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      For the ones I would cross lifetimes to love again, this one lives because of you.
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      If a single tongue can unify people, then no horizon will hold them, no gate would bar them, no roof holds them. So let us descend and confuse their speech. That ear and mouth pass like strangers. And the Lord scattered them like seeds on the wind. Babel’s skeleton loomed, half-forged under a sky that watched in silence. The tower rose in defiance, and with it, humanity broke.
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      Hunter struck the sidewalk and shattered. Bone, blood, breath, scattered like code across fresh cobblestone. For a suspended heartbeat, the city held, neon frozen mid-gasp, a car horn trapped in its own echo. Then the world lurched forward, indifferent, devouring him in its mechanical roar. 

      In that final exhale, a latch gave way. Death didn’t strike, it leaned in, a shadow intimate as a lover’s kiss. Life uncoiled its chains, sloughing mortality like skin. A pinhole of light pierced the veil, beckoning him into the glitch. 

      He lifted his gaze, spires clawing a summer sky, broken fingers reaching for the moon, trying to climb out from the dark. Voices leaked from cracked windows, lost in siren choruses. Worshippers bowing to new gods on nightly walks, faces glowing with screen light. 

      In the beam, truth shed its skin too. The aliens’ gifts were mere phantoms wrapped in manufactured marvels. Their war for souls already etched in the stars. As the last spark fled his eyes, Hunter crossed the threshold, into the unknown, where they lurked. Freedom’s war was a fatal murmur beating inside every heart.
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      The Grandview climbed from traffic haze like exhumed ribs—ancient stone sheathed in honeycomb glass. Roman arches framing a grimy sidewalk where commuters squinted through brass carousel doors into the urban swarm. Alabaster pillars gleamed within, pristine as veneer teeth under the lobby’s chandeliers. Spilling alien blood across that marble would sour champagne and caviar tongues in a dozen boardroom mouths.

      A man with a briefcase sliced the lobby’s light, precise as a scalpel. Hunter’s gaze locked, unblinking. Alien executions were a patriotic duty. Not for country, but for humanity. Eliminating aliens demanded neural plugins that blocked their mind-reading probes and blending into the shadows. One whiff of his intent, and the timeline would coil backward, erasing hard-won gains in the blink of a cosmic eye. He’d danced those loops before, paid in rivers of blood and ghosts. Stains etched deeper than bone, sins outlasting stars. Rules etched in every fracture. Sever the head to spare the corpse. It applied to mimics. And aliens in human costumes, too perfect to be real, not a hair out of place.

      He tailed the unremarkable figure onto the street. Clean distance was his ally against the morning rush. Commute jaws snapped shut, the sidewalk a vein pulsing bodies. He shouldered through, clipped elbows, surged as the target slipped. “Hey, watch it, asshole!” a voice snapped,  the crowd devoured it, indifferent as the haze.

      At the corner of thirty-second, Hunter reacquired the mimic gnawing on sludge wrapped in parchment, a falafel, maybe, or some street-vendor slop, briefcase hunkered between scuffed loafers like a dormant bomb. No one clocked the impostor inches from their elbows, humanity’s perennial blind spot, ordinary and worn,  a chink in the armor of normalcy.

      The world ticked on, deceptively steady. No nanite tempests shredding flesh from bone. No temporal fractures freezing strides mid-lunge into grotesque tableaux.

      “Eat up, parasite, this is your last meal,” Hunter breathed, slipping into alley shade, his veil of anonymity. He hummed Moon Lullaby under his breath. Ember’s voice threaded through him, glass-bell pure. I see the world, and the world sees me.

      His eyes stung. She’d been his anchor, his north star in the void’s carnage, until the mimics ripped her away in that fog-choked wreck. That battered case cradled the key to her cage, a digital loop holding coordinates, memories, whatever twisted salvation the aliens hoarded. He’d pry it free or die in the unraveling. 

      In the periphery, Hunter missed the blonde woman shadowing him. The mimic in scuffed loafers veered into the alley’s gloom, drawn perhaps by some program glitch. Hunter struck without mercy, leg sweep low and vicious, the case tumbling like a bruised satellite to asphalt. The thing shrieked as pavement grated its borrowed cheek. Synthetic skin splitting to reveal iridescent under flesh. Hunter pinned the throat, hauling it skyward by the lapels. “Debt calls due,” he growled, voice gravel in the throat. “You hollowed my world, now pay in rot.” 

      The human suit slithered like oily scales under his grip. He tightened, veins bulging. The mimic’s tongue lashed the air, as if siphoning Hunter’s pheromones, “I taste so much pain in you, juicy as burger and fries.”

      “Yeah, you like that, you sick fuck?” Hunter spat, “I hope you choked on your Happy Meal before her final gasp in the mist.”

      “Gasp?” It rasped, eyes flickering with false empathy. “We bestowed eternity on the child. You're stuck in echoes and human meat. You contaminated the weave.”

      Dagger drawn from his boot sheath, the blade a hesitant shimmer, transmuting glass to alloy under the dappled light. The meteorite hilt veined with captive lightning The alien jerked back, its skin glitching like a corrupted feed. “Trinkets,” it rasped, laughter slithering through its static voice. “You don’t need trinkets. You’re one of us… unless you’ve already lost the gift.”

      “Grateful we’re not in the Dall,” Hunter murmured, the Dall a death sentence. “One wish there, and you’re cinders in the void.”

      He thrust clean and surgical. The strange alloy burrowed through mimic meat, questing for the core. No ripple of variance. No timeline tear sucking reality inward. It bubbled wetly, “Without us, you’re a specter in fixed loops, haunting your own irrelevance.”

      A chime pierced the din, two notes, high then low, like a dirge in binary. The briefcase stirred on the ground, latches parted with a sigh, light throbbing inward to fifty-seven seconds. Flesh glitched before him. Female-form warping to serpent coil, then dissolving to hairy-snow, a cone of glitter sifting to the pavement in mocking silence.

      A voice needled his skull, sterile and digital, laced with synthetic pity: REMAKING YOU, MR. PERSEFONI. SUPERIOR TO FRAIL FLESH, OPTIMIZED FOR THE WEAVE.

      He lunged for the hilt, it reciprocated, nanites swarming like silver ants, burrowing under skin, searing three interlocking chevrons into his palm like a brand from the stars. Heat snaked upward to his temple, a fever uncoiling. “It won’t be long now,” he murmured, tasting copper victory. The number plunged. Fifty-six seconds. 

      A blast erupted without warning. Vision blinding into supernova fury. Nanites flowering through bone like poisonous roots. Language unraveled in his throat. Towers warped in languid swells, the skyline bending like heated glass. The sun held steady overhead, ordinary, a lone plane slicing the blue. Normality’s cruel anchor yanking the skew into sharper relief. Nausea nailed him to the alley wall, black blood crowned his collar in cold machine blur.

      The glitter cone mocked from the ground, inert now, a fool’s pyre. “Mine?” he slurred, fingers probing the cold drips at his scalp, slick as oil. Knees folded under the onslaught. Sparks fractured his sight into prismatic shards. Numerals pulsed faint against the haze. Fifty-five seconds. The latch whispered open once more. Chimes echoed, high, low. Breath ghosted his nape, chill as a lover’s sigh in the grave. He smiled into the encroaching void, hand reaching for a phantom grasp, “Ember, I’m no longer a ghost in the weave.”

      The count dropped. In that final tick, Hunter glimpsed the weave’s cruel lie. Not salvation in the case, but another fracture, pulling him deeper into the mimics’ eternal debt. The alley swallowed him whole, humanity’s blind spot closing like a noose.

      The number fell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53: echoes in the glitch

          

        

      

    

    
      Light seared everything. No edges. No confines. An expanse of white that breathed like a living lung, inhaling the remnants of Hunter’s fractured world. He blinked into awareness. Body knit whole again. The alley’s blast a fading memory. Another failed attempt. Another scar tacked to a mind that refused to let go of every laugh, every whisper, as sharp as the day he heard them last.

      The glitter cone of the mimic’s dissolution piled neatly, the nanites branding his palm with interlocking chevrons, they lingered as ghosts, but the street’s chaos had vanished. Blood no longer warmed his collar. The countdown’s cruel tick had paused at fifty-three seconds.

      He stood, boots silent on an invisible floor. The air still humming with sterile victory. At the chamber’s core sat the briefcase, a matte, obsidian wound against the glow. Its latches sealed like a mimic’s eyes. Hunter’s hand twitched toward it, the fresh tattoo throbbing, a map to Ember, or another trap in the aliens’ endless game. “Do you have a soul?” he rasped, his voice swallowed by the sterile abyss. “You animals! How could you cage my baby like this?”

      The case didn’t stir, but voices bloomed from the radiance. Alien harmonies overlapping, a chorus of silk-wrapped barbs: WE UNVEILED HER TRUTHS. UNVEILED YOURS. Their tones slithered, mocking the human frailty they mimicked so well: DID YOU BEHOLD IT, MR. PERSEFONI? THE CODE STRIPPED BARE.

      Ember’s scream ignited behind his eyelids, a fresh horror awaited him. The Volvo’s crumple. Her small form limp in the fog-shrouded wreckage. Tara’s final gasp clawed through. Her eyes wide with that desperate plea. Save her. Please, my daughter.

      The memory hit like a timeline fracture, splintering his resolve. “All lies!” Hunter snarled, fists clenching until nails bled palms. “I’ll stuff that human Happy Meal right down your fucking⁠—”

      A feminine chill threaded his veins, precise as code injection: REALITY IS THE ACHE YOU CARRY. IT LINGERS SUFFICIENTLY, DELICIOUSLY. THIS IS THE NATURE OF THE WEAVE. The light convulsed. The chamber unraveled like faulty pixels, dissolving into lush expanse under an azure vault that stretched endlessly.

      He stood before a meadow now. Hills undulating soft as breath and crowned with wildflowers. The air pricked with tangerine zest and pepper’s bite. Ember’s laughter danced on the wind. Her silhouette darting through the blooms, pigtails whipping like comet tails. She spun, her grin sun-carved.

      C’mon, Daddy! Mommy’s waiting!

      Hunter’s heart lurched. He lunged, snaring her hand, fingers fragile as bird bones, warm pulse thrumming life. Heat cascaded through him, mending cracks in his grief. For a breath, the weight of war lifted. Timelines aligning in this stolen weave.

      They ran, petals bursting underfoot like muffled firecrackers. Her giggles were armor against the void’s roar. But her grip slacked and slipped free, blooming into the field. Petals bowed in mournful salute as silence collapsed all around, devouring her echo.

      “Ember!”

      The shout tore free, raw as the day she died. Light dimmed, the horizon crinkled like burning film. When clarity pierced the sky, Tara stood, adrift in currents, palms framing his face. It splintered everything inside him, betrayal’s kiss before the crash, the aliens’ ‘gifts’ that twisted love to ash. Flee this illusion. Tara’s murmur brushed the back of his mind. Her eyes pools of fading gold.

      “Come with me,” he said, voice cracking. “I won’t abandon you again.”

      Her luminescence flickered, edges fraying. Lingering means erasure. Yours. Ours.

      A beam swept the gloom, a lighthouse tossed into the abyss. Each arc erasing her form. Hair to vapor. Skin to ember-glow. He clawed for her, she guttered out. LEAVE, NOW.

      A strange darkness washed over him, poisoning him like nanites. Somewhere cloaked in the blackness, a drone that graduated into a haunting shriek, burrowing skull-deep, lightning yanking him through chronal rifts. Years collapsed in vertigo, back to nine, his father’s den. Aldebaran Persefoni hunched over schematics, ghost-weaver of timelines, deliberate as betrayal. Pain always vectored here, a gravitational scar.

      The first fist landed, methodical, lesson one: love and hate, indistinguishable in the dark. A second cracked ribs, blood coppered the air. Aldebaran’s eyes, cold as meteorite, bored in. Weakness invites the fracture, boy. Mend or shatter.

      Bone cracking against bone echoed. Shatter it is.

      Even now, those gore-smeared hands clawed across time, hauling Hunter into the bruise’s eternal loop. Strikes blurred, past echo or present haunt? Fire lashed jaw and gut, surrender whispered, a siren’s glitch in the neural storm. The aliens’ voices overlapped his father’s growl, “We remake the flawed.”

      But Tara’s plea pierced the maelstrom. They feed on your weakness. Fight their weave.

      One ragged inhale, defiance’s spark, and the plummet resumed. Glass rained phantom shards, the city bleached to white once more.

      In the distance, where life stacks neatly,  the sound of a whistle mingling with the hush. His father’s tuneless dirge, an invader’s signal, his own fractured sigh, shattered to nullity. Death didn’t claim him, it chaperoned, ushering through the glitch’s maw. Silence bloomed, absolute. Then a voice sliced the glare, clinical as an autopsy saw: AWAKEN, MR. PERSEFONI. YOUR DESCENT CONCLUDES. THIS STOP IS WHERE THE REAL DESCENT BEGINS.

      The chamber reformed, briefcase pulsing faint. Fifty-four seconds now. The count resuming its programmed march in reverse. Hunter’s eyes fluttered like scattered birds. Nanites hummed dormant in his veins, chevrons itching like fresh brands. The aliens’ war wasn’t for skies or souls, but the marrow of memory itself, rewriting fractures into obedience. He rose, hand closing on the case’s icy handle. Ember’s laugh ghosted one last time. Not salvation, but spur. In the white’s indifferent breath, he stepped forward, whole yet hollow, into the loop’s next coil. Freedom? A myth in mimic skin. But resistance burned eternal, since the rise.
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      He hit the floor screaming. Glass rained with him, shards hissing through white, static air. Though, the impact never came. Sound warped. Gravity deserted the world. The city dissolved into an alien light. Somewhere, a whistle followed him down. His father’s, the alien’s, his own, until it fractured into nothing. Then stillness. Death sat beside him again, quiet and patient.

      “Time to wake up, Mr. Persefoni. This is your stop.”

      He gasped awake to pain. The second blow cracked his jaw. Bone sang low and rich, ligaments returning home. No time was spared as another followed. His eyes opened to a blur. Colors bleeding into each other. Exhaust trailing the edges of everything and nothing. A figure loomed above him. Its voice was metallic, practiced and unhurried.

      “There he is. You gave us quite a scare. Torture’s on the menu today, I’m afraid. Drastic measures, as you say.”

      Hunter strained to focus, his lashes fluttering like startled birds. The light behind the creature flared like a dying star. “I’m up,” he groaned.

      “Good of you to join us. A smack here, a smash there, it clears the garbage upstairs.” Laughter electrocuted him like static.

      He tested his arms, and they were shackled. Or maybe only his mind was. Cuffs bit into his wrists, etched with alien script. Naked and exposed, the dagger no longer in reach, shame began to burn inside him, hotter than fear.

      “Trinkets,” the alien said, admiring the dagger as it pulsed with liquid light. “Always so resourceful. But you of all people know, we can’t risk losing another Time Recorder.”

      Hunter bared his teeth, black blood threading down his chin, “Say we again. I dare you.”

      Another voice, female, perfect, rehearsed, cut in. “We admire your work, Mr. Persefoni. Truly. But your appetite for death is distorting the weave. What will become of it.”

      Three identical blondes emerged from the glare. High cheekbones. Mirror eyes. Beauty engineered to disguise the rot underneath.

      Hunter laughed, ragged. “Triplets, cute. I was worried this might get boring.”

      One smiled. “Contrary to what you think, we don’t celebrate human executions. Too many variables. The weave must maintain a predicable algorithm. But you have something we need.”

      “What, my sparkling personality.”

      “You’re stuck in a time loop, Mr. Persefoni. The future yet to come.” Her tone iced. “Help us recalibrate the weave and we’ll return your wife and child.”

      Tara’s name detonated in his chest, “Lies,” he whispered.

      “Try us, Mr. Persefoni.”

      Pain hit him lightning fast. His body seized. Teeth chattered. “You see?” she slithered. “Obedience is freedom.”

      Hunter slumped forward, he could barely think. Tara’s voice whispered inside him, defiant. They prey on your heart. Strike now, before it's too late.

      Hunter spat blood and grinned, “Bring them back. That’s the deal.”

      The aliens circled him like hunters who’d already decided where to place the knife. “Wise,” the center one said. “This is not a timeline to be stuck in.”

      The cuffs snapped open. Metal peeled away like bark from wet wood, leaving welts glowing beneath his skin. A faint shimmer moved under the surface, scales, barely there.

      He looked down. Scales shimmered faintly across his wrists. “Look what you did, you parasites.”

      Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “We only reminded you of what you are.”

      Symbols flared across the tablet they carried, scripts glowing like molted glass.  “If you break the connection, we all die. If we die, they die.”

      “Then, let’s dance,” he said.

      Black static filled the air. The scent of thunderstorms and citrus bled into his nose. Machines screamed until the sound turned silent. The tablet flared, feeding on his memories.

      Sea salt. Funerals. Ember’s laughter. Tara’s whisper. It’s a trick.

      An alien smiled. “She whispered your name seven times in her final moments. Across four different timelines. Do you know why?”

      Rage broke loose inside him, like a storm ripping the sky in two. He pulled against the device, knowing he might not get another chance. Shockwaves rippled through the room. Plasma lifted the aliens, slammed them into walls, pinned them like dolls.

      The key to captivity lied in alien hands, yet he pulled toward annihilation anyway. “Give me strength!”

      The tablet shrieked. Light poured through the seams of reality. A voice thundered inside his skull. Come find me. I am the door.

      He smiled through inky blood, excretion from machines. “I see you.”

      Tara’s silhouette rose from the glare. Follow my voice.

      “My life for yours,” he whispered, and wrenched free.

      Energy exploded. The aliens screamed. Cosmic fire devoured them, leaving only glitter where bodies had been. Hunter collapsed, laughing and weeping all at once.

      “You bleed,” he rasped. “Only difference, your ashes sparkle.”

      Dust rained from the ceiling. Cracks split the walls. He grabbed the tablet and ran.

      Outside, dawn cleansed the city anew. He stumbled through the streets, bare, bloodied, wrapped in wire and plastic. A billionaire reduced to penniless form. He reached his tower before sunrise. Through the lobby. Up the stairs. Into the penthouse. The maintenance door glowed with a slit of light. He set the tablet on the threshold and felt lighter, almost free.

      Upstairs, the shower scalded him. Black residue spiraled down the drain like confession. He whistled a tune he swore he’d never whistle again—his father’s. When he looked in the mirror, his reflection laughed. Not his face. Hers. The blonde alien.

      “You’re dead,” he whispered. “I watched you die.”

      She smiled from the glass. “There’s no escaping this, Mr. Persefoni. There never was.”

      Scales shimmer across his skin. He screamed and ran for the window. Glass shattered around him as he plunged from the eighteenth floor. Above, the alien strolled to the window, listening for the wet thud. When it came, faint, final, she grinned.

      “What a waste, Mr. Persefoni. Your best performance yet.”

      She whistled his tune as her body flickered into starlight and vanished.
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