
Hiba Rae

I Hear Her When I’m Awake 





  

  Copyright © 2026 by Hiba Rae


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        2. Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        3. Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        4. Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        5. Chapter 5
        
      

    
      	
        6. Chapter 6
        
      

    
      	
        7. Chapter 7
        
      

    
      	
        8. Chapter 8
        
      

    
      	
        9. Chapter 9
        
      

    
      	
        10. Chapter 10
        
      

    
      	
        11. Chapter 11
        
      

    
      	
        12. Chapter 12
        
      

    
      	
        13. Chapter 13
        
      

    
      	
        14. Chapter 14
        
      

    
      	
        15. Chapter 15
        
      

    
      	
        16. Chapter 16
        
      

    
      	
        17. Chapter 17
        
      

    
      	
        18. Chapter 18
        
      

    
      	
        19. Chapter 19
        
      

    
      	
        20. Chapter 20
        
      

    
      	
        21. Chapter 21
        
      

    
      	
        22. Chapter 22
        
      

    
      	
        23. Chapter 23
        
      

    
      	
        24. Chapter 24
        
      

    
      	
        25. Chapter 25
        
      

    
      	
        26. Chapter 26
        
      

    
      	
        27. Chapter 27
        
      

    
      	
        28. Chapter 28
        
      

    
      	
        29. Chapter 29
        
      

    
      	
        30. Chapter 30
        
      

    
      	
        31. Chapter 31
        
      

    
      	
        32. Chapter 32
        
      

    
      	
        33. Chapter 33
        
      

    
      	
        34. Chapter 34
        
      

    
      	
        35. Chapter 35
        
      

    
    


  




  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The email arrived at 3:12 a.m., which meant it wasn’t an accident.




I don’t normally check my inbox that late. I don’t normally do much of anything that late. My life has become a set of rules I follow the way other people follow religion—precise, repetitive, safe. The kind of routine you build when you’ve learned that surprise isn’t a gift. Surprise is a blade.




But I was awake.




Not drifting, not half-dreaming. Awake in the full, dry way that leaves your eyes gritty and your thoughts too sharp. The kind of awake where you can hear your own blood moving.




The house was still. No pipes ticking. No distant car. Even the refrigerator had stopped its soft, mechanical sighing, as if it understood that tonight was not the night for noise.




My laptop sat open on the desk because I hadn’t closed it. A lapse. A small crack in the rules.




The notification ping was quiet, but in the silence it sounded like someone tapping a fingernail against glass.




NEW MESSAGE. NO SUBJECT.




From: an address made of nonsense letters and numbers.




I stared at it longer than I should have, my cursor hovering over the sender name like a hesitant finger above a bruise.




Spam has a smell, if you live online long enough. Obvious lies. Cheap urgency. Clickbait seduction. This had none of that. It was blank in a way that felt deliberate.




I clicked.




No greeting. No text. Only a single attachment:




audio_013.wav




My throat tightened.




WAV files are heavy. People don’t send them casually. Not anymore. Not unless they’re in a studio or they don’t know what they’re doing.




Or unless they want the recording untouched.




My job is restoring damaged sound—cleaning it, repairing it, pulling voices out of ruin. I get sent everything: wedding vows drowned by wind, a dead father’s last voicemail corrupted by time, courtroom audio that someone tried to “accidentally” delete.




But this wasn’t from a client. No name, no invoice, no explanation.




Just a raw file in the middle of the night.




The sensible thing would’ve been to close the email and go back to bed.




The sensible thing would’ve been to have a bed that didn’t feel like an accusation.




I saved the file to a quarantine folder I kept for unknown attachments. Another rule. Then I ran it through my antivirus scanner, even though WAV files can’t carry executable code the way people fear they can. Rules don’t have to be logical. Rules only have to keep you alive.




The scan returned clean.




I could’ve stopped there.




I didn’t.




I opened my editing suite and dragged audio_013.wav into a fresh project. The waveform appeared across the screen like a heartbeat: long stretches of near silence, broken by thin, jagged spikes.




My hands were steady. They always are when sound is involved. Sound doesn’t judge. Sound doesn’t leave. Sound can be rewound, fixed, looped until it makes sense.




I put on my headphones.




The first second was nothing.




Then: air.




Not the flat digital nothing of a dead mic, but real air—soft, textured, with the faintest hiss of a room existing somewhere else. Somewhere small.




I leaned closer to the screen, as if my eyes could help my ears.




A sound rose under the hiss, barely there. Not words. Not yet.




Breathing.




Slow, careful breaths, like someone trying not to be heard.




I froze with my fingers hovering above the keyboard.




There’s a difference between a recording of breathing and breathing that feels like it’s happening beside you.




This was intimate. Close to the microphone. Close enough that I could hear the slight catch at the end of each inhale, the tiny wet click of saliva shifting.




I swallowed. The sound in my own throat was too loud.




Then, a whisper—so soft it was almost swallowed by the hiss.




“Evan.”




I pulled the headphones off so fast the cable snapped against the desk.




The room rushed back in, but it didn’t help. My heart had kicked into a violent rhythm. My palms were suddenly damp.




I stared at the laptop screen as if it had moved.




The file kept playing, my speakers muted. I could see the waveform progressing. The spikes where the whisper lived. A calm, visual proof that I hadn’t imagined it.




I put the headphones back on with shaking hands and scrubbed the track back a few seconds.




Breathing.




Hiss.




The whisper again, clearer now that I knew it was coming.




“Evan.”




My name, spoken the way it used to be said. Not shouted, not called across a room. Spoken as if the speaker was inches from my ear, as if the sound belonged in my body.




I felt the old, stupid hope flare before I could stop it.




It was the same hope that had eaten me alive for the first year after Mara disappeared—the hope that every unknown number might be her, that every shadow in public might be her profile, that every woman with dark hair might turn and prove I hadn’t lost anything.




Hope is not a light. Hope is a hook.




I forced myself to breathe slowly.




It could be a prank. A cruelty. A voice actor. A coincidence.




But my mind did what it always did when it was cornered: it reached for the most dangerous explanation first.




Mara.




I scrubbed forward.




More breathing. A faint rustle, like cloth against skin. Then a sound that made my stomach drop—a tiny laugh, controlled, half-stifled. It was familiar in a way that wasn’t just auditory.




I saw her in my head without asking to.




Mara at the kitchen counter, barefoot, making coffee and pretending she wasn’t annoyed at my silence. Mara in the living room, reading aloud from some article about memory and how it lies, because she knew I hated when she sounded right.




Mara leaning toward me in bed, whispering when she thought I was asleep.




The file continued. The hiss thickened, as if the recorder had been moved closer to fabric.




Then another whisper, slower, broken.




“I… can’t… sleep.”




I jerked back.




A rule snapped into place: Do not react. People who want you hurt feed on reaction.




I listened anyway.




The voice took a breath, and for a second the recording dipped—an automatic gain adjustment, the kind cheap handheld recorders make when they can’t decide what’s important.




“Evan,” she whispered again, like a warning. “You… have to…”




A hard sound cut through it. A thump. The microphone jostled. The breathing changed, suddenly fast.




Then the file ended.




Silence returned so abruptly it felt like someone had shut a door in my face.




I sat there, unmoving, headphones still on, listening to nothing.




My eyes burned. I hadn’t blinked enough.




I replayed it.




Again.




Again.




The more I listened, the worse it got, because the details sharpened. The breath pattern. The faint lisp on my name. The way the consonants softened, like she was afraid of noise.




I had spent seven years trying not to hear her voice, because hearing it meant missing it, and missing it meant drowning.




Now the sound was here, in my studio, in my skull, and it wasn’t a memory. It was a file stamped with today’s date.




I looked at the metadata.




Recorded: Unknown device.

Created: Today. 03:10.

Length: 00:00:47.




Two minutes earlier.




I stared at the timestamp until the numbers stopped looking real.




My cursor hovered over the waveform again. I zoomed in on the first whisper—my name. I could see the shape of it, the delicate rise and fall. I highlighted it and ran a spectral analysis.




A graph bloomed: frequencies and harmonics, the unique fingerprint of a human voice.




I told myself it was just work. Technical. Neutral.




That was a lie.




I kept older recordings of Mara in an archive drive I never opened unless I was punishing myself. A voicemail she’d left when she was annoyed. A laugh caught accidentally while I tested a mic. A short clip from a dinner party where she’d leaned into my phone and said, “Stop recording me, Evan.” She sounded like she was smiling when she said it.




I hadn’t played those files in over a year.




My hand found the external drive under the desk without thinking. Plugged it in.




The folder opened automatically, because at some point I had decided convenience mattered more than safety. Or maybe I had wanted it to open, like a door I didn’t have to admit I was walking toward.




I selected one of the clips at random.




Mara’s voice filled my headphones, brighter, cleaner, alive with room tone and laughter behind it.




“Evan,” she said in the clip, teasing. “You’re not listening.”




My stomach twisted.




I pulled up the new file again and aligned the two in my software, syncing the syllables of my name from both recordings. I overlaid the spectral graphs.




I wasn’t looking for perfect. People’s voices change. Time changes everything.




But what I saw made my mouth go dry.




The harmonic pattern matched in a way it shouldn’t have. The same slight emphasis on the second vowel. The same flutter at the end like her breath caught on the consonant.




The kind of thing you can’t imitate unless you know the person—or you are the person.




My pulse thudded in my ears, fighting with the memory of her voice.




I ripped the headphones off again and stood too fast. The chair rolled backward and bumped the wall. The sound echoed in the hallway like a gunshot.




I waited.




Nothing else moved.




No footsteps upstairs. No creak of a floorboard. No voice calling my name again.




Only my own breathing, suddenly loud, suddenly unreliable.




I walked to the kitchen without turning on lights. Moonlight fell in pale rectangles on the floor. The windows stared back at me like black screens.




I poured water from the tap and drank too quickly. It tasted like metal and chlorine. My hands trembled against the glass.




There were thoughts I refused to let finish, like dark animals pacing behind a gate.




If Mara was alive, then—




If someone was using her voice, then—




If this was meant for me, then—




The last thought was the worst:




If I’m hearing her when I’m awake, what happens when I sleep?




I didn’t go back to bed.




I returned to my studio, shut the door, and sat down at the desk like a man bracing for impact.




I opened the email again, as if a second look might make it less real.




The sender address was still nonsense. No signature. No clue.




But the attachment name bothered me now that the initial shock had settled.




audio_013.wav




Thirteen meant there were others.




Either the sender had sent twelve before and I’d missed them—




—or I was only being let into the story at the point the sender wanted.




I opened the file properties again and checked something I rarely needed to check: the internal ID tag.




It was blank, except for one field, the only field filled in:




Title: WAKE




My chair creaked under me as I leaned back.




Wake.




Not awake. Not woke. Not warning.




Wake, like the trail behind a boat.




Wake, like a funeral.




Wake, like the command you give someone who won’t open their eyes.




My throat tightened again, but this time the fear was cleaner. Sharper.




Not grief.




Not hope.




Recognition.




Someone knew me well enough to aim for the exact crack in my armor.




On the screen, the waveform waited patiently, like it had all the time in the world.




I hovered over play.




My finger didn’t press it yet.




Because I was suddenly aware of something I hadn’t been aware of all night.




The studio smelled faintly of dust and warmed electronics—normal.




And underneath that, so faint I could’ve imagined it if I hadn’t trained my senses for tiny signals—




a hint of perfume.




Not mine.




Not new.




Old, sweet, and familiar.




Mara used to wear it when she wanted to be remembered.




I sat perfectly still, listening to the house.




And in the silence, I heard it.




Not from the headphones.




Not from the speakers.




From somewhere deeper in the home, a soft, almost inaudible sound:




A phone vibrating.




Once.




Twice.




Then stopping.




I didn’t move.




I didn’t breathe.




Because I knew—without proof, without logic, with the same certainty that had ruined my life once already—




that if I stood up and went searching, I would find something I could never unhear.
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I didn’t go looking for the sound.


That was the lie I told myself as I sat frozen in the chair, my eyes locked on the studio door like it might open on its own and finish the job for me. The phone vibration echoed in my head long after the house had returned to silence. No footsteps followed. No voice. No knock that would turn terror into something simpler, something physical.


I counted to one hundred. Then I counted again, slower.


When nothing happened, my body remembered how to move.


I stood, every joint stiff, and crossed the studio with careful steps, listening for any betrayal in the floorboards. The hallway light switch clicked louder than it should have. The kitchen stood empty. No phone on the counter. No glow under cabinets. The house offered itself up without resistance, room by room, as if to prove its innocence.


There was no second device.


Which meant one of two things: either I had imagined the vibration, or it was already gone.


Neither option made my breathing easier.


I returned to the studio and shut the door behind me. This time I locked it. The sound of the bolt sliding home steadied me more than I wanted to admit. Control is a powerful sedative.


The file waited on my screen.


audio_013.wav


I put the headphones back on, adjusted the levels, and did what I always did when something frightened me: I reduced it to a problem.


Fear is loud. Work is quiet.


I duplicated the track and labeled the copy RESTORE_01. I never worked on an original. Originals are evidence. Originals don’t forgive mistakes.


The waveform stretched across the screen again, familiar now, like a wound you’ve already looked at once and can survive seeing again.


I started with noise profiling.


I isolated a section of pure hiss—no breath, no movement—and sampled it. The software built a noise fingerprint in seconds, the way a good mind builds a face from fragments.


Then I applied the filter.


The hiss softened, pulled back like a tide. What remained grew closer, warmer. The breathing came forward, textured and human.


Too human.


I lowered the playback speed by five percent. Another trick. Slowing sound doesn’t just reveal detail; it changes intention. Lies hide in tempo.


The breaths deepened, stretched. The laugh—God, that laugh—turned into something stranger, less playful, more fragile.


I felt the familiar tightening in my chest and ignored it.


Next, I isolated the whisper.


“Evan.”


I looped it.


Again.


Again.


There’s a moment when repetition stops being analysis and becomes ritual. I crossed it without noticing.


I pulled up the spectrogram again, zoomed tighter this time. Tiny inconsistencies emerged—micro-flutters in the frequency, subtle distortions caused by a throat tightening, by emotion.


Not a text-to-speech engine. Not a splice.


A live voice.


A hand tightened around my ribs.


I checked for environmental markers. Every room leaves a signature: the size, the surfaces, the distance between walls. I’d testified to this once in a civil case, had watched a man’s face collapse when I proved a threatening voicemail hadn’t been recorded in the office he swore it was.


This recording’s reverb was faint but present. Close walls. Soft furnishings. A space meant to muffle sound.


A bedroom.


I swallowed and kept working.


I enhanced the low frequencies, boosting the range where involuntary sounds live. The rustle returned, clearer now—fabric shifting, the faint squeak of something compressing under weight.


A mattress.


I paused the playback and pressed my thumb against the desk until it hurt. Pain has edges. Fear doesn’t.


I told myself this was coincidence. Confirmation bias. The brain loves patterns when it’s starving for meaning.


Then I heard it.


Under the whisper. Under the breath.


A sound so soft it was almost eaten by the noise reduction.


A rhythmic click.


Once.


Pause.


Once.


I isolated it and amplified it.


The click sharpened, metallic, familiar in a way that made my scalp prickle.


A bedside lamp switch.


I leaned back, suddenly dizzy.


Mara had always hated sleeping in the dark. She said it made the night feel like it was pressing too close. She used the lamp even when it annoyed me, even when I insisted the light bled under the door and ruined my sleep.


“You can close your eyes,” she’d said once. “I can’t close my ears.”


I stopped the playback.


My studio





















































































































































