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They walked past a wall that had learned to shed paint in sheets. A boy sat on a milk crate and turned a socket in his hand like he was auditioning to be a man. He watched them and decided they were not his job. The street made room.

Kira led through a tangle of stalls where plastic tarps clicked in the wind. She stopped at a stand that sold candles and soap and one kind of aspirin. The woman behind the cash tin wore a cross polished by habit and a frown that moved only when someone lied. Kira said a name the street used for a priest who hated committees. The woman nodded at a doorway covered with a curtain printed with grapes that had never been this purple in real life.

Behind the curtain was a passage that had been a passage for a long time. Cement, one bulb, a bucket under a leak that had chosen a corner. At the end, stairs. At the top, a sacristy with a crooked wardrobe, an iron sink, a heap of choir robes folded by people who believed folding was a prayer. A door stood open to the church.

The nave was narrow, high, and stubborn. Not grand. Not ashamed. A man tuned a battered guitar near the front pew. Three teenagers adjusted sheet music and laughed the way people laugh when they plan to sing on purpose. An old woman pumped air into a harmonium that had not refused work for fifty years. The room smelled like lemon oil and rain.

“Padre,” Kira said, almost under breath.

He appeared from the shadow of a column like a habit. Medium height, hair that had failed to gray in a straight line, eyes that had put up with governments and learned to count anyway. He did not wear a collar. He wore the kind of shirt that says a person owns two of them. He looked at Kira, at Jack, at the city stuck to both.

“You brought weather,” he said.

“And noise,” she said.

“We have room,” he said. “We always have room. Does the room need to argue with itself.”

“Yes,” Jack said.

The priest nodded. “Then we use music,” he said, as if that solved a logistics problem.

He waved them toward the side aisle. They took pew three. The guitar found its key. The teenagers tested harmony until the notes fit like a shirt. The old woman worked the bellows and gave the harmonium its small brave sound. Conversation folded itself around the edges. People came and went, all with the same confidence that the building would still be here when they came back.

The priest slid into the pew behind them and rested his hands on the back as if greeting a bench. “They said your name on the radio,” he said to Kira without looking at her. “They said it the way men say a password they think will open a door.”

“They offered money,” she said.

“They always do,” he said. “Then they send a face to collect.”

“Faces are cheap today,” Jack said.

“Cheaper tomorrow,” the priest said. He nodded toward the harmonium. “You need a room with ears and no mouths. You have it. What else.”

“Two things,” Kira said. “A phone that does not belong to the street. And keys to a shed by the shrimp canal. Wrong label on an oil drum. We were there an hour ago. There is a ledger in a drawer that should have spoons. There are two older kids in a room that the foreman calls storage. They will be moved tonight if we do nothing.”

The priest closed his eyes for the length of two chords from the guitar. When he opened them the eyes were different on purpose. “You keep bringing me work,” he said. “You keep paying me in sins I do not own.”

“Bless me later,” Kira said.

“Never,” he said. “We do not do theater here.” He slid a phone across the pew back. Not new. Not dumb. Not registered to this continent. He pointed with his chin at a door near the transept. “Office. Use the fan. Talk when the loud song starts. We will sing loud. The keys you want live with a man who sells ice two streets away. He owes me because I stood in a door once when men with guns forgot how to spell. I will get them. You will take them. You will be careful and not noble.”

“Today is not a noble day,” Jack said.

“Good,” the priest said. “Noble days get people buried.”

Kira took the phone. Jack took the look the priest gave him and put it away for later. They moved to the office and shut the door. A fan rattled like an old argument. The choir switched to a hymn that knew how to be loud without being pretty. Kira dialed the number that belongs to paper. It rang longer than a person would like. It picked up with a voice that had been a voice for twenty years and three editors.

“It is me,” she said.

The voice did not say her name. It said, “We have the drive. We have copies. We have people who know how not to sell it back to the bad man. Where are you.”

“Not where you want me,” she said. “Yet. There is a ledger at the canal. There are two kids with hands like work. Send the stringer with the hat to the canal’s back fence in forty minutes. I will try to be there before him. If I fail, he will do something useful instead of taking pictures.”

The voice made a sound people make when they recognize a weight and decide to pick it up. “And you,” it said.

“I will be where the bell can find me later,” she said. “Tell Ruth the filter is still shot.”

The voice laughed like paper does when it wants to be brave. “Ruth never changed a filter in her life,” it said. “But she makes coffee that knows how to tell the truth.” A beat, then: “Interpol wants your head and your phone. City wants to use you to prove it cares. I want you to stay alive long enough to testify, or at least call me back when your sins are more fashionable.”

“I will disappoint all of you,” Kira said, and hung up.

She dialed the umbrella woman. The harmonium swelled at the same moment her call clicked over. Good timing. The umbrella woman did not say hello. She never did. She said, “I saw your plane try to die and refuse. I am impressed by your stubbornness. Where are you.”

Kira told her the short version. Villa. Children moving. Jet wired. Canal ledger. Two kids in a room that was not for storing anything human. Bounty with an elastic number. Fog that made smart men in boats look like tourists.

“I can give you ten minutes of quiet in one grid square,” the umbrella woman said. “Then I have to make other problems for other men. Where do you want the quiet.”

“The canal,” Kira said. “Forty from now. Keep the radios honest. Make the loud boats love a different sound.”

“It will be done,” the umbrella woman said. “Do not be a martyr. We are out of flowers.”

“I have no use for flowers,” Kira said, and closed the line.

They returned to the pew. The priest slid in behind them again and set two ringed keys on the wood as if he were laying down a melody. They were labeled in paint the color of mustard. He put a flat metal tag under them with a number that knew how to be a door code on a bad day.

“I would tell you to bring them back,” he said. “I like these keys.”

“We will try,” Jack said.

The priest looked at Kira. “You are tired of paying,” he said.

“I am not done paying,” she said.

“That is different,” he said. “Good. Go. Keep sinning in the right direction.”

They left through the grape curtain and found a street that had decided to rain again. The market closed itself a little. The color went glossy. The boy with the socket had traded it for a cigarette and a different idea of adulthood. The woman at the candle stand crossed herself for no one obvious.

They took side streets where water builds stories at the curb. Kira set a pace that said she would not waste the umbrella woman’s ten minutes. Jack walked the outer shoulder and watched reflections more than faces. He saw a man look at him and decide the day had enough problems already.

The ice seller knew the priest’s debt and handed over a blue cooler with two keys in the bottom under cubes that did not look like keys. He did not ask for money. He asked if this would end soon. Kira told him no, then smiled in a way that made him hope she was wrong.

They reached the canal mouth as the fog returned to play favorites. The basin where the cinder blocks sat had quieted. The dog had gone inside to discuss philosophy with its tail. The man with the jaw had put a broom against the wall and was reminding the floor it belonged to someone. He saw them and did not, the way men see a problem and decide to make it someone else’s.

Kira went to the middle door. Jack drifted toward the far shed to cut a corner if someone cut theirs. Kira used the mustard keys and the number on the flat tag. The lock learned manners. The door opened on a room that smelled like thaw and bleach.

The ledger sat in a drawer where spoons should have been. Red cloth cover, no title. Inside, columns in a hand that could have been a bookkeeper or a forger. Birth names in one list. Church names in another. Fixers as initials that were a little too proud of being consistent. Prices as dots that only meant something if you knew which dot was a comma.

Kira photographed two pages and then the inside of the spine where a strip of paper had been glued under the cloth. That strip held the codes for the bell sequence and the alternate sequence for a shed three miles upriver. She took the strip. She left the book.

She found the storage door behind a false stack of plastic tubs with company logos in colors that had never met shrimp. There was a chain with a cheap lock and a better idea of itself. The mustard key did not fit. The wrench did. Two turns and a pinch and the lock believed it had been opened correctly.

Inside, a smell like damp cardboard and waiting. Two older kids on a pallet bed. One sat up fast and made a fist that said I will try anyway. The other blinked like the dark had given him its rules and he was going to miss them.

“Up,” Kira said. No sweet voice, no cooing. “Walk. Do not explain yourselves. Do not thank me yet. You can thank me later by doing everything I say for ten minutes.”

They stood. The girl had the scar at the knee that had stood by the sea wall. She recognized Kira and did not say it. The boy had a chipped tooth and a stare that had said no to men bigger than him. He wore a shirt that belonged to three different children before him. Kira peeled two numbers off tape on their collars and pressed water bottles into their hands. She looked at their shoes. Wrong for running. Good for moving.

“Kitchen,” she said, out of habit from the villa, then corrected herself. “Truck. There is a friend of the street out back with a hat that tells lies. He smells like paper. Follow him if you see him. Follow me first.”

Jack at the door put his palm to the jamb and listened to the fog. The umbrella woman’s quiet had reached their square. The radios stayed off because someone had given them a better hobby. He nodded and they moved.

They reached the basin without seeing a rifle that mattered. The man with the jaw looked at the kids and then at the water and then at the broom. He found a place in his head where floor maintenance was patriotic. He did not stop them. He held a hand out in front of the dog for the length of a prayer. The dog kept quiet like a saint.

At the corner near the canal mouth a pickup sat with the tailgate down. The stringer in the lie-hat perched on the bumper like a man trying to look less useful than he was. He had a camera that knew how not to look like a camera. He saw the kids and slid down without drama.

“Turn your lens into a bag,” Kira said.

“It is,” he said, and proved it. He pulled the strap across the boy’s chest. He placed the girl on the inside against the cab. He handed Jack a newspaper folded around nothing for the eyes on the street. He did not grin. He knew this was work extended, not finished.

“Clinic,” Kira said. “The one that
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