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Prologue 
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October 31, 1996 — 1:03 A.M.

Outside Chicago, Illinois
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The fog rolled in thick and low like spilled cream over the streets, wrapping the city in a silvery hush that made the world feel empty. It was the kind of night you could vanish in—a night that erased the line between the living and the dead.

A tired radio signal fluttered through the static of an old car stereo, cutting in and out as the driver turned the dial. The windshield wipers struggled against the mist, squealing with every pass, clearing little more than a wet blur. The headlights were dull cones in the dark, pushing feebly against the wall of fog curling down from the trees.

The driver was a woman—mid-thirties, dressed in a slouchy black coat. Her mascara had smudged under her eyes and her lipstick had been reapplied too many times. The smell of heavy whiskey hung on her breath, mixing with the faint sweetness of cherry gum she chewed half-heartedly. A cigarette danced in the corner of her mouth.

She was alone, except for the soft, sultry voice coming through the radio speakers.

"You’re on the air, honey, with Savan Grace. Tell me what’s on your mind."
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The woman cracked a crooked grin, amused. That voice. Everyone in Chicago knew it—sharp, smoky, unapologetic. Savan Grace. Or just "Grace," as they called her. She had the kind of voice that made men call in just to listen to her breathe between sentences.

A dull thump came from the glove box as the car swerved. A loosened cap on a half-empty whiskey bottle clinked against the side panel with each curve of the road. The faint scent of alcohol mixed with the stale interior, riding along like an uninvited passenger.

The cigarette trembled between the driver’s lips. Still not yet lit. Just waiting.

The road curved again—sharper this time—and that’s when the headlights caught something up ahead.

A car.

Pulled off on the shoulder. Hazard lights blinking weakly, like a dying heartbeat.

And someone... someone was standing in the road, waving.

A girl.

She stepped out, desperate, hands high above her head. Behind her, an older man knelt at a rear tire with a jack, the headlights casting a ghostly glow over his figure.

The driver saw her too late.

Brakes screamed. Tires locked. The steering wheel jerked hard to the right.

The car clipped the girl at the waist. She lifted from the ground like a ragdoll, flung into the air, and slammed headfirst against an exposed gas main — a massive steel pipe nearly twenty-four inches across. The sound of her skull striking the coated metal echoed like a sledgehammer smashing the high bell at a carnival game. Her neck snapped instantly. Then her body vanished into the ditch.

The world spun. For a moment, all was silence.

Then the car came to a stop—angled across the road, steam curling from the hood.

The driver’s breath came in shallow bursts. Knuckles white on the wheel. Eyes wide, unblinking, staring into the fog-draped void ahead.

No voices now. Only static.

The driver didn’t get out. Didn’t even look back.

The car idled, its low growl filling the night. The woman sat numb, her mind a fog, distant screams curling at the edges of her hearing. The sounds were blurred, unreal, like something happening miles away.

She shifted into reverse. Tires crunched over gravel, the engine groaning as the car straightened onto the road. Switching back into drive, she pulled off into the dark, the tail lights bleeding red into the night—then vanishing.

And just like that, the car was gone.
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The man who had been changing the tire shouted after it—"Stop! Stop! What the fuck have you done? Are you crazy?" He chased after the car, arms flailing, but slowed mid-stride. The driver was already gone. Breathless, helpless, he turned back toward the ditch. Stumbling into the chasm, he found her. Held her.

The ditch was quiet again. The girl didn’t move.

Beside the road, the blinking hazard lights of the broken-down car kept their rhythm—on... off... on... off—washing the scene in pulsing red.
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Chapter One
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September 11, 2003

The lobby of WMJN was mostly quiet, save for the familiar hum of vending machines and the distant hiss of fluorescent lights that hadn’t been changed in years. The air smelled of old carpet, static electricity, and burnt coffee. It was the kind of place that came alive only after eight p.m, a sanctuary for the sleepless, the broken, and the restless—all of them tuning into one voice on the dial like moths circling a dying flame.

That voice belonged to Savan Grace.

She stepped through the door just like she did every night—coat flared, cigarette between her fingers, whiskey in her thermos, and that look on her face: half-done with the world, half in love with it. The receptionist at the front desk, Ruby, didn’t even lift her head as Grace walked by. She knew better than to interrupt a woman like that when she was in her zone.

Grace moved like she wasn’t asking for permission. She never had. She never would.

She stood five foot seven, but she had a presence that added at least another three inches to her silhouette. Her hair was long, black, and perfectly straight tonight—though she’d been known to curl it when she was in a certain mood. She wore crimson lipstick the color of fresh crime scenes and a black trench coat that looked like it had stepped out of a film reel from 1946. Her eyes were dark brown, intense and unreadable, the kind of eyes that looked through you before they ever looked at you.

On the right night, when the lighting hit just right and the shadows played fair, people said she looked like Rita Hayworth.

She hated that comparison. Loved it, too.

Her beauty was almost mythic—not the kind that begged for compliments, but the kind that made men reconsider their marriage vows and made women adjust their blouses. It wasn’t just her face or her walk. It was the whole package: the voice, the confidence, the sting behind her smile. She didn’t enter rooms. She took them hostage.

But Grace hadn’t always been Grace.

She was born Savan Marie Kalinsky in a nowhere town that had long since dropped off the map. Raised in a house with a lot of God and not enough freedom, she learned early that she didn’t need to be forgiven—she just needed to be heard.

In college, she studied pre-law because she thought she wanted to fight for the underdog. But somewhere between her third ethics class and her first summer internship, she realized she didn’t care much for justice. What she wanted—what she craved—was understanding.

So she changed her major to psychology. Then added a minor in broadcasting, almost as a joke.

That’s when she met Brian Grace.

He was tall, golden, strikingly handsome and full of opinions. A second-year student in the broadcasting program, Brian had a laugh like a warm engine and hands that knew how to work a soundboard. Their chemistry was immediate. Arguments turned into kisses. Silence turned into shared cigarettes in the campus radio booth. By the end of the semester, they were inseparable.

Their voices filled the airwaves during the midnight hour. People started calling in just to listen to them flirt.

"Tell me your deepest fear," she whispered once on air.

"You leaving me," he replied without missing a beat.

Savan married Brian two years later. A courthouse wedding. No cake, no family, just a record player and a bottle of something strong. They moved into a one-bedroom apartment above a bar and lived off late-night diner meals and caffeine.

But marriage, as it turned out, was another kind of show. One with scripts and compromises. And Savan wasn’t a fan of either.

Brian wanted kids.

She didn’t.

But life doesn’t play by your rules.

He dreamed of a house with a yard, a swing set, Sunday dinners. She dreamed of signal towers and call-in lines, her voice pouring out of speakers in diners, backseats, and half-empty bars.

The more he pushed for family, the more she pulled away. To her, children meant chains. Radio meant freedom.

And so the distance started growing—not just between them, but inside her.

He said it would ground them. Give them roots. Purpose.

She said she already had purpose—and it came with a mic and a red ON AIR light.

The fights started small. Then they got mean and physical. Then they just got quiet.

Savan found out about the affair from a voicemail not meant for her. He didn’t even deny it. He just said he was tired of trying to win a war she’d already surrendered.

So she left.

She took the midnight shift on a crummy AM station in Indiana—the job nobody else wanted.

Drunks, insomniacs, grieving mothers, desperate teenagers, truckers hunting for a voice between exits—she answered them all.

Brian followed her, and for a time they tried to reconcile.

But radio was her first love, and her only true passion.

And she was good at it. Too good.

Within two years she was syndicated. Her voice stretched across three states like cigarette smoke—thin, invasive, unforgettable. The Savan Grace Show.

She kept the last name. Not for Brian. Not out of habit. But because it sounded right. Grace. It carried weight—like redemption, like survival. Her birth name didn’t fit anymore, and his first name could rot, but Grace... Grace she could work with. It was a scar that looked good in the mirror. She built her brand around it, her voice, her show. Savan Grace wasn’t just a title—it was her penance, her altar, her armor. The name reminded her of where she’d been. And, in some small way, it reminded her that maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t completely lost the right to be saved.

When the air got too thick between them, Brian and Savan split again. She needed space. She needed breathing room. 

One year later, she and Brian tried again. Within another year, her voice was in fourteen states, filling bedrooms and truck cabs, drifting into the sleepless corners of America.

Then came the call from Chicago. One of the leading FM stations wanted her. Her own show, her own time slot.

Brian tried to convince her to stay put. She refused.

So they packed up and moved—somewhere between Indiana and destiny, the drinking started.

In Chicago, the city lights suited her voice, but Brian noticed the change. The drinks came quicker, stronger, more often. He urged her to slow down, to get help. She wouldn’t listen.

They split again.

This time, for good.

The elevator dinged.

Back in the present, Grace stepped out and was immediately greeted by the hollow cough of a vending machine giving up a stale soda to someone with no hope left.

A man in a gray sport coat waved her down from the hallway.

"Grace," he said, "Got a minute?"

It was Donny—one of the station managers. Balding, round, nervous as a hamster.

She sighed and took a long drag of her cigarette. "Make it half a minute. I’ve got souls to save."

Donny rubbed the back of his neck. "I wanted to introduce you to the new janitor. He’ll be on nights from now on. You two will be the only ones in the building during your shift."

"That a warning or a compliment?" Grace asked, eyebrow raised.

He chuckled uneasily. "Just... protocol."

He stepped aside and gestured to a man leaning against the far wall. Quiet. Unassuming. Midthirties, maybe early forties. Clean-shaven. Brown uniform. Hard to read.

"This is Henry. Henry Powell."

"Grace," she said, extending her hand without smiling.

"Ma’am," Henry nodded, taking her hand briefly.

His handshake was firm, but not pushy. His eyes never wandered. Polite to a fault.

"You replacing Larry?" she asked, already knowing the answer.

Donny looked down. "Yeah. About that... I’ve been meaning to tell you."

She tilted her head.

"Larry passed. Found in his house a few days ago. Natural causes, I guess police aren't saying much. So as far as I can tell."

Grace blinked slowly. "Damn."

"I know you two talked quite a bit, and he’d been with the company a long time. I just didn’t want you hearing it from someone else."

She nodded once. Lit another cigarette. "Thanks, Donny. I’ll let you know if Henry touches my whiskey."

Donny chuckled nervously "I didn't hear that." He said and walked off.

Henry lingered for a moment. "I’ll stay out of your way," he said.

"I’d expect nothing less," Grace replied, her eyes sharp.

Then she disappeared into the studio.
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Inside, the lights were dim. She liked it that way. Made the silence feel heavier. More sacred.

She slipped off her coat, hung it on the back of her chair, and ran her fingers along the smooth surface of the soundboard. Every switch and slider was second nature. This was her church. Her confessional.

She checked the clock. 7:59.

She poured herself two fingers of whiskey from the flask in her bag. No ice.

The red light over the booth door clicked on.

ON AIR

She leaned into the mic, her voice honey over gravel.

"You’re on the air, honey, with Savan Grace.

30 days till Halloween night in the Windy City... and the ghosts are already talking.

Tell me what’s on your mind."
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Chapter Two 
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The red glow of the ON AIR sign bathed the studio in a soft, ominous hue, flickering slightly—just enough to irritate. Grace leaned into the mic, one hand wrapped around her whiskey glass, the other lazily fingering a half-burnt cigarette she hadn’t yet lit. Her eyes traced the soundboard with a familiar precision—sliders, toggles, dials—all under control.

A low hum filled the room, part feedback, part silence—the kind of hush that always came just before the first click.

Then it came. Click. Line One.

She pressed the button without hesitation, her voice smooth as poured bourbon.

"Go ahead, caller—you’re on the air with Savan Grace. Tell me what’s on your mind." She said, lightning the cigarette.
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A silence answered. But not the kind born from shyness. This was breathing. Erratic. Unstable. A presence rather than a person.

She glanced at the console.

Still lit. Still live.

"Hello?" she said again, firmer. "Caller, you’re on the air with Grace. What’s on your mind tonight?"

Then the voice came through—cracked, breathless, too fast.

"Oh—oh fuck, I think I fucked up."

Grace froze.  "Excuse me?"

The man didn’t answer her. His words spilled like gasoline.

"She’s really fucking dead now."
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Grace sat up straighter in her chair. The cigarette, still burning in her fingers, tilted dangerously toward the floor.

"Caller, I need you to slow down. What’s going on?"

Silence again. Then—anger. It hissed through the line like steam from a pipe.

"You should know. You—you talk like you’re saving everybody. Right? Like you’re some kind of saint behind that fucking mic. Well thanks to you, the woman I’ve been married to for over fifteen years is dead."
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Her blood cooled instantly. She leaned back, heartbeat steady but slow, a practiced calm taking over.

"What’s your name?" she asked, low and sharp.

"You’ll find out," he said. "Real soon. And when I do find you... you’re gonna get it worse than her."
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A spike of static jumped into her earpiece.

"I don’t take kindly to threats," she said, pressing a switch under the desk that started an auxiliary tape log. "All calls on WMJN are recorded and time-stamped. I’m alerting the authorities the moment this ends."

––––––––
[image: ]


"Go ahead. Call ‘em. Won’t change a damn thing. You know what you did."
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"You better hope you didn’t do something to that pretty lil peach of yours."

"Her name was Molly."

That name hit like a glass falling off a table.

Molly.

Grace had heard the name before—soft-spoken woman, called in a dozen times over the last few months. Always late. Always whispering. Always afraid.

She’d talked about her husband being controlling. Never violent, but something in the pauses between her words had spoken louder than anything she actually said.

Grace had told her to get out. That she didn’t owe anyone her suffering. That sometimes survival looked like leaving.

The line went dead.

Click.

She stared at the board, fingers clenched. The studio suddenly felt smaller. The walls closer. Her heart pounded once, twice—then again.

Grace stood. Pushed the mic aside. Her hand shook as she lit another cigarette, inhaling until her lungs burned. The smoke curled around her like a veil.

She walked out of the booth.
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The hallway was colder than usual, lit by buzzing ceiling lights and casting long shadows that bled into each other. She headed toward the bathroom, locking the door behind her. Her reflection in the mirror looked paler than it had ten minutes ago.

She flicked the ash into the sink.

"Molly."

She said the name aloud. It sounded so normal. Too normal.

What if that bastard really had done something?

She splashed water on her face. The first drop hit her cigarette, sputtered, and hissed. She tossed it in the sink and reached for the paper towels.

Footsteps echoed faintly down the hall. She stopped moving. Held her breath. They passed.

Grace exhaled slowly.

It wasn’t that she scared easy—it was that she’d seen how real monsters could be. The ones with clean fingernails and wedding bands. The ones who said "I love you" right before they took everything from you.

Back in the booth, she locked the door behind her. Then she slipped the .22 from her purse and laid it under the soundboard, where her hand could find it blind.

She took another sip of whiskey.

The red ON AIR light still glowed above her like a watchful eye.

She clicked Line Two.

"WMJN. Savan Grace. You’re live, honey—what’s on your mind?"
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The caller was a man. Older. Tired.

"Yeah, uh... I been backed up for four days."

She blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Constipation. I don’t usually call shows or nothing, but I figured—hell—you always got somethin’ to say that helps folks. So I figured, maybe you know somethin’ that’ll shake me loose."

––––––––
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She nearly laughed—but didn’t. The whiplash was too violent.

"Sir, this is... I’m not a physician. And this is a public broadcast."

"So you can’t recommend nothin’?"

"Fiber. Prunes. Or a doctor."

"Hmph. Worth a shot, I guess."

"Try cutting back on cheese," she added flatly, and disconnected the call.

She stared at the console, suddenly numb. Caller Number Two would live. Caller Number One—Molly’s husband, if that’s who he was—was still out there. And he had her name.

Grace sat still for a long time. The cigarette burned to the filter in the ashtray, untouched.

Then the phone clicked again.

Line Three.

She hovered her hand over it, heart punching her ribs.

But she didn’t answer. Not right away.

Because tonight, for the first time in a very long time... Grace felt like she might not make it to morning.
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Chapter Three
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Grace stared at the blinking line on the console—Caller Number Four—but didn’t press it right away. Her fingers hovered there, hesitant, the red glow of the ON AIR sign pulsing like a warning.

Her whiskey glass was empty. She’d tipped it too far in frustration a few minutes ago, spilling half its contents over the desk and her sleeve. A wet ring had soaked into one of the production logs. She didn’t care. She just sat there, staring at her reflection in the dark booth glass.

Her father’s voice was in her head again.

"You don’t drink like a lady. You drink like a degenerate."

He used that word often. Degenerate.

He’d been military since he was eighteen. A straight-line man—obsessed with rules, duty, decorum, and God. Not necessarily in that order. His uniforms were always pressed crisp, belt buckles shining, Bible verses etched into the inside covers of every notebook and manual he owned. The man never smoked. Never swore. Never strayed. In public, he was respectable. In private, he was unbearable.

The house had been full of silence and sermons. Smiles were rationed. Eye contact was discouraged. And love—if it was ever there—was quiet, cold, and conditional.

Grace had never been allowed to make mistakes.

She remembered the night he found out she wasn’t a virgin.

She was sixteen.

He’d found her diary. She hadn’t even written anything graphic—just a sentence: "I think
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