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Chapter 1

Suspended in the absolute silence of the isolation booth, the air felt thick, heavy with the scent of old carpet and the dry, metallic tang of an active vacuum-tube amplifier. Acoustical foam tiles, gray and deeply wedged, lined the walls like rows of silent teeth, absorbing every stray vibration before it could bounce. To a layman, the room might have felt peaceful, but to Christopher Lee, the deadened space was an unnatural vacuum. His ears strained against the pressure, searching for some ambient hiss or room tone that the heavy double-pane glass of the control booth thoroughly choked out. Holding the client’s nylon-string guitar, he ran a thumb across the low E string. The resulting note died the instant it left the soundboard, flat and devoid of the lingering resonance that a natural wooden room would have provided.

Across the studio glass, the client sat in a swivel chair, checking a gold-plated wristwatch with an impatient flick of his wrist. He was a local merchant, a man whose voice usually boomed through late-night television ads promising wholesale mattress discounts. Today, however, he was trying to play the part of a sensitive singer-songwriter, insisting on using his own instrument for the commercial’s introductory tag. The guitar was an inexpensive, high-gloss import with laminate wood that felt more like plastic than spruce. Its treble strings possessed a thin, brittle brightness that poked at the eardrums like a needle, completely lacking the warm, woody mid-range Christopher preferred for acoustic tracks.

Adjusting the position of a small-diaphragm condenser microphone, Christopher kept his movements deliberate. He had spent the last twenty minutes trying to find a sweet spot near the twelfth fret that would mask the instrument’s harshness without picking up too much of the client’s heavy breathing. Every time the client shifted, his starched denim shirt rustled against the guitar’s lower bout, creating a scraping sound that resembled dry leaves dragging across concrete.

“Do you think we can make it sound a bit more… expensive?” the client’s voice crackled through the talkback speaker, the signal slightly distorted by the cheap desk mic in the control room. Through the glass, his eyes darted toward the mixing console as if expecting some magical dial to fix the fundamental flaws of his instrument. “Like one of those classic acoustic records from the late nineties. Warm, but with a lot of shimmer.”

Sucking in a quiet breath, Christopher adjusted the microphone’s angle by another fraction of an inch, pointing it slightly away from the soundhole to minimize the muddy boom of the low end. “We can roll off some of the high-end harshness in the mix,” he replied, keeping his voice even, pitched to a professional, soothing frequency. “But a nylon-string guitar is naturally going to have a softer attack than a steel-string. If we want that bright, radio-friendly shimmer, I’d still recommend switching to my Martin.”

A frown creased the client’s forehead, visible even through the green-tinted reflection of the double-glazed window. He patted the laminate body of his guitar with a proprietary air, the dull thuds registering as low-frequency thumps on the control room’s level meters. “No, this one has sentimental value. My wife bought it for me for our tenth anniversary. Let’s just track it like this and see what we can do in the computer.”

With a polite nod, Christopher stepped back from the microphone stand, his sneakers squeaking softly against the linoleum floor. He walked out of the isolation booth, the heavy solid-core door sealing behind him with a vacuum-tight click that restored the normal, low-frequency hum of the building’s air conditioning. The control room felt slightly more alive, though its acoustic treatment still kept the reflections tight and controlled. Settling into the worn leather desk chair, Christopher reached for the mouse, his fingers moving with the unthinking precision of a man who had spent thousands of hours in front of a digital audio workstation.

On the secondary monitor, a small notification badge flickered in the corner of his email client. The sender’s name was familiar: the automated portal for his quarterly publishing administration. A familiar, cold sensation settled in the pit of his stomach, a physical weight that always accompanied the arrival of these specific emails. It was the royalty statement for the third quarter of the fiscal year, a document that detailed his share of the earnings from a song he had spent nearly three decades trying to forget.

“Alright, let’s take a pass from the top of the verse,” Christopher said, his voice routing through the talkback system as he clicked the record arm button on the master track. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Through the glass, the client nodded, stiffening his shoulders as he prepared to play. He struck a C-major chord, his thumb dragging clumsily across the strings. The timing was slightly behind the click track, and the cheap nylon strings buzzed against the frets, a sharp, metallic rattle that Christopher knew would be nearly impossible to edit out. On the screen, the waveform appeared as a series of jagged, uneven peaks, a visual representation of a performance that lacked both precision and soul. Yet, Christopher said nothing. He simply watched the cursor glide across the grid, his mind drifting toward the digital document waiting in his inbox.

For twenty-eight years, those quarterly checks had arrived with absolute regularity, like clockwork designed to remind him of a debt he could never fully repay. The money was substantial—enough to ensure that he never had to worry about rent, enough to allow him to take these low-profile jingle jobs only when he felt the need to look busy. To his colleagues in the local session scene, he was a mystery: a highly skilled guitarist who seemed perfectly content with a small, unremarkable life, writing five-second musical hooks for regional tire commercials and hardware stores. They didn’t know about the quiet wealth that sat in his savings account, a steady accumulation of funds generated by a song that had dominated the airwaves in 1997.

The client finished the take with a flourish, his fingers scraping loudly against the nylon wraps of the bass strings. “How was that?” he asked, looking up at the glass with a hopeful grin. “Felt pretty solid from here.”

Reaching for the desk-mounted talkback switch, Christopher pressed down on the cold plastic toggle. “The timing on the transition to the minor chord was much better,” he lied, his voice remaining flat and neutral. “Let’s do one more safety take, just to make sure we have options for the edit.”

As the client prepared for another run-through, Christopher quickly opened the email window on his second screen. The PDF attachment loaded with a quiet chime. He scrolled past the legal jargon and the licensing details, his eyes searching for the bottom line. The figure was there, rendered in a clean, modern sans-serif font: twenty-four thousand, three hundred and twelve dollars and forty cents.

A dull ache throbbed behind his temples. It was a modest payout compared to the peak years of the late nineties, but for a track that was nearly thirty years old, the longevity was staggering. The song, a melancholy acoustic ballad that had captured the cultural zeitgeist of a shifting decade, still lived on classic rock playlists, late-night television syncs, and digital streaming platforms. Every stream, every spin on some small-town radio station in the Midwest, translated into a fraction of a cent that eventually found its way into his bank account.

To the rest of the industry, the track belonged to Justin Campbell, the charismatic frontman whose face had adorned every music magazine during that fleeting, golden summer. Christopher’s name was absent from the liner notes, omitted by design and by his own desperate choice. He had sold his interest in the song during a period of raw, suffocating grief, using the lump-sum payment and the quiet royalty agreement to flee his hometown of Red Bank, New Jersey. At the time, the transaction had felt like a clean break, a way to sever the final thread connecting him to Kimberly Cole, the woman who had walked out of his life without a word of explanation, leaving him with a box of cassette tapes and a hollowed-out chest.

“Let’s hear that last one back,” the client requested, his voice interrupting Christopher’s thoughts.

Clicking the spacebar, Christopher initiated the playback. The sound of the cheap nylon-string guitar filled the control room, the thin treble frequencies bouncing off the front mixing desk. Christopher adjusted a parametric equalizer on the channel strip, pulling down a narrow band around three kilohertz to soften the harshness of the pick attack. It was a cosmetic fix, a temporary bandage on a performance that lacked any real depth.

While the track played, Christopher stared at the royalty statement, his mind traveling back to the summer of 1997. The memory was always the same: the humid, heavy air of his bedroom; the smell of rain on hot asphalt outside the open window; the cheap four-track cassette recorder sitting on his desk, its small level meters dancing as he and Kimberly recorded the demo. They had shared a single microphone, their voices blending in a rough, intimate harmony that no polished studio production could ever hope to replicate. He had written the chord progression on his old acoustic—the very Martin that now sat in its case in the corner of his control room—while she had scrawled the lyrics in a spiral notebook, her handwriting small and slanted.

Then, she had vanished.

There had been no note, no tearful phone call, no explanation. Just an empty apartment and a cold, ringing silence that had slowly driven him mad. When Justin Campbell, then an ambitious local singer looking for a hit, had offered him a way out—a cash buyout for the song’s rights and an uncredited share of the royalties—Christopher had grabbed it like a lifeline. He had used the money to buy a train ticket out of New Jersey, leaving his instruments, his friends, and his memories behind, believing that distance and time would eventually dull the ache.

“I think we got it,” the client said, nodding along to the edited track. “With that EQ adjustment, it actually sounds pretty close to what I had in my head.”

“We can make it work,” Christopher said, his fingers clicking through the saving protocol on his workstation. He closed the royalty statement, the white screen disappearing to reveal the dark gray interface of his audio editor. “I’ll clean up the edits, apply some light compression, and send you the final master by tomorrow morning.”

The client stood up from his chair, stretching his arms with a satisfied sigh. “Perfect. This is going to sell a lot of mattresses, Christopher.”

After the client had packed up his laminate guitar and departed, the studio returned to its default silence. Christopher sat alone at the console, the quiet hum of the active monitors the only sound in the room. He reached down and opened his guitar case, lifting out the old Martin. The wood was dark, seasoned by years of play and sweat, its spruce top bearing the tiny scratches and dings of a life spent in studios. He pressed his fingers against the fretboard, his hand automatically forming the opening chord of the 1997 song.

A single, soft strum filled the room. The tone was deep, rich, and complex, the low frequencies vibrating against his chest while the trebles sparkled with a natural, unforced clarity. It was the exact sound the client had spent the last hour trying to find, a sound that could only be earned through time, quality wood, and a player who knew exactly how to draw the music out of the grain.

Yet, as the chord decayed into the quiet of the room, Christopher felt only the familiar, cold weight of his own complicity. He had taken the money. He had allowed another man to claim his words, his chords, and his grief as his own, all for the sake of an escape that had ultimately led him to this quiet, deadened room.

He rested his palm against the strings, silencing the vibration. The silence that followed was heavy, absolute, and entirely of his own making.




Chapter 2

Drizzle clung to the windshield of the sedan, distorting the neon signs of the commercial strip into watery streaks of amber and green. Stepping out into the damp, heavy air of the parking lot, Christopher adjusted the collar of his coat against the morning chill. The world outside his acoustically treated studio always felt too raw, a chaotic assault of unmanaged frequencies that scraped against his nerves. From the wet hiss of tires on the asphalt to the metallic rattle of a loose exhaust pipe on a passing delivery truck, every sound arrived without a filter, demanding his attention.

To a man who spent his life behind a mixing console, the offices of his accountant were an acoustic nightmare. Drywall partitions offered no sound baffling, creating a sharp flutter echo that multiplied the clatter of computer keyboards into a skeletal rhythm. Walking past the reception desk, Christopher felt the high-frequency squeak of his damp rubber soles on the polished linoleum echo off the glass partition.

A receptionist, whose nameplate read simply Reception, gave a polite, practiced nod and pointed toward a short corridor. “He’s expecting you, Mr. Lee. First door on the left.”

Steering himself down the narrow hallway, Christopher tried to focus on his breathing. The air in the corridor smelled of stale drip coffee, ozone from the copy machine, and the dry, chalky scent of old paper files. It was an environment designed for utility, entirely devoid of the rich, woody warmth of his home studio. Here, there were no tube preamps to soften the edges of the world, only the stark reality of ledgers and tax forms.

Inside the small office, the accountant sat behind a sprawling mahogany desk cluttered with printed spreadsheets. A low, irritating buzz emanated from the fluorescent tubes overhead, a constant sixty-cycle hum that hovered somewhere around a flat B-flat. Christopher closed the heavy door behind him, but the cheap hollow-core wood did little to isolate the room from the administrative clatter outside.

“Christopher, thanks for coming in on such short notice,” the accountant said, gesturing toward a vinyl-backed chair opposite the desk.

Taking a seat, Christopher observed the subtle tension in the man’s posture. The accountant was usually a portrait of bureaucratic calm, his movements as predictable as the tax codes he navigated. Today, however, a slight tightness in his shoulders betrayed a hidden anxiety. He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses, the metal frames catching the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights, before tapping a thick stack of documents against the desk to align their edges.

“I took a look over the quarterly figures you received yesterday,” Christopher began, his voice sounding flat and uncomfortably dry in the uncarpeted room. “The numbers seemed consistent with the previous period. Is there an issue with the withholding?”

Leaning forward, the accountant rested his forearms on the desk, his fingers intertwining. “The withholding is fine, Christopher. It’s the source of the distribution itself that has flagged an anomaly. We received an inquiry late yesterday afternoon from the legal department of the catalog distributor.”

A sudden chill cut through Christopher’s coat, forcing a slight tightening in his jaw. He kept his hands flat on his thighs, refusing to give in to the urge to fidget. “The distributor? They’ve been processing the mechanical royalties through the intermediary account for over two decades without a hitch. What changed?”

With a slow, deliberate movement, the accountant slid a single sheet of paper across the mahogany surface. “They are preparing a twenty-fifth-anniversary remastered reissue of the 1997 album. A deluxe package. Vinyl pressings, unreleased live cuts, and a comprehensive digital campaign.”

Staring down at the paper, Christopher saw the bold, corporate logo of the legacy record label at the top. His eyes scanned the bureaucratic language of the letter, the legal jargon swimming before him. Terms like chain of title, master clearance, and re-registration stood out in sharp relief against the clean white paper.

“They’re going back to the original multitrack tapes,” the accountant explained, his voice dropping an octave as if afraid the walls themselves might transmit the conversation. “Which means they are auditing the entire publishing history to ensure they have clean title before they invest in the manufacturing run.”

Christopher watched the accountant’s face, searching for any sign of suspicion. The man’s throat tightened subtly mid-sentence, a brief, defensive contraction of the muscles that suggested he was holding something back. Christopher knew that throat-tightening; he had seen it in singers trying to reach a note beyond their range, a physical manifestation of strain and self-doubt.

“Why would that affect my share?” Christopher asked, keeping his tone carefully neutral, the pitch of his voice dropping to match the accountant’s low register. “The buyout agreement was legally binding. Justin’s management signed off on the split sheets. I receive my percentage through the anonymous LLC, and Justin gets the public credit. That was the deal.”

Sighing, the accountant leaned back, his vinyl chair groaning in protest. “The deal was made in 1997, Christopher. It was a different era for copyright administration. The contract was drawn up by a local entertainment lawyer who has since retired, and it was structured to keep your name off the official registration while directing a portion of the writer’s share of performance royalties to your account. It worked because the industry was sloppy back then.”

The fluorescent hum overhead seemed to grow louder, filling the temporary gap in their conversation with its relentless, dry vibration. Christopher stared at a small dust mote drifting through a shaft of pale morning light that had managed to penetrate the vertical blinds. His mind flashed to the summer of 1997, to the heat of his bedroom and the scratchy feel of the carpet under his knees as he ran the patch cables from the four-track to the stereo receiver. He had been so desperate to leave, so consumed by the belief that Kimberly had simply discarded their life together, that he had signed whatever paper Justin’s lawyer had put in front of him.

“And now?” Christopher prompted, his fingers tightening against his knees.

“Now, the digital rights management systems are automated,” the accountant said, tapping his finger on the printed letter. “The legacy label is transitioning their entire catalog to a new metadata database. When they input the splits for the anniversary remaster, the system flagged a discrepancy between the public registry—which lists Justin Campbell as the sole songwriter—and the internal payout ledger that lists your LLC. The label’s legal department wants a formal verification of the original transfer. They want to see the primary documentation.”

A heavy, cold weight settled in Christopher’s stomach. “The primary documentation includes the original bill of sale. It has my name on it. It details the exact terms of the uncredited co-write.”

“Exactly,” the accountant replied, his eyes narrowing slightly behind his glasses. “If that document is entered into the public registry to clear the metadata discrepancy, your anonymity is gone. The trade publications will pick it up. In the current climate of retrospective music journalism, a story about an uncredited co-writer on a multi-platinum 1997 hit is exactly the kind of narrative that gets traction.”

Images of industry blogs, social media call-outs, and accusatory headlines flashed through Christopher’s mind. The quiet, comfortable life he had constructed on the foundation of those quarterly checks would be shattered. He would no longer be the reliable, invisible session musician working in the shadows; he would be the man who took a secret payout to walk away from his own creation, exposing both himself and Justin to public scrutiny. Worse, the exposure might force a legal re-evaluation of the royalties themselves, threatening the very income that kept his studio running.

“Can we refuse to provide the primary documentation?” Christopher asked, his voice strained. “Can we just tell them the existing arrangement stands?”

With a grim, humorless smile, the accountant shook his head. “If we refuse to cooperate with the audit, the distributor has the right to freeze all royalty distributions for the track until the title is cleared. They will escrow your portion. You won’t see a dime of that money until this is resolved. And if Justin’s camp suspects that you are withholding cooperation, they might use the opportunity to try and invalidate the original agreement altogether.”

Across the hallway, a heavy file drawer slammed shut, the blunt thud vibrating through the thin drywall. Christopher felt the impact in his teeth. He looked at his business manager, trying to read the man’s calculating expression. The accountant wasn’t just worried about Christopher’s financial stability; he was worried about his own firm’s potential liability if the original, unorthodox structure of the LLC was deemed non-compliant under modern financial regulations.

“How long do we have before they freeze the account?” Christopher asked.

“They’ve given us thirty days to provide the verified documentation or a signed affidavit from both parties confirming the split agreement,” the accountant said. “Which means you need to talk to Justin. Or at least, his management.”

The thought of contacting Justin Campbell made Christopher’s stomach twist. They hadn’t spoken since a brief, tense phone call in 2002, when the track was still enjoying heavy rotation on adult contemporary radio. Justin had grown into his persona as a sensitive, solo acoustic artist, a modern-day troubadour whose brand was built entirely on the raw honesty of his songwriting. For Justin, the revelation that his signature hit had been co-written by a hired session musician—and inspired by a woman who had vanished—would be a devastating blow to his carefully cultivated authenticity.

“Justin won’t want this cleared up any more than I do,” Christopher muttered, his gaze falling back to the letter on the desk. “His entire career is built on the myth of that song. If the truth comes out, it ruins him, too.”

“Then you should find common ground,” the accountant said, his voice carrying a cold, pragmatic edge. “But you can’t ignore this. The label is moving forward with the reissue. They’ve already hired a mastering engineer to work on the original tapes. If those tapes are opened, who knows what else they’ll find?”

A sharp prickle of sweat broke out along Christopher’s hairline. The original multitrack tapes. He remembered the session vividly—the way the tape machine had captured not just their instruments, but the ambient room tone, the subtle guide vocals, the ghost frequencies of their collaboration. If the mastering engineer pushed the faders up on the uncompressed tracks, they would hear his backing acoustic guitar, his vocal harmonies mixed so low they were almost imperceptible in the final release, and perhaps even the brief, recorded fragments of conversation between takes.

“I need some time to think,” Christopher said, rising from the vinyl chair. The movement was sudden, causing the accountant to blink in surprise.

“Don’t take too long, Christopher,” the accountant warned, also standing, his hand resting protectively on the stack of folders. “The thirty-day clock is already ticking. If we don’t respond with a plan of action by the end of next week, the distributor will issue the formal hold notice. Once the money goes into escrow, it becomes a public record within the royalty administration system. After that, the narrative is out of our hands.”

Nodding curtly, Christopher turned and walked out of the office. He didn’t say goodbye to the receptionist. He hurried down the corridor, the squeak of his shoes now sounding like a desperate, high-pitched plea. The heavy glass door of the building swung shut behind him, cutting off the dry hum of the fluorescent lights, but the cold, damp air of the morning offered no relief.

Standing on the wet pavement, Christopher watched the steady flow of traffic on the avenue. The world felt louder now, the rumbling engines and hissing tires merging into a dense, suffocating wall of sound. He reached into his coat pocket and gripped his keys, the cold metal digging into his palm.

Twenty-eight years of quiet complicity, of accepting a comfortable lie in exchange for an escape, had brought him to this wet asphalt curb. The past was no longer a fading memory preserved on a box of old cassette tapes; it was a modern administrative ledger, demanding to be cleared. He climbed back into his car, the engine catching with a rough, metallic growl that vibrated through the steering column. As he shifted into drive, his mind was already turning toward the one person who held the other half of the secret, wondering if Justin Campbell was experiencing the very same panic, or if the famous singer had long since forgotten the sound of the voice that had helped him build his stage.




Chapter 3

Stepping inside the dim sanctuary of the converted garage, Christopher let the heavy, weather-stripped door click shut, instantly severing the damp, low-frequency rumble of the suburban street. The silence of the room was absolute, a synthetic quiet engineered by double-thickness drywall and dense fiberglass acoustic panels wrapped in dark gray burlap. Here, the world did not intrude. The air smelled of old dust, warm transformers, and the faint, sweet scent of isopropyl alcohol used to clean metal tape heads.

Across the room, the rack gear glowed with faint amber and green indicator lights, casting long shadows across the varnished oak of the mixing console. This space had been his refuge for over two decades, a soundproofed vault where he could manipulate frequencies and build sterile, perfect commercials for local businesses without ever having to confront the raw, unedited noise of his own past. Yet, the letter from the distributor, now folded tightly inside his breast pocket, felt like a physical weight pressing against his ribs, a reminder that the soundproof walls were thin defense against a legal audit.

Walking slowly toward the back corner of the room, Christopher bypassed the modern digital workstation with its flat screens and sleek, silent faders. His target was a heavy, industrial-looking machine resting on a custom steel cart: an Otari MX-5050 half-inch eight-track tape deck, its brushed aluminum faceplate scratched near the pitch control knob. On the shelf beneath the deck sat a row of cardboard tape boxes, their edges yellowed by time and humidity.

With fingers that trembled slightly, Christopher reached for a box labeled in faded blue ballpoint ink: Campbell Session - 10/14/97 - Safety Copy.

Pulling the box from the shelf, he felt the heavy slide of the plastic reel inside. The cardboard gave off a distinct, vinegar-like scent—the early warning sign of acetate degradation, a slow, chemical decay that threatened to turn his history into dust. He set the box on the console lid, carefully lifting the top to reveal the gray plastic reel. The magnetic tape was wound tightly, its dark brown oxide surface smooth and reflective under the soft desk lamp.

Threading the tape required a steady hand, a familiar ritual that usually brought him a sense of calm. He placed the supply reel on the left spindle, securing it with a rubber grip before pulling the leader tape across the guide rollers, past the heavy metal head block, and onto the empty take-up reel on the right. His fingers moved with practiced precision, threading the tape under the pinch roller and spinning the right reel until the slack disappeared.

A loud, metallic clunk echoed through the small room as he switched on the deck’s power. The cooling fan whined to life, a steady, medium-frequency hum that registered at roughly sixty hertz in his trained ears. He sat down in his high-backed leather chair, pulling himself close to the analog console. His hands reached for the channel faders, lowering them all to zero before routing the tape outputs to the main monitors—a pair of vintage, white-coned speakers mounted at ear level.

Pressing the play button, he watched the mechanical logic gate engage. The heavy brass pinch roller slammed against the capstan, and the tape began to glide across the playback head with a soft, rhythmic hiss.

For the first few seconds, there was only the low-profile noise floor of the analog tape—a warm, rushing sound like wind through dry grass. Then, with a suddenness that made him flinch, the music began.

It was the opening acoustic guitar figure of the 1997 track, a simple four-chord progression in G major, played on a high-strung twelve-string guitar. The tone was bright, almost chime-like, but beneath that shimmering surface lay a second, deeper guitar track playing the same figures an octave lower. That second guitar was his. He remembered the exact feel of his old Gibson J-45, the way the mahogany back and sides had vibrated against his sternum as he played, trying to keep time with a mechanical click track that seemed to mock his hesitation.

Reaching for the console’s solo buttons, Christopher isolated channel three.

The rest of the mix dropped away instantly, leaving only Justin Campbell’s lead vocal dry and unaccompanied in the center of the stereo field. The voice was young, breathless, and marked by a subtle, trembling vibrato that the public had later interpreted as profound emotional vulnerability. To Christopher, however, the vocal track sounded different. He could hear the nervous constriction in Justin’s throat, the way the singer gasped for air before the choruses, and the slight, flat pitch deviation on the sustained high notes that had been left uncorrected in the pre-digital era.

“Keep the light on,” Justin sang, his voice dry and intimate through the monitors. “Keep the door unlatched.”

Listening to the vocal line, Christopher closed his eyes, his mind automatically dissecting the recording. He swept his hand toward the parametric equalizer on the console, engaging a narrow filter and boosting the frequencies around three kilohertz—the range where the human voice possessed its most piercing presence.

Through the isolated vocal track, a faint, ghostly resonance began to emerge.

It was not Justin’s voice. In the background of the vocal track, bleeding into the sensitive large-diaphragm condenser microphone that Justin had stood before, was the sound of another instrument. It was a second guitar, playing a delicate, fingerpicked counter-melody that had been officially mixed out of the final master tape. Because the microphone had been set to a wide cardioid pattern to capture the room’s natural reverb, it had also captured the acoustic bleed of Christopher’s instrument, played just ten feet away behind a flimsy plywood baffle.

Wiping a hand over his tired face, Christopher felt his chest tighten. The bleed was unmistakable. If a forensic mastering engineer used modern digital demixing software to isolate the tracks for the anniversary reissue, they would easily separate this background guitar from Justin’s vocal. They would find the unique, percussive click of Christopher’s plastic fingernail pick hitting the spruce top of his Gibson, a signature habit he had never been able to break.

Even worse, as the vocal track reached the bridge, another sound emerged from the digital silence.

In the brief pause between Justin’s vocal lines, there was a quiet, dual-tonal hum. Christopher adjusted the equalizer, cutting the highs and boosting the low-mids. The hum resolved into the sound of two people breathing in unison, followed by a faint, muffled cough and a brief, hushed exchange of words that had never made it to the radio.

“Again?” Justin’s recorded voice asked, his tone flat, tired, and stripped of the poetic warmth he projected on the record.

“No,” a second voice replied from the background, deeper and more resonant. “The bridge is fine. Just let the transition breathe.”

The second voice was Christopher’s. Hearing his own twenty-five-year-old voice, preserved in the high-frequency hiss of the tape, sent a cold shiver down his spine. He had forgotten that he had even spoken during that final take. He had spent nearly three decades convincing himself that he was merely a ghost in the room, a silent partner who had written the chords, structured the melody, and then vanished into the background. But here, preserved in the iron oxide of the tape, was the undeniable proof of his authority. He had been directing the session. He had been the one shaping the song’s emotional arc while Justin simply stood before the microphone, delivering another man’s pain.

The sound of his younger self triggered a rush of memory, pulling him backward through time, past the decades of quiet session work and boring corporate jingles, straight to the cold autumn of 1997.

In his memory, the air of his hometown had been thick with the smell of wet decay and woodsmoke. He had spent three days sitting in his small, drafty apartment on the north side of town, staring at a green rotary telephone that refused to ring. He had already packed his entire life into four cardboard boxes and a battered army surplus duffel bag. The Gibson guitar sat in its worn hardshell case by the door, a silent companion to his departure.

He had left three messages on Kimberly Cole’s answering machine. The first had been hopeful, filled with plans about the city and the studio space they could share once they got out of their dying town. The second had been tense, marked by the long, awkward silences of a man trying to read the blank space between his own words. The third had been nothing but the sound of his own breathing, followed by the dry click of the receiver being hung up.

On the fourth morning, he had walked down to her apartment. The building was a graying Victorian three-flat with peeling paint and a porch that sagged to the left. When he had knocked on the door, there was no answer—only the dry rattle of the wind through the screen door.

Looking through the low window of her living room, he had seen the bare floorboards. The thrift-store sofa was gone. The small, ceramic vase she had kept on the windowsill, always filled with dried lavender or wildflowers, lay shattered on the floor, its pieces scattered across the dusty linoleum like broken teeth. She had left without telling him. She had packed her life in the middle of the night, leaving behind no forwarding address, no note on the counter, and no explanation for the sudden, absolute silence that followed her departure.

The pain of that discovery had been a physical blow, a low, dull ache in his solar plexus that had made it difficult to breathe. He had stood on that wet porch for nearly an hour, his hands shoved deep into his coat pockets, watching the gray fog roll in from the river. In that moment, the song they had spent months writing together—the melody she had hummed while sitting on his kitchen counter, the chords he had labored over to match the specific, melancholic rhythm of her voice—had felt like a mockery. It was a monument to a future that had vanished before it could even begin.

When Justin’s manager had approached him later that same week in the back booth of a smoky diner near the interstate, Christopher had been too hollowed out to care about legacy or artistic ownership.

“We need the song, Christopher,” the manager had said, his voice low and pragmatic, his fingers drumming a nervous rhythm against his coffee mug. “Justin’s got the look, he’s got the label showcase next month, but he doesn’t have the single. We’ll give you five thousand cash. No credit on the sleeve, no publishing rights in your name. We run the money through a secondary account. You get a steady, quiet stream of writer’s royalties under a standard nondisclosure agreement. You get your escape money, and Justin gets his career.”

To a twenty-eight-year-old man whose heart had been hollowed out, the offer had felt less like a betrayal and more like a mercy. He had wanted nothing more than to erase his connection to the town, to the song, and to the woman who had left him behind. He had signed the single-page contract without reading the fine print, stuffed the thick envelope of hundred-dollar bills into his duffel bag, and boarded the greyhound bus before the ink had even dried.

He had used her departure as his justification. For twenty-eight years, he had told himself that she had abandoned him first, that her silence had freed him from any moral obligation to preserve the truth of their collaboration. If she didn’t care enough to stay, why should he care enough to protect her share of the music? He had taken the money, built his quiet, unremarkable life on the foundation of that unearned wealth, and allowed Justin Campbell to become the sensitive, poetic genius of a generation.

A sharp, high-pitched squeal from the monitors shattered his reverie.

Christopher gasped, his hand flying to the console to pull down the master fader. The tape had reached the end of the reel, the tail-leader whipping violently against the plastic spool with a rhythmic, plastic clack-clack-clack that sounded like a small engine dying in an empty room.

He pressed the stop button. The Otari deck growled to a halt, the tension arms dropping limp as the mechanical hum of the fan returned to dominate the room.

His hands were wet with sweat. He wiped them on his jeans, his heart hammering against his ribs in a chaotic, irregular rhythm. The silence of the studio felt different now—no longer a sanctuary, but a cage.

Walking to the small, high window near the ceiling, he looked out at the narrow strip of gray sky visible above the concrete foundation of his house. The clouds were heavy, promising more rain before nightfall. The thirty-day clock his accountant had warned him about was ticking down, and with every passing hour, the mechanical reality of the upcoming reissue was drawing closer.

If the label’s mastering engineers opened those original multitrack tapes, they would not just find the ghost of his acoustic guitar. They would find his voice. They would find the precise, mathematical footprints of a collaboration that had been officially erased from history. And when the music journalists began to dig into the technical discrepancies of the reissue—as they always did with classic albums—the quiet, comfortable lie he had lived for twenty-eight years would disintegrate.

He looked back at the tape machine, the brown ribbon of tape sitting idle on the heads.

The truth was there, preserved in the physical alignment of magnetic particles, waiting for someone to push the faders up. He had spent his entire life running from the sound of that song, yet here he was, locked in a room with it, realizing that the most dangerous frequency of all was the one he had tried so hard to mute.




Chapter 4

Rain drummed against the basement window well, a flat, rhythmic patter that registered around five hundred hertz against the corrugated metal. Reaching for the ceramic mug, Christopher waited for the espresso machine’s pump to finish its rattling, sixty-cycle hum. In the damp warmth of the subterranean kitchen, the sharp aroma of over-roasted beans offered a temporary distraction from the financial ledger resting on his studio desk. The small, high window near the ceiling admitted only a bruised, purple twilight, though the clock on the microwave indicated it was already past nine in the morning.

Setting the mug beside his keyboard, he watched the computer screen flicker as it woke from its sleep cycle. The bright glare of the LED monitor stung his eyes, casting sharp, clinical shadows across the acoustic foam panels lining the walls. An blue-white glow illuminated the dust motes drifting through the exhaust stream of the tower fan in the corner. Among the mundane notifications for software updates and promotional newsletters, a single unread message in his inbox anchored his attention, the sender’s name rendered in a stark, bold font that seemed to vibrate against the gray background.

Sarah Vance.

Underneath the name, the subject line read: Inquiry regarding 1997 session / Justin Campbell’s ‘Someone Else’s Voice’.

A sudden tightness restricted his chest, the muscles of his throat contracting as if he had swallowed a spoonful of dry plaster. Resting his palms flat on the synthetic laminate of the desk, Christopher stared at the text, his fingers tracing the worn edge of the spacebar. The computer’s internal fan whined, a high-frequency whistle that rubbed against his ears like fine-grit sandpaper. He did not open the message immediately; instead, he studied the digital timestamp—6:14 AM—and wondered what kind of writer began their search for historical anomalies before the sun had fully cleared the horizon.

With a hesitant tap of the trackpad, he opened the email.

Dear Mr. Lee, the text began, the font a clean, unembellished sans-serif that felt entirely devoid of warmth. My name is Sarah Vance, and I am a contributing writer for Auditory History quarterly. I am currently preparing a retrospective feature on the twenty-fifth anniversary of Justin Campbell’s landmark album, specifically focusing on the tracking sessions that took place at the old Soundscape Studio in Memphis during the spring of 1997. In the course of my archival research, I obtained several copies of the original session logs and engineering notes from those three weeks. While Mr. Campbell is credited as the sole writer and performer on the title track, ‘Someone Else’s Voice,’ your name appears on a series of union payroll waivers and equipment rental receipts dated between April 12th and April 18th. Furthermore, a technical assistant’s notebook from the studio archive references a ‘secondary vocal track’ recorded on tape reel four, which was later bounced down and integrated into the final stereo master.

Stretching his fingers to relieve the sudden stiffness in his joints, Christopher leaned closer to the screen. The prose was polite, yet every sentence possessed the calculated weight of a professional investigator who had already verified her facts before asking her first question. She was not fishing in the dark; she had the paper trail.

I am reaching out to you, the email continued, because the administrative records for those sessions are unusually sparse, and your subsequent absence from the liner notes presents an interesting historical puzzle. Given the upcoming high-resolution remaster scheduled by the legacy label, I am keen to ensure that the technical history of this seminal recording is documented with complete accuracy. I would greatly appreciate twenty minutes of your time for a telephone interview or, if you prefer, a brief exchange of written questions regarding your specific contributions to the Soundscape sessions. I have attached a PDF copy of the payroll waiver bearing your signature for your reference. I look forward to hearing from you at your earliest convenience.

Dragging his gaze down to the bottom of the screen, Christopher clicked on the attachment icon. The document opened with a soft, digital click. It was a scanned image of a standard American Federation of Musicians local contract, the paper yellowed at the margins, the purple ink of the carbon copy faded to a ghostly lavender. There, at the bottom of the page, was his own twenty-eight-year-old signature—a loose, impatient scrawl that looked like the work of a completely different man. Beside his signature, the financial column listed a flat payment of five hundred dollars for “demonstration services,” a bureaucratic euphemism designed to bypass the standard royalty distribution structures.

The physical sensation of memory returned to him not as a thought, but as a sensory ache. He recalled the specific, metallic scent of the Soundscape control room, where the air conditioning had been broken for three days, leaving the heavy scent of hot vacuum tubes and damp carpet to settle in the corners. He remembered the specific, sticky weight of the black vinyl upholstery on the studio couch where he had slept for thirty-six hours straight, his fingers raw from re-tracking the same four-chord progression until his acoustic guitar sounded less like an instrument and more like a percussion mallet.

Hovering his cursor over the search bar of his web browser, Christopher typed the journalist’s name. A long list of publications materialized on the screen, revealing a career spent dissecting the forgotten margins of the music industry. He scrolled through her portfolio, his eyes scanning titles that focused on uncredited backing vocalists, stolen master tapes, and the legal battles of session musicians who had been written out of history by aggressive managers and predatory contracts.

One article, published the previous winter in a respected academic journal, caught his eye. It was an extensive, multi-part investigation into the collapse of a mid-grade independent label in the late nineties, detailed with a forensic level of accounting that suggested she understood copyright law far better than the average music critic. Her writing style was dry, meticulous, and entirely free of the romantic myth-making that usually characterized rock journalism. She did not write about the “genius” of the artists; she wrote about the mechanics of the contracts, the physical layout of the studios, and the distribution of the money.

An icy drop of sweat rolled down his neck, soaking into the collar of his flannel shirt. He stood up, the legs of his swivel chair scraping against the linoleum floor with a sharp, discordant screech. The soundless space of the basement felt smaller now, the walls crowded with shelves of old DAT tapes, reference manuals, and spare patch cables that suddenly looked like the accumulated clutter of a lifetime spent hiding.

Crossing the room to the corner where his vintage Gibson J-45 sat in its hardshell case, he unlatched the brass clips one by one. The metallic snaps echoed in the small room, each one a small, sharp exclamation. He lifted the instrument, his palm fitting into the familiar, worn curve of the neck. The wood felt cold against his chest. When he plucked the low Estring, the instrument emitted a dull, flat thud; the high humidity of the rainy morning had deadened the brass windings, causing the pitch to drop a quarter-tone below standard.

Holding the guitar against his ribs, he hummed the fundamental frequency of the room—a steady, low drone that usually helped him find his bearings when mixing. Today, however, his voice felt thin and raspy, the tone catching in his throat like dry husk. He turned the tuning pegs, watching the digital needle on his rackmounted tuner swing slowly toward the center. The mechanical gears of the vintage tuners resisted his fingers, their brass teeth worn thin by decades of minor adjustments.

He had spent twenty-eight years believing that his silence was a private matter, a personal transaction between his own conscience and the envelope of cash he had taken to escape his youth. He had assumed that as long as he did not complain, the world would allow him to collect his quiet, secondary checks in peace. But Sarah Vance’s email made it clear that the past was not a closed file; it was a physical tape reel, stored in some temperature-controlled vault in Nashville or New York, waiting for a new pair of ears to hear the discrepancy between the official credits and the actual sound on the tape.

If he refused to speak to her, she would still write the article. A journalist of her caliber would not abandon a piece simply because a session player chose to remain unresponsive. In fact, his refusal would likely serve as a confirmation of her theory, a red flag that would draw more attention to the upcoming remaster. She would publish the session logs, she would highlight his name on the payroll waivers, and she would invite her readers to listen to the ghost frequencies on the new high-resolution master.

Laying the guitar back in its plush-lined case, Christopher returned to his desk. His tea had cooled, a thin, dark film forming on the surface of the amber liquid. He stared at the blinking cursor in the draft reply box he had opened, his hands hovering over the keyboard like a novice pianist terrified of hitting a wrong note.

Dear Ms. Vance, he typed, the keys clicking with a loud, plastic clatter that felt far too aggressive for the quiet house. Thank you for reaching out. I must correct your assumption regarding my involvement in the 1997 sessions. My presence at Soundscape was strictly limited to temporary demonstration work, for which I was fully compensated at the time. I have no recollections that would be of use to your article, nor do I possess any information regarding the technical tracking of ‘Someone Else’s Voice.’ I wish you the best of luck with your research.

He read the paragraph three times, his eyes tracking the cold, defensive syntax. It was the response of a guilty man trying to sound like a bureaucrat. It was too defensive, too final. A seasoned reporter would read those three sentences and immediately recognize the distinct, flat tone of a nondisclosure agreement acting as a muzzle. She would see the fear behind the formality.

Using the backspace key, he erased the entire block of text, the rhythmic clack-clack-clack of the delete key sounding like the countdown of a mechanical timer.

Across the room, the small window rattled as a sudden gust of wind pushed the rain against the glass. The dampness in the air seemed to have penetrated his very bones, leaving him with a dull, persistent ache in his left shoulder—a souvenir from years of holding a heavy electric guitar on stage during his early twenties. He looked at his hands, noticing the fine lines around his knuckles, the slight thickening of the joints that had begun to slow his fingerpicking over the past few years. He was forty-six years old, and the quiet, comfortable life he had purchased with his silence was the only thing he had left.

If the truth came out, the legal ramifications would be immediate. The secondary royalty checks he received—the ones that paid his mortgage, bought his groceries, and allowed him to spend his days writing unimportant jingles in a basement studio—were tied to a contract that strictly forbade him from claiming any creative ownership over the song. If the publisher believed he was cooperating with an investigative journalist to undermine Justin Campbell’s exclusive writing credit, they would freeze the accounts within forty-eight hours. They had the legal resources to tie him up in litigation for years, draining his modest savings before he could even present his side of the story.

Yet, there was a part of him—a small, stubborn frequency deep within his chest—that felt a sickening surge of relief at the sight of her email. For nearly three decades, he had carried the weight of that uncredited melody like a physical deformity, hiding it behind his professional competence and his quiet routine. He had watched Justin Campbell perform their song on national television, his sensitive, poetic face illuminated by spotlights while millions of fans sang along to the chorus that Christopher had written on a greasy kitchen counter in Memphis. He had listened to strangers in bars dissect the “brilliant, melancholic chord structure” of the track, unable to say a single word without risking his livelihood.

Reaching for his mug, he took a sip of the cold espresso, the bitter taste lingering on the back of his tongue. He needed to be careful. He had to craft a response that was neither too cooperative nor too dismissive—a neutral frequency that would satisfy her curiosity without giving her a thread to pull.

He began to type again, his fingers moving slower this time, choosing his words with the same meticulous care he used when adjusting the compression threshold on a delicate vocal track.

Dear Ms. Vance, he wrote, his eyes fixed on the screen as the words took shape. Thank you for your email. I was indeed present at Soundscape Studio during the spring of 1997, working as a freelance session player. While my memory of those specific dates is somewhat distant after twenty-five years, I would be happy to clarify any administrative or technical details regarding the general studio setup and the equipment used during that period. However, my contribution to the record was strictly that of a
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