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The concert hall after hours feels like a ship run aground. Empty seats rise in waves. The stage waits with its mouth open. No audience cough. No tuning scrape. Just the low hum of a building too proud to sleep.

Juno walks him down the stage-left corridor past framed posters that brag about seasons that paid late. The carpet eats footfall. A red glow over a door says EXIT in a tone that convinces no one. She does not look at the posters. She looks at the floor where resin dust glitters like a spill of small stars.

“Rehearsal room,” she says. “Kováry likes this one because the ceiling forgives him.”

The room is square, its walls padded in a brown faded to memory. A piano sits open on short stick. The bench holds a scarf, a pencil, a hard candy still wrapped. Two music stands face each other like conspirators who will deny it later. A single floor lamp throws a gold puddle across scuffed wood.

Jack kills the overhead fluorescents and leaves the lamp. Dance-floor light. Human light. He stands still until the room tells him what it remembers. It remembers breath. It remembers count-ins. It remembers a hand squeezing a shoulder at a rest. It remembers a laugh that did not make it to the hallway.

“Close the stage door,” he says.

Juno swings it shut. The latch catches with the sound of practice ending. She rests her hand on the piano rim like a person who knows where an instrument is softest. Her voice in this room is a body. Even her breath has a color.

“Let me sing it once clean,” she says.

“Do it,” he says.

She draws air low, head level, the way teachers tell the ones who listen. She sets the first note like a glass on a table with a steady hand. Ave Maria. It lifts. It does not plead. It tells the room where home is. The tone stops just short of shimmer and then decides not to be shy. The second phrase blooms. The piano answers with a whisper of harmonics that live under the lid even when no one touches a key.

Jack listens with the part of him that knows when vinyl has warped and when a mic has chosen the wrong corner. He listens for a seam. He hears the live room. He hears Juno. He hears a faint ring from the metal grid above that someone never fixed. He files that ring away.

She takes it to the end of the second page and lets the breath go. The sound hangs long enough to count and then is gone without dragging its feet.

“That is the one they used,” she says, a small edge now. “They pulled it half a step. They shaved the tail. They cut in at the intake on the second phrase to hide the splice.”

“Do the second phrase again,” he says. “Hold the last vowel the way you did on the stream. No church reverb. Just you.”

She nods. She sings to the midpoint and holds. On the last vowel her mouth opens just enough. The tone thins the way live sound thins when a room is dry and empty. He hears the truth of it. He hears the small catch in her chest that you could call heart if you wanted to be pretty.

He crosses to the piano. He lowers the lid to half stick and listens to the way the room changes. He crouches by the soundboard. He slides a coin under a low string to make a sympathetic buzz. He stands, closes his eyes, and lays the ransom cut over what he is hearing. He lets the two tracks fight inside him.

“Again,” he says. “And on the breath after the D natural, do nothing. Leave the silence honest.”

She sings. She leaves the silence honest.

“That is where they touched it,” he says. “Digital scar. They shaved your rest and put you back early to cover the girl.”

Recognition, not relief, changes her face. “During the take,” she says, very still now, eyes on the foam where sound dies. “He came up behind me. Not sex. Not even hunger. Fingers at my ribs, light enough to sell the lie he was shaping air. He pressed, then flattened, like he was ironing me. On that breath. Right there. He said lower. He said he could help me be softer.”

She leans to his ear. No kiss. Just breath. Heat along the side of his head so the words sit inside him instead of on top.

“That is the moment I knew he had hands for other people’s throats,” she whispers. “Not bruises. Controls.”

He does not move. He lets the words leave their mark. He looks at the foam and the seam where two squares do not kiss. Someone has lifted the corner enough times to bend the pins.

“Score,” he says. “Which copy did you use that night.”

She crosses to the stand by the lamp. A choral score sits open on the marked pages. Pencil lines. A red X at a breath she no longer takes. He flips and finds a small bulge near the spine. Cloth tape that should be smooth is not.

He peels it back with the care of a kid saving gift wrap. A thumb drive the size of a thumbnail sticks there, black, matte, cheap. No brand. No ring. No scratch. A disposable memory with expensive taste.

She curses under her breath. He does not. He sets the drive on the piano lid where the lamp warms it. He takes a little battery recorder from his pocket and photographs the number stamped so small most people never see it. Numbers are names if you get lucky.

“Laptop,” he says.

Juno pulls a slim machine from the bench cubby only players use. The screen wakes to a staff and eight notes that mean nothing unless you like puzzles. He slots the drive and kills the Wi-Fi. The machine thinks about who it wants to be tonight. Then a folder climbs up like a spider.

AVE_MASTER. AVE_ALT_PITCH. AVE_BEDROOM. AVE_PHONE. AVE_SLEEP_NOW. AVE_CASEY_2. AVE_CASEY_3.

Files named like a dare.

Juno’s jaw tightens. She clicks AVE_MASTER. A clean, proud line writes across the screen. AVE_ALT_PITCH, same line, just higher. AVE_PHONE, the line breaks into blocks and clipped headroom, filtered to sound like airless plastic instead of this room.

She selects AVE_CASEY_2.

The girl. Casey. Breathing hard. Tremble not from acting. A small chair leg creaks. Off mic, distant, a woman says wait in a voice trying to be gentle and failing. Cut.

AVE_CASEY_3. The plea. Help me. More air now. A hand over a mouth between words. A soft shh that is not Juno. Then the same shh again, and this one is Juno. The shape of her palate, the length of her consonant. Dragged and dropped in as if shush were a capital letter you can paste.

Juno puts both palms to the far wall and rests her forehead on the foam. From a distance it could be prayer. It is rehearsal.

Jack opens AVE_SLEEP_NOW. The ransom cut from his office. Juno’s curve is perfect and wrong. The tail shaved by a man who hates air. The phone room tone under Casey replaced by studio quiet. The last pause a weld. Once you learn a scar it does not hide.

He closes the player and breathes once to reset his chest.

“Copy everything,” he says.

Juno slides an empty drive from a coat pocket. He glances. She smiles without feeling. “Every soprano carries two,” she says. “One for the pianist who forgets. One for the man who remembers too well.”

They drag the folder to the new drive and set it working. The light blinks. The room listens to itself. Deep in the building a compressor kicks on and off like a tired heartbeat.

Jack turns the lamp shade a quarter turn. The light rakes the floor along a seam. Scuffs near the back wall. Not chair scrape. Parallel lines where boxes set and lifted. He follows to a closet door painted the same wrong brown as the walls.

“Storage,” Juno says. “Stands. Extra stools. Kováry keeps a crate in there no one lifts. Says a donor’s attic.”

“Open it,” he says.

She brings the key from the piano lid where rehearsal keys live when no one wants responsibility. The lock turns. The door gives the smell of cardboard and cold dust. He flips the switch. A single bulb teaches shadows to stand up.

Stands. Stools. A rolling crate. On top, folded canvas and a stack of programs tied with twine. Under the canvas, a foam-lined hard case the size of a microwave with slots for small recorders and mics. Two slots empty. Two recorders inside match the cheap kind Juno set on his desk at two a.m.

He lifts the foam. Second layer. USB sticks in rows. Each in a sleeve with hand labels. Ave_JV_Alt. Ave_EM_Child. Ave_MV_Phone. Beneath the Ave tags, ones that are not Ave. Whisper_1. Lull_3. Small_Door. The hair lifts on his neck. This is not collecting. This is curation.

“Take the case,” he says.

Juno shakes her head. “We do not take it,” she says. “We photograph every slot and leave it wrong in a way only he will see. We make him hurry. Hurrying men break their own necks.”

He photographs slot by slot. Three angles on the empty holes. The hand labels. He lays the foam back with the care of a thief who wants his enemy to know his name later. He sets the canvas across the case and leaves a corner out of square.

Back in the room, the copy bar inches right. Ninety-four percent. Ninety-nine. Done. Juno ejects clean, pockets the drive, and tucks it into the inner lining she stitched for things you must not lose. She glances at the score with the tape half torn.

“We should put it back,” she says.

“We put a ghost back,” he says.

He slides the empty shell of the thumb drive under the tape, hollow now, and smooths the cloth with a knuckle. He leaves one edge proud by a hair.

The speaker on the wall coughs. Not house system. A small monitor above the door that blends into brown when you are not angry. It wakes. Hiss. Then a voice both of them know says a name in a tone that has loved microphones more than people.

“Jack Colder.”

The room stops.

“You have a gift for entrances,” Matias Kováry says. “And for taking what belongs to the repertoire.”

Juno does not look up. She looks at Jack because looking at the speaker would give it a face.

Matias’s voice smiles without needing a mouth. “Bring her back,” he says. “I can forgive burglary. I cannot forgive the theft of a voice under my care. You know the law. Church property. Recording property. Consent is a beautiful word when paperwork agrees.”

Jack steps under the grille as if it were an eye. “Or what,” he says.

Another voice is pushed low in the mix. A small one. A girl trying not to be heard and almost failing.

“Help me,” Casey says.

Juno closes her eyes. Her hands open at her sides like a woman stepping into cold water.

The conductor continues as if reading a recipe. “The scream you keep replaying is almost a study now,” he says. “I have a gift. A live option. I can make the next file an outtake. I can make the scream real. Or I can make her sleep. Choirs respond to direction. So do men who want to keep a girl alive. Bring Juno to the sacristy door in twelve minutes. Alone. If you
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