
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Murder in Car Nine: A Locked Door Hides Everything
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The Dominion Star — Winter 1940

Between the jagged spines of the Canadian Rockies, where the wind speaks in long, mournful vowels and the snow falls in sheets as fine as lace, there runs a train known on every timetable simply as: The Dominion Star.

To most who board her varnished cars, she is an emblem of modern comfort—mahogany paneling, brass fixtures, warm berths, and dining tables set with silver service. A miracle of industry carrying soldiers, businessmen, society wives, and all manner of travelers westward toward Vancouver, where the Pacific’s salt breath mingles with the last cold exhale of the mountains.

But in the winter of 1940, the Dominion Star carried more than passengers.

She carried secrets.

Some hidden in luggage,

some whispered through telegraph wires,

and one—silent and small—woven into the very walls.

It was a season of unease. Europe was darkening under the shadow of war, and the Canadian frontier hummed with uncertainty. Lines of loyalty blurred like ink in snowfall. Men spoke quietly in hotel bars, tracing maps with their fingers. And on the edges of the continent, where prairies gave way to towering stone, whispers of smuggling rings, railway corruption, and the ghost of a man named Harrow drifted like smoke.

It was into this world that Félix Moreau, senior conductor of the Dominion Star, returned for his winter rotation. Moreau was not a detective by trade—though he had the instincts for it—or a hero by desire. He was simply a man who kept the rails running true, the passengers’ safe, and the order of the train intact. A man who carried a quiet past and a strict sense of duty, each folded as neatly as the handkerchief in his pocket.

He expected snow.

He expected schedule delays.

He expected the usual quarrels over berth assignments, the usual clattering disputes over luggage.

What he did not expect was that one journey through a storm-choked mountain pass would unravel a web of lies stretching back decades... or that an overlooked child—mute and watchful as a night bird—would become the key to a mystery as cold and intricate as the Rockies themselves.

On that journey, a reclusive millionaire would be found stabbed inside his locked compartment.

On that journey, three men would confess to striking him.

On that journey, one man would die for justice, another for mercy, and another for greed.

And on that journey, a conductor would discover that some secrets cling to the rails as fiercely as snow—to be brushed aside only with courage, empathy, and truth.

This is the account of the winter when the Dominion Star crossed the high pass with a murderer aboard.

When a ledger of lost children resurfaced.

When a girl in the walls came out of hiding.

And when Félix Moreau—gentle, meticulous, steadfast—unwillingly stepped from the safety of schedules into the dangerous realm of human darkness.

This is the story of The Ledger of the Lost and the night when the Dominion Star ran through more than a storm.

It ran through judgment.

Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction inspired loosely by historical events. All characters, dialogues, and specific incidents are products of the author’s imagination and are not intended to represent actual persons, living or dead. While the narrative may evoke themes connected to past accidents, it does not claim factual accuracy or documentary intent. The author assumes no responsibility for interpretations, comparisons, or inferences drawn from the fictional plot or characters.
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CHAPTER 1 — SNOW ON THE RAILS
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The Dominion Star always sounded different after leaving Calgary: a subtle tightening of the rails, a deeper hum beneath the wheels, as though the train were bracing itself for the climb into the Rockies. Conductor Félix Moreau felt the change the way a sailor feels wind or a violinist feels pitch. The shift in rhythm was delicate but unmistakable. The plains behind them; the mountains ahead. The world narrowing to steel rails, polished wood, and the soft glow of electric lamps.

He paused at the vestibule between Cars Seven and Eight, where the cold slipped through the rubber seals in thin, disciplined blades. Snow flickered in the darkness outside. The sky had long since vanished, swallowed by the storm moving down from the high passes. He inhaled the crisp air—cold enough to sting—and then stepped back into the warmth of Car Eight, closing the door with a practiced turn of the latch. The corridor lights glowed amber, diffused by glass sconces etched with curling vines. The carpets—a deep maroon that seemed to drink lamplight—muffled his footfall.

Even after twenty years on the rails, Felix still believed there was a kind of sacredness aboard a night train. A floating world. A sealed realm of chance meetings, whispered quarrels, soft betrayals. A place where no one could quite outrun whatever rode with them in their minds... or their luggage.

He adjusted the collar of his uniform coat and smoothed the sleeve where a faint wrinkle dared to appear. Presentation mattered. Dignity mattered. On a train like the Dominion Star, the conductor was not merely staff: he was custodian of the journey, arbiter of routine, the calm axis on which the entire mechanism of travel turned.

And tonight, he felt—not unease, precisely, but a faint, unfamiliar discord. A slight wrongness beneath the familiar rhythm of the wheels.

He moved toward the dining car.

The door swung open, releasing a wave of warmth, soft conversation, and the clink of silver on china. The dining car was an Art Deco jewel: lacquered mahogany, brass railings polished to gleam, and cut-crystal lamps glowing amber beneath tasseled shades. Cigarette smoke traced lazy spirals toward the ceiling fans.

Passengers had finished their soup and were halfway through the main course. Félix saw them all at a glance—each face, each gesture, each tension—and placed them mentally into his Movement Book, though the book itself rested quietly in his breast pocket.

At the far corner table sat Alastair Pembroke, the timber and mining magnate whose wealth was as solid and cold as the mountains they were climbing. A man built like an oak stump, square-shouldered, heavy-jawed, his hair silvered without softening him. He read a sheaf of papers beside his plate, ignoring the roast duck cooling before him. His secretary, Emily Devereux, sat opposite him with the poise of a woman who had trained herself to breathe silently. Her movements were methodical: cutting her meat, sipping her tea, pressing her lips together whenever Pembroke’s voice rose a shade too sharp.

Felix watched Pembroke thrust a document toward her. She leaned forward to read it, and for a moment her mask cracked. There was something in her eyes—resentment? Fear?—that vanished so quickly Félix might have imagined it. But he had not imagined it. He never imagined such things; he observed them.

Near the windows, dressed in a dark suit that had seen too many border crossings and too few peaceful nights, Anton Weiss sat alone. His narrow face caught the lamplight at an angle that made the hollows beneath his cheekbones seem painfully deep. A tall, elegant man, but threadbare at the edges—like a book with beautiful pages but a cracking spine. He lifted his glass of wine but never drank; he seemed to study the liquid as though it held all the world’s tragedies.

Weiss watched Pembroke with a stare too fixed to be polite. Felix made a mental note.

In the booth directly behind Weiss, Lydia Pembroke sat stirring a cup of broth she had barely tasted. She was beautiful in a fragile way: her black hair pinned in soft waves, her pale face framed by a fox-fur collar. She appeared as if she had stepped out of a portrait rather than onto a train. Her gloved hand trembled every time her spoon touched the rim of her cup.

She was alone tonight. Pembroke had not invited her to dine with him. Nor had she insisted. Something had passed between them earlier—Felix had seen it at boarding, a single clipped exchange that left Lydia blinking back tears as she entered Car Nine. Since then, she had moved through the train like a woman navigating a minefield of her own memories.

Felix also noted that Lydia kept glancing at Weiss. Not in recognition exactly, but in worry. Two people bound by fear of the same man.

He moved down the aisle, offering small nods, soft greetings.

“Good evening, Mr. Beaumont,” he murmured to the railway engineer seated near the smoking lounge. Beaumont—a genial, sharply dressed man who smelled faintly of pipe tobacco and polished brass—looked up from the laughter of passengers surrounding him. He thrived in company, especially when discussing trains.

“Ah, Moreau! Tell me, have you ever seen such a smooth grade near Banff in winters past? Superb maintenance this year!”

Félix smiled gently. “The line is in excellent condition, yes.”

Beaumont gestured animatedly, his hands slicing the air in arcs that mimicked track curves. “They improved the banking on the descent. Much safer now. Why, a few years ago a train like this—”

Félix listened politely, though his attention drifted. Behind Beaumont, at the far end of the car, senior porter Thomas Briggs entered quietly, almost too quietly. He had the look of a man trying to blend into the wallpaper. His eyes moved quickly, flicking from table to table, lingering on Pembroke for a beat that Félix found too long.

Briggs was a good porter, but he had been restless tonight. Palms damp. Movements uncertain. Twice Felix had seen him hesitate outside Car Nine. Once, he had found him consulting the passenger manifest in a corner where he would reasonably have had no need of it.

Now Briggs carried a tray of desserts and approached Pembroke’s table with a stiff smile. Emily thanked him warmly; Pembroke did not look up.

Felix inclined his head. “Evening, Briggs.”

The porter jolted slightly. “Sir. Everything in order, sir.”

“Of course.” Felix did not believe him.

He continued down the aisle until he reached Lydia Pembroke. She seemed startled when he paused.

“Madame Pembroke,” he said gently, “may I fetch anything for you? A fresh broth, perhaps? A warmer shawl? The car is drafty tonight.”

She looked up, offering a wan but grateful smile. “No, thank you, Monsieur Moreau. You are always attentive. I’m merely... tired.”

Her voice had the soft, quavering quality of a violin string stretched too tightly.

“If you require anything, simply ring,” he said. “Car Nine is watched with especial care tonight.”

She blinked, puzzled. “Why Car Nine?”

Felix smiled politely. “Your husband’s compartment, madame. Important guests require attentive staff, especially in winter. That is all.”

But she did not look reassured. She looked afraid.

As Félix left the dining car, the train gave a gentle sway. Snow brushed against the windows like faint fingers. Voices quieted as though the storm outside had seeped into the passengers themselves. The dining lamps reflected in the dark glass, making the world beyond seem infinite, unreachable.

He took the narrow connector back toward Car Nine, the vestibule rattling as wind pressed against the train. The steel groaned faintly on the tight curve. Félix placed his gloved hand against the doorframe, feeling the vibration. Slightly uneven. Nothing dangerous—just different. He logged it in his mind.

Inside the corridor, the scent of lavender cleaning oil and polished brass greeted him. Car Nine was the pride of the Dominion Star—luxurious, tranquil, and reserved for the wealthiest passengers. But tonight it felt tense, like a dressing room before a performance.

Emily Devereux appeared at the far end of the corridor carrying a slim writing case. Félix noticed she checked behind her before stepping into Pembroke’s compartment. Just a glance, but furtive.

He heard raised voices—Pembroke’s rough timbre, Emily’s cool replies—muffled by the thick compartment door. The lamp above the doorway flickered once as though reacting to the tension inside.

Félix did not linger; a conductor never eavesdropped openly. But he walked more slowly than necessary as he passed, and the final words he caught were unmistakable.

“...you will follow instructions, Miss Devereux. Do not forget your position.”

Her reply was sharper than he expected. “I never forget anything, sir.”

The door shut.

A gust of cold seeped in through the vestibule door near the rear of Car Nine. Félix turned and found Anton Weiss standing there, coat collar raised, snowflakes clinging to his hair. His expression was bleak.

“Ah... Conductor,” Weiss murmured. “The observation platform is quite desolate tonight.”

“Indeed, sir. The mountains are not forgiving.”

Weiss’s gaze slid to Pembroke’s door. “Some men believe themselves more invulnerable than mountains.”

Felix held the man’s gaze. “Is something troubling you, Mr. Weiss?”

Weiss hesitated. “Everything troubles a man who fears something may be taken from him.” Then he added, “Or already has been.”

Before Felix could press further, Weiss brushed past him and returned to the corridor.

Félix watched him go. Another entry in the Movement Book—this one a mental note rather than an inked one.

He walked to the far end of the car, passing Lydia’s compartment. The door was slightly ajar. Lydia sat on the edge of her berth, her hands clasped at her throat as though trying to keep her breath inside. She stared at nothing.

When she noticed Félix, she rose quickly and shut the door with a shaky apology. Her silhouette trembled behind the frosted glass.

The storm intensified outside. The train’s hum shifted again—subtle, strained, as though the night were offering a warning the rails alone could interpret.

Félix tapped his breast pocket, feeling the shape of the Movement Book. Too many passengers were out of sync with the train’s rhythm tonight. Too many glances out of place. Too many whispers.

He stepped back toward the vestibule to begin his next round.

There, between the cars, he paused.

Something brushed against his boot.

He looked down.

A folded piece of paper, edges crisp, lying half-hidden beneath the coupling door. He bent to pick it up.

Just as his fingers touched the paper, the train gave a sharp jolt.

The lights flickered.

Somewhere inside Car Nine, a raised voice shouted—a single, harsh syllable—and then fell into silence.

Félix straightened slowly, the paper in his gloved hand.

Snow hammered the windows. The rails moaned beneath the wheels.

The night had shifted. Something—someone—had nudged the rhythm of the train off its true course.

And Félix Moreau, who knew the cadences of trains better than the cadences of his own heartbeat, felt the disturbance as clearly as a conductor feels a wrong note in an orchestra.

Tonight was not going to be a normal journey.

Not at all.

The paper felt stiff beneath Félix Moreau’s glove, as though it had never intended to be lost. He turned it over, noting the clean fold, the discreet size — neither letter nor ticket, but something meant to be concealed and carried. The storm raged harder outside, wind battering the sealed vestibule door, snow scraping like fingernails against the glass. A faint, rhythmic rattle came from somewhere in the car’s underframe, a knock that fell out of step with the steady percussion of the wheels. He made a mental note to ask the engineer about it later.

He slipped the folded paper into his pocket without opening it. A conductor learned quickly that the timing of discovery was as important as the discovery itself. There was an art to patience.

He straightened his coat, lifted his chin, and began walking again down the corridor toward the dining car. Perhaps it was only his imagination, but the silence inside Car Nine seemed heavier than moments before. It was as though all sound — laughter, argument, breathing — had withdrawn into the walls, leaving the passageway hollow.

At Pembroke’s compartment door he paused. Not long enough to draw attention, just long enough to listen. The air behind the polished wood felt charged. No sound now. No argument. No soft click of a cigarette case, nor the scratch of pen on paper. Only quiet.

Too quiet.

He moved on.

The dining car was thinning as passengers finished their meals and drifted toward their berths. Félix scanned the tables. The stewards were whisking away plates and polishing glassware. Briggs stood near the galley door, shoulders hunched, eyes darting toward the corridor whenever a guest rose. Young Michael Hart was helping fold the linen napkins as meticulously as if they were military flags.

Félix approached him with a small, reassuring smile. “Everything alright, Hart?”

The boy jumped. “Oh! Y-yes, sir. Just a bit of a crowd earlier. Hard to keep track of orders.”

Félix tilted his head. “You’ve worked dinner service before.”

“Yes, but... well...” Hart glanced toward Briggs without meaning to. Briggs stiffened.

Félix’s eyes narrowed slightly. “But?”

Hart swallowed. “Nothing, sir.”

Felix did not press. He never pressed the young ones; they broke too easily under pressure, like ice on shallow ponds. Instead, he turned toward Briggs.

The senior porter’s face looked as if someone had peeled a decade from it during the last hour, leaving a younger, more frightened man beneath. He stood beside a trolley stacked with empty dessert plates, polishing a spoon with unnecessary vigor.

“Long night, Briggs?” Félix asked calmly.

Briggs startled visibly. “Sir. Just the usual. Busy run.”

“I hope so,” Félix replied mildly. “The storm seems determined to follow us. We may have delays.”

Briggs said nothing, but he shifted his weight, the spoon trembling slightly in his hand.

“Your voice carried earlier in the corridor,” Félix continued, his tone soft as snowfall. “Mr. Pembroke did not seem pleased.”

Briggs’s face drained. “You heard—? Sir, I only brought his nightcap, that’s all. He was... unsettled, perhaps. But he paid his bill and sent me away.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well.”

Briggs exhaled in visible relief.

Félix glanced toward the galley. “If you’ve finished here, check the lamp in compartment C. Mrs. Pembroke said it flickered.”

Briggs nodded and hurried off, grateful for the dismissal.

As he left, Félix saw Emily Devereux enter the dining car. She had changed since her earlier appearance — or perhaps it was simply the atmosphere around her. Her posture seemed tighter, her steps sharper. She carried her writing case tucked beneath her arm like a shield.

She nodded politely to Félix. “Conductor.”

“Miss Devereux. Late-night work?”

“There is always work.”

Her voice carried a brittle precision.

Félix asked, “How is Mr. Pembroke this evening?”

She hesitated. Only a fraction of a second. But enough.

“He is... focused on business matters,” she said carefully. “We have heavy correspondence to complete before Vancouver.”

“I see. You seemed troubled at dinner.”

She did not flinch, but her eyes hardened.

“I should think,” She replied, “that a man in Mr. Pembroke’s position would trouble many people.”

A curious answer. Both true and not an answer at all.

Félix nodded once, then stepped aside. She made her way to the ladies’ writing salon, the faint click of her heels echoing down the corridor. He watched her until she vanished behind the etched-glass door.

Just as he turned to re-enter the dining car, he heard quick footsteps and turned to see Anton Weiss approaching. The air around him seemed colder, as though he carried the winter inside his coat.

“Conductor,” Weiss said quietly, stopping before him. His breath came in thin clouds. “May I trouble you for a moment of privacy?”

“Of course.”

Weiss glanced left and right, ensuring the corridor was empty. “You have served this train many years, yes?”

“Twenty,” Félix said.

“Then tell me — does Alastair Pembroke always behave this way? With such... indifference to the suffering of others?”

Felix regarded him evenly. “I cannot speak to Mr. Pembroke’s dealings. But he is a man accustomed to commanding. That is all I can say.”

Weiss lowered his voice even further. “He stole from me. From my family. Paintings, bonds, heirlooms smuggled out of Vienna when I barely escaped with my life. He bought what should never have been for sale, and at a price that made mockery of our loss.”

Félix remained silent.

Weiss’s voice faltered. “I saw him just now, through the glass of his compartment. He was writing something. Alone. And...”

“And?” Félix prompted gently.

“And smiling.”

Weiss closed his eyes briefly, as if ashamed of how deeply the detail wounded him.

“At a time like this,” he whispered, “no honest man should smile.”

Felix let the silence stretch. Weiss seemed to shrink under it.

At last, Félix spoke. “Your anger is understandable. But anger does not grant clarity. Nor peace.”

Weiss nodded, unable to argue. “I only— I only want what was taken restored. Nothing more.”

“Understandable,” Félix said again.

“Good night, Conductor.”

“Good night.”

Weiss moved away, heading toward the observation platform once more.

Felix watched him disappear into the swirling dark of the vestibule.

The train groaned, shifting its weight as it climbed. Snow hurled itself against the windows with sudden ferocity, a white tempest determined to smother light. The storm was no longer a quiet accompaniment to their journey; it demanded to be heard.

Félix returned to the dining car and made one more quiet circuit. Lydia Pembroke had gone. Beaumont remained with a dwindling cluster of listeners, his booming voice now somewhat muffled under the storm’s assault. The stewards dimmed the table lamps.

A final sweep of the corridor between Cars Eight and Nine revealed nothing unusual. Except—there was that rhythm again. A subtle, arrhythmic hitch beneath the wheels, like a cough in an otherwise steady breath. Something about the tension of the rails.

He paused, pressing one hand against the wall. The vibration was faint but real.

The Dominion Star had begun to climb more sharply, gears shifting, the steam engine groaning as it pushed into the wind. That alone could account for it.

Still... Félix made a note to speak with the engineer at the next stop.

He resumed his slow, deliberate patrol of Car Nine. The storm howled outside, sealing the train in its own cocoon of warmth and danger. He paused briefly at Emily’s closed writing-salon door; the soft clack of her typewriter was steady, metronomic. But then — as he continued down the corridor — it stopped abruptly.

Not slowed. Not tapered.

Stopped.

Félix turned his head slightly toward the door. Silence.

Then a faint rustle. A single click, like a lid being snapped shut. Then nothing.

He moved on.

The folded paper in his pocket felt heavier with every step, though he had not yet read it. Perhaps it was the paper, or perhaps it was the weight of the night pressing inward.

He passed Lydia Pembroke’s compartment. Still silent. Still dark beneath the door. Nothing moved within.

Car Nine felt hushed, tense, as though breath were being held collectively.

Félix slowed again outside Pembroke’s compartment. The lamp above the door flickered faintly. He leaned closer.

Nothing.

No argument. No pacing. No pen scratching. No whisper.

The silence was unnatural.

He touched the door lightly with two fingers. The wood was cool. Too cool, perhaps, or perhaps not. Temperature fluctuated in these cars, especially as the train battled the storm.

Behind him, a door opened softly.

He turned.

It was the “occupied” compartment registered to J. Harrow.

But the door stood open only an inch, revealing a room untouched — luggage rack empty, bed neatly made, lamp unlit. No guest had slept here tonight or any other night of this journey.

The door swayed gently, stirred by a draft that should not have existed.

Felix moved forward and closed it firmly.

One final walk to the vestibule. Snow pounded the windows. He watched flakes dissolve against the heated glass.

A trick of the storm, perhaps. A trick of the rails.

But the conductor in him knew better.

There was a wrongness in the air tonight — as though the storm had brought something aboard with it. Something human or otherwise, he could not yet tell.

He reached the end of the car, stood between the rocking connectors, and breathed the cold air through the thin gap in the seals.

And as he inhaled, something strange occurred.

For the first time since he began working the rails, Félix Moreau could not hear the heartbeat of the train.

The steady rhythm had vanished.

The storm had swallowed it whole.

He exhaled slowly.

Then he turned—and walked back inside, the folded paper in his pocket whispering against his coat with every step.

The train lurched again as Félix Moreau made his way back toward the center of Car Nine. It was not a violent movement, merely a stiff, uneven shift, like a man readjusting his footing on uncertain ground. But it was wrong. The Dominion Star was a veteran of mountain winters; it did not stumble without reason.

Félix steadied himself with a hand against the corridor wall. The amber sconces flickered once, twice, then steadied. Somewhere overhead, the wind shrieked like a distant whistle.

He reached into his pocket and withdrew the folded piece of paper he had found near the coupling door. He held it at arm’s length a moment, watching the shadows cast by the lamps slide across its edges as the train rocked. Then he opened it.

A single sentence lay inside, typed in the faint, uneven ink of a portable typewriter:

I know what he is hiding in Car Nine.

No signature. No indication of the writer’s hand. Just those words — stark, cold, and sharp as a blade — waiting like an accusation.

Félix closed the paper carefully and slipped it back into his pocket. The typeface had the faint irregularity common to older portable machines. Emily Devereux’s typewriter was of exactly that sort. But so were several owned by travelers who used writing salons or carried small machines in their luggage. Weiss could own one. Beaumont easily might. Even Briggs, who filed numerous reports, could have access to such a machine through the staff stations.

The phrase, however — I know what he is hiding — seemed personal. Threatening. And yet strangely formal, as though its writer believed clarity more important than flourish.

He began walking again.

He passed the writing salon, glancing through the frosted glass. The light inside was dim. Emily’s silhouette sat perfectly still at the small desk, head bowed over her papers. The typewriter was quiet. Too quiet. The clack of keys had not resumed since the moment it had abruptly stopped.

As Félix drew closer, she straightened — a quick, precise motion, posture sharpened like a blade returning to its sheath. Her hand moved across the table, as though pushing something out of view. Then she reached for her pen.

She did not look toward the door.

He noted the detail and continued along the corridor.

A sudden cold draft spiraled across his ankles. He turned, frowning. The windows were sealed. The vestibule doors shut. That left only two possibilities: an improper seal in one of the connectors — which he would have noticed earlier — or a compartment door left ajar.

With the storm raging outside, even a small leak of cold air could cause discomfort, or worse.

He retraced his steps toward the rear of the car.

The “Harrow” compartment again.

The door was shut. He tested the latch.

Secure.

He stepped back, reconsidering. The draft had been brief, unusual. A momentary whisper. Possibly caused by pressure shifts as the train curved. He had felt such things before.

But not often.

He continued onward.

Lydia Pembroke’s compartment door remained closed, though a faint light glowed through the bottom slit. She was awake, then, or the lamp had been left on. Not ideal; passengers tended to sleep poorly when the mountain storm clawed at the train’s skin. But Félix did not knock. A conductor respected boundaries, especially among those fragile enough to shatter beneath too much attention.

He approached the rear vestibule again, this time stepping inside. Snow hammered the outer door, ice forming in the ridges of the window frame. The rubber seals trembled slightly, breathing cold into the narrow space.

He leaned closer.

The storm shoved violently against the metal plating, making the entire connector shudder. The hinges rattled.

Then came a sound he had not expected—not part of the rails, nor the storm, nor anything mechanical.

A voice.

Soft. Muffled. Half a word, perhaps.

A gasp?

Félix went very still.

He pressed his ear against the inner door leading back into the corridor of Car Nine.

Silence.

He closed his eyes and listened deeper, the way he had learned to listen in childhood for oncoming trains on quiet tracks. Breath held. Mind emptied. Senses reaching.

Nothing.

He eased back.

Perhaps he had imagined it. Or perhaps the old train had produced a groan that resembled something human. Metal could moan like a living thing in winter storms. The mountains taught it.

He returned to the corridor, smoothing his coat as if shedding the cold and the uncertainty along with it.

The lamp above Pembroke’s compartment flickered again.

He slowed.

Inside, complete darkness. No shadows moved behind the frosted glass panel. No sound.

Félix touched the door lightly with his fingertips, the way one touches the back of a sleeping animal unsure if it is safe to wake. The wood carried a faint hum — not of life, but of the train’s heartbeat, the thrum of wheels turning steel into vibration.

Something prickled in the back of his mind. He reached for the door handle.

He stopped.

No good conductor disturbed a compartment without cause. Privacy mattered aboard a luxury sleeper. But experience had taught him to trust instincts sharpened by decades on the line.

Footsteps clattered behind him.

He turned swiftly.

Beaumont approached from the far end of the corridor, wiping tobacco ash from his waistcoat. His cheeks were flushed with satisfaction — or wine.

“Evening patrol, Moreau?” Beaumont asked jovially. “I see you’re keeping watch over Car Nine as if it holds the crown jewels.”

“Sometimes people are worth more than jewels,” Félix replied evenly.

“Ah,” Beaumont chuckled, “philosophical tonight, are we?”

Félix offered a faint smile. “Stormy nights often inspire thought.”

Beaumont leaned casually against the corridor wall. “I say, did you hear the odd jolt earlier? Near ten minutes ago? I felt it even in the smoking lounge. Thought we might derail for a moment.”

“The grade is steep,” Félix said. “Snow accumulates unpredictably.”

“Yes, yes, but—” Beaumont waved a hand. “These cars were designed for such conditions. They do not simply... skip.”

Felix registered the comment. Interesting. The engineer heard it too.

Before he could ask more, a steward called Beaumont’s name from the far end of the corridor, requesting his signature on the entertainment log.

Beaumont tipped his hat. “Duty calls, Moreau.”

He departed.

Felix turned back to Pembroke’s door.

Still dark. Still silent.

He took one small step forward.

Then another.

The lamp above hummed softly, a faint buzz.

He paused when a slender shadow moved within the frosted panel of the adjacent compartment. The door opened an inch. Lydia Pembroke stood framed in the gap, pale as a winter ghost.

“Conductor,” she whispered.

“Madame Pembroke,” Félix replied gently, stepping closer. “Are you unwell?”

Her eyes shimmered strangely in the dim light. “No. Or—perhaps I am. I cannot sleep.”

“The storm is loud tonight.”

“It isn’t the storm.”

She lowered her voice.

“It’s him.”

She nodded toward Pembroke’s compartment.

Félix’s pulse quickened slightly. “Your husband?”

“Yes.” She swallowed. “He hasn’t spoken to me since dinner. He... he frightens me, Monsieur Moreau. He can be... cruel.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I heard something a few minutes ago. A thump. A hard one. As though something heavy... fell.”

Félix’s breath slowed to steady itself.

“A thump?” he repeated softly.

She nodded again. “From his compartment. I was afraid to knock. He would only grow angry.”

“Did you hear voices?” Félix asked.

She shook her head. “No. Only silence afterward. Complete silence.”

The lamplight flickered again.

Félix’s mind began forming its first grid of potential movements, possible timings, spatial intervals. Something was wrong. But he could not act prematurely.

“Thank you, Madame Pembroke,” he said quietly. “I will look into it.”

She retreated, closing her door softly, as though afraid even that sound might offend someone.

The corridor fell silent once more.

Félix looked again at Pembroke’s door. The brass handle gleamed like a single watchful eye.

He stepped forward—

A sudden tremor ran through the car.

This time it was not the storm.

It was something internal.

Something heavy shifting.

From behind Pembroke’s door.

Then—

A soft metallic scrape.

Then nothing.

Félix went still as a conductor waiting for a cue from the orchestra.

He lifted his hand to the door handle—

And stopped when the whistle blew a long, low warning note from the front of the train.

A tunnel.

They were entering a tunnel.

The sound changed instantly, echoing, compressing, turning the quiet corridor into a hollow chamber where every footstep seemed magnified.

The lamps flickered once more, plunging the passage into half-shadow—

And then the compartment door behind him — the one to the “Harrow” room — clicked softly, as though something inside had shifted.

Félix turned sharply.

The door remained closed.

But the click had been real.

He knew the sound of a latch shifting.

He had never been wrong about such things.

A new quiet filled the train — a quiet not born of sleep or calm, but of tension gathering like snow along a roofline, waiting until its own weight forced a collapse.

He faced Pembroke’s door once more.

Something was wrong inside that compartment.

Terribly wrong.

And the storm outside seemed determined to hide it.

The tunnel swallowed the train whole.

The whistle’s low cry folded back upon itself, echoing through the mountain’s stone throat, and for a few moments the world outside vanished—no stars, no snow, no sky, only the black press of rock and the rhythmic thunder of metal on rails, magnified and distorted.

The lamps in Car Nine dimmed under the strain of the old generator, then brightened with a faint hum. Sound shifted; footsteps on the corridor carpet became abrupt, too close, too present, as if carried on a shorter, harsher air.

Inside that artificial night, Félix Moreau stood between two doors: on one side, Alastair Pembroke’s private compartment; on the other, the empty room reserved for Mr. J. Harrow, ghost passenger.

He listened.

The deep vibration of the rails rolled up through his boots, into his bones. The tunnel’s echo made it harder to separate one sound from another; everything overlapped and bounced, a confusion of noise. Yet he had worked trains long enough to disentangle such muddled rhythms. He could still hear the subtle differences—the clink of a glass, the creak of a berth frame, the sigh of a door.

Now he heard none of them.

Pembroke’s compartment remained as silent as a sealed tomb.

The Harrow door sat innocently still, its latch faintly shiny from recent use, though no one had passed officially through it.

Félix felt every instinct urging him to knock, to announce himself, to step in and verify that all was well.

He did not.

On the rails, instinct must live alongside discipline. A conductor who barged into private cabins because a lamp flickered or a passenger reported a single thump would not last long in luxury service. There were lines one did not cross without cause.

But he tucked this moment away into his mental ledger. Lamp flickering. Silence following a reported thump. A soft metallic scrape. A click from a door that should not have clicked. The tunnel’s echo.

None of it formed a pattern yet.

Yet.

The train burst from the tunnel with a sudden blast of light and sound. The pressure changed; the echo collapsed. Snow once more flung itself against the windows, swirling in mad ribbons. The Dominion Star gave a protesting groan as it hit the fresh drifts, then steadied.

Félix exhaled slowly.

Behind him, the corridor door opened, admitting young Hart with an armful of freshly folded towels.

“Conductor?” Hart said, surprised to find him standing there. “I—I thought you were in the dining car.”

“Not at the moment,” Félix said. “Where are those for?”

“Car Eight, sir. The washrooms.”

“Good.” Félix stepped aside to let him pass, then added, “Hart, have you noticed anything unusual tonight?”

The boy swallowed. “Unusual, sir?”

“Yes. In the car. Among the passengers.”

Hart hesitated, glancing toward Pembroke’s door before he could stop himself.

“Well?” Félix asked gently.

Hart lowered his voice. “Mr. Pembroke was... very sharp with Briggs earlier. In the pantry. Almost shouting. I’ve never heard him like that, sir. And Miss Devereux—she looked like she might faint, but she didn’t say a word. Just stared at them. Like she was watching something burn.”

Félix nodded slowly. “Anything else?”

“Mrs. Pembroke asked for a second blanket, sir. A thick one. She said she was cold, but the car is warm.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I said I’d fetch it,” Hart replied. “Briggs gave me a look.”

“A look?”

“As if to say... leave it. That’s how it felt.”

Felix filed that away. “Thank you, Hart. See to your towels.”

The boy hurried on, relieved to return to predictable duties.

Félix resumed his patrol, but the image of Lydia requesting a second blanket lingered in his mind. People asked for extra blankets for many reasons: chill, illness, comfort, protection. Or, sometimes, because they feared what might reach them in the night.

He made his way toward the front of the train.

The lounge and smoking car were quieter now. The card game that had earlier gripped Charles Beaumont and his audience had dissolved into scattered conversations. A few gentlemen leaned over newspapers, reading war reports under the soft glow of shaded lamps. The world beyond the train might have been a different planet entirely, but the headlines followed them even into these mountains.

Beaumont perched in an armchair near the window, a glass of whisky balanced on his knee, a cigar smoldering between his fingers. He greeted Félix with a lazy salute.

“Moreau! Come inspect our little fortress. We have survived the tunnel.”

“So it appears,” Félix said. “You felt the grade?”

“Oh, indeed. Rather exhilarating. Reminded me of that avalanche incident outside Golden—do you remember? Two winters ago. The snow piled up like a rampart. Magnificent.”

“Dangerous,” Félix corrected softly.

“Danger often is,” Beaumont replied cheerfully. “Makes for good stories later. Provided one is not crushed, of course.”

He chuckled at his own remark. Félix did not.

Instead, he drew closer, lowering his voice. “Mr. Beaumont, you know rolling stock better than most. Did you feel anything... unusual in the car tonight? A jolt or shift that did not feel like ordinary weather?”

Beaumont grew more serious. “You mean that hitch earlier? Yes. Everyone in the smoking lounge felt it. Glasses rattled. The steward nearly dropped a tray. I assumed the snow packed badly under the wheels on a curve.”

“Possibly,” Félix said. “Did you notice where we were at the time?”

Beaumont thought. “Just before the tunnel, I believe. Which would put us near the old maintenance siding. It’s always a bit rough there.”

“Always?” Félix asked.

“Well...” Beaumont conceded, “not always. But often enough I wouldn’t call it remarkable.”

Félix made a note: jolt before the tunnel. Reported by multiple people. Possibly track-related. Possibly not. “Very good,” he said. “Thank you.”

He turned to move on, but Beaumont rose and caught his sleeve lightly.

“If you’re anxious about the track, Moreau,” he said, “I’ll be happy to inspect the undercarriage at our next stop. They still trust me with a wrench now and then.”

“Your expertise is appreciated,” Félix replied. “But I would not ask you to go beneath the train in this weather unless strictly necessary.”

“Rubbish,” Beaumont said. “I’ve crawled under worse. Snow is only water that’s made up its mind.”

Felix’s lips twitched despite himself. “We shall see. Good evening, Mr. Beaumont.”

He left the lounge, sliding back into the narrow spine of the corridor.

As he passed the tiny telegraph alcove near the guard’s office, he heard the faint buzz-clatter of a key in motion. The operator, Nora Clarke, sat hunched over the instrument, headphones pressing against her dark hair, fingers dancing with practiced precision. The instrument chattered softly like an impatient insect.
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