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The church had been emptied the way a habit breaks. Pews gone. Hymnals boxed and sold by the pound. A rectangle of lighter floor marked where the altar once stood before a man with a truck and an invoice carried it into a different life. Colored glass clung to the high windows in broken sentences. Queens pressed at the walls with laundromat heat and winter breath. Inside stayed colder, stone that refused to remember people.

Jack Colder tested the side door twice and slid a length of conduit through the handles. He found the rusted knife switch in a tin box by the vestibule and dropped the breaker. The last light came from streetlamps laying sodium strips across the cracked nave and from a thin New York sky that never went fully dark.

Kira Ortega drew the drive from its foil sleeve like a relic. Her hands were steady. Her mouth was not. It made small movements while her eyes read, the way mouths do when the brain lifts weight. Her compact laptop looked patched for bad places. Screen dim. Mic taped. Ports armored with cheap stubbornness. She jacked the drive with a cable cut short so it would not snag. The cursor waited, patient as a customs officer.

“Basque,” she said, once the first pane rose. “Of course it is Basque. They like a language that refuses to rhyme unless it decides to.”

“You speak it,” Jack said.

“I speak what men think women do not,” she said. She pushed hair behind one ear and leaned until the serif letters were a whisper from her eyes. “Names. Not the glossy ones. Mothers. School cards. Parish rolls. They think that is kindness. It is inventory.”

Cold moved along the central aisle where air liked to collect. Jack walked the perimeter, counting windows, cuts, doorframes. Three approaches he liked, one he did not, and the note that men rarely enter the way you would. He came back and crouched behind a pillar half a step off her left shoulder so the screen had a human and a shadow.

She read aloud and made the language work. “Umeak,” she said. “Children. Gaur gauean mugitzen ditugu. We move them tonight. Giltza zaharra, kanpai berri. Old key, new bell.”

“Bell,” Jack said.

“Campana would be Spanish,” she said. “Kanpai is Basque. They are being clever. The bell is not a bell at first. It is a code. A tone. Then it is a bell because they are sentimental and want old places to mean what they do not deserve.”

“Locations,” Jack said.

She paged. Her breath slowed to the rhythm of stacking heavy boxes neatly. “Drop one, Astoria rail cut. Two vans, children in pairs, tags taped inside collars. Drop two, Roosevelt Avenue underpass, feeder on-ramp, handoff to a bus with church tour decals. Drop three, the ferry slip by your flour mill. Final, tug to a barge to a customs shed that does not file forms. The buyer signs at the shed. The buyer brings a fixer who is not a priest and a banker who is not Swiss except in the way lawyers like the word.”

“Names,” Jack said.

She scrolled again. “A Chilean general with a rotten hip who still runs. A Swiss banker who launders through Uruguayan holidays because his grandfather taught him that is how men do this work. And here, batzorde sendagilea. A Vatican fixer. Not a priest. A lay committee doctor with a collar in his pocket. He will bless the cargo if someone needs to feel clean.”

“I will take his pocket,” Jack said.

“You will take his watch too,” Kira said. “Heavy. Vulgar. A saint on the face. He thinks that makes it an alibi.”

Jack set his thumb along the seam of her jeans at the thigh, a small pressure, not a claim. He counted her pulse because the night would lie about time. She breathed out and kept reading. The laptop threw ghost light that gave their shadows the look of people who had almost learned patience.

“Here,” she said, softer. “Auction room, last month. Basque captions over Spanish menus. Lots listed like cattle. Haurra, zazpi urte, erne. Child, seven years, alert. Semea, hamabi urte, isila. Son, twelve, quiet. They reduce them to traits like used cars. The reserve price is shame.”

The anger arrived and stood beside Jack. He let it stand. He asked the only question money respects. “Where is the bell.”

She tilted the screen against the glare and skimmed unlovely grammar. “They test at nine and eleven. They ring the real bell at one forty. Kanpai luzea, hiru eten, bat laburra. One long ring, three rests, one short ring. That is the key. It unlocks the transfer. Vans move on the long. Foot men rotate on the short. They built a calendar on a tower because they like how history smells.”

“You sound like you hate them almost as much as you know them,” he said.

“I was the rope for too long,” she said. “I watch the hands now.”

She opened a directory labeled with a date and a word that meant inventory and a word that meant keep quiet. Images lined up, thumbnails small and unbearable. She did not enlarge them. She read the names under each and spoke them correctly. “Alaia. Ibai. June. Marco.” Her voice shifted into the slow clarity of a translator giving testimony. “Origins. A field farm in Entre Ríos. A shelter in Bariloche. A neighborhood parish in Queens. They like parishes. Parishes do not call police when a woman begs help with rent.”

“Payment,” Jack said.

She switched to numbers and built totals without moving her mouth. “Bids through a clearing house that calls itself a foundation in Zurich. Fiat to crypto to shells. Final settlement in cash to a diplomatic pouch that rides back to a man in a suit who will pretend the bag had brochures. The receipt is signed by a deputy consul who went to school with the banker’s son.”

“Ferrer,” Jack said.

Kira nodded. “And Carlos is tired of pretending he cannot read a map. Your driver has a conscience the size of a poor neighborhood.”

Queens kept walking. A siren changed its mind at an intersection. A radio rolled past a song and refused to land. The church kept its cold.

“Tonight they move twenty,” she said, voice in a lower key that made Basque sound like a pledge. “Eight girls, twelve boys. Not all little. Two with hands that learned to count because fathers taught a till. One with a knee that clicks because soccer is concrete where he comes from. They will try to sell the older ones as servants to make a collar feel less hungry. They will lie about age because ledgers judge.”

“How many men,” Jack said.

“Two per van. Four at the rail cut. Four at the underpass. Six at the shed because that is where money shakes hands,” she said. “The fixer will wear the wrong coat for this town. The banker will wear shoes that cost a word you need a private school to say. The general will not come. A colonel who collects watches will.”

Jack mapped corridors while she mapped people. The rail cut would keep chain link that had learned to give up. The underpass would hold pillars as thick as honesty. The shed would have rust dressed like history and cameras that like to lie to themselves.

“You are counting exits,” she said.

“I am counting bad surprises first,” he said.

“We should move the clock,” she said. “They test at nine and eleven. We can answer the test.”

“We can own the bell,” he said.

She loaded a small audio tool that looked like a toy until it built waves on waves. The bell waveform stood up like a spine. She matched pitch with a slider and drew rests with a finger as if sketching a street. The whisper playback walked the stone and came back thinner.

“One long,” she said, “then wait, wait, wait, then one short. Unlock. The nine uses a truncated long, just a cough. The eleven is a full long and two rests. The real one at one forty uses the whole pattern. I will give them a false at eight fifty five to pull the feet without the vans. At ten fifty seven a full long with a kiss of short to empty the rotation. At one thirty eight I ring the code and ring again so the algorithm stutters and the shed unlocks for no one.”

“Distance,” Jack said.

“Two blocks fools the program if we point through a corridor,” she said. “The rail cut and the underpass are corridors. The shed is open air. We do not ring there. We make them wait there for a bell that never comes.”

“You are very calm,” he said.

“I am busy,” she said.

Outside, a truck backfired. Glass trembled. Something chittered in the rafters. A draft came down from the belfry ladder, a wood flight into dark with no promise of floors.

Kira stopped typing and tilted her head. “Hear it,” she said.

At first he did not. He heard Queens and himself. Then he heard it: a bell. Not the polite kind that calls people to sit. Not a phone chime. A bell with rust in it. Rope pulled by hands. One long ring that rolled the stone and vibrated lungs. Silence. Silence. Silence. Then one short ring like a coin on a counter.

Jack stood. His mouth stayed shut. His eyes swore. “That is not a test.”

“I did not send it,” Kira said. Her face changed by one degree. “Someone is in the tower.”

He put a palm against the pillar and felt the tremor still in the stone. Someone had the rope above, on the ladder, in the skull of the place.

“Bait,” Jack said.

“Bell ringer,” Kira said. “They wrote about one on the drive. A woman on the inside. She rings early to catch people who think they are clever.”

“Who,” he said.

Kira scrolled. “Parish secretary from the old council. Lost a nephew at the border. They promised to find him. She has been opening doors since. They call her the bell.”

The bell spoke again. Not the code. A slow, human peal. Long enough to tell a van it is late. Short enough for a man with a radio to say go. Dust rose.

Footsteps entered by a door that had not been a door when Jack counted. A sacristy passage behind cracked plaster. Three steps. A pause. Two men in coats that fit too well for the zip code. Silencers at the hips. Not police. Not parish. A third step, careful, lighter, a woman’s weight set back from the wrong work.

Jack slipped left, shadow choosing shadow. Kira closed the laptop without sound, slid it under the conduit at the door so the screen would be hard to see and harder to shoot. She looked up into the belfry dark and then at him. Her eyes put two words in the air.

I knew.

He read the line under that. I used it. Not against him. Against the men who do not read women well.

The first man lifted his chin and spoke as if the room had a microphone. “Señor Colder,” he said, soft. “You enjoy churches. The acoustics flatter your reputation.”

Kira leaned into Jack’s shoulder until breath met collarbone. Not comfort. Triangulation. “They wanted you here,” she whispered. “So a bell could be a net. I thought we needed a bell. I did not know they would bring one.”

“Now we know,” Jack said.

The long ring rolled again. Vans would move early. Foot rotation in the wrong place. The rail cut about to see headlights before it was ready. The shed waiting for a code already spent.

The man with the silencer let the echo finish. “Shall we proceed,” he
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