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Chapter One - Seven Calls
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Claire Duvall died at 9:17 on a Thursday night and made seven phone calls afterward.

Lena Hart learned that before she learned where the body was.

Detective Owen Mercer stood in the doorway of Hart Audio Restoration, rain shining on the shoulders of his coat. The clock above Lena's mixing desk showed 10:03. She had been cleaning a century-old wax cylinder one groove at a time and had not noticed the storm gather over Ashford.

"I need your ears," Owen said.

"That sentence has never led anywhere pleasant."

"Tonight will protect its record."

He set a sealed evidence drive beside her keyboard. Through the front window, blue light moved across wet brick. Two patrol cars waited at the curb, engines running.

"Who is Claire Duvall?" Lena asked.

"Host of Ashford After Dark. Investigative radio. Local fraud, missing people, businesses that prefer their books unread."

Lena knew the voice. Everyone in Ashford did. Claire spoke in a low, intimate register that made traffic reports sound like secrets. Her Friday program had recently begun teasing an investigation called Seven Minutes. Billboards promised that tomorrow's broadcast would name a person who had profited from callers at their most frightened.

"Where?" Lena asked.

"WQRT. Studio B."

The station occupied a converted telephone exchange three blocks from Lena's shop. At 9:17, a transformer failure had thrown the building into darkness for seven minutes. When emergency power returned, Claire was found on the floor of the soundproof studio. One blow to the back of her head. No weapon.

"And the calls?"

Owen pushed the drive toward her. "Her phone log shows seven outgoing calls between 9:18 and 9:23. Every person she called says they spoke to her."

"Voice messages?"

"Conversations. They remember questions and answers."

"Then your time of death is wrong."

"The medical examiner is confident. So am I."

Lena looked at the evidence seal. "Why bring this to me before your lab?"

"Because the station's audio engineer swears the recordings are authentic, and because Claire left a note with your name on it."

He showed her a photograph. A yellow legal pad lay beside the studio console. Written across its top sheet were four words:

IF I GO QUIET, LENA.

Lena had never met Claire.

At the station, the rain hammered old stone and filled the lobby with a dull roar. Owen led her past a reception desk, a wall of framed broadcast awards, and seven red bulbs mounted above the studio corridor. Six were dark. The last remained lit.

"On-air indicators," said a man waiting beside the control room. He was lean, early forties, with a silver hearing device hooked behind his right ear. "They should all be off."

"Isaac Bell, senior audio engineer," Owen said.

Isaac touched the device. "I hear high frequencies poorly. Before you wonder whether that matters."

Lena respected the directness. "Does the seventh lamp belong to Studio B?"

"No. It belongs to a booth we stopped using in 2008."

Studio B's door stood open. Claire lay beneath a white sheet near the broadcast chair. Nothing about the room looked violent. A microphone hung from its articulated arm. Headphones rested on the console. A mug had spilled tea across a stack of research cards.

On the digital clock above the window, the frozen display read 9:17.

Lena did not approach the body. She moved toward the console and listened.

"To what?" Owen asked quietly.

"The building."

Emergency fans hummed above the acoustic ceiling. Rain tapped the exterior wall. Somewhere beyond the glass, a relay clicked every eight seconds.

Then the dead studio telephone rang.

Everyone in the room stopped.

The caller display showed Claire Duvall's number.

Owen answered on speaker.

Claire's familiar broadcast voice filled the studio.

"Call seven was not for an alibi," it said. "It was for you, Lena."

The line disconnected.

Above the corridor, the seventh red light went dark.
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Chapter Two - The People Who Answered
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The seven recipients gathered in the station conference room before midnight.

Owen had not invited them together. The blackout had trapped half of them in the building, and the other half arrived after Claire's scheduled expose appeared online as a blank seven-minute audio file.

Lena watched from behind the observation glass while Owen took names.

Grant Heller owned WQRT and three other regional stations. He wore a dark suit and the steady impatience of a man who expected emergencies to respect his calendar.

Vivian Price directed Harbor House, Ashford's crisis hotline. Her gray hair was cropped close, and both hands remained folded around a paper cup she never drank from.

Daniel Kessler had produced Claire's program for six years and had been married to her for two. He corrected Owen when Owen called him her ex-husband.

"Separated," Daniel said. "Not divorced."

Mae Duvall, Claire's younger sister, worked as a physical therapist at Ashford General. She looked enough like Claire to make Lena understand why the station employees kept glancing away.

Rowan Pike was the attorney who reviewed Claire's investigations before broadcast. He had answered his call from a train platform, surrounded by commuters and cameras.

Nadia Cole managed the station's finances. She had received Claire's call while presenting quarterly numbers to the board over video.

The seventh recipient was Isaac Bell, the audio engineer now standing beside Lena. His call had come through the station intercom while he was resetting the failed transformer.

Seven people. Seven conversations. Seven alibis built from a dead woman's voice.

Owen entered the observation room. "They all consented to recording their statements."

"Did Claire record her calls automatically?"

"Her work phone did. Isaac recovered the files."

Isaac placed seven waveforms across a monitor. Each lasted between twenty-nine and sixty-four seconds.

Grant's call concerned a contract.

Vivian's warned that Claire had evidence from a former Harbor House volunteer.

Daniel's asked where he had placed tomorrow's opening script.

Mae's said only, "Do not come to the station."

Rowan's asked whether an injunction had been filed.

Nadia's requested a budget file.

Isaac's instructed him to leave the transformer off.

All seven included responses from the recipients. None sounded spliced. Claire interrupted, breathed, hesitated, and adjusted her phrasing as though reacting in real time.

"Synthetic speech?" Owen asked.

"Possible," Lena said. "But responsive conversation is harder than imitation. Whoever did this would need either a live operator or a model trained on Claire."

Daniel heard them through the open door. "There is a model."

The room turned toward him.

"Claire built a voice double for promotional spots," he said. "If she was traveling, we could correct a date or sponsor tag without bringing her back to the studio."

Grant Heller's expression chilled. "You told me it was for corrections."

"That is what we used it for."

"Who had access?" Owen asked.

Daniel looked at Isaac.

Isaac did not flinch. "Claire, Daniel, and me. The model runs on an isolated workstation in Booth Seven."

The abandoned booth with the red light.

Owen sent an officer to secure it. The booth was locked, and Isaac's key failed.

Lena replayed Mae's call. Claire's voice said, "Do not come to the station."

Mae answered, "You cannot keep deciding what I can survive."

There was anger in the reply, but beneath it Lena heard another sound: a soft double chime.

"Where were you?" Lena asked through the speaker.

"Hospital elevator," Mae said. "Leaving work."

The chime repeated twelve seconds later.

Lena knew Ashford General's elevators. Aunt Celia had spent three months there before she died. The doors announced each floor with one chime, not two.

"Which elevator?" Lena asked.

Mae stared toward the glass, unable to see Lena clearly. "The east tower."

"Those elevators do not make that sound."

Mae's face lost color.

Before Owen could question her, an officer called from the hall.

Booth Seven was open.

Inside, the voice workstation had been wiped. A chair faced a dead monitor. Seven red patch cables lay in a neat row on the floor.

An eighth cable was missing.
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