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    "For everyone who said 'later,' only to find that later never came. This is for the words you're still holding. Go say them." 

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The most dangerous lie is the one we tell ourselves about how much time we have left."— From The Archive of Whispers
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The vibration against Marcus’s thigh felt like a bee sting.

He was standing on a crowded commuter train in London. The air was thick with the smell of damp coats and burnt coffee. Beside him, his wife, Sarah, was leaning against his shoulder. She was scrolling through her phone, her thumb moving in a rhythmic, mindless flick.

Marcus pulled his phone from his pocket. He expected a work email or a news alert. Instead, the screen showed a notification for a new voicemail.

That was strange. No one left voicemails anymore.

He tapped the screen. The date on the message made him squint. He rubbed his eyes, thinking the flickering lights of the carriage were playing tricks on him.

October 14, 2029.

Today was October 14, 2024.

“Everything okay?” Sarah asked. She didn’t look up from her screen.

Marcus cleared his throat. “Yeah. Just a weird glitch on the phone. It says I have a message from five years from now.”

Sarah finally looked up. She chuckled, a small, tired sound. “The network is probably acting up again. Remember when everyone’s clocks jumped forward an hour last month?”

“Probably,” Marcus said. But he didn’t put the phone away.

The notification stayed there. It didn’t disappear. It didn’t correct itself. He looked at the sender's information. It just said: Unknown Source.

He reached into his bag and pulled out his headphones. He plugged them in, his fingers trembling slightly. He didn’t know why he felt nervous. It was a bug. It was spam. It was a marketing trick for a new sci-fi movie.

He pressed play.

Static filled his ears first. It was a heavy, rushing sound, like wind blowing through a tunnel. Then, the static cleared.

A woman’s voice spoke.

“Marcus? If you’re hearing this, I finally figured out how to send it. I don’t have much time. The battery is at two percent, and the towers are almost down.”

Marcus froze. The blood in his veins turned to ice.

He knew that voice. He heard it every morning. He heard it every night before he fell asleep.

It was Sarah.

But it wasn’t the Sarah standing next to him. The voice in the recording was older. It was raspier. It sounded like it had been through a long winter.

“Marcus, listen to me,” the voice continued. “I need you to remember the blue house. The one we saw in the window of the travel agency today. Do not book the trip. I know you want to surprise me for our anniversary. I know you think it’s what we need. But you have to stay home. If we go to the coast, everything changes. Do you hear me? Stay in the city.”

The recording ended with a sharp, digital pop.

Marcus stared at the blank screen of his phone. His heart was hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

“Marcus?” Sarah asked. She touched his arm. “You’ve gone pale. What is it? Was it the office?”

He looked at her. She looked young. Her skin was smooth, and her eyes were bright with nothing more than the exhaustion of a Tuesday morning.

“The blue house,” Marcus whispered.

Sarah’s eyebrows shot up. “How did you know? I didn’t even tell you I was looking at it.”

“Looking at what?”

“The cottage in Cornwall,” she said, smiling now. “I walked past that travel agency on the corner this morning. There was a photo of a blue house by the sea. I was going to suggest it for our anniversary. It looked so peaceful.”

Marcus felt a bead of sweat roll down the back of his neck.

“We aren’t going,” he said. His voice was sharper than he intended.

Sarah flinched. “It was just a suggestion, Marcus. You don’t have to be rude about it.”

“No, Sarah, I mean... I don’t think the coast is a good idea this year.”

The train pulled into the station. The doors slid open with a hiss. The crowd began to push forward, a sea of shoulders and bags. Marcus let himself be carried along, his hand still gripping the phone so hard his knuckles were white.

As they stepped onto the platform, Sarah’s phone chimed.

She stopped walking. A man behind her bumped into her and muttered a curse. She didn’t notice.

She was staring at her screen.

“Marcus,” she whispered.

“What?”

She held the phone out to him. Her hand was shaking.

“I just got a voicemail,” she said. “It’s dated three years from now. It’s from... it’s from you.”

Marcus took her phone. He didn’t want to hear it. He wanted to throw the device onto the tracks and watch the next train crush it into glass and plastic. But he couldn't.

He pressed the phone to his ear.

“Sarah,” his own voice said. It was his voice, but broken. It sounded like he hadn’t spoken in weeks. “If you hear this, I loved you. I never stopped. I’m sorry about the argument at the station. I’m sorry I didn't hold your hand. Please, look up. Look up right now.”

Marcus looked up.

Above them, the giant digital departure board was flickering. The letters were spinning wildly, turning into symbols that didn’t belong to any language.

Then, every phone on the platform began to ring at once.

A hundred different ringtones created a jagged, terrifying wall of sound. People were pulling phones from pockets, handbags, and briefcases.

A young man a few feet away dropped his phone. It shattered on the concrete.

“It’s my mom,” the man gasped, his eyes wide. “She died last year. But she’s calling me. She’s calling me from the future.”

A woman screamed.

Marcus grabbed Sarah’s hand. He pulled her toward the exit, toward the stairs that led to the street. He didn’t know where they were going, but he knew they couldn't stay in the underground.

The air felt heavy. It felt like the atmosphere was thickening, charged with a strange, static energy.

As they reached the top of the stairs, Marcus looked back at the platform.

Everyone was standing still. No one was rushing for the trains anymore. They were all holding their phones to their ears, their faces masks of shock, grief, or terror. They were all listening to the voices of the people they used to be, or the people they were going to become.

Marcus and Sarah burst out onto the street.

The city was in chaos. Cars had stopped in the middle of the road. Drivers were leaning out of windows, phones pressed to their faces. A bus had swerved onto the sidewalk, crashing into a post. The driver wasn't looking at the damage; he was sobbing into his palm, listening to a device.

“Marcus, what is happening?” Sarah cried.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But we need to get home.”

He looked at his phone again. The message from 2029 was still there. He noticed something he hadn’t seen before. Below the timestamp, there was a small, pulsing red dot.

It was a countdown.

47:59:58.

Whatever this was, it wasn't just a glitch. It was a clock.

He looked at Sarah’s phone. She had a countdown too. But hers was different.

12:04:22.

They had different amounts of time.

Marcus pulled her close, shielding her from a woman who was running past them, screaming a name into the air.

“We stay together,” Marcus said, his voice low and urgent. “No matter what those messages say. We stay together.”

Sarah nodded, but her eyes were fixed on the sky.

Marcus followed her gaze.

The clouds were moving too fast. They were swirling in a perfect circle over the center of the city, like a drain opening in the heavens. And from the center of that circle, a low hum began to vibrate. It wasn't a sound you heard with your ears; it was a sound you felt in your teeth.

His phone buzzed again.

Another message.

October 14, 2034.

Ten years into the future.

He didn’t open it. He was too afraid of what his older self might say.

“Marcus,” Sarah said, her voice small. “Look at the people.”

On the street, the people who had been listening to their phones were starting to move. But they weren't running anymore. They were walking in the same direction. They were walking toward the center of the city, toward the swirling clouds.

Their eyes were blank. They moved like sleepwalkers.

“Don’t listen to the voices,” Marcus warned. “Sarah, look at me. Don’t listen to them anymore.”

“But it’s you, Marcus,” she whispered. “You sound so sad. You’re telling me to go to the park. You’re telling me there’s something I have to see.”

“It’s not me,” Marcus said, grabbing her shoulders. “I’m right here. I’m the only Marcus that matters.”

He saw the struggle in her eyes. The voice in her ear was a ghost of a future that hadn’t happened yet, but it carried the weight of a lifetime of love.

A loud crack, like a lightning strike without the light, echoed through the street.

A building a block away groaned. A single window shattered, raining glass down on the empty cars below.

“We have to go,” Marcus said.

They began to run, weaving through the standing cars and the silent, walking people.

Marcus kept his phone in his hand. He could feel the countdown pulsing against his palm.

47:55:12.

He had two days. Sarah had twelve hours.

He didn’t know what happened when the clock hit zero, but he knew he wasn't going to let her go.

As they turned the corner toward their apartment, Marcus saw a man sitting on the curb. He was an old man, dressed in a sharp suit that looked like it belonged in a different decade. He wasn't holding a phone. He was holding an old-fashioned transistor radio.

The radio was emitting the same static Marcus had heard in the voicemail.

The man looked up as they passed. His eyes were clear, unlike the sleepwalkers.

“You shouldn’t have answered,” the man said.

Marcus stopped. “What is this? Who is sending these?”

The man smiled, but there was no joy in it. “Nobody is sending them. They are leaking. The future is full, son. It’s spilling over. And once you hear the end, you can’t go back to the beginning.”

Marcus tightened his grip on Sarah’s hand. “We’re not listening anymore.”

“It doesn’t matter if you listen,” the man said, turning back to his radio. “The moment you heard the first word, you became part of the loop. You’re not living your life anymore. You’re just following the script.”

Marcus felt a chill that had nothing to do with the wind.

He looked at Sarah. She was staring at her phone again. The screen was glowing in the darkening afternoon.

“I have to know,” she whispered.

“No!” Marcus reached for the phone, but she pulled away.

“He’s telling me why we broke up, Marcus. He’s telling me what you did.”

“I haven’t done anything!” Marcus shouted. “It’s the future! It hasn’t happened!”

“But it sounds so real,” she said. Her eyes filled with tears. “You sound so sorry.”

Marcus realized then that the mystery wasn't just how the messages were being sent.

The mystery was whether love could survive knowing how it ended.
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The apartment felt different. The familiar smell of jasmine candles and old books was still there, but the silence was heavy. It wasn’t the peaceful silence of a home; it was the silence of a waiting room.

Marcus locked the door and slid the deadbolt. It was a useless gesture. A lock could keep out a person, but it couldn't stop a signal. It couldn't stop the future from leaking through the walls.

Sarah sat on the edge of the sofa. She still had her coat on. Her phone lay in her lap like a live grenade.

“Turn it off,” Marcus said. He went to the kitchen and poured two glasses of water. His hands were shaking so much the glass clinked against the tap.

“I can’t,” Sarah whispered. “I tried. I held the power button down for a full minute. It won’t shut down.”

Marcus came back into the living room and handed her a glass. He sat in the armchair opposite her. “Put it in the microwave. Or the freezer. Maybe the metal will block the signal.”

Sarah looked at him. Her eyes were red-rimmed. “Marcus, it’s not a signal. The message is already there. It’s downloaded. It’s... it’s inside the phone.”

“What did I say?” Marcus asked. He didn’t want to know, but the question was a physical weight in his chest. “In the message. You said I sounded sorry. What did I do?”

Sarah took a slow sip of water. She didn't look at him. “You didn't say. You just said that you were sorry for the way things ended. You said you wished you had been braver. You told me to look for the letters in the blue house.”

“The blue house again,” Marcus muttered. “The one in Cornwall.”

“The message said I’d find them under the floorboards in the bedroom. The bedroom with the view of the lighthouse.”

Marcus stood up and began to pace. The small living room felt smaller with every step. “This is a trap. It has to be. Someone is using our voices to manipulate us. It’s AI. It’s a sophisticated hack.”

“How would a hack know about the blue house?” Sarah asked. Her voice was rising. “We only saw that photo this morning. We didn't talk about it. We didn't search for it online. We just... stood there and looked at it.”

Marcus stopped pacing. She was right. They had been walking to the station. They had stopped for thirty seconds in front of a travel agent’s window. They hadn’t said a word. They had just held hands and looked at the picture of a small, weathered cottage painted the color of a summer sky.

If the future Marcus knew about that moment, it meant he was real.

Marcus picked up the remote and turned on the television. He needed to see something other than his own fear.

The news was a chaotic blur. The anchor was a woman Marcus recognized, a veteran journalist known for her calm. Today, her hair was disheveled, and her eyeliner was smudged. She wasn't looking at the camera. She was looking at a phone she held just off-screen.

“...reports are coming in from Tokyo, New York, and Paris,” the anchor said. Her voice broke. “The phenomenon appears to be global. Authorities are calling for calm, but the infrastructure is struggling. In Berlin, thousands of people have gathered at the Brandenburg Gate after receiving messages from their deceased relatives. In Mumbai, the rail system has been shut down.”

The screen cut to a shaky mobile phone video from a street in Rome. A group of people were standing in a circle, their phones held high in the air. They were chanting something, but the sound was drowned out by the same low hum Marcus had heard at the station.

Suddenly, the news anchor looked directly into the camera.

“I’ve just received a message,” she said. She wasn't a journalist anymore. She was just a woman. “It’s from my daughter. She’s... she’s only six years old. But the message is from a woman. She says her name is Lily. She says she’s thirty. She’s telling me where she’s hiding.”

The anchor began to cry. The feed cut to a generic ‘Please Stand By’ graphic.

Marcus turned the TV off. The silence rushed back in, colder than before.

“Twelve hours,” Sarah said.

Marcus looked at her
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