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Echo Number Seventy-Three

The time was 4:44:43 AM.

In the stillness of the isolated Loop City, where an eternal pre-dawn darkness coated the silent streets, Dr. Elias Markov was awake. He wasn’t waiting for the dawn; the dawn would never come. He was waiting for the collapse.

He sat on the edge of his bed, his eyes fixed on the glowing red digits of the digital clock. He didn’t need to look. He felt it in his bones, in the still air before a storm, in the faint, electrical hum of a city about to momentarily cease its existence.

4:44:44.

There was no bang, no violent jolt. It was more like an old film strip snapping back to its beginning. A fleeting white flash behind his eyelids, a light sense of vertigo as if the world had skipped a beat, and the faint smell of ozone that filled the air for a single second before vanishing.

Then, silence.

When Elias opened his eyes, the clock still showed red numbers, but now they read: 4:44:44. From yesterday. The same day he was about to live for the seventy-third time.

He ignored the familiar nausea that accompanied the “Reset” and went straight to his study. This wasn’t a morning ritual; it was a confirmation of his sanity. He pulled a thick volume on quantum physics from the shelf and opened it to page 144 exactly. There, carefully tucked inside, was a small, folded note. He picked it up with a slightly trembling hand.

It was in his own handwriting:

	“Loop 72. The blue bird hit the glass window of the corner cafe at 11:06 AM. Adam wasn’t at the park today. Is he hiding?


He closed his eyes, a wave of relief mixed with despair washing over him. He was still himself. The “memory anchors” he had developed were working. These notes, written in each loop and hidden away, were his only proof that madness had not yet consumed him. To the rest of the world, this note never existed. The blue bird would hit the window again today, and everyone would startle as if for the first time. “Daddy?”

The voice of his nine-year-old daughter, Layla, came from her bedroom. The same tone, the same timing. He walked into her room, his heart aching. She was sitting up in bed, her blonde hair a mess on her pillow.

“Good morning, my butterfly,” Elias said, forcing a smile.

“I had the strangest dream,” Layla said with a yawn. “I was drawing a horse, Daddy. And it looked so real. I think I know how to get the shadows on the muscles right now.”

Elias felt a prickle of cold. Layla was never much of an artist, but over the past few loops, he had noticed a subtle improvement in her random doodles. The children, all 144 of them, were subconsciously retaining skills and knowledge. They were learning, evolving, trapped inside a single, unending day.

“That’s wonderful, sweetheart. Maybe you can draw him for me after breakfast,” he said, tucking her covers in.

Breakfast was a painful dance of repetition. The same cereal, the same amount of spilled milk, the same question from Layla about whether they could go to the park this afternoon. Elias agreed, as he always did. The park was his laboratory, his observation post.
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