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Chapter 1: The Initial Frequency
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The apartment breathed in recycled air and stale coffee. Nathan Cross sat at the edge of his mattress, the glow of his laptop washing his face in a sickly blue wash. Risk assessment models filled the screen: structural load tolerances, municipal grid vulnerabilities, statistical projections of urban collapse. Numbers were clean. Numbers didn’t lie. Numbers didn’t wake him up at exactly three in the morning.

His phone buzzed against the nightstand. The screen lit up: Unknown Caller.

Nathan rubbed his eyes, checking the time. 3:00 AM. He swiped to answer, expecting a telemarketer’s automated pitch or a wrong number. Instead, a burst of static hissed through the speaker, sharp and metallic, like a rusted knife dragging across glass.

“...frequency unstable...” a voice muttered. It sounded wet, layered, as if two men spoke slightly out of sync. “...can you hear the line?”

Nathan pulled the phone away from his ear. “Who is this?”

“...twenty-ninth regiment. Antietam creek. The ground swallowed the telegraph wire...” The voice fractured into a low hum. “...drifting too long. Need an anchor. Please.”

Nathan’s thumb hovered over the end-call button. His rational mind cataloged the details: a prank call, a VoIP spoof, some ham radio enthusiast playing games. But the ambient temperature in the room dropped. The laptop fan whined, spinning up to maximum speed as if compensating for a sudden power surge. The hairs on his forearms stood rigid.

“Listen,” Nathan said, keeping his voice level. “I don’t know what you’re playing at, but you need to hang up.”

“...not playing... signal decays... must latch...” The static thickened, coiling around Nathan’s words. “...thank you. You answered. The circuit is open.”

The call dropped. The screen went black. Nathan exhaled, tossing the device onto the mattress. He stood, walked to the kitchen, and poured a glass of tap water. The pipes groaned. Outside, a streetlamp flickered and died. He drank the water, feeling a strange metallic tang on his tongue, like licking a nine-volt battery.

He returned to the bedroom. The phone lay face down on the sheets. He reached for it, intending to block the number. Before his fingers touched the glass, the screen lit up. The call log showed one outgoing connection. The duration: 0:00.

He hadn’t dialed out.

The phone vibrated once. A new text notification slid across the lock screen. It contained no words. Just a single string of Morse code: ... - .- -.—/ .- - / - .... . .-. . / ... -.-. .-. . . -..

Stay at the screen.

Nathan dropped the phone. It clattered against the hardwood floor. The room felt heavier, the air pressing against his eardrums like deep water. He backed toward the door, his mechanical watch ticking loudly in the silence.

Then the landline on the wall began to ring.
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Chapter 2: Auto Answer
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Nathan stared at the wall-mounted phone. It was an antique, wired directly into the building’s internal copper lines, installed by a previous tenant who refused to trust cellular networks. He never used it. He didn’t even know it had a dial tone.

The bell chimed again. Sharp. Insistent.

He stepped forward, heart hammering against his ribs. The ringing echoed through the small studio, bouncing off bare concrete walls. He reached for the handset, his grip tightening around the cold plastic. He lifted it to his ear before he could second-guess himself.

“Hello?” he whispered.

Silence. Then, the sound of heavy boots dragging across wet earth. Mud sucking. Breathing ragged and shallow.

“...you moved away from the device...” the voice returned, clearer now. The wetness had receded, replaced by a hollow, resonant tone that seemed to vibrate from the back of Nathan’s skull. “...but copper remembers. Signal travels. I am not confined to glass.”

Nathan’s throat tightened. “How are you doing this? This line isn’t connected to anything.”

“...electromagnetic bleed... city grid hums... I ride the current...” A pause. The dragging sound stopped. “...you assess risk for a living, Mr. Cross. What is the probability of a dead man calling from the soil?”

Nathan froze. He hadn’t given his name. The caller ID had shown Unknown. The building management didn’t have his number on file. He worked remotely, paid bills digitally, existed in the apartment like a ghost. Someone was watching. Or something was reading his data packets.

“Stop this,” Nathan said, his voice dropping to a controlled baritone. “I’m hanging up. I’m reporting this to the provider.”

“...providers cannot cut what has no origin...” The voice softened, almost pleading. “...I only require a steady frequency. A living conductor. Your nervous system matches the carrier wave. Let me in. Just for a moment.”

Nathan slammed the handset into the cradle. He turned, marched to the kitchen, and grabbed a roll of heavy-duty electrical tape. He wrapped it around the phone’s cord, sealing it tight against the wall plate. Then he returned to the bedroom, retrieved his smartphone, and powered it down completely. The screen faded to black.

He sat on the edge of the bed, waiting. One minute. Two. The apartment settled back into its usual silence. The streetlamp outside flickered back on. He let out a slow breath, rubbing his temples. It was a hack. Someone had breached his building’s router, spoofed the number, scraped his public records. It was terrifying, yes, but explainable. Technology failed. People exploited. That was the reality.

He stood to grab his jacket. He needed air. He needed to get out of this room.

As his hand touched the doorknob, the powered-down smartphone on the mattress lit up. The screen didn’t show a call interface. It displayed a live video feed of his own bedroom, captured from an angle directly behind him.

In the footage, the closet door was slightly ajar. A pale, elongated hand rested against the frame. The fingers were too long. The joints bent at impossible angles.

Nathan spun around.

The closet door was closed.
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Chapter 3: The Neural Tether
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Nathan didn’t wait for the closet door to open. He bolted. He shoved past the furniture, slammed into the hallway, and didn’t stop until he reached the lobby. The night air outside hit him like a physical blow, cold and sharp, carrying the smell of wet asphalt and exhaust. He leaned against the brick wall of the building, gasping, his breath pluming in the chill.

He checked his pockets. Keys, wallet, mechanical watch. No phone. He’d left it on the mattress.

He stood there for twenty minutes, waiting for the panic to subside into manageable adrenaline. He replayed the video feed in his head. The angle. The lighting. The hand. It had to be a deepfake. A sophisticated loop injected into the camera driver. Someone was inside. Or had been. He called the police from a payphone near the corner store, speaking quickly, deliberately omitting the voice, the static, the impossible details. Just a break-in attempt. Suspicious activity. They took the report. They would send a patrol car.

He waited on a bench until dawn painted the sky in bruised purples and grays. The apartment was cleared by a bored officer who found nothing out of place. The phone was dead on the bed. The closet held only coats and shoeboxes. The landline tape was undisturbed.

Nathan signed the report, thanked the officer, and locked the door behind him. He couldn’t stay. The rational explanations had fractured. The data didn’t align. He booked a temporary sublet across town, packed a single duffel bag, and left before noon. He powered off his laptop. He didn’t turn the smartphone back on. He tossed it into a drawer at his new place, buried under spare cables and manuals.

For three days, silence.

The new apartment was smaller, older, with thick plaster walls that muffled the city’s hum. Nathan worked from a borrowed terminal. He drank black coffee. He slept with the lights on. He told himself he was adapting. That distance created a buffer. That analog separation was the only firewall left.

On the fourth night, he woke at exactly 3:00 AM.

Not from a sound. From a sensation.

His veins felt warm. A low, rhythmic pulsing traveled up his forearms, synchronized with his heartbeat but slightly out of phase. He sat up, pressing his palms against his thighs. The pulse wasn’t blood. It was a vibration. A carrier wave resonating through his own tissue.

He walked to the kitchen. Turned on the faucet. The water ran clear. He turned it off. The pipes groaned, echoing the same frequency he felt in his bones.

He returned to the bedroom. The drawer where he’d hidden the old phone was slightly open. He hadn’t touched it. He stepped closer, his breath catching.

The phone wasn’t plugged in. The battery had been dead for four days. Yet the screen glowed faintly. A single word typed itself across the lock screen, character by character, as if guided
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