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  Dedication


To the ones who stay,even when the world falls apart. 
To the anchors who hold fast against the drift, proving that love is the only constant in a universe of variables. And to anyone currently searching for a way to break the cycle—may you always find a hand to hold in the dark, and a reason to wake up in the morning.
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  Prologue: The Death of Loop 46


POV: Kael 
Scene 1
The world ends in fire this time.
In Loop 14, it ended in ice—a cryo-tank malfunction that froze the entire district. In Loop 32, it ended in silence—a vacuum weapon that sucked the oxygen out of the atmosphere.
But Loop 46 is a classic. It’s ending with the city of Neo-Boston burning down around us.
"Kael, I can't," Lira gasps.
We’ve done this forty-six times. Only I remember. Only she feels the echoes.
She stumbles, her knees hitting the metal grating of the Sky-Bridge. We are sixty stories up, suspended between the twin spires of the ChronoSynthesis headquarters. Below us, the city is a canyon of smoke and sirens. Above us, the defense drones are circling like vultures, their red targeting lasers cutting through the smog.
I skid to a halt and grab her harness, hauling her up.
"You can," I say. My voice is a wreck, shredded by smoke inhalation and three days of shouting. "We’re almost to the transit hub. If we catch the mag-lev, we make it to the perimeter."
"My leg," she whispers.
I look down. Her flight suit is soaked in blood below the knee. A jagged piece of shrapnel from the explosion in the lobby is embedded in her calf. She’s been running on it for ten minutes.
"I know," I say. I don't tell her that she’s bleeding out. I don't tell her that her skin is already going grey. "We’ll fix it at the safe house."
I wrap my arm around her waist, taking her weight.
"Three hundred yards," I promise. "Then we rest."
We limp forward. The wind up here is fierce, whipping her dark hair across her face. She looks at me, her hazel eyes glassy with shock.
"Why does this feel familiar?" she asks.
The question hits me harder than a bullet. She’s starting to remember. The "Echo Sensitivity" is spiking earlier in every loop. In Loop 10, she didn't suspect anything until the end. In Loop 46, she’s having déjà vu while bleeding to death.
" adrenaline," I lie. "It plays tricks on the mind."
"No," she says, gripping my jacket. "I remember this bridge. We died here."
"We’re not dying," I snarl at the universe. "Not today."
WHOOSH.
A tactical drone drops out of the clouds. It hovers twenty feet in front of us, engines screaming. Its gatling cannon spins up.
I shove Lira behind a structural pillar just as the air erupts.
BRRRRRT.
High-velocity rounds chew up the walkway where we were standing a second ago. Sparks shower down on us.
I pull the stun-pistol from my holster. It’s running on fumes—maybe two shots left.
"Stay down," I order.
I roll out from cover. I don't aim; I don't have time. I trust the muscle memory of forty-five previous lives.
I fire.
The blue bolt hits the drone’s intake turbine. The engine seizes. The drone spins out of control, crashing into the side of the bridge and exploding in a ball of orange flame.
"Move!" I grab Lira again.
We run through the smoke of the wreckage.
Scene 2
We reach the end of the bridge. The transit station is ahead—a glass bubble clinging to the side of the West Tower.
It’s empty. The evacuation alarms are blaring, but the trains are shut down.
"Override," I say, rushing to the control panel. "I can hotwire the emergency tram."
I rip the panel cover off. I start crossing wires.
Lira leans against the glass wall, sliding down to the floor. She leaves a smear of bright red blood on the pane.
"Kael," she says softly.
"Almost got it," I mutter, my hands shaking. "Green wire to the ground. Bypass the biometric lock..."
"Kael, look."
I turn.
She is pointing back the way we came.
At the far end of the bridge, emerging from the smoke, is a figure.
He is walking slowly, unhurried. He is wearing a pristine midnight-blue suit. He steps over the burning wreckage of the drone without breaking stride.
Jonas.
"He found us," I whisper. "How does he always find us?"
"He’s tracking me," Lira says. She pulls up her sleeve. Under the skin of her wrist, a small blue light is pulsing. "They tagged me. In the lab."
I curse. I didn't check for a sub-dermal tracker. I got sloppy. Fatigue is a poison, and I’ve been drinking it for years.
Jonas stops ten yards away. He smiles. He looks fresh, rested, like he just came from a spa day, not a firefight.
"End of the line, kids," he calls out.
He raises his right hand. He is wearing the prototype Gravity Gauntlet—the bulky Mark I version.
"Jonas, let us go," I say, stepping between him and Lira. "You win. The data is destroyed. We have nothing."
"You have the Asset," Jonas says. "And Cassian wants his toy back."
He clenches his fist.
The gravity field hits me.
It feels like the air suddenly turned into lead. I am forced to my knees. My bones creak. The breath is squeezed out of my lungs.
"Kael!" Lira cries out. She tries to crawl to me.
"Stay... back," I wheeze.
Jonas walks forward. The pressure increases. I’m pressed flat against the deck plates. I can feel my ribs bending.
"You’re tired, Kael," Jonas says, crouching down beside me. "I can see it in your eyes. You’re so tired of running."
"Go to hell," I spit.
"We’re already there," he says.
He stands up and steps over me. He walks toward Lira.
"No," I groan. I try to push up, but the gravity is crushing me. It’s like trying to bench press a car.
Lira backs up until she hits the glass wall. She looks at Jonas, then at the drop behind her—a two-thousand-foot fall to the burning streets.
"Don't touch me," she warns.
"Come quietly, Dr. Vance," Jonas says, reaching out. "The extraction team is inbound. We’ll have you patched up and back in the tank in an hour."
"The tank," Lira whispers. Her eyes go wide.
Flash.Loop 8. The tank. The screaming.
She remembers.
"I’m not going back," she says. Her voice is shaking, but her jaw is set. "I won't let you put me back in the dark."
She looks at me.
"Kael," she says.
"Lira, don't," I beg, fighting the gravity. "Don't do it."
"I love you," she says.
She grabs a piece of metal debris from the floor—a jagged shard of the drone.
She doesn't attack Jonas.
She turns and smashes the glass wall behind her.
CRASH.
The safety glass shatters outward. The wind roars into the station.
Jonas lunges. "Stop her!"
Lira looks at me one last time. She smiles. It is a sad, broken smile.
Then she leans back.
Into the void.
"NO!" I scream.
The scream tears something in my throat. The sheer force of my denial breaks the hold of the gravity field. Or maybe Jonas was just too shocked to maintain it.
I scramble forward. I dive for the edge.
I reach out.
My fingers brush hers.
I feel the warmth of her skin. I feel the calluses on her fingertips.
But I don't catch her.
She slips through my hand.
I watch her fall.
She falls silently, a small grey figure tumbling down into the smoke and the fire of the city below.
She disappears into the smog.
I lie there, half-hanging out of the broken window, staring down at the death of everything I care about.
Scene 3
Silence.
The wind howls. The alarms blare. But my world is silent.
I pull myself back into the station.
I sit on the floor, staring at my empty hand.
"Well," Jonas says behind me. He sounds genuinely annoyed. "That’s going to be a lot of paperwork."
He taps his comms earpiece. "Base, this is Calder. The Asset has been... liquidated. Prepare the retrieval team for body recovery."
He looks at me.
"You failed, Kael. Again."
He raises the gauntlet.
"Do you want me to finish it? Or are you going to jump too?"
I look at him. I feel a cold, hollow emptiness spreading through my chest. It’s not grief. Grief is for when it’s over.
It’s not over.
"Neither," I whisper.
I reach into my pocket. I pull out a small, silver device. It looks like a detonator, but it’s not connected to explosives. It’s connected to my neural implant.
The Anchor.
Jonas frowns. "What is that?"
"The Reset," I say.
Jonas laughs. "You’re bluffing. There’s no such thing as a reset button."
"You’re right," I say. "It’s not a button. It’s a memory."
I close my eyes.
I don't think about the fire. I don't think about the fall.
I think about the date. October 10th. 06:00 AM.
I think about the crack in the ceiling.
I think about the smell of coffee.
I focus. I pull the energy from the ambient field—the same energy Lira uses, but I use it crudely, violently. I force the universe to acknowledge an error.
FATAL EXCEPTION.SYSTEM CRASH.RESTORING FROM BACKUP.
My nose starts to bleed. The pain is blinding. It feels like a hot spike being driven into my skull.
"Kael?" Jonas says. He sounds scared now. "Kael, your eyes... they’re glowing."
The world begins to dissolve.
The walls of the station turn into code. The floor turns into liquid. Jonas flickers, his face stretching into a scream of static.
"See you soon, Jonas," I whisper.
I press the button on the device.
Scene 4
The pain is absolute.
It is the pain of being ripped apart atom by atom.
I feel my body disintegrating. My bones turn to dust. My blood turns to light.
The timeline collapses.
Loop 46 folds in on itself. The fire is un-burned. The glass un-shatters. Lira un-falls.
We are pulled backward through the tunnel of time.
I see flashes of the loop we just lived.
The coffee shop.The kiss in the rain.The argument in the safe house.The betrayal.
It’s all gone. Deleted.
Only I remain. I am the carrier signal. I am the only thing that remembers.
The darkness swallows me.
I float in the void.
I am tired. God, I am so tired. I want to let go. I want to drift into the nothingness and sleep.
But I can't.
Because she’s waiting.
Seven days ago. She is alive. She is waking up. She is pouring coffee.
And I have to save her.
Loop 47 initiating.
I scream into the dark.
Scene 5 (Transition)
GASP.
I wake up.
My body slams into the mattress. The air rushes into my lungs.
I sit bolt upright, my hands clawing at the sheets.
"Lira!"
I shout her name into the empty room.
Silence.
Only the hum of the refrigerator. Only the smell of stale air and lavender detergent.
I freeze. I look around.
The crack in the ceiling. Shaped like a lightning bolt.
The digital clock.
06:00 AM.
I stare at the red numbers.
My hands are shaking violently. I look at them. No blood. No grime. No burn marks from the explosion.
I press my hands to my face. I can feel the tears hot on my palms.
"Forty-seven," I whisper. The number tastes like ash.
I swing my legs out of bed. The floor is cold.
I walk to the window. I pull up the shade.
Neo-Boston stretches out below me. Grey. Intact. Not burning.
I press my forehead against the cold glass.
"I’m sorry," I whisper to the memory of the woman who fell. "I’m so sorry."
But there is no time for grief.
In seven days, she dies again.
I turn away from the window. I walk to the bathroom. I look in the mirror.
The man staring back looks haunted. His eyes are old.
"Get up," I tell him. "Get dressed. Find her."
I pick up the razor.
Loop 47 has begun.






  
  Chapter 1: Echoes Before Dawn


POV: Lira 
It’s the warmth that wakes me.
Not the sunlight filtering through the smart-glass of my bedroom window, set to its gradual dawn opacity. Not the hum of the city waking up five stories below. It is the distinct, impossible sensation of a hand cupping my cheek.
Rough skin, a calloused thumb, a heat so specific and heavy it feels like a gravitational anchor.
I gasp, bolting upright in bed, my hand flying to my face to catch a wrist that isn’t there.
Empty air.
My heart hammers against my ribs, a frantic, staccato rhythm that echoes in my ears. I freeze, eyes darting to the corners of the room, waiting for the intruder to step out of the shadows of my wardrobe. But the silence in the apartment is absolute, unbroken. The air is cool, recycled, smelling faintly of the lavender detergent I use and the ozone tang of the city’s filtration systems.
There is no one here. Logic dictates that there is no one here.
I press my palm against my cheek. The skin is tingling. It’s not just a phantom sensation; it’s a biological imprint. My nerves are still firing, convinced they are touching another human being.
"Diagnostic," I whisper, my voice cracking with sleep.
The biometric band on my left wrist pulses a soft amber light. A holographic projection flickers into the air above my quilt—a stream of calm, clinical data floating in the semi-darkness.
Heart rate: 112 BPM (Spike detected).Cortisol levels: Elevated.Sleep cycle: Interrupted during REM.Neural activity: Abnormal theta wave surge.
"Just a dream," I mutter, exhaling a breath I didn’t know I was holding. I swipe the projection away, scattering the blue light into dust. "Just a synaptic misfire. A hypnagogic hallucination caused by stress."
I say the words like a spell. I am Dr. Lira Vance; I map the architecture of human memory for a living. I know that the brain is an unreliable narrator, a wet computer prone to glitches and loops. I know that loneliness can manifest as sensory data if the subconscious is desperate enough. The mind abhors a vacuum; it will invent a ghost to fill an empty room.
But as I swing my legs out of bed and let my bare feet hit the cold synthetic floor, the smell hits me.
Rainwater. Old leather. And something sharper, metallic, like the static charge of a thunderstorm seconds before the lightning strikes.
It doesn’t smell like my apartment. It smells like him. The man from the dream.
I close my eyes, gripping the edge of the mattress, trying to hold onto the image of his face. It’s already dissolving, slipping through my mental grasp like water through a sieve. Dark eyes, I think. A jaw set in a permanent line of tension. A look of such profound, crushing grief that seeing it made my chest ache even while I slept.
Who are you?
The question floats in the quiet room, unanswered.
I shake my head, forcing the scientist back into the driver’s seat. I need coffee. I need to calibrate the sensory deprivation tank at the lab before the first trial subject arrives at eight. I do not have time to be haunted by imaginary lovers.
I walk to the kitchenette, the motion sensor lights flickering on a half-second too late.
"Lights, full," I command.
They buzz, brightening with a stutter that makes me wince. The grid in this sector has been unreliable lately—brownouts, micro-surges. The infrastructure of Neo-Boston is aging faster than the repair drones can fix it. The city feels tired. Sometimes, I feel like the buildings themselves are sighing.
I reach for the ceramic mug I left on the counter last night.
I stop.
My hand hovers over the handle.
The mug is blue. A deep, chipped navy blue.
I stare at it, a frown creasing my forehead. I don’t own a blue mug. I bought a set of slate-grey stoneware from the market three blocks away. I remember buying them. I remember the weight of the box in my arms as I walked up the stairs. I remember dropping one last month and sweeping up the grey shards, cutting my finger on a jagged edge. I still have the faint white scar on my thumb.
I blink.
For a fraction of a second—a single frame skipped in a video—the mug is grey.
I gasp, stumbling back, gripping the edge of the counter. The room spins.
I blink again, hard. The mug is blue. It sits there, solid and undeniable, as if it has always been blue. As if grey was never an option.
"Okay," I whisper, bracing my hands against the cool countertop to steady the world. "Okay, Lira. Visual cortex latency. You’re dehydrated. Your blood sugar is low."
I squeeze my eyes shut and count to three. One. Two. Three.
When I open them, the mug is still blue.
I pick it up. It feels real. It feels heavy. But as my fingers brush the ceramic, a wave of vertigo washes over me, so intense the floor seems to tilt beneath my feet. It’s not just dizziness; it’s a sense of wrongness so deep it settles in the marrow of my bones. It’s the feeling you get when you walk down a staircase and miss a step, that stomach-dropping lurch of gravity failing you.
This isn't right.
The thought isn't mine. It feels ancient, a warning etched into the base of my skull. This isn't how it happened last time.
Last time?
I drop the mug.
It hits the floor. But the sound isn't a crash. It’s a distorted, hollow thud, like a recording played underwater. The pieces don't scatter right. They slide across the synthetic tile in slow motion, defying friction.
I stand there, shivering in the climate-controlled air, staring at the broken pieces of a reality I don’t remember buying. The smell of rainwater and leather fades from the room, leaving me alone with the impossible blue shards.
My wrist-com buzzes, startling me so badly I nearly jump.
06:00 AM.
I stare at the glowing numbers. I could have sworn it was 06:03 just a moment ago. I stared at the clock when I woke up. I watched the minutes tick by.
Time isn't just slipping. It’s stuttering.
The commute to the lab is a blur of grey concrete and neon ads that haven’t been updated in months.
I take the Sky-Rail, standing near the glass doors, watching the city streak by. Neo-Boston is a marvel of verticality, spires of glass and steel piercing the low-hanging smog, connected by webs of transit tubes and drone lanes. But down here, at street level, the city is grime and shadows.
I check my reflection in the dark glass of the train door. Pale skin, dark hair pulled back in a severe knot, eyes that look too wide, too alert. I look like a woman holding herself together with staples and glue.
"Next stop: Sector 4, University District," the automated voice announces. The voice sounds garbled, pitching up and down like a warped tape.
I look around the car. Four other passengers. A man in a suit reading a holographic news feed. A teenager with a VR visor strapped over their eyes, fingers twitching in a game I can’t see. An elderly woman staring at her hands.
They don’t seem to notice the hum.
It’s a low-frequency vibration, barely audible, but I feel it in my teeth. It started three days ago. Or was it three weeks? My timeline for the "symptoms" is getting fuzzy.
I press my thumb against my temple, trying to massage away the headache forming behind my right eye. I need to see Helena. I need to run a full scan on myself. If there’s a tumor pressing on my temporal lobe, causing these hallucinations, I need to know. The alternative—that I’m losing my mind the same way my father did—is not something I’m ready to entertain.
The train decelerates. As the doors hiss open, I step out onto the platform.
I check my wrist-com again. 06:50 AM.
I frown. The ride from my apartment to the University District takes twenty minutes. I left at 06:15.
Thirty-five minutes.
I lost fifteen minutes.
I spin around, looking at the train as it pulls away. Did I fall asleep standing up? Did I black out?
Panic flares in my chest, hot and sharp. I force myself to breathe. Inhale for four. Hold for four. Exhale for four. The box breathing technique. It’s grounding. It’s logical.
"System error," I mutter to myself, tapping the face of my wrist-com. "Device latency. It has to be."
But as I walk toward the exit, I catch a glimpse of a billboard on the opposite platform. It’s an advertisement for ChronoSynthesis, the massive tech conglomerate that funds half the city’s infrastructure.
MEMORY IS THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE SOUL. BUILD A BETTER YOU.
The face on the billboard is a smiling woman, perfect and serene. But as I walk past, the image flickers. For a split second, the woman’s face distorts, her eyes stretching vertically, her mouth opening in a silent, pixelated scream.
I blink, and she’s smiling again.
I hurry up the stairs to the street level, my heart rate climbing again. The city feels thin today. Like a projection on a screen that’s running out of power.
The Ward Institute for Cognitive Neuroscience is a sanctuary of white walls, soft lighting, and the hum of expensive machinery. It smells of antiseptic and coffee—a combination that usually centers me.
"Morning, Dr. Vance," the security AI chirps as I swipe my badge. "You are twelve minutes early."
"Good morning, unit," I say, keeping my head down.
I make it to my office without running into anyone, shut the door, and lean against it. My hands are shaking.
I need work. Work is the anchor. Work is data, and data doesn’t lie.
I sit at my desk and pull up the file for Subject 894. We’re testing a new protocol for trauma integration—using localized magnetic stimulation to help patients process PTSD without the emotional overload. It’s delicate work. One wrong variable, and you can destabilize a memory complex entirely.
"Display mapping," I command.
The holographic emitter on my desk whirs to life. A 3D model of a human brain rotates in the air, specific clusters of neurons glowing soft gold.
"Isolate the hippocampus. Show me the consolidation event from yesterday’s session."
The model zooms in. I watch the neural pathways light up, tracing the flow of information. It’s beautiful. It’s orderly.
Then I see it.
In the left quadrant, there’s a divergence.
I lean in, squinting. "Zoom in. Sector 4-Alpha."
The data stream splits. I’m looking at two distinct sets of neural activity for the exact same timestamp.
In one set—labeled Stream A—the subject successfully integrated the memory of a car accident. The neural pathways are smooth, resolved. The emotional center is calm.
In the second set—labeled Stream B—the subject is in full panic. The amygdala is lit up like a flare. The memory hasn't integrated; it has rejected the treatment.
"That's impossible," I whisper.
I check the timestamps. 14:00:02. Both streams exist at the exact same second.
It’s not a recording error. It’s a paradox. The machine recorded the subject being calm and the subject being in panic simultaneously.
"Computer," I say, my voice tight. "Run a diagnostic on the recording buffer. Check for data corruption."
Diagnostic complete. No corruption found. Data integrity is 100%.
I stare at the ghost data. Two realities, layered on top of each other. Just like my mug. Just like the time on the train.
"Lira?"
I jump, swiping the hologram away instinctively.
Dr. Helena Ward stands in the doorway. She’s a tall woman with silver hair cut in a sharp bob and eyes that miss nothing. She’s been my mentor since I was a grad student, the closest thing I have to family since my mother stopped speaking about my father.
"You’re jumpy," Helena observes, stepping into the room. She’s holding two coffees. She places one on my desk. "Rough night?"
"You could say that." I try to smile, but it feels brittle. "Just... strange dreams. Insomnia."
Helena studies me. She has a way of looking at you that makes you feel like she’s reading your micro-expressions. "You look pale. Your s are dilated."
"I’m fine, Helena. Really."
"I saw the log," she says softly. "You were running diagnostics on the integration software at 3 a.m. remotely. And now you’re staring at blank air like you’ve seen a ghost."
"I found a glitch," I say, deciding to give her a half-truth. "Subject 894. The data shows a bifurcation event. Two contradictory neural states recorded simultaneously."
Helena goes still. The casual warmth evaporates from her face. "Show me."
I bring the hologram back up. Helena circles the desk, leaning over the glowing brain. She watches the two streams of light diverge and then—crucially—fail to reconnect.
"It’s a sensor echo," she says quickly. Too quickly. "The sensors must have picked up interference from the power grid fluctuation."
"I checked the integrity, Helena. It’s 100%. This isn't interference. It’s... it looks like the brain remembers two different outcomes."
Helena straightens up. She taps a command into the desk, shutting the hologram down. "It’s a glitch, Lira. Delete the corrupted stream. Re-calibrate the sensors."
"But—"
"Delete it," she says, her voice sharp. Then she softens, sighing. "Lira, listen to me. You’ve been pushing yourself too hard. This work... it gets inside your head. If you start looking for patterns that aren't there, you’ll end up chasing ghosts."
Like your father. She doesn’t say it, but the words hang in the air between us.
"Take an early lunch," she says, patting my shoulder. Her hand feels heavy. "Get some fresh air. That’s an order."
She leaves the room, but she forgets her coffee. Helena never forgets her coffee.
I look at the black screen where the impossible data was. She knows something. She saw that bifurcation and she was scared.
I don’t take an early lunch, but by 1:00 PM, the walls of the lab feel like they’re closing in. The hum of the servers is too loud, sounding like a hive of angry insects.
I walk out into the grey afternoon. It’s drizzling—a cold, miserable mist that slicks the pavement.
I head to a small cafe on the corner of 4th and Elm, a place called The Grounding. I order a black tea and stand under the awning, watching the people rush by. Umbrellas pop open like black flowers. Drones buzz overhead, delivering packages, indifferent to the weather.
I take a sip of the tea. It tastes like nothing.
"Why does it taste like ash?" I murmur, looking at the cup.
Then I feel it.
It’s not a sound. It’s a pull. A magnetic hook sinking into the center of my chest and yanking.
I gasp, spilling hot tea over my hand. I don’t feel the burn. My entire awareness snaps to a point across the street.
There is a man standing there.
He’s wearing a dark coat, the collar turned up against the rain. He’s not moving. The crowd flows around him like a river around a stone. He is looking directly at me.
The world narrows. The noise of the traffic fades into a dull roar.
It’s him. The man from my dream.
Seen in the daylight, he’s even more striking. Sharp cheekbones, dark hair plastered to his forehead by the rain. He looks exhausted, his posture slumped with a weight that seems almost physical. But his eyes... even from this distance, across four lanes of traffic, I can feel the intensity of his gaze.
He isn't looking at me like a stranger. He’s looking at me like I’m the only living thing in a dead city.
My breath catches in my throat. The "Echo Resonance"—that’s what I’ll call it later, when I have the language for it—slams into me.
I know him.
I don’t just recognize his face. I know the texture of his coat. I know the cadence of his voice. I know the way his hands feel when they’re shaking.
Memories.
They flash behind my eyes, fast and violent.
A room with red emergency lights. Him screaming my name.A quiet morning, sunlight on a bedsheet. Him laughing, a sound that vibrates in my chest.Cold. So much cold. And his hand slipping out of mine.
I stagger back, dropping the tea cup. It shatters on the pavement.
"Miss?" someone asks. "Are you alright?"
I ignore them. I step out from the awning, into the rain.
Across the street, the man’s expression shifts. He looks terrified. He takes a step toward me, then stops. He shakes his head, as if arguing with himself.
I need to get to him. I don't know why. I just know that if I let him walk away, something vital will break.
I step off the curb.
A horn blares. Tires screech on wet asphalt.
I freeze. A delivery truck is barreling toward me, a massive wall of metal and light.
I don’t have time to move. I brace for the impact, for the end.
But the impact doesn't come.
The world... pauses.
The truck freezes. The raindrops suspended in the air stop falling, hanging like diamonds. The sound of the horn stretches out into a low, guttural groan that lasts forever.
For one heartbeat, two heartbeats, the universe stands still.
Then, with a violent snap, time rushes forward.
I am not on the street.
I am standing on the sidewalk, ten feet back from the curb, safe under the awning.
My tea cup is in my hand, unbroken. Steam rises from it.
I stare at the cup. I stare at the street. The delivery truck rumbles past, splashing water onto the empty spot where I was standing a second ago.
I look across the street.
The man is gone.
My hands are trembling so hard the tea sloshes over the rim. My heart is beating a frantic rhythm against my ribs.
What is happening to me?
A word rises from my throat. A name I have never spoken, a name that feels like a secret kept for a thousand years.
"Kael," I whisper.
The name tastes like blood and ash.
I look at the empty space where he stood. The rain falls harder, washing away footprints that were never there. But I know.
I didn’t imagine him. And I didn’t imagine the truck.
I died. Just now. I stepped in front of that truck and I died.
And then... I didn't.
I turn and run. I run back toward the lab, away from the impossible blue mug, away from the man with the eyes full of grief, away from the name that burns on my tongue.
But as I run, the city flickers. A building on the horizon blinks out of existence for a second, then reappears. The sky turns a shade of violet that doesn't exist in nature, then snaps back to grey.
The world is breaking. And somehow, I know I’m the one holding the hammer.






  
  Chapter 2: The Forty-Seventh Cycle


POV: Kael 
Scene 1
I wake up before I open my eyes.
I know exactly what I will see. I know the crack in the plaster above the bed will be shaped like a jagged lightning bolt, branching toward the corner where the moisture seal has failed. I know the digital clock on the nightstand will read 06:00 AM in a burning, hateful red. I know the air will smell of stale coffee, recycled ozone, and the metallic tang of the stun-charge pistol hidden under my pillow.
I know these things because I have woken up in this bed, at this exact second, forty-six times before.
I lie still, letting the nausea wash over me. It’s not just a physical sickness; it’s a displacement of the soul. The "Drop"—the physical sensation of consciousness slamming back into a younger version of the body—is getting worse. In the early loops, say Loop 5 or 6, it felt like waking up from a long nap, a little groggy but functional. Now, in Loop 47, it feels like being thrown off a building and hitting the pavement, only to realize your bones are still intact.
My joints ache with phantom impact. My lungs burn with the smoke of a fire that hasn’t happened yet—a fire that consumed the skylight of the ChronoSynthesis tower in Loop 46, just three hours ago in my personal timeline.
Breathe, I command myself. Anchor. You are here. You are now.
I force my eyes open.
The ceiling is there. The crack is there. But it’s different.
I freeze, my hand instinctively going to the weapon under the pillow.
In Loop 46, the crack was a clean, jagged line running north to south. Now, it’s spider-webbed, branching out like a darker vein in the building’s structure, pulsating slightly with the rhythm of the HVAC system. And there’s a sound—a low, resonant humming coming from the walls, like the building is vibrating at a frequency just on the edge of human hearing.
"Degradation," I whisper. My voice is hoarse, unused.
I sit up, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. The floor is cold synthetic laminate, but it feels spongy, as if the code governing its density is failing. I walk to the window and pull back the shade.
Neo-Boston stretches out below me, grey and sprawling. To the uninitiated eye, it looks normal. It looks like a triumph of the mid-21st century. Drones zip through the smog in coordinated swarms; the mag-lev trains snake between the spires of glass and carbon-fiber; the holographic advertisements bathe the streets in neon pink and toxic green.
But I see the rot. I see the pixels bleeding at the edges of reality.
The skyline in the distance is fuzzy, suffering from rendering errors. The color of the sky is a shade too flat, a matte grey that lacks the atmospheric depth of a real world. It’s like looking at a high-resolution photograph that has been photocopied forty-seven times. The contrast is too high; the details are washing out.
We are wearing out the tape. Every time I drag us back here, the universe loses a little more fidelity.
I rub a hand over my face, feeling the stubble. It’s the exact same length it was yesterday morning. Or forty-seven mornings ago.
Seven days. I have seven days before the Convergence Event. Seven days before the probability waves collapse. Seven days before Lira dies.
Again.
"Computer," I say, my voice rasping. "Log entry. Loop 47. Day 1."
The room’s AI chirps, a cheerful, synthesized sound that grates on my nerves like a dental drill. Recording started.
I stare at the window, watching a drone collision that shouldn't happen. Two delivery units clip wings in mid-air and spiral down. No explosion. They just dissolve into static before they hit the ground. The system cleaning up its own mess.
"Anchor point successful," I say, my voice flat, reciting the eulogy of the previous timeline. "Subject: Kael Riven. Cognitive status: Stable, but fraying. Timeline stability: Critical. Visual artifacts are present immediately upon wake-up. The degradation is accelerating. We might not get a Loop 48."
I pause. I think of her. I think of Lira’s face the last time I saw her, in Loop 46. She was screaming at me, the firelight reflecting in her eyes, her hand reaching out across the gap in the catwalk. I tried to jump. I missed.
"Objective remains unchanged," I finish, the words tasting like ash. "Locate Lira Vance. Prevent the discovery. Keep her from remembering the loops. Keep her alive."
End recording.
I move through the apartment with the efficiency of a machine. There is no room for hesitation. Hesitation kills. In Loop 14, I hesitated at the door for ten seconds, and that delay meant I missed her train, which meant Jonas got to her first.
Shower. Cold water, needle-sharp, trying to shock the phantom burns off my skin. Black tactical clothing—reinforced weave, undetectable by thermal scanners.
I pick up the stun-pistol from the bedside table. It’s a ChronoSynthesis standard issue—sleek, matte black, non-lethal but capable of dropping a rhino if you dial it up. I was supposed to turn this in three years ago when I left the division. Or rather, when I left the version of the division that existed in the original timeline. Here, in the loop, I’m still technically a contractor. I still have clearance.
I check the charge. Full.
I holster it at the small of my back and grab my coat. It’s old leather, heavy and battered by forty-six lifetimes of rain. It’s the only thing that feels real in a world that is becoming increasingly digital.
I pause at the door. There’s a photo taped to the inside of the frame. It’s the only physical object I’ve managed to carry through the mental transfer, mostly because I memorize its placement so perfectly that my mind forces the universe to reconstruct it every time I reset.
It’s us. Me and Jonas. And Lira.
Loop Zero. Before the fracture. Before the world broke.
We look so young. Lira is laughing at something Jonas said, her head thrown back, her neck exposed. Jonas is smiling—a real smile, before the ambition ate him alive. And I’m looking at her. Just looking at her. Like she’s the sun and I’m a man who has lived in a cave his whole life.
I rip the photo down. I can’t look at it. Not this early. The grief is a physical weight, a lead vest I have to wear while I run a marathon.
I step out into the hallway. The lights flicker as I pass, the sensors struggling to register my existence.
Scene 2
I take the service stairs down. Elevators are death traps in a glitching timeline; in Loop 33, the elevator in my building forgot where the ground floor was and kept descending until it hit bedrock.
The street level of Sector 7 is a sensory assault. The smell of frying synth-meat from street vendors mixes with the acrid exhaust of the mag-lev buses. The noise is a wall of sound—hundreds of conversations, the whine of engines, the relentless thumping bass from a club that never closes.
I pull my hood up. It’s lined with a mesh that scatters facial recognition algorithms. To the city’s surveillance grid—and to the eyes of ChronoSynthesis—I am just a blurry smudge of pixels.
I need to get to the University District. I need to find her.
But first, I need to make sure I’m not being followed.
I take a detour through the Market Quarter. It’s a labyrinth of stalls and holographic displays, crowded with early morning commuters. I move with the flow of the crowd, keeping my head down, my eyes scanning the rooftops.
Drone.
I spot it instantly. A sleek, silver disc hovering near a ventilation duct three stories up. It’s not a police drone. It’s a Sweeper—a ChronoSynthesis unit designed to scan for temporal anomalies.
It turns, its lens focusing on the street below.
I freeze, using a large man in a heavy coat as a shield. The drone scans the crowd. I see the red laser grid sweep over the pavement. It passes over the man in front of me. It passes over my boots.
It hovers. It knows something is wrong. The localized degradation around me—the "static" my presence generates because I don’t belong in this time—is a beacon if you know what to look for.
Move, I tell myself.
I slip sideways, ducking into a narrow alleyway that smells of urine and old coolant fluid. I press my back against the damp brickwork, waiting.
The drone whirs. It descends, hovering at the mouth of the alley.
I hold my breath. My hand drifts to the stun-pistol. I can’t shoot it. If I shoot it, Jonas will know I’m active within five minutes.
The drone lingers for an agonizing ten seconds. Then, seemingly satisfied that the anomaly was just a glitch in the grid, it ascends and zips away toward the city center.
I exhale. Close. Too close.
"They’re upgrading the sensors," I mutter. "Cassian knows."
Of course he knows. Cassian Rhys, my former mentor, the man who plays chess with human lives. He sits in his tower, watching the probability models. He knows that every time the timeline resets, the entropy increases. He knows I’m out here. He’s counting on me to fail so he can justify "sterilizing" the timeline—which means removing Lira from the equation permanently.
I check my wrist-com. 06:35 AM.
I’m behind schedule.
I break into a run, vaulting over a pile of discarded shipping crates and merging back into the main thoroughfare.
Scene 3
The platform at the University District station is crowded. I arrive at 06:55 AM, five minutes before her train is due.
I position myself near a structural pillar, hidden in the shadow of a broken advertisement screen. From here, I have a clear view of the arrival gate and the street exit.
This is the ritual. This is the penance.
I watch the digital clock tick over. 06:58. 06:59. 07:00.
The train arrives with a rush of displaced air and a screech of magnetic brakes. The doors hiss open.
A tide of commuters washes out. Students, researchers, tired professors clutching coffees.
I scan faces. Not her







