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  Chapter 1

  
  




The Zero Frequency




The silence in a soundproofed room is not empty; it is aggressive. It presses against the eardrums, a thick, velvet weight that amplifies the rushing blood in your own veins.




I sat in the center of that silence, staring at the waveform monitor of my MacBook Pro. The green line was flat, dead, waiting for a pulse. Outside, twelve stories down, the relentless London rain lashed against the asphalt of Hackney, a rhythmic drumming that usually comforted me. But in here, inside " The Echo Chamber”—my studio, my sanctuary, my prison—the world was reduced to decibels and frequencies.




I am Conrad Hale. Once, I was the journalist who broke the Senator Vane scandal. I was the man who made headlines. Now, I curate them for the ears of three million insomniacs who tune in to hear me dissect the esoteric, the weird, and the forgotten. I trade in ghosts, conspiracy theories, and the philosophical debris of the modern age.




But tonight was different.




Tonight, the guest chair across from me wasn’t empty, though my schedule said it should be.




He sat with a stillness that defied biology. No shifting of weight, no twitch of a muscle, no shallow rise and fall of a chest inhaling oxygen. He was simply there, an absolute coordinate in space and time. He wore a suit that looked woven from midnight itself—charcoal fabric that seemed to absorb the low light of the studio rather than reflect it.




“Mic check,” I said, my voice sounding too loud, too jagged in the damp air.




The figure didn’t blink. His eyes were the color of burning magnesium—bright, terrifyingly clear, and devoid of pupils. “I do not require calibration, Conrad.”




The voice didn’t come from his throat. It originated in the center of my skull, bypassing the auditory nerve entirely. It was the sound of a glacier cracking, smooth yet violent.




I swallowed the taste of copper and stale espresso. “For the recording, we do. I’m a professional, Seraphiel. Humor me.”




Seraphiel. He had given the name the moment he materialized—literally materialized—between the blink of an eye and the drawing of a breath. He claimed to be an angel. Not the harp-strumming cherubs of the Renaissance, but a creature of wheels and eyes, compressed into a human form to prevent my mind from snapping like a dry twig.




“Testing,” Seraphiel said. This time, he used his mouth. The word registered on the screen. The waveform spiked—not jagged, but a perfect, impossible sine wave. “One, two. Alpha, Omega.”




I adjusted the gain on the mixing board, my fingers trembling slightly. I hated the tremble. It was a betrayal of my cynicism. “Okay. We’re rolling.”




I leaned into the Shure SM7B microphone, the foam pop-filter brushing my lips. This was my weapon. This was my shield.




“Welcome back to The Echo Chamber,” I said, dropping into my broadcast baritone, the voice that convinced millions I knew secrets they didn’t. “I’m Conrad Hale. Tonight, we aren’t talking about cold cases or government cover-ups. Tonight, we are conducting an experiment in theology. Across from me sits a being who claims to have witnessed the laying of the foundation of the earth. He calls himself Seraphiel.”




I paused, letting the silence hang, a theatrical beat for the listeners. I looked at him. The smell in the room was overwhelming—ozone, like the air after a lightning strike, mixed with something ancient and dusty, like the pages of a book that hasn’t been opened in a thousand years.




“Seraphiel,” I started, keeping my eyes locked on his. “Let’s start with the basics. The elevator pitch. Why are you here? Why now? Why a podcast?”




Seraphiel leaned forward. The movement was fluid, liquid mercury pouring into a mold. “Because the pulpits are empty, Conrad. The churches are museums. The prayers are routed to spam folders. But this…” He gestured to the microphone, his fingers long, pale, and flawless. “This is the modern confessional. You listen to voices in your head through tiny white earbuds. You invite ghosts into your commute, your gym sessions, your beds. I am here because you are listening.”




“We’re listening,” I countered, checking the levels. “But are we hearing? You say you’re a messenger. What’s the message?”




“That you have broken the code,” Seraphiel said. “Humanity was a self-learning algorithm meant to run in isolation. You have breached the firewall. You are asking questions that threaten the integrity of the system.”




I smirked. It was a defense mechanism. “So, God is an IT guy? Is that the metaphor we’re going with?”




“Metaphors are the only way you can comprehend the infinite without going blind,” Seraphiel replied. His face remained impassive, but the air pressure in the room dropped. My ears popped.




“Fine,” I said, feeling the adrenaline kick in. This was good radio. This was great radio. “Let’s test the system. You say we’re asking the wrong questions. Let me ask a right one. History is filled with atrocities—wars, plagues, suffering. If there is a chaotic architecture to this, a designer…”




I leaned in closer. “Does the Designer regret the design?”




Seraphiel stared at me. For a moment, the magnesium fire in his eyes dimmed, revealing a depth of sorrow so profound it felt like a physical blow to my chest. He opened his mouth to speak.




And then, it happened.




It wasn’t that he stayed silent. It was that the anatomy necessary for speech ceased to exist.




Where his mouth had been—lips, teeth, tongue—there was suddenly nothing. Smooth, unblemished skin stretched from nose to chin. No scar, no seam. It was as if a mouth had never been part of his design. It was a terrifying erasure.




The waveform on my screen flatlined.




Silence.




I recoiled, kicking my chair back. The screech of the wheels on the hardwood floor was deafening. “What the hell…?”




Seraphiel sat motionless. The skin where his mouth used to be rippled like water disturbed by a stone, and then, slowly, agonizingly, the lips reformed. He drew a breath that sounded like wind howling through a cavern.




“That,” Seraphiel whispered, his voice trembling with a vibration that rattled the glass of water on my desk, “is a restricted directory, Conrad. Some questions are not merely unanswered. They are unauthorized.”




I stared at him, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. The digital clock on the wall flickered.




00:00.




“We are going to have to navigate this carefully,” Seraphiel said, the corner of his restored mouth twitching upward in something that might have been a smile, or a warning. “The Architect is listening, but the connection… is unstable.”




I looked at the recording software. The file size was growing, but the waveform for the last ten seconds was a solid block of red static.




“Continue?” Seraphiel asked.




I looked at the angel. I looked at the door. I looked at the microphone.




“Continue,” I whispered into the mic.




(Author’s Note to the Reader: In the silence between the tracks, do you hear the static? That is not a glitch. That is the sound of something watching. Pay attention to the timestamps.)
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The Beta Test of Sin


The air in the studio had changed. It no longer smelled just of rain and stale coffee; there was a metallic tang, sharp and acidic, like the taste of a nine-volt battery on the tongue.


I hit the spacebar, pausing the recording. The red “ON AIR” light dimmed, but the room felt brighter, exposed. I pushed my chair back, the wheels catching on a loose floorboard—a mundane annoyance that felt anchoring in the face of the impossible. I needed something stronger than espresso. From the bottom drawer of my desk, I pulled a bottle of Hibiki Harmony. I didn’t bother with a glass.


“You realize,” I said, unscrewing the cap with fingers that felt like numb sausages, “that if I broadcast this, they’ll say it’s VFX. Deepfake audio. A stunt.”


Seraphiel watched me drink. He hadn’t moved. The skin around his mouth was perfect again, the lips full and pale, showing no sign of the terrifying erasure that had occurred moments ago.


“Skepticism is the firewall of the sane,” Seraphiel noted. His tone was conversational, almost bored. “If they believed you instantly, the simulation would crash. Disbelief is necessary for stability.”


I slammed the bottle down. “Stop calling it that. A simulation. You’re talking about my life. About history.”


“I am talking about architecture, Conrad. Structure.” Seraphiel stood up. He was taller than he looked while seated—unfolding like a carpenter’s ruler, limb by limb. He walked to the window. The rain against the glass was a chaotic grey blur, distorting the streetlights of Hackney into weeping streaks of neon. “You asked about the design. You asked if the Architect regrets it.”


“And you lost your mouth,” I reminded him. “You were redacted.”


“A security protocol,” he corrected, turning to face me. The magnesium fire in his eyes flared, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air. “There are keywords that trigger an automatic mute. We must talk around them. We must use… parables.”


I laughed, a harsh, barking sound. “Parables. Fantastic. So we’re back to Sunday School. Let me guess: The Garden? The Apple?”


Seraphiel smiled. It was a terrifying expression because it didn’t reach his eyes. It was purely muscular, a mimicry of human amusement. “The Garden was not a paradise, Conrad. It was a sandbox. A sterile environment for testing the initial build.”


I hit the record button again. The waveform jumped to life. “Okay,” I said into the mic, my voice finding its rhythm again. “Let’s talk about the Garden. The Beta Test. If the design was perfect, why did we need the apple? Why introduce the virus?”


Seraphiel sat down again, the movement soundless. “It wasn’t a virus. It was an update. To know Good and Evil is to process binary data. One and Zero. Before the fruit, you were analog creatures in a digital construct. You were pets. The fruit gave you the ability to compute moral geometry.”


“And the Fall?” I pressed. " The expulsion?”


“You weren’t kicked out,” Seraphiel said softy. He leaned in, and for a second, the studio lights flickered—a brief brownout that killed the hum of the mini-fridge in the corner before surging back. “You were deployed. The sandbox was too small for the code you now carried. You had to be released into the wild server to see if you would survive.”


I stared at the screen. The audio track for Seraphiel was doing something strange. While his voice was smooth, the visual representation of his sound was jagged, spiked with artifacts that looked like encoded text.


“So suffering,” I said, feeling the weight of the whiskey in my stomach, “war, famine, the senator stealing pension funds, the child getting cancer… that’s just the program running? That’s latency?”


“That is the friction of free will,” Seraphiel said. “You wanted the choice. You wanted to write your own scripts. But when you write code without knowing the core language, you create bugs. Monsters. Shadows.”


He pointed a long, manicured finger at my laptop screen. “Speaking of shadows.”


I looked.


On the desktop, behind the recording window, a new folder had appeared.


I froze. I knew every file on this machine. I was obsessive about digital hygiene. This folder was titled simply: v1.0_backups.


“What did you do?” I whispered.


“I am merely the interface,” Seraphiel said, his voice dropping to that glacier-cracking frequency inside my skull. “You are the user. Open it.”


My hand hovered
























































(Author’s Note to the Reader: Check the file size of your own memories. Do some of them feel compressed? Low resolution? Ask yourself why you can’t remember the faces of your childhood teachers, but you can remember the layout of a video game level you played once. We are prioritizing data. Proceed with caution.)














