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PROLOGUE
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"There is a mathematics to desperation. A calculus of diminishing returns where each attempt costs more and yields less. You start with hours, thinking you can plan, strategize, outmaneuver fate. Then you're down to minutes. Then seconds. Until you're trapped in a moment so small it can't contain hope, only the mechanical repetition of failure. That's when you learn the truth: some prisons aren't made of walls. They're made of time itself, looping endlessly, showing you every possible way to lose the same thing over and over again." — Damien Cross, Journal Entry #1,429

"The difference between a loop and a spiral is trajectory. A loop returns you to exactly where you started—same position, same moment, same variables. A spiral looks like a loop but it's descending. Each rotation takes you deeper. By the time you realize you're not going in circles but falling, you're already too far down to climb back up. That's what the five-minute loop is. Not a circle. A spiral. And at the bottom? There's no ground. Just the realization that you've been falling forever." — The Keeper of Hours

"I've watched my daughter die in my arms forty-seven times. Different causes. Different circumstances. But always the same ending—her eyes going empty while I scream. People ask how I survived that. I tell them: you don't survive it. You just become someone who can endure it. There's a difference. Survival implies you come out intact. Endurance just means you're still moving. Even if everything that made you human has been stripped away." — Viktor Volkov, in a moment of absolute honesty

"Time is supposed to heal all wounds. But what if time itself is the wound? What if every second that passes is another cut, another injury that never closes because you keep returning to the moment it was inflicted? Then healing becomes impossible. You just accumulate scar tissue until you're more scar than person. More wound than whole. That's what the loop does. It doesn't give you time to heal. It gives you time to hurt more efficiently." — Amaya Volkov, from a dream she won't remember
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CHAPTER 1: THE CRASH (LOOP #1)
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June 15th, 2022 - 5:17 AM - Highway 40

The tire exploded at exactly 67 miles per hour.

Damien would remember that detail forever—not because it mattered, but because his eyes had been locked on the speedometer in that final second before physics took control. His brain, desperate for something concrete to hold onto as reality shattered, had grabbed onto numbers. Sixty-seven. Not sixty-six. Not sixty-eight. Sixty-seven exactly.

The sound came first. Not the movie version—no dramatic bang. More like a cough. A thick, wet thump that he felt through the steering wheel before he heard it. The car lurched right. Hard. The kind of movement that bypasses conscious thought and goes straight to the brainstem, triggering every primitive alarm evolution had installed.

His hands jerked the wheel left. Overcorrection. He knew it was overcorrection even as he did it. Engineering brain screaming: small adjustments, gradual pressure, don't fight the momentum. But engineering brain wasn't driving. Panic brain was. And panic brain had exactly one response to losing control: grab harder, pull harder, force the universe to obey.

The universe didn't obey.

The car fishtailed. Back end swinging out. Amaya made a sound—not quite a scream, more like the noise someone makes when all the air leaves their lungs at once. Her hand shot out, gripping the dashboard, fingers splayed white.

Time did that thing it does during trauma. Stretched. Not metaphorically. Literally. Every millisecond became observable. Became something he could see, measure, document.

The highway was empty—had been empty for miles. Four forty-seven AM on a Tuesday in the Nevada desert. Nothing but asphalt and scrub brush and distance. They'd been running for nine hours straight. Portland to Las Vegas. Except they'd never make it to Las Vegas now. Now they were leaving the road at an angle that meant only one thing.

The shoulder disappeared. The car went airborne.

Two feet. Maybe less. But enough. Enough for gravity to stop being theoretical and become visceral. Damien felt his stomach lift. Felt the moment of weightlessness—the terrible floating sensation that precedes every fall.

They hit the embankment at sixty-three miles per hour.

The sound was wrong. Not crash-bang like movies promised. More organic. More wet. Metal folding shouldn't sound like breaking bones but it did. It sounded exactly like breaking bones. Like the universe was made of the same fragile materials as bodies and both were failing simultaneously.

The airbag exploded into Damien's face. Chemical powder. The smell of propellant. Sensation of being punched by something that was supposed to save you but felt like assault. His nose broke—he felt it, the cartilage giving way, blood immediate and copper-tasting in his mouth.

The car was rolling.

First rotation: The world tumbled. Sky became ground became sky. His brain tried to track orientation, failed, gave up. Just colors bleeding together. Blue-brown-black-blue. Amaya screaming. Or was that him? Both. Both of them screaming as metal crumpled and glass shattered and everything that had been solid became uncertain.

Second rotation: His head hit the driver's side window. Not the airbag—that had already deflated. Just his skull against tempered glass. The glass won. Spiderwebbed across his vision except that wasn't the glass, that was his vision itself breaking, his occipital lobe rattling against skull bone, neurons misfiring, creating fractals of light that had no external source.
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