

“You ready to sign.”

“It will not be the last signature,” he said.

They uncuffed Juno from the stand and recuffed her hands behind her back with the economy of people who have learned that wrists are not opinions. Juno stepped into the hall without a tremor. She lifted her head and let corridor light treat her like a stage.

“You did not flinch,” she said to Jack, low. She took his right hand as far as the chain allowed and kissed the scar again. Not theater now. Punctuation. Exact. Then she walked.

The elevator closed on her profile and the faint reflection of a music stand in a doorway.

Jack wrote his statement in a glass room that had seen every confession a city can afford. He laid the practice pad, fountain pen, margin page, and recorder on the table for Ruth, who arrived with hair like storm and eyes like work. She took custody like a downbeat. He initialed until paper was satisfied. The coffee pot had retired into sculpture.

By noon the press had its outline. Maestro. Mogul. Muse. Child saved. City severe. Microphones in the plaza. A stringer on cathedral steps. A suit speaking community and accountability, words built to buy three cycles and no change.

Jack stepped into noon light, walked two blocks to the garage, slid into the car, and let the quiet of upholstery soak in. He turned the key. Juno’s voice filled the dash. Not live. Studio.

“New single from Juno Valdez,” the host said. “Out tonight. Help Me Sleep. Thirty seconds now, then every hour.”

A low bed like night moving under a door. Her voice plain and soft. No cathedral. No cheap tail. A body in a room. The lyric did not say child or men. It asked a small question and answered with a second voice under the first so the plea became a promise. Under the second line he heard the watermark he had made with a coin and a bass string. Slower. Lower. A cousin. Enough to tell later if truth gets invited.

He turned the dial a notch. The city put its hand on the back of his neck like a mother checking heat.

He eased out and took the west road where the river shows your face if you ask politely. The pump house dove looked like a dove again. Two strips of yellow tape crossed the door like a hand that did not want visitors. He drove under a bridge that knew too many names and turned toward a street where a charity office kept its blinds half closed and a legal clinic kept its door open even when everyone inside wanted to go home.

Ruth called. Chain of custody held. The page would talk in the lab. The nib would sing. The little recorder would bring postage. The girl had asked for soup, then a bed without microphones.

“She asked for you by name,” Ruth said.

“I will be by after three,” he said.

“Bring a toy,” Ruth said.

“A notebook,” he said. “She gets the first page.”

He drove with both hands and let the single finish. It landed and stepped aside. The host joked about insomnia and awards. Jack did not change the station.

A patrol car eased behind him without siren. He pulled over. The pump house officer came to the window.

“Two things,” she said. “Your statement reads clean. The woman sang in the elevator all the way down and to the sally port. Ave Maria. Two octaves of calm. My partner cried.”

“Noted,” he said.

“Third thing,” she said, breaking her own count. “You did good work. Eat something that was not wrapped in plastic.”

He nodded and watched her go. He pulled into traffic with the rest of the city’s plans.

He bought a wire-bound notebook with a blue cover and a click pencil from a corner shop that still believes in paper. He walked to the clinic with the green cross that flickers at noon. The waiting room had ten chairs and a crooked poster about sleep hygiene. A mother in a weathered coat watched the door
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