

    
        
          Dead Air: When Familiar Voices Lead the Dead

        

        
        
          Nolan Pierce

        

        
          Published by Nolan Pierce, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DEAD AIR: WHEN FAMILIAR VOICES LEAD THE DEAD

    

    
      First edition. October 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Nolan Pierce.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232355357

    

    
    
      Written by Nolan Pierce.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Foreword

Ch.1 — Tower & Bridge

Ch.2 — Snow Day Voice

Ch.3 — The Afterstorm Math

Ch.4 — Echo Market

Ch.5 — Pressure Node

Ch.6 — The Ledger of Names

Ch.7 — Stolen Lila

Ch.8 — Frequency War

Ch.9 — The Long Goodbye

Ch.10 — Dead Air

Afterword

Sign up for Nolan Pierce's Mailing List

Also By Nolan Pierce

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Foreword

[image: ]


Horror is often loud—chains, sirens, the arithmetic of screams. This book takes the opposite wager. It asks what happens when a community learns to survive by speaking less, by choosing which words are allowed to exist in the open air, and by treating silence not as absence but as a tool with edges.

The town you’re about to enter is small, riverbound, and stubborn. Its skyline is a radio tower and a bridge—two utilities that are also metaphors. After “the Event,” the dead do not rise in the way folklore trained us to expect; instead, the Rememberers move along their old routes with an unnerving courtesy, bodies obedient to habit and to familiar voices. The danger is not single monsters but synchronized drift: crowds turning together toward a word they once trusted.

In place of silver bullets and miracle cures, the characters build something far more difficult: rules. Mason Hart, a late-night host at KZND, and June Reyes, the station’s engineer and conscience, begin by experimenting with small, verifiable acts—phase and delay, narrowband hiss to blur a counterfeit syllable, the right sentence spoken in the right register. The book’s early chapters read like field notes from a lab you can carry in the trunk of a pickup: two speakers, a cable a palm’s width longer than the other, a voice flat as a crosswalk sign. From those trials comes a lexicon: window (120 seconds), spacing (300 meters or more), and the law written in permanent marker over the console—NO CONCURRENCY. One voice at a time. It is an ethical position disguised as a broadcast standard.

Opposite them stand the Echo Harvesters, black-market traffickers in the familiar, peddling “samples” stitched from the town’s own history—ad jingles, choir slices, catchphrases—that can make a grocery atrium look like a rescue. Their best weapon is theft with a smile. The book’s scariest moments are not jump-scares but recognitions: a crowd rotates in unison like a field of sunflowers; the steel of a bridge learns to carry a vowel; a percussive horn plays the human chest like an instrument. When noise becomes a lever, ethics becomes engineering.

That is the real subject here. When Familiar Voices Lead the Dead is not an apocalypse spectacle. It is a civic novel with a horror engine, in which policy is forged in the same heat as survival. You will see the emergence of the Public Ledger—consented names and community phrases used only to open corridors, never to comfort; the countervailing private ledger—what must never be posted; and the weekly ethics quorum, dull on purpose, where the town argues about custody and use. Read closely and you’ll notice that the book’s set pieces—market, mall, bridge—are also committee meetings, even when no one is seated. Every technical choice is an argument about the commons.

The story’s center of gravity is Lila, Mason’s late wife, a morning host whose voice once taught the town the correct weather for its errands. Her absence is the book’s most active presence. Her clips—the kind that could open a school day or calm a storm—become the primal ethical question: Do we spend the dead to save the living? The novel refuses easy answers. It also refuses the easy heroism of a single grand gesture. What replaces that heroism is a discipline: corridor-only speech, windows and spacing, the refusal to layer familiar with familiar. If the Echo Harvesters represent the commodification of memory, Mason and June counter with the stubborn claim that memory can be held in trust.

A note on form. The book is structured in ten chapters across a three-act arc, and it stays tight to Mason’s first-person past tense. You will feel the narrative pulse change from trial-and-error (Chs. 1–3) to human antagonism and escalation (Chs. 4–7), to the town-scale confrontation (Chs. 8–9), before the final movement turns from defense to governance (Ch. 10). After each chapter, an “Incident Appendix” records parameters, timelines, and procedures. These are not ornaments; they’re part of the story’s argument that procedure is what keeps grief from becoming policy by accident. Read them or skip them on your first pass; the novel will hold either way. On a second reading, watch how the appendices quietly foreshadow the choices to come.

A note on sound. The acoustics here aren’t mysticism. The book earns its effects with small, legible mechanics: a phase shadow to take the grammar out of a lure without ruining a room; a white-noise notch that erases just enough intelligibility to give a crowd back its judgment; the way wind and steel conspire to amplify a lie. Even the most “spectral” moments are evidence-based. The terror comes from watching ordinary tools bend a city’s behavior—and from realizing that the most dangerous technology in the book is the word together in the wrong mouth.

A note on silence. Many horror stories punish quiet with a jump. This one rewards it with order. The title of the final program—Dead Air with Lila & Mason—is not a stunt; it is a promise the town makes to itself. By the end, you’ll see how a minute of sanctioned quiet can become a civic ritual, how a single neutral sentence—“Use the crosswalk, folks.”—can do more than a siren, and how a community can memorialize without replaying the dead for comfort. The last pages are not about triumph but about continuity: the hum of a tower returning to its morning pitch; a bridge keeping its bones; a rule sheet taped above a console in a hand large enough to scold.

If you are reading for chills: you will find them—in the mall atrium’s “sweet trap,” in the “silent crowding” on the bridge, in a horn’s near-field thump that steals breath without theatrics. If you are reading for people: you’ll meet a town that learns how to keep its promises when no one is making speeches. Mason’s voice is careful and tired and resolute. June’s is a blueprint in human form. Laura’s is the ridge that answers every question with a schedule. And Lila’s—what’s left of it—teaches everyone how not to spend what cannot be replaced.

Most of all, this book is an invitation to imagine horror that doesn’t end when the siren does. It argues that saving each other is logistics plus conscience; that restraint can be an action scene; that a community can decide who it wants to be and then write the paperwork to match. When you reach the first “Lila Minute,” try a small experiment: set the book down and listen to whatever your room is doing. You might hear wind on a railing, a duct finding its vowel, a neighbor making room for someone you will never meet. You will be ready, then, for the question that ends more than one hour of radio in this story:

“Riverton, you there?”

If the book has done its job, your answer won’t be a word. It will be a space you leave for someone else to pass through—and the quiet knowledge that this, too, is how people go on.
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Ch.1 — Tower & Bridge
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The tower on the hill wore the evening like wire. Wind combed the guy lines into a faint, glassy hum, and the red aircraft light winked its patient metronome over the river and the long, tired bridge. Somewhere in the valley a rail coupler clanged, then echoed off brick and clapboard until it sounded like a memory of work instead of work itself.

Inside KZND, the floor had learned our footsteps. The carpet in the green room was the color of old lettuce and the couch seam had a habit of pinching the inside of my elbow when I turned over. A coffee maker blinked 12:00 in permanent amnesia. Above the control board, the ON AIR light waited, a square cherry in the dim.

When the minute hand reached the top, I slid the fader and felt the static sheath of silence peel back.

“Good evening, Riverton,” I said, and my voice climbed the steel outside and went fishing in the dark. “Dead Air with Mason Hart. If you’re on the flats you already feel the wind turning. Get upstairs. Keep quiet. Check-in window opens... now.”

The monitors whispered back—a coaxial hiss, the throat-clearing of an old transmitter. I kept one ear on the board and one on the building: generator grumble steady; hallway door breathing with the draft; basement sump pump cycling like a patient heartbeat.

They call it dead air when nothing’s transmitted. Out here there is no such thing. The absence is full of frogs and rain chains and freight wheels; it’s the town thinking out loud. We survived by learning to listen to it.

“Station,” June said on intercom, her voice coming from the utility hall where we’d run a line under the door and taped it to the baseboard with blue painter’s tape. “You seeing that little cluster by the south lot again?”

I glanced up at the wall of security feeds. The south lot camera showed four shapes in parking spaces that had once belonged to morning DJs and ad reps. They weren’t looking at the building. They were facing the road in a small, tidy angle, as if waiting for a ride that was late.

“Same four,” I said. “Same angle.”

“I’m going to try the triplet,” June said. “You watch.”

She carried a small box wrench everywhere the way some people used to carry a worry stone. Now and then she’d use it to knock patterns into the building for data. A three-beat on the steel brace by the loading dock, a two-long-one-short on the handrail, a tap against the underside of the studio desk when she needed my eyes.

On the security feed she lifted the wrench and gave the brace three brisk knocks—tap tap tap—and let the sound travel along steel into foundation into dirt.

On the screen the four bodies tilted like a field of sunflowers in a passing cloud. All at once, no conversation, no murmur, no startle. Their heads turned toward the brace and held for a count of two. Then the tilt unwound, and they returned their attention to the road, to the ritual that had taught their muscles what to expect.

“Transient response,” June said, half flat, half satisfied. “They notice. Then they go back to the path.”

“Like dogs at a whistle that isn’t theirs,” I said.

She didn’t answer. She was already writing it in the ledger that had grown into a low-tech brain: 3-knock, steel brace, south lot, 19:04. Effect: short head-turn; no translation to gait.

We had learned to stop using words that made things feel bigger than they were. They weren’t hunters, not really. They weren’t planning. They weren’t sickness. They weren’t a metaphor. They were people whose bodies still kept appointments their minds no longer understood. They followed voices that had shaped their mornings: school announcements, the diner waitress, the preachers, the home team coach. We called them Rememberers because we needed a name that told us how not to hate them.

On camera two, the bridge held its standing-room crowd: silhouettes shoulder to shoulder, cars rusting into modern art along the guardrails, a line of human bodies not moving, the pressure of number turning stillness into threat. The bridge was a memory with a load rating.

I was thinking about how to say that without saying it when the studio phone lit. The ringtone was stripped to bone—no melody, just a clipped hospital beep. I jabbed the button with a finger I kept trying to stop biting.

“Dead Air,” I said.

“Mason.” Laura Pritchard said my name the way people say it when their mouth is already full of something else. “It’s Laura. I—We need— We’re at St. Matthew and the water’s coming up the choir stairs.”

Behind her: a clutter of voices softened by distance, a chair dragged, a gasp mashed flat by a hand. In the ceiling, the heater duct clicked as if agreeing with someone.

“Where exactly?” I said. “Choir room or balcony?”

“Choir room. East wing. The door to the nave sticks—Hank tried it. He says the hinge is swollen. We put the kids on the tables. It’s not enough. The water’s cold like a doctor’s hand up your back.”

“Storm cell is moving fast,” I said, looking at the radar on the old weather monitor—fluorescent green with a yellow yolk and a red seed grinding across county lines like a belligerent god. “How many with you?”

“Nineteen kids. Four adults. I’ve got a rope in the coat closet but it’s a winter one. I don’t know what to do with a rope you could tow a car with.”

“Okay,” I said, and the word was a plank. “Stay where you are, get the kids up onto the risers. No screaming. Tell them you’re playing the quiet game. I’m going to try to open the bridge.”

“Is that a joke?” Her voice tightened into a brittle laugh and then fell apart. “God, sorry, I’m sorry. Do whatever you do.”

“We’ll try,” I said. “Keep me on the line.”

I set the phone in the cradle and rolled my chair back to the rack. On the shelf above the board a plastic bin held the small parts of old lives: mic windscreens in a rainbow that had once been for guests, a cracked USB interface, a school PTO raffle ticket from a spring that had kept its promises.

June’s boots thudded down the hall. She came in with her hair bundled and a wind-meter in her fist. Behind her, the storm’s first outriders were sliding their coins down the roof.

“St. Matt’s?” she said.

“Choir room. Water on the stairs.” I pointed at the bridge camera. The screen showed an ordinary nightmare: density without sound, a plaza of bodies that had nowhere to go but continued to try. “We need it clear twelve minutes, maybe fifteen.”

June’s mouth tightened. “You know what would do it.”

“I know,” I said. “We try everything else first.”

Her eyes moved to the upper monitor where the desktop had a folder named with a date and then renamed three times. 2019_PROMOS. Weather_School. Finally, just AUDIO. You could tell I had been practicing not seeing it.

“We start low,” June said. “Institutional voice. County notices. Robovoice if we have to. Direct the flow
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