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    For the voices that linger after midnight—
the promises left unfinished,
the stories waiting for someone brave enough to listen.
For every young heart learning that truth matters,
that memory deserves honor,
and that even the smallest minute can change everything.
And for those who keep the light on,
the signal steady,
and the hour open just long enough
to set the past free.
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Chapter 1 — Dead Air
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Noor Alvarez had never liked silence that lasted more than a breath. At home, she filled the kitchen with playlists while she did algebra. In the car, she talked to herself between every red light like the traffic lights were co-hosts. But tonight she learned a new kind of quiet—one with teeth.

In radio, they called it dead air.

WQIN lived behind a fire door at the end of the tech hall, past the vending machines and the trophy case full of teams that had peaked before Noor was born. The station wasn’t much: a closet-sized control room with a beat-up board, two mics whose foam windscreens had been patched with gaffer tape, a rack of equipment that hummed like an old cat, and a library of vinyl that smelled like attic and somebody’s grandparent’s basement. A hand-lettered sign on the door read WQIN 87.9 FM // STUDENT VOICES UNTIL WE’RE DUST. Someone had drawn a skull wearing headphones between the lines.

Midnight was Noor’s slot. It wasn’t glamorous—more like the empty seat on a bus you choose because it’s there—but she’d fought for it with a sample reel and a pitch that used the word curate twice. She was sixteen, a junior, and the station manager, Mr. Vale, had raised an eyebrow when she’d said “after-hours storytelling and local bands.” “You’ll have to keep it school-appropriate, Ms. Alvarez,” he’d warned, pushing across a key the size of a candy bar. “And no prank calls.”

Noor promised. Then she went home and rehearsed her opening until the words weren’t words anymore, just sounds.

She arrived at 11:27 p.m. with a backpack full of albums she’d borrowed from her neighbor—the woman who ran a vintage shop and told Noor once that vinyl held ghosts. That had been a joke. Noor laughed like she got it. She did not, in fact, get it. Yet.

The hallway was empty save for the retro glow of the soda machine. WQIN’s on-air light was dark. In the control room, the fluorescent ceiling buzzed a note that made her fillings ring. Noor set her bag down, rolled the chair to the board, and touched everything the way you touch a new instrument before you play: buttons labeled ON, PFL, MUTE, faders smooth under her fingertips. She ran the checklist Mr. Vale had printed on lime paper and taped to the wall:

Transmitter: ON

Compressor: ON

Mic 1: CHECK

Mic 2: CHECK

Turntable A/B: CHECK

DON’T air test tones.

Noor snorted. Who was she, a gremlin? She flipped the computer monitor to the playout software to load her intro bed—a low synth wash with enough space to breathe—and booted the cart machine even though no one but Mr. Vale still used carts. She put her headphones on and let the station’s low-power hum climb up her bones. Outside, the parking lot lights painted the asphalt with halos.

At 11:58, she opened the mic just to hear the room in her ears. “Test, test,” she whispered. Her own voice came back to her with a second’s lag, soft and a little braver than she felt. “Okay. Hey. Hi.”

The clock on the wall hovered its second hand over the twelve like a runner about to push off. Noor watched the moment thinking, Don’t trip your first step. Midnight clicked. She took a breath that hit bottom.

“Good midnight, Hallowell,” she said, and her voice rounded the syllables as if they liked her. “You’re listening to WQIN, 87.9 on your dial, clouding the edges of your dreams with student radio since 1976.” She winced at her own line—too cute?—and smiled anyway. “I’m Noor. I’ll be with you until two a.m., or until the coffee machine stages a mutiny. Tonight we’re taking requests from the late and the wired. Text the station number if you’re awake on purpose. If you’re awake by accident... I’ve been there.”

The software clock in the corner counted 12:01:12. Noor slid her first fader up, let the synth bed wash through the headphones, and reached for the crate of vinyl under the desk. The school’s library had everything: jazz with horn sections that made your heart leak, punk seven-inches in sleeves finger-smeared with old ink, albums with cover art so dramatic Noor wanted to frame them. She’d spent an hour earlier that afternoon pulling a first-night stack: a mix of local bands and her favorites, a couple of clean versions because Mr. Vale had rules.

She reached for the top sleeve and stopped.

Tucked behind a stack of Morning Glory soundtracks was a plain white jacket, the paper browned at the edges. Someone had written across it in marker, crooked and urgent, the way you write a note on a moving bus:

TEST TONE — DO NOT AIR

Someone had underlined DO NOT five times. The marker had bled.

Noor pulled the sleeve out because she could not not. Inside was a heavy twelve-inch, label pale and blank except for a stamp: WQIN ENGINEERING and a date smudged into 1979. The center hole wore the little burr vinyl gets when someone’s pressed it onto a spindle a thousand times. “Test tone,” she said into the room. “Like a calibration signal?”

WQIN’s gear had never met consistency; the station budget covered postage and pizza and not much else. A test tone could be useful if she needed to set her levels quickly. She’d never air it. She wasn’t an anarchist.

Noor placed the record on Turntable B and clicked CUE so the sound wouldn’t hit the transmitter. She lowered the needle. In her headphones, a sine tone rose, pure and high, like a line of chalk on a blackboard. She adjusted the board’s gain until the VU meter touched the yellow. “Okay. Cool. Off,” she said, and lifted the needle.

The tone kept going.

Noor blinked. She checked the switch. The button glowed CUE, not ON. Turntable A was cold. The software was idling. She tugged the tonearm higher; the needle hung in midair. The tone did not change.

“Hi,” she said aloud to nothing. “No.”

She flipped the CUE off. The tone softened as if someone had put a hand around a bell. Not gone. Just... further away. She set the needle back in its rest and slid the turntable fader down to zero because sometimes control is a gesture you make for yourself.

The wall clock ticked to 12:06. Somewhere in the building, the air conditioner coughed and decided to live another day. Noor decided not to be weird about a weird thing on her first night. She put on a safe track—a local band that sounded like they’d learned guitar by falling down stairs—and let the song do what songs do. She texted her best friend Reya a photo of the DO NOT AIR sleeve with the caption: finders keepers? engineering nerd opinion pls

Three dots appeared. Reya: That’s either a party trick or litigation. Don’t air it. Please don’t get fired before I can solder your mic snake.

“Copy that,” Noor muttered, and set the record aside. She took a few texts from unknown numbers—u sound nervous in a cute way (block), play anything w/ handclaps pls (sure), who let a child on the radio (your mom). She cued up a second track and felt the rhythm of being on-air start to settle into her shoulders: talk, song, sweep, talk. The clock read 12:11.

The studio phone lit up—an old gray handset with a red light that turned on like an eye. Noor had told herself she wouldn’t take calls the first night, but her hand reached before her head voted. “WQIN, you’re live,” she said, voice up half a key.

A whisper, like someone talking into wool. “You’re early,” the whisper said. “We hear you. Can you hear us?”

“Uh—” Noor pulled the fader down on the song bed. The whisper didn’t come through her headphones. It came from the phone pressed to her cheek like breath. “Who is this? Do you have a request?”

“Don’t play the tone,” the voice said. “Please.”

Then a click, a hum. Noor hung up, stared at the handset like it had personally wronged her, and laughed at herself because what else do you do when the night starts inventing itself?

The clock jumped to 12:12.

“Okay,” Noor said into the mic, making cheerfulness because that was what she had. “We’ve got two minutes until a new hour gets old. This is WQIN. I’m Noor. If your cat just knocked off an entire shelf of knickknacks, text the station, because I love chaos.”

She let the synth bed roll under her words. She reached for the next track: a mellow thing, the kind you’d put on if you wanted to forgive your day. Her hand brushed the TEST TONE sleeve again. Maybe she’d put it in the back so she wouldn’t keep looking at it. She tugged the sleeve free, flipped it to tuck it behind Songs To Night Swim To, and froze.

Someone had written on the back in the same urgent hand, different ink, a note that had bled like all notes in humid rooms do:

Not safe at 12:13.

Noor’s skin prickled like a warning. “Cool,” she told the room. “I totally wasn’t going to do anything dumb anyway.”

The track ended with a cymbal like rain. The software clock counted 12:12:41. Noor watched the seconds roll and told herself not to stare, because time tends to perform when you watch it. She took a deep breath, let it out slow, and opened the mic.

“If you’re awake, Hallowell, you might as well be here,” she said, and her voice came out close to the way she’d wanted it to. “I’ve got a stack of songs that will be your friend tonight. At 12:13, make a wish. Or don’t. I’m not a cop.”

The second hand slid to 12:13.

Every clock in WQIN stuttered.

The wall clock’s hand jumped back a notch, then forward two, then back again like a heartbeat out of time. The computer’s digital readout froze—12:12:59—then blinked to 12:13:00 and wouldn’t hold. The VU meters on the board, which were not clocks at all, pulsed in a strange sympathy, green to yellow to green even though nothing had changed.

Noor sat very still, because suddenly any movement seemed like a dare. The lights hummed, and the hum leaned its pitch a degree as if nodding to a stranger in a room.

Her headphones filled with a sound like air going thoughtful. Then, under the sound, a tone threaded itself—pure and fine and exactly the chalk-line she had heard on the TEST TONE record. The turntable faders were down. The ON AIR light glowed like it always did. The tone rose like a tide under the bed track and turned the song’s warm chords into a second mouth.

“Uh,” Noor said brilliantly.

She reached for the board, for the button marked MUTE ALL, and then pulled her hand back because something in her—part superstition, part instinct—said touching anything might make this more itself.

Her phone vibrated. She glanced at it. A text from an unknown number: did you just do that?? Another: my oven clock reset and now it’s 12:13 here and in the living room. make it stop A third: look outside

Noor pushed her chair back and stood. The control room had a slit window above the rack, a view of the parking lot and the dark smear of maple trees that lined the school property. She stepped on the chair to reach the window because she was five foot four when she told the doctor she was five foot five. The glass was cool against her nose.

In the parking lot, every car dash glowed blue. Not on—they were parked—but lit with the faint life cars keep for themselves. The streetlamp buzzed and then held under the buzz. And between the trees, in the spaces where light didn’t live, something pale stood and did not move.

Noor’s mouth went dry. She wasn’t a person who saw ghosts in coat racks. She blinked like a normal person with dust in their eyes. The pale stood like a person who knew exactly how many seconds they had and didn’t intend to spend them in conversation.

The low-power transmitter hummed its loyal hum. The tone under the bed whispered a frequency her jawbones could taste.

The software clock still read 12:13:00.

Noor felt a laugh bubble up—wild, not contemptuous—because her body didn’t know what else to do. She climbed down and sat. “So,” she said into the mic, and her voice sounded like it had climbed a fence in the dark and landed without falling. “We’re experiencing... a technical situation. On your stove clock it may be 12:13. On your phone it may be angry with you. If you can hear me, text the station and tell me where in town you are.”

The phone lit up like it had swallowed lightning.

by the river. my watch froze.

my nana says it did this in ‘79 the night the station burned.

i just saw someone on my porch and it was my brother who is... not alive. he smiled. is this legal?

screen won’t screenshot the time. like the button doesn’t. help?

whoa whoa whoa NOOR WHAT DID YOU DO

The last one was Reya. Noor ignored it for a second because all her hands had jobs already. She read the texts aloud, careful to clip names, careful not to become a conduit between someone and their grief without warning. The tone hummed, soft but insistently, like a mosquito that had ideas.

Her studio phone rang. The red light was a pupil. Noor didn’t hesitate this time. She hit TAKE, put the phone to her ear, and gestured with her chin to ride the fader up. “WQIN. You’re on with Noor.”

Silence—not empty, but full of the kind of quiet you get in winter fog. When the voice came, it was clear and tired and the age of a record you’ve played too often: not staticky, just worn in the right places.

“Mrs. Quinn told us someone would pick up,” the voice said. “We’ve been holding for the hour.”

Noor’s mouth knew the name before her head did. WQIN’s founder, the portrait in the hallway: Mrs. Quinn with her headset around her neck and a smile that said go on, kid. Rumor said she’d died in a studio fire before Noor’s mom was even in middle school.

“Who are you?” Noor asked. She’d
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