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Annotation - Three Minutes Before Midnight

by Pavel Kostka - PPKPP

When a mysterious broadcast exposes the darkest secrets of ordinary citizens, the city descends into chaos. Journalist Evelyn Mercer becomes the unlikely center of a conspiracy that turns private lives into currency and shame into a weapon.

As the anonymous network behind the broadcasts grows bolder, Evelyn uncovers a hidden market where secrets are traded, reputations are bought, and human lives are collateral. With the help of a rescued technician, a woman whose memory is a perfect archive, and a detective who trusts her more than the system, Evelyn races to dismantle a machine built to destroy.

But the network is evolving. Every step closer to the truth triggers new attacks—digital, physical, and psychological. And when the countdown begins, Evelyn realizes the final broadcast won’t just expose a name. It will rewrite the city.

Three minutes before midnight, the truth becomes a weapon. And someone intends to pull the trigger.

A relentless, atmospheric thriller about power, surveillance, and the price of silence—perfect for readers who crave tension that tightens with every page.
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Chapter 1 - The Clock on Hollow Street

Evelyn Mercer had never liked clocks that hung in public places. They were too honest, too indifferent—metal faces that measured the world in increments of inevitability. On Hollow Street, the clock above the old post office had been stopped for years, its hands frozen at 11:57, a relic of some forgotten municipal budget fight. Tonight, under a sky the color of bruised steel, it ticked.

She noticed it because she always noticed things that didn't belong. A habit born of years spent reading crime scenes like open books: a misplaced shoe, a cigarette butt turned the wrong way, a shadow that lingered too long. Evelyn had been a crime reporter once, before the newsroom had shrunk and the city had learned to hide its worst habits behind glass towers and curated façades. She still wrote, sometimes—long features, obituaries for institutions—but mostly she listened. Listening had kept her alive.

The rain started as a whisper and became a language. It stitched the city together with a steady, metallic rhythm that matched the clock's new, precise ticking. People moved like ghosts under umbrellas, heads down, collars up, each of them carrying a small private urgency. Evelyn's urgency was smaller than most: a late train, a cold cup of coffee waiting at the diner, a voicemail she had not yet listened to. She crossed Hollow Street and felt the air change, as if the city had inhaled and held its breath.

Her phone vibrated in her coat pocket. She fished it out with fingers that still smelled faintly of cigarette smoke from the man who had shared her table at the diner that afternoon. The screen showed an unknown number and a single, stark message: Three minutes. No name, no punctuation, no explanation. The kind of message that could be a joke, a threat, or a mistake. Evelyn had learned to treat all three as equally dangerous.

She walked faster. The diner was two blocks away, its neon sign a tired promise of coffee and pie. Inside, the bell over the door chimed like a small, polite alarm. The waitress—Marta, who had once been a nurse and still moved with the efficiency of someone who could read a pulse—looked up and gave Evelyn a nod that asked nothing. Evelyn slid into the booth by the window, the vinyl cold against her palms, and set the phone on the table like a live thing.

"Same as always?" Marta asked.

"Black. No sugar." Evelyn's voice sounded like someone else's. She watched the phone as if it might sprout legs and run. The message had been too precise to be random. Three minutes to what? To a meeting? To a crime? To a bomb? The city had taught her to prefer the worst explanation; it was usually the one that kept you moving.

She listened to the diner: the clink of spoons, the low hum of a radio playing a song she couldn't name, the muffled laughter of a couple at the counter. Outside, the clock on Hollow Street continued to tick, its hands sweeping toward midnight with a patience that felt personal. Evelyn's pulse matched it, a slow, steady drum that tightened with each second.

Her voicemail light blinked. She pressed the button and held the phone to her ear. The message was a breath, a voice she recognized and had not heard in three years.

"Eve," Mark said. His voice was the same—flat, precise, the voice of a man who had learned to keep his emotions in a locked drawer. "If you're hearing this, don't go home. Not tonight. Hollow Street. Eleven fifty-seven. Three minutes."

The line went dead. The message ended with a click that sounded like a trapdoor closing.

Evelyn's hands went cold. Mark had been a detective once, a good one, until the department had folded him into paperwork and then into early retirement. He had been the kind of man who left notes in the margins of his life: a receipt folded into a book, a photograph tucked into a drawer. He had also been the kind of man who disappeared from her life without explanation, leaving a silence that had become its own kind of evidence. She had not heard from him in years.

"Everything okay?" Marta asked, wiping a glass with a practiced motion.

"Just an old friend," Evelyn lied. She stood, paid, and left the diner with the phone in her hand. The rain had thickened into a curtain. The city smelled of wet asphalt and something metallic beneath it—copper, maybe, or the tang of electricity. Hollow Street lay ahead, a ribbon of wet pavement reflecting neon and streetlight. The clock above the post office glowed faintly, its hands now at 11:58.

She walked without deciding to. Her feet moved as if they had been given instructions. People stepped aside, umbrellas parting like small, polite shields. A man in a suit muttered into his phone and did not look up. A child splashed in a puddle and was scolded by a parent who had the tiredness of someone who had been awake too long. The city was a machine of small, private catastrophes; tonight, one of them had her name on it.

At the corner of Hollow and Mercer—her street, named for a family that had left the city before she was born—there was a figure under the awning of a closed shop. He was tall, his coat soaked, his face obscured by the brim of a hat. For a moment Evelyn thought it was Mark, because the shoulders were the same, the way the coat hung like a question mark. Then the man turned, and the light caught his face.

He was younger than she expected, or perhaps the rain had washed years off him. His eyes were too bright, like someone who had been awake for too long. He held something in his hand: a small, black device with a single red LED blinking like a heartbeat. He smiled, and the smile was not a friendly thing.

"You're early," he said.

Evelyn's mouth went dry. "Who are you?"

He tilted his head. "You know who I am. Everyone does, eventually."

She took a step back. The device in his hand was a remote, she realized, the kind used to trigger cameras, alarms, or worse. The red light blinked once, twice. The clock above the post office clicked to 11:59.

"Three minutes," the man said, as if reciting a line from a play. "Three minutes before midnight. That's when the city listens."

Evelyn's mind cataloged possibilities: a prank, a threat, a test. Her reporter's instincts wanted to ask questions, to get a quote, to make sense of the scene. Her body wanted to run. The man under the awning took another step forward, and the rain made his coat look like a shadow stitched to the pavement.

"Mark left you a message," he said. "He wanted you to know. He wanted you to be here."

"Where is he?" Evelyn demanded.

The man smiled again, and this time there was something like pity in it. "He's closer than you think. But he can't stop it. Not anymore."

The clock struck midnight in the distance, not with a bell but with a low, resonant hum that seemed to vibrate through the soles of her shoes. The red LED on the device blinked faster. Evelyn's phone buzzed in her hand—another message, another unknown number: Now.

She looked at the man. He raised the device and pressed a button.

A sound like a thousand whispers rose from the city, a frequency that made the hairs on her arms stand up. Lights flickered in the buildings around them. A car alarm began to wail and then stopped, as if someone had taken the city by the throat and squeezed. For a second, everything was suspended: the rain, the people, the breath of the world.

Then the man was gone.

Evelyn stood on Hollow Street with the rain soaking through her coat and the taste of metal in her mouth. Her phone screen was black. The clock above the post office had stopped again, its hands frozen at midnight. Somewhere, a siren began to build, a distant keening that promised consequences.

She had three minutes, Mark had said. She had three minutes to decide what to do next. She had no idea what the decision would cost her.

 


Chapter 2 - A Call That Came Too Late

The rain had stopped by the time Evelyn reached the alley behind the post office. Steam rose from the grates like ghosts, and the city smelled of wet concrete and old secrets. Her coat clung to her shoulders, heavy with water, and the diner’s coffee had gone cold in her stomach. She stood beneath the flicker of a broken streetlamp and tried to make sense of the night as if it were a photograph she could tilt until the light revealed the truth.

Her phone was dead. The screen had gone black the moment the man under the awning had vanished. She tapped it, cursed, and then remembered the voicemail. Mark’s voice—flat, urgent—still lived in the little storage of the machine. She replayed it in her head: Don't go home. Not tonight. Hollow Street. Eleven fifty-seven. Three minutes. The message had been recorded hours ago, or days, or some time that had been folded into the wrong pocket of memory. Time had become a slippery thing.

Evelyn moved through the alley with the practiced caution of someone who had spent a life reading the city’s margins. Trash cans leaned like tired soldiers. A stray cat watched her from a shadow and then melted away. She kept her hand on the small of her back where she had tucked a pocketknife years ago, a habit from nights when she had been younger and less careful. The knife was a talisman now, not a weapon; it made her feel less exposed.

She thought of Mark. He had been a detective who believed in patterns the way other people believed in prayer. He had taught her to look for the small things that made up the big lies: a scuff on a shoe, a coffee stain on a cuff, the way someone avoided eye contact when they were lying. He had been good at his job until the job had eaten him. They had drifted apart the way people do when the world rearranges itself around new priorities. She had not expected to hear from him again.

A sound came from the end of the alley—metal on metal, a soft, deliberate scraping. Evelyn froze. The sound repeated, closer now, like someone dragging a suitcase. She pressed herself against the brick and peered around the corner.

A delivery van idled at the mouth of the alley, its engine ticking as it cooled. A man in a reflective vest leaned into the back, his head obscured by the van’s shadow. He moved with the slow, careful motions of someone who did not want to be noticed. Evelyn watched him, heart tightening. The van’s rear doors were open, and inside she could see crates stacked like anonymous coffins.

She stepped out and called, voice low. "Hey. You lost something?"

The man straightened and turned. He was younger than she expected, with a face that had not yet learned to hide. He blinked at her as if surprised to find anyone awake at this hour. "No, ma'am. Just making a drop."

"Drop where?" Evelyn asked.

He hesitated. "Down the line. Warehouse on Mercer. Night shift."

Evelyn's reporter instincts wanted to ask more—names, times, license plates—but the city had taught her that questions could be dangerous. She kept it simple. "You seen anyone else around?"

He shook his head. "Just the usual. People come and go."

She watched him drive away, the van's taillights disappearing into the wet street. The crates inside had been unmarked. The man’s hesitation had been small, but it had been there, like a bruise under the skin. Evelyn made a note in her head: van, warehouse on Mercer, night shift. It was the kind of detail that could be a breadcrumb or a trap.

She walked the rest of the way home, the city’s lights smeared into watercolor by the rain. Hollow Street was quieter now, the clock above the post office frozen at midnight like a photograph of a moment that refused to move. Her building was a narrow thing wedged between a shuttered bakery and a pawnshop that never seemed to close. The lobby smelled of bleach and old paper. The elevator hummed, and she rode it up to the fourth floor with a man in a suit who did not speak. He got off on the third, and she watched his shoes disappear into the hallway like a punctuation mark.

Her apartment was small and honest: a couch that had seen better decades, a bookshelf of half-read mysteries, a typewriter that had become a decorative relic. She flicked on the lamp and let the light chase the shadows from the corners. The voicemail replayed in her head again, and she found herself listening to it aloud, as if saying the words would change their meaning.

She dialed Mark’s number. It went to a recorded message: The number you have dialed is not in service. Her stomach dropped. She tried again, slower, as if patience could coax the line back to life. Same result. She left a message, voice steady though her hands trembled. "Mark, it's Eve. I heard your voicemail. Where are you? Call me back."

She waited. The city outside made its own noises: a distant siren, the clack of a train, the soft thud of someone moving furniture in the building across the way. Minutes passed like small, indifferent things. She checked the window and saw the street below, a ribbon of wet light. A figure crossed Hollow Street and disappeared into the night. Evelyn felt the old, familiar itch of a story forming at the edges of her life—an itch that had once driven her to the newsroom at dawn and kept her awake until the sun rose.

She should have called the police. She should have gone to the station and told them about the voicemail, about the man with the device, about the van. But the police had their own rhythms and priorities, and Mark had been one of them. She had learned that sometimes the only way to get answers was to follow the thread yourself.

Evelyn opened her desk drawer and pulled out a battered notebook. She wrote the details in a hand that had become neat with practice: Voicemail from Mark. Unknown sender: "Three minutes." Man with remote at Hollow & Mercer. Device red LED. Van, warehouse on Mercer, night shift. She underlined the last line twice.

She thought of the man’s words—He’s closer than you think. But he can't stop it. Not anymore.—and tried to imagine what "it" could be. A bomb was the obvious, cinematic answer, the one that made headlines and filled the air with sirens. But the city had other ways of being violent: secrets that ruined lives, data that could topple careers, reputations shredded by a single well-placed photograph. Mark’s warning could be about any of those things. Or it could be a lie.

She made coffee and let it cool. The kettle hissed like a small animal. She scrolled through old messages, old photographs, anything that might give her a clue. There was a picture of her and Mark at a rooftop bar, glasses raised, the city spread behind them like a map. He had looked younger then, less worn. She tapped the photo and felt the ache of time.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: Stop looking. No signature. No punctuation. The kind of message that wanted to be a threat and a promise at once.

Evelyn's hands tightened around the mug until the ceramic creaked. She thought of leaving, of packing a bag and disappearing to a motel until the storm passed. But she had never been good at running. The city had a way of pulling you back into its orbit, and she was part of its gravity now.

She decided to go to the warehouse on Mercer. It was a small, reckless decision, the kind that felt right because it was immediate. She dressed quickly, pulling on boots and a jacket, and left the apartment with the notebook in her pocket. The night had thinned into a pale, uncertain gray. The streets smelled of rain and something else—oil, perhaps, or the metallic tang of electricity.

The warehouse district was a different city: wide, empty streets, loading docks like open mouths, the occasional security light that painted the pavement in harsh, white rectangles. She walked with the confidence of someone who had been here before, though she had not. The address she had scribbled in her notebook led her to a building with a rusted sign and a door that hung slightly ajar.

She slipped inside and found herself in a cavern of crates and shadows. The air smelled of dust and cardboard. Somewhere in the dark, a radio played a song she could not place. She moved between the stacks, careful to keep to the shadows, and listened. There were
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