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Prologue
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In the quiet void beyond the Spiral Gate, time splinters like glass. Each shard contains a moment that could have been—a whispered warning left unspoken, a door unopened, a name forgotten in the dark. Mara drifts among these memories, lost in a storm of echoes, trying to piece together the truth.

She sees a child running barefoot through a field of ash. She hears the toll of a bell that never rang. She smells fire and ozone, and her fingers twitch at the feel of a golden watch clutched too tightly in her palm. It's hers, but not from this timeline. Not from this life.

For years now, the Hollow has haunted her dreams and defined her waking hours. It was once just a code word, a myth whispered in underground chatrooms, a curious anomaly buried deep within quantum files. But now, it's a living entity—a place, a riddle, and perhaps a punishment.

The Hollow doesn't just consume worlds; it rewrites them. It mutates memory, emotion, even physics itself. Each gate she passed through revealed a different layer: timelines where friends turned to enemies, where her own choices unraveled the fabric of reality, where trust was a weapon sharper than any knife.

But now, in the aftermath of the Spiral Gate’s collapse, the Hollow is fracturing. Cracks are spreading. Rules are breaking. Somewhere deep inside, something—or someone—has awakened.

And Mara has come too far to turn back. Not because she wants to solve it. But because she needs to understand it. To stand at the edge of annihilation and ask: Why was the Hollow created? Who made it? And what price must she pay to close it forever?

This is no longer a mission. It's a reckoning. The paradox isn't just out there in the shifting timelines. It's inside her now, pulsing with every breath she takes.

And the final chapter is about to be written.
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Chapter 1
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Mara awoke to the sound of static.

It crackled through the air like dry leaves being crushed underfoot, echoing in the remnants of the Spiral Gate facility. Dust particles floated in the beams of light slanting in from broken skylights overhead. Her pulse quickened, not from fear, but from recognition. The Hollow was still active — bleeding through time and space, even here.

She sat up slowly, every muscle in her body aching as if she’d been held in suspension for centuries. Around her, the command center of the facility lay in ruins. Consoles sparked intermittently, cables hung from the ceiling like severed veins, and the massive gate behind her had collapsed inward, its metal twisted like paper. What had once been the most advanced temporal lab in the world was now a graveyard of fractured possibilities.

Mara rose to her feet and retrieved the chronometer from her jacket pocket. It blinked erratically—unanchored, uncalibrated. Whatever timeline she was in now, it didn’t match any registry. Not even the fringe ones.

“Echo to control,” she murmured into the transmitter clipped to her ear. Silence. “Echo to anyone. Respond.”

Static.

She sighed and brushed a strand of dust-matted hair from her forehead. She wasn’t surprised. She had been cut off before. But this time felt different. Heavier. There was no sense of direction, no pull from the gate, no residual current guiding her. The Hollow had closed, but the paradox hadn’t.

She stepped carefully through the debris, boots crunching on shattered glass. On the far wall, painted in smeared red—not blood, but something darker, more viscous—was a symbol: an ouroboros looped around an eye, the emblem of the Hollow's creator network. Beneath it, scrawled in a shaky hand, were four words:

“You were always here.”

––––––––
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MARA STARED AT IT, heart pounding. She had seen this message before. Twice. In different timelines. Always left after an implosion. Always written by someone who shouldn’t have known her name.

She turned quickly, senses heightened. Behind her, a corridor pulsed with dim emergency lights. As she approached, the temperature dropped. Her breath misted.

Voices echoed faintly—overlapping, layered versions of herself.

“I should have destroyed the key.”

“You let them into your head.”

“This isn't a rescue. It's a recursion.”

She staggered back. It wasn’t just her memory bleeding through. The paradox was beginning to manifest again. Physically. Audibly.

Something was wrong with this version of reality.

Footsteps.

Mara pulled her sidearm and crouched behind an overturned console. The steps grew louder, more erratic. Not one person—several. All walking in sync, like marionettes pulled by a shared thread.

Then they appeared.

Copies of herself.

Five versions of Mara, each bearing scars, differences—one with a mechanical arm, another with a Hollow glyph burned across her face. They walked toward her like ghosts, each one whispering different lines from her past.

One stepped forward. Her eyes glowed with a cold, unnatural light.

“You still think you’re the original?”

Before Mara could react, the lights flickered and went out.

And then came the scream.

Not from any of them. Not human at all.

From somewhere beyond the walls.

The Hollow had returned—but it wasn’t alone anymore.

And this time, it wasn’t just watching. It was hunting.

Mara tightened her grip on the weapon. Whatever this timeline was, whatever paradox she’d fallen into, the final game had begun.

And only one version of her was going to make it out alive.
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Chapter 2
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The flickering red emergency lights came back on, casting elongated shadows across the broken corridor. Mara blinked, trying to adjust to the sudden change, but the silence that followed the inhuman scream was more jarring than the sound itself. The other versions of herself—those fractured echoes—had vanished.

No footsteps. No voices. Nothing but her own quickening breath.

She swept the corridor with her sidearm, carefully moving forward. Her boots slid slightly on the polished floor now smeared with soot and ash. The hallway narrowed, the walls closing in with each step, as though the building itself was folding inward, being consumed by the Hollow’s encroaching influence.

There was no doubt in her mind now: the Paradox had destabilized the environment. Reality itself was beginning to collapse into recursive loops and hybrid anomalies. She wasn’t just in a broken timeline anymore—she was inside the event horizon of a paradox implosion.

She reached a sealed door at the end of the corridor—Sublevel 4, marked by peeling lettering and the remnants of a biometric lock. She hesitated, placing her hand on the scanner. It buzzed, struggled to read her signature, and then flicked green.

A low hiss, then the door slid open.

Inside, the chamber was lit by only a single blue hologram hovering in midair—an old projection of Dr. Lena Rourke, the original architect of the Hollow network. The image glitched, lines running through it like static on a broken screen.

“Welcome, Mara.” The hologram’s voice was faint, and oddly aware. “If you’re seeing this, then you’ve already crossed the threshold. The Paradox has recognized you.”

Mara stepped closer, eyes narrowed. “Lena... how long have you known?”

The hologram flickered. “Since before you were born.”

“What?”

“The Hollow isn’t a place, Mara. It’s a decision. One made over and over again, by different versions of you. In each timeline, you approach the core—and in each, you make a different choice. But they all lead here.”

A chill crawled down Mara’s spine. “Why me?”

“Because you were always the key. You just didn’t know... you were also the lock.”

Suddenly, the walls of the chamber rippled, like the surface of water disturbed by a breeze. The hologram of Dr. Rourke twisted, her features contorting into something unrecognizable for a split second—something monstrous, ancient, and watching.

Then it was gone.

A console lit up behind her. Lines of code streamed across the screen—recursive loops, collapsing data structures, paradox pulses. One line blinked repeatedly:

INTRUSION DETECTED. PHASE INITIATED: “ORIGIN SPLICE.”

––––––––
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MARA’S BLOOD FROZE.

The Hollow was reaching back—into her origin. Trying to rewrite her from the start. To fold her into its logic, permanently.

She moved to the terminal and began typing furiously, pulling up old core protocols she had embedded into the system years ago when she first infiltrated the Hollow’s architecture. Her fingers danced over the keys with increasing desperation.

If she couldn’t
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