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Chapter 1: The Dead Shift
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The clock on the console read 2:47 AM.

Marcus Vicky rubbed his eyes and reached for his coffee. Cold. It had been cold for two hours now. He drank it anyway. At this hour, caffeine was caffeine. Temperature didn't matter.

The studio was a coffin. Soundproof walls. Thick glass between him and the empty production booth. A single red light on the microphone, glowing like a small wound. Outside the window, the city slept. Streetlights. Empty intersections. No one walking. No one driving.

No one listening.

Marcus had been hosting the dead shift for eleven years. 2 AM to 6 AM. The slot no one wanted. The slot where careers went to finish dying. He played old blues records, read weather updates no one needed, and filled the silence with a voice that sounded friendly but wasn't.

He had been Frankie Vane's protégé once. Fifteen years ago, when Frankie ruled the evening slot. "The Voice of the Night," they called him. Warm. Deep. Like a friend who knew your name even if you'd never met.

Marcus had wanted to be that.

Now he was forty-one, alone in a soundproof coffin at three in the morning, drinking cold coffee that tasted like regret.

The current track faded out. He leaned into the mic.

"That was Howlin' Wolf. 'Smokestack Lightning.' 1956. Before any of us were born. Before radio was good." He paused. No one laughed. No one ever laughed. "It's 2:51. Temperature outside is thirty-four degrees. Cloudy. No rain expected. Back after this."

He queued another record and pulled off his headphones.

The static was wrong.

Marcus had been in radio long enough to know every sound a board could make. Hum from old wiring. Hiss from a weak signal. The soft breathing of dead air. But this was different.

A frequency was bleeding through. Somewhere below the bottom of the dial. So low it shouldn't have been possible.

He adjusted the gain. Turned the monitor up.

Voices.

Not music. Not static. Voices. Live voices. A man talking. A woman laughing. The clink of glasses. The low rumble of a studio audience.

Marcus frowned. At 2:51 AM?

He scanned the dial. Nothing on AM. Nothing on FM. The signal wasn't coming through any normal channel. It was underneath everything else. Buried. Like a song playing in the next room, just loud enough to know it's there, not loud enough to understand.

Then the man's voice came through clear.

"—and that's why I always say, if you can't laugh at yourself, call me and I'll do it for you."

Marcus's hand froze on the volume knob.

That voice.

He knew that voice.

Fifteen years ago, he had sat in this same building, in a smaller studio, listening to that voice through headphones. Learning. Copying. Trying to become half the broadcaster that voice belonged to.

Frankie Vane.

But Frankie had died last month.

Marcus had gone to the funeral. Had stood in the rain and watched them lower the casket. Had shaken Frankie's widow's hand and said words that meant nothing. Had driven home and sat in his driveway for an hour, staring at nothing.

Frankie was dead.

There was no way his voice was on the radio.

Marcus reset the tuner. Checked every connection. The signal wasn't coming from inside the building. It wasn't a recording stuck in a loop. It was live. The timing was wrong for a recording. The pauses. The breaths. The way the audience laughed at specific moments.

Live.

He turned the monitor up again.

"—got a caller on line three. Go ahead, you're on the air."

A woman's voice, nervous, excited: "Frankie? Is it really you?"

"It's me, sweetheart. Who else would it be?"

"But you— I mean, they said—"

"They say a lot of things. What's your name?"

"Denise."

"Denise. Pretty name. Where you calling from, Denise?"

"Maplewood. On Cedar Street."

"Nice neighborhood. The house with the blue door, right?"

A pause. Then Denise's voice, smaller now: "How did you know that?"

Frankie laughed. That warm, rich laugh Marcus had heard a thousand times. "I know a lot of things, Denise. That's my job."

Marcus pulled off his headphones. The sound bled through the studio monitors anyway, tinny and wrong, like a voice from underwater.

Frankie was dead.

But someone — something — was using his voice.
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Chapter 2: The Forgotten Frequency
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Marcus didn't sleep that night.

After his shift ended at 6 AM, he sat in the parking lot with the engine off and watched the sun rise through a windshield filmed with frost. His phone was in his hand. He had already googled "Frankie Vane" twice. Same results. Obituary. Funeral home. Tributes from former colleagues.

Nothing about a posthumous broadcast.

He called the station manager at 8 AM. Got voicemail. Left a message he immediately regretted.

"There's something on— on a low frequency. Below AM. Someone using Frankie's voice. I need— just call me back."

The manager didn't call back.

Marcus went home. A one-bedroom apartment on the third floor of a building that smelled like cabbage and loneliness. He made coffee. Real coffee this time. Sat at his kitchen table and stared at the miniature radio on the counter.

He didn't turn it on.

At 7 PM, twelve hours before his next shift, he turned it on anyway.

Static.

He scanned down. Past AM. Past the bottom of the dial. To frequencies that shouldn't exist.

Nothing.

For three hours, he sat there, turning the knob millimeter by millimeter. Nothing but static. White noise. The hiss of dead air.

Then, at 10:17 PM, the static changed.

It softened. Became a kind of hum. Like a room full of people breathing at the same time.

And then Frankie's voice:

"—back after these messages. Don't go anywhere. I've got a story to tell you about a friend of mine. Someone who's been listening."

Marcus's blood went cold.

He checked the time. 10:17 PM. Frankie's old time slot. The slot he had owned for twenty years before the cancer took him.

Marcus grabbed his phone and called the station again. This time, someone answered.

"WZRX, this is Tammy."

"Tammy, it's Marcus. From the overnight."

"I know who you are, Marcus. What's wrong?"

"There's a broadcast. On a frequency that doesn't exist. It's Frankie. Frankie Vane. His voice. Live."

A long pause. Then Tammy's voice, careful: "Marcus, have you slept?"

"I'm not tired."

"That's not what I asked."

"I'm not crazy either. Just— check the low bands. Please. Tell me you hear it."

Another pause. The sound of keyboard keys. Then: "I'm not getting anything down there. Just static."

"It's live right now. He's talking."

"Marcus..."

"Just listen."

He held the phone toward the radio. Let the static hiss into the receiver.

Then Frankie's voice cut through: "—and I know Marcus is listening right now. Hi, Marcus. It's been a while."

Marcus pulled the phone back to his ear. "Did you hear that?"

Silence.

"Tammy?"

"I heard static, Marcus." But her voice was different now. Softer. "Look, why don't you take tonight off? I'll find someone to cover your shift."

"I don't need a night off. I need someone to believe me."

"The dead don't do radio, Marcus. You know that."

Marcus ended the call.

He sat in his kitchen, the radio still playing Frankie's voice, and listened as the cold blue light from the dial pulsed like a heartbeat.
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Chapter 3: Live from Somewhere Else
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He went to work anyway.

The studio felt different at 2 AM. Smaller. The walls seemed closer. The red light on the microphone looked less like a wound and more like an eye. Watching.

Marcus queued his first record and pulled on his headphones.

The dead frequency was there immediately. Louder now. As if it had been waiting for him.

Frankie was in the middle of a story. A man who had called in to confess something. Marcus caught only the end of it.

"—and that's when he realized the voice on the radio wasn't a recording at all. It was live. And it knew his name."

The audience laughed. That canned, distant sound.

Marcus turned down his own mic and listened.

Frankie said: "We've got another caller. Line two. Go ahead."

A man's voice. Older. Shaky.

"Yeah, uh, Frankie? Is this really you?"

"It's me."

"My wife— she used to listen to you every night. Before she passed. She said you were the only voice that made her feel safe."

"I remember her. Elaine, right? She called in once. 2019. Asked me to play 'Unchained Melody' for your anniversary."

The old man started crying.

Marcus could hear it. Wet, ugly sobs through a phone line that should have been dead.

"Thank you," the old man whispered. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me," Frankie said, his voice still warm, still kind. "Just do me a favor. Leave your front door unlocked tonight. Someone's going to visit you. Someone who misses Elaine as much
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