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Chapter 1: The Usual Night
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The parking lot was almost empty, save for a few scattered cars glinting under the hazy glow of the streetlights. Jack Monroe pulled into his usual spot, the hum of his aging sedan settling into silence as he cut the engine. He lingered for a moment, gripping the wheel, listening to the faint ticking of the cooling metal.

The air was crisp when he stepped out, thick with the scent of rain on pavement. The city felt different at this hour—slower, quieter, like it was holding its breath. He slung his worn leather satchel over his shoulder and made his way toward the squat, nondescript building that housed The Midnight Signal. The faded neon sign above the entrance flickered, a stubborn relic from another decade.

Inside, the scent of stale coffee and old vinyl greeted him. The station was a time capsule of outdated furniture and yellowing posters, a place kept alive more by routine than by funding.

From behind the reception desk, Lila barely looked up from her laptop. “You’re late.”

Jack smirked, rolling his shoulders as he dropped his satchel onto the desk with a thud. “I’m always late.”

“You’re especially late,” she countered, sliding a steaming cup of coffee toward him. “Which means I had to make a second pot, which means you owe me.”

Jack took the cup, savoring the warmth against his fingers. “Put it on my tab.”

“You don’t have a tab,” Lila shot back, finally glancing up. Her dark eyes held the sharp glint of amusement, her usual mix of exhaustion and caffeine-fueled defiance. “Because you never pay up.”

Jack raised the cup in a mock toast and took a slow sip. “Maybe one day.”

Lila snorted. “Yeah, and maybe one day I won’t have to screen calls from lunatics.” She tapped her headset. “Speaking of which, they’re already lining up. Got a guy who says he’s been abducted twice, a woman who swears her dead husband’s been changing the channels on her TV, and our regular doomsday prepper, Ron.”

Jack sighed dramatically. “Ah, Ron. What’s the latest warning from the bunker?”

“He says the government is tracking us through grocery store receipts.”

Jack chuckled. “Of course. You screen any of them out?”

Lila shrugged. “Would it matter if I did?”

“Probably not.”

She leaned back in her chair, smirking. “You love this stuff.”

Jack didn’t deny it. He drained the last of his coffee and gave the desk a quick tap before heading down the hall toward the studio.

The sound of jazz guitar drifted through the door as he stepped inside. Mark Jensen, the host of Evening Blues, was wrapping up his shift, his smooth voice easing into the final minutes of the show.

“That was a classic from the great Wes Montgomery, taking us into the midnight hour,” Mark said, his voice honeyed with practiced ease. “But don’t go anywhere—up next, we’ve got Jack Monroe with The Midnight Signal, bringing you stories from the edge of reality. Stay tuned.”

Jack settled into the chair across from him, setting his satchel down as Mark leaned back with a grin.

“Big night ahead?” Mark asked, stretching his arms.

Jack rolled his neck, feeling the familiar tension settle in. “Same as always. Ghosts, aliens, government conspiracies, and the occasional lost soul looking for a sign from the universe.”

Mark chuckled. “Ah, the usual circus. Ever get tired of it?”

Jack glanced at the red ON AIR sign, humming softly above them. “Not yet.”

Mark grinned, flipping a switch on the board as the outro music faded. “Well, it’s all yours. Don’t let the crazies get to you.”

Jack scoffed. “They keep the lights on.”

Mark clapped him on the shoulder as he stood. “True enough. Night, man.”

“Night, Mark.”

Jack adjusted his mic, flipping through the call notes Lila had passed him. The smooth drone of a commercial filled the room, a local diner advertising their late-night specials—Pancakes at 2 AM? We’ve got you covered!

He took a slow breath, letting the rhythm of the night settle over him. Then the commercial faded, and it was just him and the silence.

Jack leaned into the mic, his voice slipping into its usual cadence—low, steady, familiar.

“Good evening, night owls,” he murmured, the words curling through the airwaves. “It’s just past midnight, which means you’re listening to The Midnight Signal, and I’m Jack Monroe—your guide through the quiet hours, your voice in the dark.”

He let the silence stretch for a beat, knowing the weight of a well-placed pause.

“If you’re up at this hour, chances are you’ve got something on your mind. Maybe it’s a story you’ve been holding onto, or maybe you just want to hear the sound of another voice. Either way, you’re in the right place.”

He glanced at the call board, watching the lines blink to life.

“We’ve got a full slate tonight,” he continued. “The usual tales of strange encounters, restless spirits, and theories the government would rather we didn’t talk about. But we’ve also got something a little different—an anonymous guest joining us later in the show. Someone with a story worth hearing.”
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