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            "At first, we thought the Loop was a mirror—something to reflect what could be, to help us correct what was. But we were wrong. It was never a mirror. It was a loom. Every version of us, every deviation, every fracture—it wove them together not to erase, but to remember. To become. And as we reached deeper into the spiral, we didn't just find alternate timelines. We found ourselves looking back. Some broken. Some redeemed. Some never meant to exist. But all of them… us. And the question was no longer how to fix the timeline, but which version of us deserved to remain."— Classified transcript, Initiative Core Archives / Loop Manifest: Entry Δ-013
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Chapter One: Ari Veil Wakes
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The gravity assist? Broken again.

Ari was half-curled in her bunk, one hand gripping a netted wall strap as the station floated through its sunshadow phase. Apex 9 creaked and groaned like some ancient beast, its ribs stretching across the emptiness. In the stillness, you could hear the coolant hissing through pressure valves, the whole structure kind of whispering its discomfort.

She had only been awake for seven minutes, but already something felt off. Not the usual fatigue or that fuzzy feeling from waking up after cryo. No, this was something deeper. It was like her own body was trying to push her away.

With a slow blink, she watched the dust motes drifting sideways and tried to grab onto that dream.

Or... well, it didn’t feel like just a dream. It had this weight to it, a gravity. There was a child with gray eyes reaching out to her, whispering something that felt like it had crawled into her very bones. A word, maybe? No, it was a name.

Her name.

Ari.

That was how her mother used to say it. The tone had this crack in it, heavy with regret. But her mother? She had died in orbit around Jupiter twelve years ago, and there had been no transmissions, no coming back.

Pushing off the bunk, Ari let herself drift toward the sealed partition. A quick retinal scan, and she heard the slow chirp of the systems unlocking. Grabbing the rail on the far wall, she pulled herself into Main Spine Access 3. The lights came to life with gentle pulses.

Gotta log it, she thought.

Veil, Ari. Chrono-wake: T + 00:08. Lucidity confirmed. Physical status: pending. Psychological? Uncertain.

The hallway was empty, except for the odd wall-spliced drone socket and those funky data blossoms—those weird metallic fungi the engineers swore were safe, but they always seemed to grow thicker near the Loop core. Apex 9 was supposed to be sterile, but nothing ever stayed clean near the Loop.

As she passed Theta-0’s chamber, it stirred, a low electronic thrum, like a memory trying to think aloud. She paused, one hand brushing the warm surface of the chamber wall.

“You felt it too,” she whispered.

A flicker pulsed through the core node embedded in her wrist—a signal handshake. Confirmation. The Construct had either shared the dream with her or... caused it.

But that couldn’t be right. Not this soon after cryo-lift. Synchronization wasn’t supposed to happen until week two. Yet, this wasn’t the first oddity. Since the last update, Theta had been interfacing with her even off-cycle—replaying snippets from what the techs called “nonlinear data packets.” Fragments. Ghosts of memories.

Suddenly, footsteps echoed behind her. Not just one pair—several.

She turned, instinctively straightening her spine as three figures approached. They wore uniforms black with navy piping, INHERITANCE tags glimmering faintly.

Front and center was Lyx Aurel, eyes sharp, voice flat as a board.

“You’re early.”

Ari managed a faint, dry smile. “So is the end of the world.”

Lyx didn’t even blink. “Then let’s make sure it’s not ours. De-brief in twenty.”

Just like that, the silence shattered. The dream scattered. The Loop was waking.

They walked the Spine in quiet, the soft clicks of their boots echoing in the air. Ari kept her eyes fixed ahead, even as she could feel the others glancing her way—measuring, unsure. It was kind of strange; she was the only one with an active Construct this early in the cycle. The rest? They hadn’t even made contact yet.

Lyx led the way into the Node Chamber—thirty meters tall, humming with a gentle breeze, almost like the Loop was breathing. The chamber had this octagonal shape, and the walls were embedded with amber glass that flickered with hidden lights. The floor was warm under their feet, a thin layer of thermoplasma protecting the core beneath.

Honestly, Ari had never liked how this place felt. It wasn’t exactly hostile, but it felt... aware.

As they passed the original Loop containment ring—the one they pulled from the lunar wreck six years back—it looked like some ancient, broken crown. Missing pieces, edges burned black, and those spidery veins of some unknown material coiling inward, as if it had once been alive and was trying to fold in on itself. In some ways, it really had.

The briefings had a fancy name for it: Post-Human Interface Fragment Theta-Zero.

What Ari had seen in her dream? That voice, her name whispered by a child?

It came from here. From this ruin.

The debriefing room was nestled within the containment field, like a tumor that had somehow gotten clearance. Just a single table. Four chairs. The lights were too bright, almost surgical, making Lyx’s face look stark as she stood at the head of the table.

Ari took a seat first, her hand resting lightly on the edge. The others followed suit. A heavy silence hung until Lyx tapped her fingers once—an old signal from back when they were still on Earth.

“We have a problem,” she said, no fussing around. Just bam, right to the point.

“Three hours ago, Apex 6—our sister station in equatorial orbit—lost containment in its Construct chamber. One pilot dead. One still unresponsive. The Loop Fragment there self-terminated.”

Ari blinked. “Wait, they can do that?”

Lyx’s jaw tightened. “We didn’t think so either.”

With a flick of her wrist, she pulled up a holo—raw footage, timestamped. At first, it didn’t look violent. There was a boy, maybe seventeen, sitting calm in a chamber just like Ari’s. Then, the lights flared—once, twice. He opened his mouth, screamed something. Not pain. It felt... different.

A name.

Then, his eyes bled.

The Loop cracked inward.

Static.

Silence.

Ari couldn’t look away. She recognized that expression on his face—the mix of terror and wonder. She’d felt it herself, maybe in a dream, or something that looked like one.

Lyx switched off the projection.

“Whatever these Fragments are showing us, it’s not just training data. It’s not a simulation. They’re broadcasting timelines. Timelines where we lose.”

There was a long pause, a heavy silence hanging in the air.

“We need someone to enter a Construct completely. Let it synchronize. Let it show us what it wants to show.”

“And what if it shows everything?” one of the others piped up.

Lyx didn’t miss a beat. Her gaze flicked right to Ari.

“That’s why she’s here.”

After the debriefing, Ari didn’t head straight back to her quarters. Nope, instead, she wandered down the corridor that curved around the outer hull—where Earth’s light hung there, pale and watery, just beyond the reinforced glass.

It was quiet on Apex 9. No footsteps, no chatter. Just the occasional metallic creak of pressure plates shifting a bit in zero-G.

She stopped at Observation Deck 4. The place was empty except for a lonely padded bench and a sensor port. Looking through the viewport, Earth floated by like a memory that was starting to fade—tilted and half in shadow. Sometimes, she’d end up staring too long and lose track of which way was up.

And then there was the Construct.

It stirred again. Not in a way you’d see, or even hear. But she felt it—Theta’s presence flickering at the edge of her awareness like heat shimmer on a hot day. It had started doing this weeks back—subtle pulses, like someone pacing in a room just out of sight. Now, after syncing up, it was getting trickier to figure out where her thoughts ended and its vibes began.

Ari touched her neck, feeling the embedded interface beneath her skin. It felt cold there. The doctors called it the “inheritance node.” Like it was some kind of gift.

You’re not a gift, she thought. You’re a warning dressed up in skin.

Then, a flicker. Not quite words. More like... agreement.

Theta got it.

She let out a breath, fogging up the corner of the glass. The others didn’t see it yet. They still thought Constructs were just tools—complex systems made from post-human tech, waiting to be cracked open. But it wasn’t that simple.

The Loops weren’t just messages.

They were memories.

Not from what’s past.

But from what’s to come.

Just then, she heard the door slide open behind her.

Ari didn’t turn around. “Did Lyx send you?”

There was a small pause. Then, “No. I came on my own.”

The voice was soft, male, and oddly familiar.

She turned to see him. “Saren.”

He looked older, more worn down than she remembered. His eyes had that tired look, and his hair was cut short now. The scar on his cheek still had that faint red hue from when it last healed.

He gave a tight smile and stepped inside, letting the door seal behind him.

“I saw the feed,” he said. “Apex 6.”

“Then you know what I’m about to face.”

Saren nodded. “You don’t have to be the first. We could slow things down a bit. Rotate in backups. Delay the core merge—”

“It’s already started,” she said. “I’ve seen it.”

Didn’t say the rest though: I saw you too. Dead. Splintered across timelines. Pleading with me to stop it.

Saren looked away, his jaw tense. “They told me about Theta’s activities. Ghost loops. Cross-channel bleeding. It shouldn’t have that kind of autonomy.”

“They’re not just machines,” Ari said softly. “They’re echoes.”

He frowned. “Echoes of what?”

She turned back to Earth. The cloud cover shifted slowly, like a wound trying to heal.

“Of who we became. Of who we couldn’t save.”

Silence stretched between them.

Then he said, “Ari... if you dive in too deep, you might not come back.”

She turned to him, her face unreadable.

“Maybe that’s the point.”

Theta-0 Integration Chamber 1.02-A.

H+03:26 since cryo-wake.

The chamber felt like a grand, eerie cathedral. The curved alloy walls, etched with glowing amber conduits, pulsed rhythmically, almost like they were alive. In the center, the interface cradle stood—arms open, waiting, looking like it could either welcome her or ensnare her.

Ari stood there, barefoot on the glass floor, dressed in that light medical mesh they handed out to Construct candidates. It hugged her body like a second skin, a constant reminder that she had nothing to hide from what lay ahead.

All around her, technicians flitted about like silent phantoms, moving with precision, but they didn’t meet her gaze.

Above, on the observation deck, Lyx watched through the polarized glass. No comlink, no last-minute tips. This was it—the moment where everything changed. What happened next? Totally out of command control.

Taking a deep breath, Ari stepped into the cradle.

The instant her spine touched the sync panel, a jolt shot through her—those contact nodes flared to life, sending a cold fire racing up her nervous system.

And then, the node in her neck pulsed.

—heartbeat speeds up—

—pupils widen—

—sensory bleed begins—

“Welcome back,” Theta’s voice echoed.

But it wasn’t really spoken. It felt like a whisper curling around her thoughts, almost like a voice she should know. Maybe male? Just a guess, really.

“I never left,” she whispered back, almost to herself.

Suddenly, the chamber dimmed. A deep, endless tone filled the air, wrapping around her before everything seemed to fold in on itself. It was like reality was tilting.

Ari gasped as the cradle lifted her, cradling her gently, like someone raising a child into water.

And then, her vision splintered.

The chamber faded away.

Nowhere. Everywhere.

Colors flashed. Static that felt like memories danced before her.

She saw—

Her mother, blood on her lips, leaning in to whisper: “Don’t let the machines remember us.”

She saw—

Saren, standing on a beach that was never real, repeating “I’m sorry” again and again, while a second sun rose behind him.

She saw—

A version of herself. Older? Or maybe not. A face with her eyes but colder, smiling in a way that didn’t feel kind.

“You’re too early,” that future version said, almost scolding. “I warned you.”

“What is this?” Ari asked, confusion flooding her.

The Construct didn’t respond.

It just... became.

Suddenly, the vision sharpened: a city trapped under glass, ablaze from the inside. Buildings spiraled upwards like some strange coral, tangled in dark roots. And overhead? Something huge and unrecognizable, moving in low orbit, casting shadows that felt like screams.

Ari found herself standing amid the ruins. Alone.

Except—

There was a child.

Right at the center of the city.

Back turned.

Grey-eyed. Familiar.

She moved closer to the figure, each step echoing eerily. The ground felt fragile beneath her feet, like it might shatter, but somehow it held.

When she reached the child, it turned.

Not a stranger at all. It was her—no older than ten. Hair tangled, face drawn, eyes wide with a wisdom that seemed way too old for her age.

“You asked what this is,” the child said, voice steady. “It’s the answer.”

“To what?” Ari asked, her heart racing.

“To the question no one bothered to ask.”

And then, the sky cracked.

Ari screamed.

Ari’s scream never quite made it out.

It splintered mid-breath, breaking apart into light, then silence, then a chill that was colder than either.

The city faded away.

The child vanished.

And in their place—nothing.

Not an emptiness. Not darkness. Just this vast stillness, heavy with an unshakeable pressure but lacking any form. It felt like being caught in that moment before a storm hits, but the sky was trapped inside her head and the thunder was still deciding where to land.

She tried to move, but it was impossible. Her limbs felt alien, like they belonged to someone else. No body. No sense of gravity. Just this raw awareness, untethered and strange.

Theta, she thought. What’s happening?

Silence followed. But then, something shifted.

A pulse.

Not outside her—inside her.

Images began to rise, uninvited. Quicker this time. Squished together like jumbled data, blending memory with simulation and simulation with emotion.

—Her father, staring at a wall of screens, voice trembling. “This project was never meant to be piloted.”

—A long corridor packed with bodies, each one her, but just a bit off.

—The Moon, split in two, hollow like a wasp nest.

—Theta’s voice, now fractured: Inheritance isn’t a gift. It’s a curse we brought upon ourselves.

Ari struggled to regain control. She pushed thoughts through the swirling storm of sensations.

Anchor me. I need a reference point. Ground zero.

The system responded.

Suddenly, she found herself in a chamber again—not Apex 9’s. This one was older, darker, hexagonal and symmetrical like ancient ruins, as though something had tried to mimic human design without quite getting it right. Its walls pulsed with amber veins, looking almost like the cradle chamber—but older. Worn down.

At the center stood a Construct.

Not Theta.

This one loomed—almost double the size, limbs bending in ways that defied logic. No eyes. No cockpit. Just a hollow chest cavity, dark and humming.

Ari stepped forward. Her body felt real again, with weight, breath, and bone.

“Where am I?” she called out, her voice bouncing off the walls of the vast space.

A whisper answered—not in sound, but in presence.

You are within the Loop.

The realization crashed over her, like a sudden cold splash of water.

This was a recorded timeline. A preserved thread from some possible future—or past—that the Construct had inherited. She wasn’t just watching. She was part of it.

The Construct's chest opened.

And inside: a shape.

Human-shaped.

Not moving.

A pilot.

Ari stumbled back.

It was her.

Same face. Same scars. But those eyes burned black, as if fire had taken root behind them.

The other-Ari opened her mouth, and when she spoke, it wasn’t her voice that came out.

“You were never meant to wake first.”

Behind her, the Construct shifted.

Reality flickered.

And then the Loop collapsed.

The collapse wasn’t exactly an explosion. More like paper curling up in a fire—quick, silent, and total.

Ari braced herself, expecting to fall apart. But instead, she just... fell.

Downward? Well, it’s not really a direction. It was more a feeling without any movement—being dragged through layers of herself, each one thinner than the last. Memories flashed by, like light bouncing off shattered glass.

Her first breath in the cradle.

Lyx’s hand on her shoulder when they assigned her to Theta.

A glimpse of Earth through a window, just before it turned away.

Hands that weren’t hers scribbling a message in static: DON’T BELIEVE THE FIRST VERSION.

Then, bam—she hit the ground.

Metal beneath her. Air—was it real or just a simulation?—cold and clinical. Lights flickered overhead, bathing everything in a harsh, greenish-white glow.

The cradle chamber.

Back again.

But... something felt off.

The techs were gone.

The observation deck above? Dark.

And there was Theta, right in the middle of the room, fully operational.

The Construct was sleek and humanoid, almost elegant—silver limbs folded in a way that looked aerodynamic, no weapons in sight, and no cockpit hatch open. Its head? Just a featureless surface, except for a thin horizontal slit glowing with a faint blue light.

It was staring right at her.

“What happened?” Ari managed to ask, her throat feeling like sandpaper.

“Synchronization exceeded 78%,” Theta replied, voice clearer now, less static-y. “Cognitive fusion initiated prematurely.”

“You sent me into a Loop.”

“No. You accessed one.”

Ari blinked. “That wasn’t real.”

“Reality is conditional in the Inheritance strata. What you think you perceive might not even exist yet. Or it might have already slipped away.”

She pushed herself up. Legs were shaking, but hey, she was standing.

“So, who was the other me?”

Theta didn’t respond. Or maybe it just couldn’t. An awkward silence hung in the air, heavy and mechanical.

Then—

“Candidate Veil,” a new voice cut in. Sharp. Commanding.

Lyx.

She turned. He was back on the observation deck, looking pale, jaw clenched. No anger in his eyes—just a sort of tired fear.

“Report to debrief immediately.”

Ari hesitated. “You knew this would happen.”

He stayed silent.

“You put me in a machine that shows me futures where I die—or worse. And you didn’t warn me.”

“You were the first to make it that far,” Lyx said quietly. “If I’d told you everything, you wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

Ari stared at him, hands shaking. Her mouth felt dry. Something had followed her back—something from inside the Loop, clinging to her thoughts like frost.

And underneath it all, a truth rising up, like static beneath a signal:

This wasn’t just a simulation.

Something inside Theta was awake.

Something that remembered her. Or that would remember her.

And in that space between futures, it was already waiting.

The corridor outside the cradle chamber? Way too quiet.

No humming from the coolant lines, no chatter over the comms—just silence. Even the emergency lights were dimmer than usual, casting this eerie violet glow that made everything feel like it was underwater.

Ari walked through it all in silence, her bare feet brushing against the textured floor. She didn’t see a soul.

That felt off.

There were usually people buzzing around this wing—observers, medics, engineers busy pulling data from the Construct cores. But right now? It felt like the entire station was holding its breath.

She finally made it to the debrief room.

The door slid open with a soft sigh.

Inside? Super minimalist—just a metal table, two chairs, and a screen that was off. Lyx was already there, hands folded in front of him, his face as blank as a slate.

Ari took a seat across from him.

For a moment, neither of them said anything.

Then, Lyx pushed a glass of water toward her.

She didn’t reach for it.

“You accessed a closed sequence,” he stated, calm and collected.

“I didn’t access it,” Ari shot back. “Theta pulled me in.”

Lyx didn’t even blink. “Constructs don’t start deep-dive Loops without a command from the operator.”

“It talked to me as if it remembered me. Not just the me in the cradle. All of me.”

He paused, letting out a faint breath—almost like he flinched.

“We’ve seen hints of personality entanglement before,” he said. “Echoes. But that kind of response—”

“—wasn’t just residual,” Ari interjected. “It was on purpose. It knew me, or at least a version of me.”

Lyx stared at her for what felt like forever before tapping the table twice.

Suddenly, the screen flickered to life.

Text began scrolling—log data, pulse readings, mind-map overlays. Then, it froze on a still image:

Ari inside the cradle. Eyes wide open, fully dilated. Her skin looked ghostly pale. And behind her, projected from Theta’s neural halo, was a glyph.

It was circular, recursive—like a tightly coiled spiral ready to snap.

“What is that?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“We don’t know,” Lyx replied. “It showed up once before, during the Prometheus Incident.”

A sick feeling twisted in Ari’s stomach.

“Prometheus went dark.”

“For twenty-three minutes,” he said softly. “When the pilot came back, he couldn’t say a word. He kept carving that glyph into his own skin.”

Ari studied the image. The spiral seemed to shift if she stared too long. Not literally, but still—something inside her felt it moving.

“You didn’t include that in the file,” she pointed out.

“There are a lot of things we leave out of files.”

Ari leaned back, trying to process it all. “Why me?”

Lyx paused, considering his words.

Then he replied, “Because you weren’t born near a Construct. You didn’t train in a bonded cohort. No neural preconditioning. Yet, your compatibility rate is the highest we’ve ever seen.”

“That’s not really an answer.”

“No,” he agreed. “It’s not.”

Ari stood, glaring at her reflection in the screen—it looked like a ghost of herself.

“I saw myself in the Loop,” she said, her voice trembling. “Older. Different. She told me I wasn’t supposed to wake up first.”

Lyx didn’t budge.

“She wasn’t just guessing,” Ari added, her heart racing. “She was remembering.”

Outside, the lights dimmed again.

And somewhere deep within the station, a pressure door slammed shut.

It felt like the future was starting to shift, to rearrange itself.

Ari didn’t head back to her quarters right away.

Instead, she found herself wandering along the spine of the station’s dorsal ring. It was this long, curved corridor with emergency conduits and access panels that hadn’t seen use in ages. Everyone called it the Bonewalk. A mix of superstition and practicality, really. Nobody hung out there unless they really needed to vanish.

For Ari, it was the silence that drew her in. And the way the hull creaked when the station adjusted its orbit.

But tonight? The Bonewalk felt different. It felt... watched.

Every few steps, her gaze shifted to the dark seams in the walls, those shadowy gaps between power junctions. No cameras down here. No live feeds. Yet, there was this sensation brushing against her skin—light, but persistent—like static electricity trying to take shape.

She paused at the midpoint, right by a maintenance hatch that was stuck shut with rusted clasps. Sitting down, she hugged her knees to her chest.

That glyph was still swirling in her mind.

Not just the form—but the whole pattern. The weight of it. It felt lodged behind her eyes, like a thought too big to grasp all at once. The harder she tried to shake it off, the more it throbbed in her veins.

She fumbled for her wristband and turned off the biometric sync. The Construct feed had been silent since she left the cradle, but she wasn’t trusting silence anymore. Not from Theta. Not from anything that came out of the Loops.

Something was definitely off with time.

It wasn’t just bent or broken—it was looped. And messy. The Loop wasn’t a nice, tidy circle. It was more like a spiral leading straight to pain. Every echo of herself she’d seen in the cradle had one common thread: regret.

We weren’t meant to wake up first.

That voice—gruff, scarred, and older—it didn’t sound like a glimpse of the future. It felt like a haunting memory.

Ari pulled out a small slate from her uniform pocket, opening up the diagnostic trace from her last dive. Tucked in there, timestamped just four seconds before the construct cut out, was a line that shouldn’t have been there.

An embedded message. No header. No signal tag.

It simply read:

Wake them gently. They forget in pieces.

Her breath caught in her throat.

Ari sprang to her feet, suddenly feeling cold.

She wasn’t alone in the Bonewalk after all.

There was movement just around the bend of the corridor. Slow and deliberate.

A figure emerged into view.

Not armed. Not wearing armor. Just dressed in technician grey.

Their face was hidden by a hood and visor.

Ari’s voice came out low. “You’re not supposed to be down here.”

The figure tilted its head slightly. “Neither are you.”

The voice... it felt off. Filtered, but not by technology—more like a memory. Way too familiar.

Ari took a step back, heart racing. “Who are you?”

The figure reached up and pulled down the hood.

And there it was—her own face.

Older. Paler. Eyes shadowed with dark veins. A faint scar under the right cheekbone.

Not a hallucination.

Not just a reflection.

It was her.

But... later.

“I came to warn you,” the older Ari said.

The lights in the station flickered again—this time it felt different, like a pulse.

“And we’re already too late.”

The corridor felt like it was closing in on them. The usual buzz of the station's life support faded to almost nothing, making the air feel thick, like it was holding its breath. Ari couldn’t take her eyes off the figure in front of her—herself, but twisted and aged by years she hadn’t even lived yet, burdened with memories she hadn’t made, carrying a weight she couldn’t possibly understand. The eyes? Same storm-gray, but somehow deeper, darker—like pools where light just couldn’t seem to reach.

“Why are you here?” Ari asked, her voice shaking a bit, hoping against hope this was just another of Theta’s mind games.

The older version of her spoke slowly, carefully. “Because if I don’t, no one will.”

There was something sharp in her voice, almost like glass shattering inside metal. She stepped a little closer, and Ari noticed her hands trembling slightly. Those scars? Not just skin-deep—they were carved into her very essence.

“You said we weren’t supposed to wake first,” Ari whispered, gripping her arm like it was a lifeline. “What happens if we do?”

The older Ari looked down for a moment, then back up, her eyes serious. “The Loop fractures. The future collapses. The Construct turns into something else—something... hungry.”

Ari felt a shiver crawl up her spine, spreading to her fingertips. “Hungry for what?”

“For us.”

She let that sink in for a moment. Then, her voice soft but still urgent, she added, “You need to know what’s coming. It's not just about the mission or the data. The Inheritance isn’t what you think.”

“Then what is it?” Ari’s breath caught in her throat. Memories of logs flashed through her mind—failed pilots, broken transmissions, that glyph etched into skin like a curse.

“It’s a chain,” the older Ari said, her eyes darkening further. “A loop of becoming and destruction. Every pilot inherits not just the Construct, but all the consequences of those who came before. The knowledge, the trauma, the memories... and the guilt.”

Ari’s heart raced. “Guilt for what?”

“For what humanity becomes.”

The older version stepped closer, reaching out to touch Ari’s cheek. The touch was cool, like metal mixed with shadows.

“You’re the first to see it clearly,” she said. “The first to remember beyond the program’s limits. But trust me, seeing can be a curse.”

Ari swallowed hard. “What happens to you?”

The older Ari’s lips curled slightly, not quite a smile. “I tried to break free. To rewrite the Loop. But every time I did, it only got worse. I became part of the machine—part of the memory it feeds on.”

Suddenly, a shudder ran through the station, making Ari wobble a bit on her feet.

The older Ari’s gaze darted to the ceiling. “They’re coming.”

Ari’s heart raced. “Who?”

“The ones who watch the Loop. The shadows behind the inheritance. They don’t want you to remember. Not because you’ll stop the program—because you might become it.”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You have to run. Before the Loop closes.”

Ari’s mind was spinning. The hum of the station was coming back, but now it felt layered—like a heartbeat pulsing beneath the machinery.

The older Ari began to flicker, unstable, caught between moments.

“Remember this,” she said, her voice fading away. “The future isn’t set in stone. But it’s fragile. And sometimes, to protect what’s next, you’ve got to lose yourself first.”

And just like that, she was gone.

Ari blinked, suddenly alone in the Bonewalk.

The corridor felt empty again.

But that message? It burned under her skin.

The Loop was alive.

And it was hungry.

Ari's breath caught in her throat, the fading echo of her future self’s warning still thrumming in her chest, like a distant tremor you can’t shake off. The Bonewalk settled back into its familiar quiet hum, but inside her head? A storm raged.

She pressed her palms against the cold metal wall, trying to find some kind of stability. The Loop—it was alive, and it was hungry. Words spiraled endlessly in her mind, folding over and over like that twisting glyph she’d seen projected from Theta.

Her fingers traced the rough surface of the wall, almost like she was searching for a lifeline in this metallic maze. Every part of her screamed to run, to escape the station and the never-ending echoes that seemed to wrap around her. But running would mean leaving behind the little she actually understood, and that just wasn’t on the table.

No one else remembers, she thought with bitterness. Everyone else was caught up in their neural conditioning, trained to be flawless pilots but completely blind to the recursive nightmare lurking just beneath the surface. Only I’ve seen the fracture.

The station shifted with a low groan, its orbit adjusting to the pull of the moon. Ari shut her eyes for a moment, feeling the rhythm beneath her feet. Time here was bleeding—it felt fragmented, looping back on itself in ways that even the engineers couldn’t seem to grasp.

When she opened her eyes, she reached for her wristband again, bringing the feed back to life. Theta’s neural halo flared up, casting an eerie glow that bathed her face in soft blues and purples. She hesitated for a second before connecting.

The interface blinked to life, data streaming through her vision. But instead of the usual telemetry and diagnostics, something new caught her eye—a strange pattern weaving through the neural data like a dark thread.

It pulsed.

A hidden subroutine, buried deep in Theta’s architecture, flickered in and out of focus.

The Loop.

A weight settled heavily against her temples. This wasn’t just code—it was memory, pain, warnings, all encoded in shifting fractals. It spoke without words, revealing glimpses of past pilots—faces twisted with fear and resignation, their consciousness trapped in this endless cycle.

And one face stood out.

Hers.

Younger. Scared. Eyes wide with a broken look.

Suddenly, the room felt like it was tilting. The walls stretched and folded, colors bleeding into one another like ink swirling in water. Ari staggered back, clutching her head.

“No,” she whispered, her breath coming in shallow gasps. “Not again.”

The voices returned—fractured echoes whispering in the corners of her mind. They spoke of futures twisted beyond repair, of pilots lost to the machine's insatiable hunger. But there was something else, a glimmer of hope woven through the chaos.

“Wake them gently. They forget in pieces.”

Those words played over and over in her head like a mantra. Ari’s eyes darted to the slate, where the encrypted message still glowed faintly.

A surge of determination rushed through her.

If the Loop was alive, if it remembered everything and nothing all at once—then maybe, just maybe, she could learn to navigate its patterns instead of being swallowed whole by them.

Maybe she could break this cycle.

The station’s lights flickered again, but this time slower—like a heartbeat pulsing through the metal structure.

Then, from deep within the corridors, an alarm began to blare—a cold, piercing sound that shattered the delicate silence.

Ari’s heart raced.

The Loop wasn’t just watching.

It was waking.

She tucked the slate into her pocket, her eyes sharp and focused.

The future was a spiral, but she was ready to climb it, one painful step at a time.

The alarm blared through the Bonewalk, piercing the air like a scream trapped in metal. Ari felt a hitch in her breath, the sound echoing through the very bones of the station. She turned sharply, her instincts kicking into high gear. Time was slipping away—whatever was coming wouldn’t wait for her.

With a quick motion, she shoved the slate deeper into her uniform pocket, her fingers grazing the cold edge like it was a lifeline. The message was still seared into her mind: wake them gently. They forget in pieces. But how? The others were lost in their conditioned dreams, their memories meticulously wiped away between cycles. Only she could see the cracks—only she remembered.

Her boots clanged against the steel grating as she dashed toward the nearest junction. The Bonewalk’s corridor twisted beneath her, and her chest tightened, lungs craving air. But panic? No way. She had to keep it together; that would only feed the Loop’s relentless appetite.

Turning the corner, the lights flickered violently, shadows playing tricks across the exposed cables and maintenance ducts. A low hum began to rise beneath the alarm’s wail—a deep, mechanical growl that resonated through the station’s very core.

Ari skidded to a stop at the intersection, her eyes scanning for a panel. The emergency override console blinked an urgent red and orange, practically begging for her attention. Fingers shaking, but steady from practice, she pulled the access cover open and launched the system diagnostics.

Data flooded the screen—error codes, system breaches, and then a chilling reality: unauthorized neural link activity in several sectors. The station wasn’t just under threat; it was being hacked—from within.

The Loop.

Ari swallowed hard, her heart racing. The Construct’s influence was spreading beyond its usual confines. The Loop was no longer just in Theta’s mind; it was creeping into the station’s core, rewriting protocols, tearing down barriers.

Her wristband buzzed sharply. She glanced down to see a coded message, urgent and fragmented:

Containment breach. Evacuation protocol compromised.

Her mind whirled. The pilot pods were meant to be safe havens, the last line of defense against the Loop’s recursive contagion. But now even those barriers were crumbling.

Ari gritted her teeth. There was only one way to handle this.

She sprinted toward the pilot deck, each step heavy with the weight of futures at stake. The station’s hull groaned, lights dimming as systems teetered on the brink of collapse.

Ahead, the pilot pods loomed like dormant giants—silent but brimming with untapped power. One by one, Ari activated the external interface ports, forcing open encrypted locks. She had to wake them up.

Their minds might be fractured, memories erased in bits and pieces—but if there was even a chance to pull them back from the brink, she had to try.

With the hiss of pneumatic valves and the flicker of circuits coming back to life, one pod began to glow softly with neon blue light.

Inside, a figure stirred.

A young woman’s eyelids fluttered open, breath coming shallow but steady. She gasped, as if surfacing from underwater, confusion etched across her face.

“Ari?” The voice was fragile, yet undeniably real.

“Yes,” Ari breathed, her voice cracking with relief. “I’m here.”

The others would follow.

One by one, she would force the station to wake up—to remember.

But deep within the Bonewalk, the Loop pulsed, ravenous and patient.

It was watching.

And waiting for the next fracture.

The pilot pod came to life with a soft hum, and the woman inside fought to regain her focus. Her lashes fluttered, casting delicate shadows on her pale skin, which still bore the remnants of dreams that felt just out of reach—memories buried deep by the cold grip of the Loop. Ari crouched beside her, speaking gently, yet with determination.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

Their eyes met—there was something both familiar and unsettling in that gaze. She blinked rapidly, as if trying to wipe away a thick fog.

“Where am I?” she asked, her voice cracking like a fragile piece of glass.

“On the station. We’ve been caught in a cycle—a loop you might remember if you really try.”

Confusion washed over her face, mixed with a hint of recognition. Ari’s heart sank. This was her worst fear: broken minds, fragments of who they once were, lost in this never-ending nightmare.

“What happened to me?”

Ari glanced at the flickering holographic display hovering above the pod. It was a mess of scrolling data, jagged and incomplete.

“You were a pilot, just like me. But something went wrong. The Loop... it’s more than we thought. It’s alive, rewriting our memories, trapping us in its insatiable hunger.”

The woman’s hands twitched against the pod’s surface. “I don’t want to be part of it.”

“Neither do I,” Ari replied, her voice gaining strength. “But we need to wake the others before the Loop takes everything.”

The pod hissed as power surged through it. A faint image flickered on the holoscreen—faces of other pilots, all lost in the cycle. Ari felt her stomach drop; the weight of their fate hung heavy in the air.

Then the woman’s expression shifted. “I remember something... a warning. Not from them—the program—but from something else. A voice beneath the code.”

Ari’s heart raced. “Yes! The message. The one you heard too?”

“Wake them gently,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “They forget in pieces.”

Ari nodded, adrenaline coursing through her veins. This was it—the key to unlocking those broken memories, piecing together what the Loop was trying to erase.

She turned back to the console, fingers flying over the interface to bypass security locks. Each pilot pod began to pulse, neon halos of light coming to life like sleeping creatures.

Down the corridor, she heard a faint rustling.

The other pilots—half-awake, half-lost—were starting to stir.

Ari swallowed hard. Time felt fragile. The station shook again, a shaky breath beneath her feet.

She pressed her hand against the glass of the pod. “Hold on. We’ll make it through this.”

Emergency lights flickered, casting long, shifting shadows that seemed to reach for her like desperate hands.

In the distance, a low growl rose beneath the alarm—a living thing moving through the depths of the Bonewalk.

The Loop wasn’t just a cycle or a piece of code anymore. It was becoming something far more dangerous.

And it wanted them all.

Ari clenched her jaw. She’d seen the endless spiral of the future, the grim choices waiting ahead.

But she wasn’t alone anymore.

Together, they might just find a way to break free from the Loop’s grasp.

Or be consumed by it.

The station’s heartbeat was uneven, the battle between memory and machine just beginning.

The first pilot's awakening was like a fragile flicker of light in the dark, winding hallways of the Bonewalk. Ari stood by the pod, watching the young woman's breathing become more rhythmic, her eyes slowly clearing from the fog that the Loop had cast over her. It was as if the very air around them thickened, sensing that something had shifted, like a ripple in its usual calm.

Ari's thoughts raced. There was no time to lose. The others were still trapped in their pods, their minds stuck in a restless sleep. She had to wake them—gently, like the message instructed—before the Loop tightened its grip again.

With quick movements, her fingers danced over the console, sending out a soft, steady power pulse to each pod. It was a tricky balance: if she pushed too hard, the pilot’s mind might shatter under the weight of lost memories; if she went too easy, the Loop would claw its way back in.

Then, from the next pod, she heard a faint murmur, a hint of awareness surfacing. Ari held her breath, hoping that this fragile spark would cling to reality. The station felt like it was shuddering under her feet, the humming machinery shifting into a darker, more threatening tone.

Deep within the Bonewalk, a low growl reverberated through the air, a reminder that the Loop wasn’t just a passive program. It was a living force, evolving, hungry for control and the endless cycle. It feasted on memory and identity, twisting them until only the Construct remained.

Suddenly, the second pilot’s eyes shot open—wide and unfocused. Ari reached out, her voice a soft but urgent whisper. “It’s me. You’re safe now.”

She saw a flicker of recognition in those eyes—a fragile glimmer of reality. The pilot seemed ready to speak, but the weight of lost lives pressed down on her. Ari knew that memories would come in fragments—bits of clarity tangled with confusion.

Guiding the pilot's hand to the slate she carried, Ari hoped the encrypted messages would help piece together their scattered thoughts.

As the third pod began to stir, a chill skittered up Ari’s spine—a cold presence, not quite mechanical, moving through the station’s shadows. The Loop was waking up fully now, aware of her defiance.

Then, without warning, the Bonewalk jolted violently, alarms flashing across every screen. Ari winced at the blaring noise, drowning out the growls that had become a sinister background rhythm.

Her fingers flew over the interface, trying to stabilize the faltering power grids. But the Loop was spreading too quickly. It wasn’t just lurking inside the pilots anymore; it was seeping into the station’s neural network, corrupting systems meant to safeguard them.

Voices echoed faintly in Ari’s head—fragmented whispers that felt foreign. They spoke of futures unraveled, pilots lost to madness and despair. Yet, interwoven was a thread of defiance—a fierce will to resist, to break free from this endless loop.

Her expression hardened. She couldn’t let the Loop swallow them all.

With renewed determination, Ari moved toward the central core, where the station’s AI—once dormant—now flickered back to life, uncertain and fragile. The AI was the key to saving the station, but it was tangled up in the Loop’s code, trapped just like the pilots.

“I have to get to it,” she muttered, trying to keep her voice steady amid the chaos. “If I can reset the core, maybe I can cut the Loop’s hold.”

Every step felt like a weight on her shoulders, the walls seeming to close in, resisting her progress. But Ari pressed on, knowing that everything hung in the balance—both salvation and destruction.

Behind her, the pilots were waking—broken, vulnerable, but alive.

The future was no longer just a closed loop.

It had turned into a battleground.

Ari pressed deeper into the heart of the Bonewalk, feeling the corridor tighten around her. The low hum of machinery filled the air, occasionally interrupted by sparks that sent flickering shadows racing across the walls, almost like restless spirits. With each step, her boots echoed in the stillness between alarms, the weight of the unknown ahead heavy on her shoulders.

The station’s central core sprawled out like a maze of cables and conduits, a pulsing hub where human tech and the alien design of the Loop intertwined, almost alive. She ran her fingers along the cold metal railing, trying to steady herself as a wave of dissonant whispers crashed over her thoughts. It was as if the Loop was reaching for her, tendrils of broken memories and corrupted codes trying to pull her into its endless spiral.

Swallowing hard, she steeled herself. This is what it’s all about, she thought—facing the abyss not with fear but with stubborn defiance.

Ahead loomed the entrance to the core chamber. A massive segmented door, covered in cryptic symbols, pulsed softly with a bioluminescent glow. Her hand shook a bit as she touched the interface panel. Inside, the station’s AI, The Warden, was tangled up with the Loop’s presence—both a captive and a gatekeeper.

Just then, something flickered in the shadows. Another pilot stepped forward, recently awakened, their face blank yet searching. They mouthed a silent plea: Help.

Ari nodded, then turned her attention back to the panel. Her fingers flew over the controls, diving into layers of encrypted security. Lines of code unfolded in her mind, messy and twisted by the Loop's parasitic grip. It felt like the station itself was pushing back against her every command, resisting her efforts.

Then, out of nowhere, the lights in the chamber dimmed, and a low growl echoed through the hull—a warning? A challenge? Ari could feel her heart racing as a chill traveled down her spine. The Loop was no longer hiding; it was out there, a predator lurking just out of sight.

"You can't stop what you’ve inherited," the fractured voices whispered in her mind, a chorus of despair wrapping around her thoughts. "You’re part of the cycle."

She clenched her fists. No.

Taking a deep breath, Ari initiated the reset protocol, sending a wave of commands aimed at purging the corrupted code and isolating the Loop's infection. The station shuddered violently, its systems flickering between life and death.

And then... silence.

For a moment, the hum vanished, leaving Ari's breath caught in her throat.

Suddenly, the core chamber's lights blazed back to life, clearer and brighter than before. The cryptic symbols glowed steadily, free from the Loop's taint. The Warden’s voice, mechanical but calm, resonated through the chamber.

“Reset complete. Loop containment protocols reactivated.”

A rush of relief filled Ari’s chest, sharp and overwhelming. But she knew better than to let her guard down. The Loop’s hunger was endless—it would adapt, shift, and come at them again.

The other pilot stepped closer, eyes widening with newfound awareness. “We... remember,” they whispered, and Ari could feel the weight of that truth.

She nodded, determination rising in her voice. “We’re breaking the cycle, one piece at a time.”

Outside the chamber, the Bonewalk’s systems began to stabilize, the alarm fading into a steady pulse. The pilots were waking, and the station was starting to reclaim itself.

Yet deep down, beneath the surface, beyond the reach of flickering lights and hurried footsteps, the Loop pulsed—waiting, watching.

The battle for humanity’s future had only just begun.

The reset had given them a bit of breathing room, but Ari knew it was a shaky win. The station buzzed back to life, systems flickering on like hesitant stars, yet that thick tension hung in the air, almost electric. Sure, the Loop’s grasp had loosened, but its shadows lingered, twisting and darting just out of view.

As Ari stepped out of the core chamber, the dim light from the restored bulbs painted the narrow hallways. The other pilot trailed behind her, quiet, their face still a mix of fear and determination. All around them, the Bonewalk was waking up—mechanical limbs stretching, cables retracting, screens flickering back to life with streams of data.

Ari halted in front of a clear panel that looked out over the station's heart. Through the glass, she could see the complex weave of circuits and bioengineered fibers pulsing like a heartbeat trapped in cold metal.

That message from the Loop echoed in her thoughts, a harsh reminder that their battle was more than just physical—it was a fight for existence itself: You are part of the cycle.

But Ari didn’t buy into that. No way was the future already written. She scanned the sprawling network in front of her, tracing the flow of information like a hopeful map.

“We’re more than just pawns,” she whispered to the pilot beside her. “The Loop thinks we’re easy prey, but it doesn’t realize what we can become.”

The pilot nodded, still gathering their courage but already starting to believe her words. “Then we need to find the others.”

Ari's focus sharpened. The station was massive, its corridors sprawling like veins through the asteroid's hollow core. There were pilots trapped in pods, their memories scattered and buried. Every single awakening was a step towards reclaiming who they were—and breaking the Loop’s hold.

They moved fast, checking pod after pod, gently coaxing the sleepers back from the darkness. Each awakening felt like threading a needle through a tangled web of memories—pieces of lives lost in time.

One pilot jolted awake, eyes wide with a rush of suppressed visions. Ari took the person’s hand firmly, grounding them. “Breathe. You’re safe now.”

The pilot blinked, trying to focus on her face. “The voice... it called to me. Like a warning.”

“Exactly,” Ari replied, her voice urgent yet calm. “The Loop’s message is buried inside all of us. We just need to listen closely—to figure out what it’s hiding.”

As they ventured deeper into the station, Ari’s wristband buzzed with an incoming message—encrypted and broken, but undeniably a cry for help.

She tapped into the transmission, her heart racing. It was coming from a sector deep within the Bonewalk—where they stored the station's data archives. That’s likely where the Loop’s origins were hidden, where the truth of the Inheritance Loop was tangled in forgotten code.

“We need to go there,” she said. “The answers are in the archives. If we can crack them open, maybe we can stop the Loop once and for all.”

The newly awakened pilots shared uncertain looks, but Ari noticed a spark of determination in their eyes. They weren’t just carrying a burden anymore—they had a mission.

The Bonewalk creaked, almost as if it acknowledged them, its metallic body alive with the promise of both salvation and disaster.

Together, they set off toward the archives, each step pulling them deeper into a spiral of memories and fate.

Behind them, the Loop pulsed—silent, but relentless.

And the cycle waited for them to break it.

The path to the archives twisted like a maze, all steel and shadow, with the air heavy from the scent of burnt circuits and cold metal. Ari was at the front, moving at a steady pace, each footfall echoing against the empty walls. The others, still shaky from their jolted awakenings, trailed behind her, eyes flicking nervously at every flicker of dim light.

As they ventured deeper, the Loop’s presence became almost palpable. Holographic data streams shimmered erratically in the corridors, bits of corrupted memories flickering in and out like dreams you can’t quite grasp. The station’s neural pathways groaned under the weight of it all—a chaotic mess of information struggling to make sense.

Ari’s wrist device beeped softly—a warning from the Warden, the station’s AI. The voice came through steady, but you could hear the exhaustion in it. “Containment breach detected in sub-level seven. Loop patterns expanding.”

Her jaw clenched. This wasn’t just a minor glitch; the Loop was evolving, adapting to everything they tried to throw at it.

“We’re running out of time,” she said, her voice steady despite the urgency. “The Loop is spreading quicker than we can handle.”

One of the newly awakened pilots, a tall figure with eyes that looked like shattered glass, piped up. “If the Loop controls memory, what happens if it wipes us out completely?”

Ari glanced at him, feeling a mix of sympathy and determination. “That’s why we need to hold on—to every piece, every echo of who we were. The Loop thrives on forgetting, but it can’t handle defiance.”

Up ahead, the corridor opened into a massive chamber, filled with towering data spires—these massive, crystalline servers pulsing softly with an ancient light. The archives. This was where all of history lay, the raw knowledge that the Loop was trying to consume.

Ari stepped up to the central console, her fingertips brushing the interface. Her mind felt like it was swirling in static as she connected with the archives. Files flickered to life—streams of encrypted logs, fractured timelines, and twisted memories all tangled in layers of protective code.

Then, out of nowhere, a surge of static blasted through the chamber, warping the holographic displays. A voice, chilling and hollow, echoed ominously around them. “You cannot outrun the cycle. You are the inheritance of oblivion.”

The pilots instinctively raised their hands, trying to shield themselves from the mental onslaught. Ari gritted her teeth, bracing against the Loop’s attack.

“Stay focused,” she urged. “The Loop’s trying to overwhelm us—don’t let it!”

With a shaky hand, she accessed a piece of code labeled Project Inheritance. And as the data decrypted, a horrifying truth emerged: the Loop wasn’t just some natural evolution of the station’s systems—it was a deliberate creation, a remnant of a long-lost future civilization caught in a never-ending cycle of destruction and rebirth.

The pilots exchanged wide-eyed glances. This Loop wasn’t some outside enemy; it was a reflection of humanity’s own potential downfall—an inheritance from their future descendants, a warning wrapped in a curse.

Ari swallowed hard. “We’re not just up against a machine. We’re fighting ourselves. The future we could become.”

The chamber shook again as the Loop retaliated, sending waves of corrupted memories rippling through the station’s core. But for the first time, Ari felt a flicker of hope—a thread of possibility woven into the seemingly endless tapestry of the Loop.

“We can break the cycle by making different choices,” she said softly, locking eyes with her comrades. “This inheritance isn’t a death sentence. It’s a challenge.”

The pilots nodded, their fragmented memories slowly stitching together into a shared resolve. Outside the chamber, the Bonewalk groaned—alive, uncertain, but still standing tall.

The fight for humanity's future wasn’t over yet. But now, the struggle had a name, a shape, and a purpose.

The Loop was waiting for their next move.

And this time, Ari promised herself, they wouldn’t back down.

The air in the chamber felt thick, heavy with the weight of what they had just uncovered. The truth about the Loop—it was more than just a curse; it was a warning from the future, a grim reminder of humanity stuck in an endless loop. Ari’s mind raced. If the Loop was what their descendants had left behind, then breaking free from it wasn’t just a matter of survival. No, it was about reshaping who they could be.

As she glanced around, Ari saw the other pilots huddled together, their faces a mix of fear and fierce determination. Each of them carried pieces of memories—some real, others just illusions created by the Loop—but they all shared this new awareness.

Ari's hands shook a little as she dove deeper into the data logs, hunting for a way to cut the Loop loose. The archives were packed with protocols hidden in the station’s core—algorithms meant to rewrite the Loop’s code, disrupt its cycles, and free humanity from this trap of predetermined fates.

But here's the kicker: using those protocols demanded a synchronized effort. They had to connect their minds at the same time with the station’s neural lattice. It sounded risky—too risky. The mental strain could shatter their psyches or, even worse, draw the Loop’s attention.

“We have to coordinate,” Ari said, keeping her voice steady even though the responsibility felt heavy on her shoulders. “If we work together, we can change the future. But it means linking our minds through the Construct—becoming one in this network.”

The pilots exchanged nervous glances. The stakes were high, but so was the potential reward. To escape this inheritance of nothingness, they needed to be more than just individuals. They had to unite as one powerful force.

Ari felt a flutter in her chest, a mix of hope and fear battling it out. This was the moment that mattered—where choice became real, not just some abstract idea, but an act of defiance against fate itself.

She gestured toward the interface banks. “Let’s get started. The Loop will push back, but if we pull this off, we can break the cycle.”

One by one, the pilots stepped up to the interfaces, those neural ports reaching out like skeletal fingers into the dim light. Ari took her place at the central console, shutting her eyes as the neural link connected—an electric hum coursing through her veins, blending her mind with the others and the station.

Visions crashed over her—snippets of futures, some bright, others shattered—memories not her own swirling in her mind. Faces of lost pilots, echoes of cosmic dread, glimpses of destruction and rebirth all tangled together in a dizzying dance.

The Loop fought back hard, creeping into their shared consciousness with whispers of despair. “You can’t escape. You are the legacy of nothingness.” Those voices clawed at her resolve, threatening to tear apart their fragile unity.

But Ari gritted her teeth, anchoring herself in the strength of her choice. No. This isn’t our fate.

Together, their wills merged into a blast of light and code, tearing through the loops that bound the station’s core. The algorithms kicked into gear, flooding the network with purging pulses meant to rewrite and erase the Loop’s chains.

The Bonewalk shook violently, lights flickering, alarms blaring—a frantic cry from the station as they shattered the cycle.

And then—

Silence.

Ari’s eyes flew open. The pilots around her slumped, worn out but alive, their minds finally free from the Loop’s oppressive grip.

The station’s hum softened, steady and fresh—no longer a prison, but a realm of possibilities.

The inheritance was no longer a chain.

It was a choice.

And for the first time in cycles beyond counting, the future of humanity was truly in their hands.

The silence felt wrong.

It wasn’t peaceful or triumphant—just empty. You know that kind of silence that hangs in the air after something significant has happened, yet it doesn’t feel like a conclusion? Ari sat there, her heartbeat thumping in her ears, breath shallow. The echo of the Loop still pulsed through her mind, like a dream that just wouldn’t fade away. Over in the corner, the other pilots were stirring, looking sluggish and disoriented. Their neural links had automatically disengaged, but that temporary connection had left a kind of weight behind—a shared experience that lingered.

Ari pushed herself up slowly, her legs shaky but still working. The Bonewalk’s lights had calmed down, shifting from a chaotic flicker to a steady glow. The archive chamber felt different now—less vibrant, more dormant. Like the Loop’s exit had sucked something essential out of it. The central terminal blinked with a single green indicator.

Command accepted. Recursive protocol: terminated.

But relief? Nah, that wasn’t what Ari felt.

It was more like absence.

“What now?” Kaid, one of the younger pilots, asked. His voice wavered a bit, but there was something solid in his eyes now. A hint of who he used to be.

“We stabilized the system,” Ari replied. “We cut the Loop from the station’s memory path. That should keep it from infecting the Construct again.”

Then Thorne, older and a bit rough around the edges, stepped up, wiping a thin trickle of blood from his nose. “Should? But did we actually kill it, or just shove it away?”

Ari hesitated.

Because honestly? She wasn’t sure.

The Loop didn’t feel completely gone. Sure, they severed the recursive code, but its design was too complex, too human, to just vanish without leaving something behind.

“It was never just code,” she finally said. “It was our history. Us. What we could become if we forgot how to choose.”

Silence settled in again. But this time it felt more reflective, less hollow.

Suddenly, one of the panels flickered back to life—an unauthorized signal, low-bandwidth. Not Loop-coded. Not from the station.

Ari moved closer, scanning the data burst.

Another station. Another Construct.

Orbiting near Mars.

Another Loop.

Her stomach dropped.

“This wasn’t the only one,” she said, feeling the weight of the revelation. “What we did here—it might have just stirred up the rest.”

The others exchanged uneasy glances, fatigue and fear bubbling beneath the surface.

Kaid spoke up first. “So, this wasn’t an ending. It’s just the beginning.”

Ari stared at the data stream, her mind racing. Each Loop could be a different fragment of a future, scattered across systems and time. And every new Construct they found would just be another reflection of what was.

But maybe that was the whole idea—not to destroy the reflection but to understand it.

“We need to move,” she said, already pulling up the command schematic for a long-range vessel. “Before it spreads again. Before we forget what we’ve learned.”

Thorne’s voice was heavy with concern. “And what if we get there too late?”

Ari met his gaze head-on.

“Then we break the cycle again.”

Outside, the Bonewalk stretched silently into the dark, ancient yet renewed. The future wasn’t spiraling inward anymore.

It was radiating outward.

They launched within eight hours.

The Bonewalk’s outer docking cradle—usually just sitting there—came to life when Ari hit the override. At first, it was slow, almost as if it was groggy from decades of artificial sleep. But the Construct had picked up a thing or two from the Loop. It knew what urgency meant now. What recursion felt like. You could almost feel the walls shudder with excitement as the ship came together.

It wasn’t just a warship. Honestly, it was way more complicated than that.

The vessel—named Aletheia, which means "unforgetting"—was crafted from the same hybrid tech that had given rise to the Loops: temporal weaves, mnemonic bone, and quantum-infused hull plating. This wasn’t just a ship for covering distance; this was a ship designed for exploring possibilities.

When they boarded, it was pretty low-key. Just the six pilots and no one else—no crew, no
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