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Chapter 1: The Name on the List
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The ferry recording began with summer wind, an engine turning at low speed, and Lena Hart’s nine-year-old voice counting backward from ten.

At zero, every passenger vanished from the tape.

For forty-seven seconds, the engine remained. Water struck the hull. A second motor followed at a fixed distance. Yet no footsteps, conversation, or breath survived.

Then a woman whispered near the microphone, “There was one passenger who never boarded.”

Lena stopped the reel in her studio. Beside it lay a faded manifest from the Lake Corvin ferry Northwind, dated August 14, 1998. Seven names appeared in blue type. An eighth had been added in black ink.

LENA HART.

She had been nine that summer. She had never visited Lake Corvin.

Detective Owen Mercer stood behind her, coat still damp from rain. “Could the voice be yours?”

“The child counting is me.”

The cadence was exact: the clipped seven, the pause before three. Her father had recorded her testing microphones hundreds of times.

She turned the reel case over. A label read Last Passenger. Beneath it, nearly erased, were the initials G.R.

Her studio telephone rang.

An elderly man spoke before she could identify herself. “Ms. Hart, my name is Gideon Reed. I sent the machine from Briar Glen. If you played Lake Corvin, do not trust the passenger list.”

A ferry horn sounded behind him: short, long, short.

“Where are you?” Lena asked.

“On the last crossing.”

The line went dead.
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Chapter 2: The Lake in the Mountains
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Lake Corvin lay four hours north, held between steep gray mountains and a dam older than the towns downstream.

Lena and Owen reached it under a sky the color of unpolished steel. The lake appeared between pines without warning, black water cut by the wake of a white three-deck ferry.

The Northwind still carried passengers.

At the terminal, signs advertised its centennial crossing and the opening of the Lake Corvin Ferry Museum. Restoration architect Amara Singh stood beneath the clock tower directing workers with quick, precise signs while her interpreter, Jules, repeated instructions aloud.

Amara saw Lena and signed, I wondered how long that recorder would take to find you.

“You knew about it?” Owen asked.

Gideon found it inside a sealed luggage locker. He asked me where to send damaged audio. I told him Lena collects trouble by format.

Gideon Reed had served as the Northwind’s ticket clerk in 1998. Now seventy-two, he curated the museum and lived above the old boathouse.

His office was unlocked. Tea cooled on the desk. A folder labeled HART sat open and empty.

On the wall, eight brass ticket punches hung beneath passenger photographs.

The hook labeled LENA HART held no photograph.

It held a child’s red ribbon.
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Chapter 3: Gideon’s Empty Office
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Gideon had expected Lena.

His appointment ledger listed her name at four o’clock, followed by three underlined words: play both channels.

The recorder from Briar Glen was monaural. One reel, one track, one channel.

“Unless the second channel is another machine,” Lena said.

Amara opened a restoration cabinet. The museum owned an identical Lake Corvin recorder, its serial number one digit lower than Lena’s. Its reels were missing.

The office window faced the terminal clock. At 3:17, the minute hand moved backward one mark, then continued forward.

Amara signed, Old motor. Gideon refused replacement.

Owen examined the floor. A damp shoe print led from the desk to a service door. The tread had a crescent missing from the right heel.

Outside, the path divided toward the ferry landing and boathouse.

A deck officer in a navy coat approached from the Northwind. Captain Soren Vale was tall, silver-haired, and visibly displeased to see Owen’s badge.

“Gideon is not aboard,” he said. “He canceled today’s crossing.”

“He telephoned from somewhere with your horn behind him,” Lena said.

Soren’s expression changed. “Our horn has been disconnected since noon.”

From the far boathouse came a single metallic strike.

Then two more.

Three ticket punches, loud in the still air.
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Chapter 4: The Locked Boathouse
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The boathouse door was bolted from inside.

Through its dusty window, Lena saw Gideon Reed seated beside an old ticket machine. His head rested against the wall. A portable heater glowed near his chair.

Owen called his name. No response.

Amara pointed to the roof vent and signed, Too much condensation.

Soren found an emergency axe. Owen broke the window beside the latch while Lena telephoned local police. Cold air rushed in carrying the faint sweet odor of engine exhaust.

They opened the door and switched off the heater. Gideon was dead.

No wound marked him. His right hand held a ticket punched three times. His left rested on the stop lever of a narrow belt running through the wall.

The belt connected the ticket machine to the terminal clock. Each punch moved the clock backward one minute.

The three sounds had been Gideon’s final signal.

Lake Corvin Police Chief Marisol Grant arrived with a medic. She had a steady voice, a wool cap pulled over dark curls, and no patience for anyone stepping across her evidence markers.

“Carbon monoxide,” the medic said after a preliminary test. “Likely the heater.”

Amara shook her head and pointed.

The heater had no fuel tank.

A black hose ran beneath the floorboards toward the lake.
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Chapter 5: The Engine Underwater
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Divers found a small gasoline engine chained beneath the boathouse, its exhaust hose fed through a drilled piling.

It could run underwater because an intake tube rose inside a hollow mooring post. A timer started it at three o’clock and stopped it after forty-seven minutes.

“A replica of the second motor on the 1998 tape,” Lena said.

Chief Grant closed the boathouse as a crime scene. Gideon had been lured inside, the door bolted, and exhaust introduced remotely.

“Bolted how?” Owen asked.

The iron bolt remained thrown from within. No string passed through the frame. The windows had been painted shut until Owen broke one. The lake door was chained on the inside.

Amara crouched beside the ticket belt. It entered the wall through a brass guide and continued toward the terminal clock.

The belt can move both ways, she signed.

Pulling it from the terminal could operate the ticket machine—and perhaps lift the bolt through a hidden linkage.

Gideon had built museum demonstrations from old ferry equipment. Someone had turned one into a locked room.

In his pocket, Grant found a second ticket. It bore no date, destination, or fare.

Only one name:

CLAIRE VALE.

Captain Soren Vale looked at it and went pale.

“My sister drowned in this lake in 1998,” he said. “She was never on the Northwind.”
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Chapter 6: Claire Vale
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Claire Vale was twenty-six, an acoustic engineer hired to test the ferry’s new navigation alarms. On August 14, 1998, she left the terminal carrying two recorders and never returned.

Her coat was found on the north shore. No body surfaced.

Soren believed Gideon knew more than he admitted.

“He punched Claire a ticket after the manifest closed,” he told Grant. “Then he spent twenty-eight years insisting she missed the boat.”

The original investigation accepted that account. Claire’s apartment contained a note about leaving Lake Corvin. Her bank account was untouched.

“Who identified the coat?” Lena asked.

“I did.”

Soren’s voice carried old anger polished by repetition.

He had inherited ferry operations from their father. Gideon later accused him of hiding maintenance records and threatened to delay the museum opening.

“Where were you at three?” Grant asked.

“On the bridge with twelve passengers and three crew.”

His alibi held.

Before leaving, Soren turned to Lena. “Your father was here that day.”

Lena kept her face still. “Daniel Hart?”

“He asked questions about a false distress call. He brought a little girl in a red sweater.”

The ribbon from Gideon’s wall had once tied Lena’s hair.
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