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  Chapter one
3:17 AM


The Grundig had a fault somewhere in the intermediate frequency stage, and Owen Ward had been looking for it for the better part of two hours. 
He sat at his workbench with a small screwdriver held between two fingers and a jeweller’s loupe pressed to his eye, turning a trimmer capacitor by increments so small they might have been imaginary. The workshop was quiet in the way workshops are quiet after midnight — not silent, because silence is rare on the harbour, but settled. The rain had started around eleven and hadn’t changed its mind. It came off the water at an angle, steady and purposeful, and struck the workshop’s narrow windows in the same arrhythmic pattern it always did.
Owen did not find the fault.
He set the screwdriver down, pushed the loupe up to his forehead, and studied the Grundig’s exposed chassis without touching it. The set was a 1961 model, brought in by a man from Dunmore who had found it in his mother’s attic and wanted it working again for reasons he didn’t fully explain. Owen had quoted him three weeks and taken a deposit. That had been seven weeks ago.
The capacitor was probably fine. He was probably looking in the wrong place.
He stood and moved to the kettle without thinking about it — the movement automatic, worn smooth by repetition. While the water heated he looked at the workbench from across the room, which sometimes helped. Twelve radios in various states of repair occupied the shelves along the east wall. Valve sets mostly, with a few transistor models from the sixties and a German shortwave receiver someone had dropped off last March and never collected. The room smelled of solder and machine oil and the faint mineral sharpness that old electronics develop over decades, a smell Owen could no longer really notice but that he would have missed immediately if it were gone.
He made the tea. He stood at the window with it and looked at what little of the harbour was visible through the rain.
The dock lights were on. They were always on. A fishing boat he didn’t recognise was moored at the far end, its rigging tapping softly against the mast in the wind. The foghorn sounded from somewhere out past the point — a low, unhurried note that arrived on a slight delay from the fog it announced. Everything was where it should be. Everything was doing what it did.
Owen turned back to the workbench.
He didn’t check the time. He rarely did, this late. The hour stopped mattering around midnight and didn’t start again until the light changed.

      ***He found the fault at twenty past something. A hairline crack in a solder joint at the base of the first IF transformer, visible only when he changed the angle of the work lamp and the shadow fell across it differently. He cleaned the joint, resoldered it, and ran the set through a basic alignment. The Grundig came to life producing a clear, clean signal — a night broadcast from somewhere he didn’t bother to identify, a man reading something slowly, weather or shipping or news.
He switched it off.
Around him the other radios were quiet. He preferred them quiet when he was working, and had for so long now that he could barely remember filling the workshop with sound the way he once had — radio stations, shortwave traffic, weather services, the overnight programmes that ran from midnight until the early presenters arrived. Eleven years was long enough for a preference to stop feeling like a choice. It had simply become how he worked.
He moved the Grundig to the completed shelf. Wrote up the job in his ledger with the time and a note about the fault. Capped his pen.
The clock on the wall — an old schoolroom clock with a white face and a loud second hand — read 3:14.
He should go up to the house. He knew this. The house was thirty feet from the workshop door, across a small courtyard that would be wet. He had been sleeping poorly for the better part of eleven years and sleeping on the workshop couch more often than he should, which was not good for him — the couch was too short and his back was beginning to register the insult. He was fifty-three years old. He needed to sleep in a bed.
He didn’t move.
3:15.
The rain shifted slightly, coming now from a different angle, and the sound of it against the windows changed register. Outside, the foghorn again. The rigging on the unknown fishing boat.
Owen sat back down on his stool and looked at the Grundig on the completed shelf for a while. He thought about the man from Dunmore who hadn’t called to collect it. He thought about whether he should call the number in his ledger or wait another week. He thought about whether it was worthwhile realigning the German shortwave receiver that had been sitting uncollected since March, just to keep his hands busy, just to stay current with the technique.
He was not thinking about anything else.
3:16.
He reached for the screwdriver — not because there was anything to do with it, but because holding a tool was better than not holding one — and turned it between his fingers the way he did when he was reading something, or listening, or waiting without knowing what he was waiting for.
The lighthouse beam came through the window on its rotation. A slow white sweep across the east wall. Gone.
The hum of the transformer in the corner.
The second hand of the clock.
The rain.
3:17.
Every radio in the workshop sounded at once.
Not a broadcast. Not a frequency. A single pulse of static that came from all of them simultaneously — the sets on the completed shelf, the sets in for repair, the German shortwave, the small transistor radio he kept on the windowsill — all of them, though none of them were powered. The sound lasted perhaps two seconds and then stopped with a completeness that was itself strange, a silence that felt deliberate rather than natural.
Owen did not move.
His hand was still on the screwdriver. The tea was cold on the bench beside him. The rain continued exactly as before, striking the windows in the same arrhythmic pattern.
He waited.
One of the radios on the repair shelf — an old valve set, a Bush from the early sixties, not yet assessed — began, very slowly, to power on. He could hear it the way you hear a valve set warming: a low, gradual hum, the click of the circuit settling, a faint carrier wave rising under the noise.
He had not touched it. It was not connected to the mains. The power cable was coiled on the shelf beside it, unattached.
Owen put the screwdriver down.
He stood without making a decision to stand — his body making the movement before his mind could debate it — and he looked at the Bush radio from across the workbench. The dial was not illuminated. There was no reason for the carrier wave. There was no reason for any of it.
The static grew.
It was not the static of a poor signal or a weak transmitter. It had a texture he couldn’t identify — layered, almost rhythmic, as though it were composed of something rather than produced by interference. He had worked with radio for thirty years. He knew static. This was doing something that static did not do.
He took two steps toward it.
The sound shifted.
Beneath the static — or inside it, or arriving through it, the spatial relationship was wrong, he could not locate the sound in the room the way he could normally locate a sound — beneath or inside or through it, a voice.
A girl’s voice.
Weak. Remote. Struggling through the interference the way a voice struggles through a bad connection, present but unstable, words arriving and then losing shape before they completed.
“Dad—“
The word was unmistakable. One syllable, recognisable not just as language but as a voice. As a specific voice. As the specific voice of one specific person.
Owen Ward stopped.
The blood moved differently in him for a moment. Or the air did. Something physical changed in the workshop that he would not be able to describe or account for later, a change in pressure or temperature or the quality of the light, something that his body registered before his mind could name it.
The static breathed.
“Dad. Can you hear me?“
He was not moving. He was standing between the workbench and the shelf with his arms at his sides and he was not moving and he could not determine whether he was breathing or not breathing because he had temporarily lost track of himself.
The voice was Clara’s.
He knew it as precisely and completely as he knew anything. There was no ambiguity. There was no question of misidentification or mishearing or the pareidolia of grief that his doctor had once, very carefully, raised as a possibility. This was not his mind finding a familiar voice in random noise. This was a voice. Her voice. The particular quality of it — a habit of trailing certain syllables, the way she said the word Dad with the emphasis weighted toward the front of it, the sound of his specific daughter saying his specific name — was absolutely precise.
And wrong, in a way he could not yet name. A child’s voice carrying something that did not belong to a child. He would not understand for some time that this was the first thing he noticed and the last thing he let himself believe.
Clara Ward had been twelve years old when she disappeared from the shoreline below the harbour, eleven years ago come March.
“I—“ The voice broke. Static surged across it. “I can’t stay—“
The carrier wave collapsed.
Every radio in the room went silent at the same moment, and this time the silence was total — the hum of the transformer was gone, the last trace of the carrier wave was gone, even the acoustic presence of the room seemed to dim for a moment, as though the workshop itself had held its breath and then released it.
Only the rain remained.
Owen stood in the middle of the room.
Outside, the foghorn sounded from beyond the point. The lighthouse beam came through the window on its rotation. A slow white sweep across the east wall.
He looked at the Bush radio on the shelf. The dial was dark. The power cable was coiled beside it, unattached to anything.
He became aware, slowly, that he was holding the edge of the workbench with both hands.
He let go of it.
At some point he sat down on the stool.
At some point he looked at his hands.
The radio remained dark.
Owen sat until daylight came through the harbour windows. He did not sleep. He did not move. He did not go up to the house.
Eleven years. No body. No answer. And now, for the first time since the night she had walked down to the shoreline and not walked back, something resembling one.






  
  Chapter two
The Morning


The recorder had picked up nothing. 
Owen sat at the workbench with the playback unit in front of him and listened to two hours and forty-three minutes of his own workshop. The transformer hum. The rain. The second hand of the clock. His own movements — the screwdriver turning, the stool scraping, the kettle filling, the occasional quiet exhale of a man working alone. All of it was there, captured with the recorder’s usual fidelity.
At 3:17 AM: nothing. Ambient room tone. Rain against the windows. Then silence — a gap of almost exactly two seconds where even the background noise dropped below threshold, which he noticed and then stopped the tape to notice again, because that kind of silence didn’t happen naturally in a room with a running transformer. Then the room tone returned. Then the second hand. Then his own breathing, heavier than before.
No static. No carrier wave. No voice.
He ran it three more times. He put on headphones. He ran it again. At 3:17 AM the recording contained a two-second gap of near-perfect silence followed by the sound of a man who was no longer breathing normally.
That was all.
Owen set the headphones down and sat for a while with his hands flat on the workbench.
Outside, the rain had stopped. The harbour was doing its morning things — the creak of the boats, the calls of the first gulls, the distant sound of an engine starting somewhere near the fish market. He could hear, very faintly, the school crossing signal from the top of Harbour Street, which meant it was close to eight o’clock. He had been sitting in the workshop for approximately five hours.
He stood up too quickly and had to put a hand on the bench until the dizziness passed.

      ***The house felt unfamiliar in the way it always did when he came to it from the workshop rather than from sleep. The kitchen was cold. He had let the heating timer lapse sometime in the autumn and had not corrected it, so the radiators only came on for an hour in the evening, which was not enough but which he had not gotten around to fixing. He filled the kettle and stood at the kitchen window while it boiled.
The back garden was small and unkempt. He had not touched it since the previous summer, and what had been a modest but tended space had gone to long grass and weeds along the wall. Clara had not been the one who kept the garden — that had been Jane, in the years before she left. She had tried to stay, for a long time, longer than anyone watching from outside the marriage would have guessed she could. But the town was full of places that had once held an ordinary Tuesday with their daughter in them, and eventually there had been no surface in Dunargan she could stand on that didn’t ask something of her. He had understood, even at the time, even through the worst of it. He had also been unable to follow her. Someone had needed to stay where Clara was last seen, and it had not occurred to him, then or since, that the someone could have been anyone other than him. He maintained the garden afterward because it seemed like the kind of thing a person should maintain. Now it seemed like the kind of thing that could wait.
Clara’s birthday was in March. He and Jane spoke on the phone that day every year, briefly, carefully, the conversation never quite finding its way past the weather and whoever’s turn it was to mention some small specific memory — the year Clara had insisted on a cake shaped like a lighthouse, the time she’d brought home a bird with an injured wing and nursed it in a shoebox for two weeks before it died anyway. Jane had remarried four years ago, a man called Robert who worked in agricultural insurance in County Meath, and Owen had met him exactly once, at a distance, collecting Jane from the train station the day after one of the anniversary calls, and had found himself unable to feel anything about it beyond a complicated and not unkind relief that she had found someone who could stand beside her without also standing in the wreckage of the thing that had broken them. He did not know if Jane still thought of Dunargan as a place that had taken something from her. He suspected she did. He had never asked, because asking would have required an honesty about his own staying that he was not yet prepared to offer in return.
He made coffee and sat at the kitchen table with it and tried to think practically.
The simultaneous activation of multiple unpowered sets was the central fact. Not the voice — the voice could be debated, could be assigned to fatigue or grief or the particular cruelty that eleven years of unresolved waiting could do to perception. But the radios were a technical event. Six sets at minimum, in various states of repair, with no common power source, producing a synchronised two-second pulse of static. He had been in the workshop when it happened. He had witnessed it with full attention and near-total sobriety, having had nothing to drink since a cup of tea at half past ten.
There were possible explanations. An external electromagnetic pulse of sufficient magnitude could theoretically induce current in the coils of multiple receivers simultaneously. A lightning strike in close proximity, for example. He thought about this. There had been no lightning. The storm had been rain and wind only, and he had been listening carefully — he was always listening — and there had been no thunder, no flash, nothing that would indicate the kind of electrical event that could account for what he had witnessed.
A shared ground fault was another possibility. If somehow a live current had reached the workshop’s earth connection at sufficient voltage, it could potentially cause a simultaneous induction event across multiple devices. He was less confident about this. The workshop wiring was old but had been inspected and was functioning correctly. And a ground fault would have tripped the circuit breaker.
The circuit breaker had not tripped.
He drank his coffee. He looked at the garden.
The voice was a separate question. He knew this. The voice was not something to be solved with a multimeter and a wiring diagram. The voice was the kind of question that sat just beyond the reach of the framework he had spent thirty years building, and he was going to need to approach it with precisely the same discipline he brought to a fault in an intermediate frequency stage — methodically, without assumption, starting from first principles and not allowing himself to reach a conclusion before the evidence warranted one.
He had heard a voice that sounded like his daughter.
He had been awake for most of the previous twenty hours.
He was a man who had been waiting for eleven years.
These were facts. He wrote them in his mental ledger alongside the facts of the EM pulse and the unpowered receivers and the gap in the recording, and he looked at them all together, and he could not yet determine which facts explained which other facts, and so he would treat the question as open. He was good at open questions. He had been trained to be good at them by a lifetime of faults that turned out not to be where they first appeared.
He rinsed his mug and went upstairs to change his clothes.

      ***Harbour Street on a Tuesday morning was doing nothing remarkable. The bakery on the corner had its delivery board out. The chandlery was taking in a shipment of rope. Three men in waterproofs stood outside the harbour master’s office talking about something that made one of them laugh.
Dunargan had the particular character of a town that had decided, sometime in the previous century, not to grow any larger than it needed to be. Two thousand people, give or take, depending on the season and whether you counted the holiday cottages along the upper road as occupied. A working harbour, smaller than it had once been — there were perhaps a dozen boats now where Owen’s father had told him there used to be forty, before the fish stocks thinned and the younger families went inland or further afield for work that paid better than the sea. A church with a square Norman tower that had survived eight hundred years of weather better than some of the houses built in the last fifty. A primary school, a secondary school an hour’s bus ride away in the next town, a doctor’s surgery that opened three days a week, and the particular economy of a place where everyone’s business was, to some degree, everyone else’s business, which Owen had found suffocating as a young man and had come, slowly, to understand as something closer to care.
He had grown up two streets back from where he now stood, in a house his parents had sold when they retired to Cork to be nearer his sister, and he had left for technical college at eighteen with every intention of not coming back, the way most of the able young people of Dunargan had every intention of not coming back, and then had returned at twenty-six for reasons that had seemed practical at the time — a workshop space available at a fair rent, a town that needed someone who could fix things — and had stayed for reasons that had stopped being practical somewhere around the time Clara was born and had never gone back to being practical since.
He walked through all of it at the pace of a man with errands, which was what he was, because life continued requiring things regardless of what happened in workshops at 3 AM, and he needed bread and he needed to drop the completed work order for the Grundig at the post office before the first collection.
He was almost at the post office when Agnes Mercer came out of it.
She was in her late sixties, grey-haired, with the particular upright posture of a woman who had spent decades standing in front of classrooms. She had taught his year in primary school — forty-four years ago now — and had subsequently taught Clara, and had been one of the people who had walked the shoreline in the first week, when half the town had still believed a search might find something. She had kept bringing food to the house long after most people stopped, in the months when the search had ended and nobody could tell him why, and in eleven years she had never once mentioned the chief inspector’s name to him, which Owen understood as its own kind of tact. She was carrying a small parcel and a canvas bag and she almost walked into him and then stopped.
“Owen.” She looked at him with the straightforward attention she had always brought to everything. “You look terrible.”
“Late night,” he said.
“You always look like a late night lately.” She didn’t say it unkindly. Agnes Mercer had never said anything unkindly in his memory, but she had also never said anything less than directly. “Are you eating?”
“I’m on my way to the bakery.”
“That isn’t what I asked.” She adjusted the canvas bag on her shoulder and studied him for a moment in a way that made him feel, as it always had, like she could see through to the back wall. “Come for dinner on Thursday. I’ve got too much of everything and Michael from next door keeps declining my invitations because he says I cook too much fish, which is an absurd thing to say to someone who lives on a harbour.”
He started to decline and found he couldn’t think of a reason quickly enough.
“Seven o’clock,” she said, and went past him before he could reassemble a response.
He watched her go. She moved down the street with the purposeful pace of a woman who had somewhere to be and intended to be there, nodding to the men outside the harbour master’s office, pausing briefly to speak to someone outside the chandlery. The canvas bag swung gently. The parcel was tucked under her arm.
Owen went into the post office and dropped off the work order and told himself he would send an apology about Thursday by the end of the day.

      ***He spent the afternoon in the workshop.
Not working. He sat at the workbench with a notepad and wrote down everything he remembered about the previous night in the order it had occurred, including times where he had them and sensory details where he didn’t. He wrote four pages in his small careful handwriting, which was the same handwriting he used for technical notes, and when he was finished he read it back twice and then folded the pages and put them in the inside pocket of his jacket.
Then he opened the Bush radio.
It was a late-fifties model, a domestic set with a brown Bakelite case and a curved tuning dial, the kind of radio that had sat on kitchen shelves and in sitting rooms across the country during a decade when radio was still the primary medium. The previous owner had brought it in with a vague complaint about the sound cutting out intermittently, had left a phone number, and had not called back. This was not unusual. People brought radios to him for reasons that were rarely purely practical. They wanted them to work, yes, but they also wanted something else — continuity, perhaps, or the particular comfort of an object retrieved from a former life and restored to use.
He removed the back panel.
The interior was clean for its age. Previous repair work, probably from the seventies, was visible at two points on the chassis. He traced the circuitry from the aerial input through to the speaker terminals in the methodical way he always began an assessment, not looking for anything specific, just learning the layout.
There was no fault he could identify. The valves were seated correctly. The capacitors showed no signs of leakage. The solder joints were sound.
He sat back and looked at it.
The radio was connected to nothing. He had verified this twice that morning. It was sitting on the workbench in a state of complete electrical isolation — no mains, no battery, no aerial connection — and at 3:17 AM it had powered on by itself and produced a carrier wave strong enough to carry a voice.
He closed the case.
He put the radio back on the shelf — not the completed shelf, not the repair shelf, but the shelf he was now beginning to think of, without quite meaning to, as something different. A category he didn’t have a name for yet.
The clock read quarter to four. Three hours and thirty-two minutes until it mattered again.
He picked up the German shortwave receiver. He would work on it tonight. He would have something purposeful to do with his hands. And he would leave the digital recorder running from eleven PM onward, positioned between two of the unpowered sets, with a fresh tape and the sensitivity turned all the way up.
Whatever had happened last night had either happened or it hadn’t. If it happened, it might happen again. And if it happened again, he intended to be ready.
He was a man who fixed things. He could not fix this — not yet — but he could at least begin to understand what was broken.
That was something. That was, for now, enough.






  
  Chapter three
The Frequency


He kept a log. 
Not a diary — he would not have called it that, and the distinction mattered to him. A diary was something emotional, a record of states. What Owen kept was a technical document: date, time, duration, observed phenomena, recorder reading, atmospheric conditions. He bought a new notebook for it, a hardback with graph paper, the kind he used for circuit diagrams. He wrote in the same small careful hand he used for everything, and when he was finished each night he closed it and put it on the shelf beside the recorder and went to bed, or tried to.
The first three nights after the initial event produced nothing.
He sat on his stool from eleven PM until four AM each night, the recorder running, the workshop quiet, and at 3:17 AM the clocks moved past and the radios stayed silent and the transformer hummed its ordinary hum and the harbour did its harbour things outside the windows. He logged this. 3:17 AM — no event. All equipment nominal. He did not feel relief. He was not sure what he felt.
On the fourth night he fell asleep on the couch at half past two and woke at twenty past three in a panic that arrived before his conscious mind did, heart hammering, and sat up to find the workshop unchanged and the clock reading 3:21. He had missed it. If it had happened, he had missed it.
He checked the recorder. Nothing at 3:17. Ambient room tone, the second hand, his own breathing slow and regular in sleep.
He wrote in the log: 3:17 AM — slept through window. No recorded event. Recorder sensitivity confirmed functional. He looked at the entry for a moment and then added, below it: Do not sleep before 4 AM.
He did not examine what this instruction meant about him.

      ***The man from Dunmore called on the fifth day.
Owen was in the kitchen eating toast when the phone rang. He almost didn’t answer it. He had been eating toast standing at the kitchen counter and looking at the garden wall in the way he had taken to doing since Tuesday, which was not really looking at anything but a way of resting the part of his mind that he needed intact for the nights.
“Mr Ward.” The voice was slightly apologetic in the way that voices are when the person knows they have left something too long. “It’s Brennan. Michael Brennan. I brought in the old Grundig a while back — my mother’s set—“
“It’s ready,” Owen said. “It’s been ready for three weeks.”
A pause. “Ah. Right. I’m sorry about that. I meant to — I’ve been up and down to Dublin, there’s been a bit on—“
“That’s fine. Come whenever it suits you.” He looked at the garden wall. “After four in the afternoon is better for me at the moment.”
Another pause, slightly longer. “After four. Right. I’ll come Thursday, if that works.”
“Thursday is fine.”
There was a sound on the line just before the call ended — not quite static, not quite the ordinary hiss of a poor rural connection, but something with a texture he half-registered and then dismissed, the way you dismiss a hundred small oddities a day when you’re tired and have other things to think about. He held the receiver a half-second longer than the conversation required, listening to nothing, and then put it down.
He hung up and finished the toast and went back to the workshop, where the Bush radio was sitting on its shelf and the log was open at the previous night’s entry and the recorder had a fresh tape in it. He had four and a half hours before he needed to sleep if he was going to be functional by eleven.
He opened the German shortwave receiver and got back to work.

      ***There was a woman named Corcoran who brought in a Roberts transistor radio on the sixth day. She was perhaps forty, with the slightly harried manner of a person who had come in during a lunch break and was counting the minutes. The radio had stopped working entirely, she said — just went dead one morning, no warning.
Owen took it and wrote out a receipt and told her he’d call when he’d assessed it.
She looked around the workshop. He saw her notice the recorder, which was sitting on the bench with its red indicator light on even though it was two in the afternoon. She saw the graph-paper notebook, open, with his small columns of dates and times and observations. She looked at the shelf with the Bush radio on it, which he had put slightly apart from everything else, and for a moment something in her expression suggested she might ask about it.
“I’ll call you,” Owen said.
She left.
He looked at the Roberts radio and then set it aside. The Roberts wasn’t going anywhere. He picked up the notebook and turned back three pages to his initial entry — the first night, the full account he had written from memory the morning after — and read it through again the way he had read it every day, looking for inconsistencies he might have introduced, checking his own reliability as a witness.
It held up. Every time he read it, it held up.
He turned to a fresh page and drew a timeline across the top: the nights since the initial event, each one marked, the observed data entered above or below. Six nights. One event. No repetition. A pattern required at minimum two data points, and he had one. He knew this. But he also knew that absence of recurrence was not evidence of a one-time event. It might mean the interval was longer than six days. It might mean the conditions required had not been replicated. It might mean any number of things that he did not yet have enough information to evaluate.
He was a patient man by profession. You could not repair old radios without patience. The fault was always there. The question was only whether you were looking in the right place.
He went back to the shortwave receiver and did not write certain thoughts down anywhere.
The days settled into a shape he recognised, distantly, as the shape grief had taken in the first year after Clara, before he’d built the discipline that let him function — a narrowing of attention down to the single question that mattered, with everything else attended to only enough to keep the surface of an ordinary life intact. He ate because not eating would have drawn comment. He answered the phone because not answering would have drawn more. He took in the Roberts transistor and a hairdryer someone’s neighbour had brought by mistake, thinking it was the sort of thing he fixed, and a transistor set from a teenager who wanted it working again for reasons involving a girl and a specific radio station and an urgency Owen remembered, distantly, from his own adolescence. He did all of this competently. He had thirty years of competence to draw on and competence, he was discovering, did not require the part of him that was actually present.
In the evenings, before the watching began, he sometimes walked down to the harbour wall and stood for a while in the cold, watching the boats and the gulls and the last of the light going out of the water. He had done this most evenings since Clara, on and off, for eleven years — it was one of the few places in Dunargan that didn’t ask anything specific of him, that simply continued being a harbour regardless of who stood at its edge and for how long. He found himself going more often in the days after the first transmission, not because the harbour had changed but because he had, in some way he couldn’t yet articulate, started needing the size of it. The water didn’t care what had happened in his workshop at 3:17 AM. There was a comfort in that he hadn’t expected to need.
He kept the notebook in his jacket pocket during the day now, which he hadn’t done in the first days, as though the act of carrying it made the question portable, something he could return to between customers and errands without losing the thread.
It happened again on the ninth night.
Not approximately. At 3:17 exactly — he had been watching the clock for the last eight minutes with the particular focused attention he gave to components under test — and this time he was ready. Both recorders running. The graph-paper notebook open. His pen in his hand.
The pulse came as before: every radio in the workshop sounding at once, a two-second surge of layered static, then the clean deliberate silence. He noted the time to the second. He did not move from the stool.
The Bush radio began to warm.
He watched it. He had the stopwatch function on his wristwatch running — he had started it the moment the pulse arrived — and he watched the second hand and listened to the carrier wave building in the valve set, the familiar rising hum of a warming circuit, and timed it: forty-one seconds from the initial pulse to a stable carrier wave. He wrote this down.
The static grew in the same layered texture he had noted the first time. He had been thinking about that texture. It had taken him several days to identify what it reminded him of, and then one afternoon while eating toast it had arrived: it sounded like the interference produced by multiple transmitters broadcasting on slightly offset frequencies. The beating pattern of two close signals. Except there were not two signals. There were many, all slightly out of phase, producing a complex waveform that he had never encountered in thirty years of working with receivers.
He wrote: Carrier wave texture — multiple-source interference profile. No single transmitter identifiable.
Then the voice.
Weaker than the first time, or perhaps it only seemed so because this time he was measuring rather than experiencing. The same quality. The same register. The particular way she said the word.
“Dad.“
Not a question this time. Just his name.
He held very still and kept his eyes on the notebook and wrote: 3:17:41 — voice, female, single word, positive ID. His handwriting was as regular as it always was. He had trained himself, over decades, to keep his hands steady during delicate work.
“I don’t have long.“
Voice, female, four words. Content: temporal constraint indicated.
A pause. The static shifted — the layered beating changed in character, became more complex, and beneath it something else that he had not heard the first time, or had not registered: a lower frequency, barely at the threshold of audibility, not quite a sound and not quite a sensation.
“Dad, can you hear—“
Static surge. Carrier wave collapse.
The silence arrived as before, total and deliberate.
Then the workshop, and the rain, and the second hand of the clock.
Owen sat without moving for thirty seconds. Then he looked at both recorders and confirmed they were still running. Then he looked at the notebook. Then he looked at the shelf where the Bush radio sat dark and unconnected and silent.
He wrote: 3:17:58 — transmission ends. Duration approximately seventeen seconds. Both recorders running throughout.
He looked at that entry.
Seventeen seconds. The first time, by his memory, had been shorter. The transmissions were not fixed in duration. They were — he chose the word carefully, writing it — variable.
He underlined it.
Then he looked at the second recorder, the one he had positioned differently tonight — closer to the Bush radio, directional microphone angled toward it — and rewound it and pressed play.
Room tone. The second hand. His own breathing.
And then, at 3:17 AM: not silence. Not quite.
The two-second gap was there. But within it — beneath the threshold of what would
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