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​The Reddit Hack
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Ava always had a taste for broken things. Not the kind that needed fixing, but the kind that whispered secrets through their cracks. Abandoned buildings with sagging roofs and rusted stairwells. Corrupted hard drives full of ghost files that could never be opened. Glitchy video games that flickered and stuttered, revealing things the programmers never intended. She liked errors, malfunctions, and the small fractures in the world where something else seemed to leak through.

Her boyfriend, Derek, was the opposite. He liked logic. Structure. Schedules. He majored in software engineering because the world, when coded correctly, gave predictable inputs and stable outputs. Mysteries weren’t his thing. But he liked Ava enough to live with the strangeness in her—the way her gaze lingered on static too long, or how she sometimes smiled at shadows like they’d told her a joke only she could hear.

Two years together had dulled some of the edges between them. Their apartment air had grown heavy with stale candle wax, damp ramen broth, and the faint musk of old carpet. So when Ava pushed her cereal bowl aside one morning and suggested a spontaneous trip, Derek raised his eyebrows and stared at her as if she’d just suggested they sell the couch for parts.

“A trip? Like right now?” he asked.

“Why not?” Ava said, her spoon tapping idly against the rim of her bowl. “You work remote. I’ve got time saved up. Let’s get out of here.”

He hesitated, then smiled despite himself. “Fine. But not too far. Weekend in Denver? Cheap flights, breweries, mountains—simple.”

“Not mountains,” she said quickly, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t want a destination. I want... motion. Airports. Layovers. The space between places.”

“The space between places?” Derek smirked. “That’s called waiting in line at TSA.”

“Exactly,” she replied with a spark in her eye, and he wasn’t sure if she was joking.

They opened Skyscanner together. Derek frowned over flight prices while Ava scrolled on her laptop, her attention drifting as it always did into stranger corners of the internet. She knew where to look—forums that didn’t show up unless you typed the name exactly, subreddits that felt more like locked basements than communities. And then she found it.

A post on r/AltTravelHacks, only thirteen minutes old, titled: “How to Earn Unlimited Airline Miles (THE REAL WAY, Not BS).”

She clicked immediately.

The post wasn’t formatted like the others. No referral links. No numbered steps. Just one dense block of red text:

You want unlimited miles? Four flights. Specific route. Specific order. It’s a backdoor. Legacy code left by a rogue airline programmer before they got fired in 2014. Complete all four. Your account balance will reset—then refill. Infinite miles. I’ve done it. But don’t post this anywhere. They’re watching. This will be deleted.

Route:

SEA > ATL

ATL > ORD

ORD > DFW

DFW > SEA

Good luck. You’ll need it.

Ava stared at it, her pulse quickening. The username was a string of numbers—u/74004102. Downvotes piled on. Comments had already been wiped.

Then her screen flickered, once, twice. When she refreshed, the post was gone. Deleted, like it had never existed.

She sat frozen, her fingers trembling slightly on the trackpad. But the sequence etched itself into her memory like static: Seattle to Atlanta. Atlanta to Chicago. Chicago to Dallas. Dallas back to Seattle. A loop.

She glanced at Derek, still deep in hotel comparisons. “Hey,” she asked casually, “you ever hear of people hacking airline miles?”

He looked up. “Yeah, sure. People churn credit cards, do mileage runs. Nerd math.”

“What if,” she said, leaning forward, “there was a route—like, a very specific loop—that reset your balance to an unlimited amount?”

He frowned. “That’s not how systems work, Ava.”

“But what if it was?” she pressed. Her grin was too quick, too sly.

Derek rubbed his temples. “Alright, what’s this magic route?”

She told him, leaving out the red text and the warnings. She framed it like something she’d overheard on a travel podcast. Just a myth.

“That last flight takes you right back where you started,” Derek said after a moment. “Nobody does that. It’s pointless.”

“Exactly,” Ava whispered. “That’s why it works. Nobody would ever think to try it.”

He let out a shaky laugh. “So what—book it, burn a weekend in airports, and hope the airline fairy sprinkles us with free miles?”

“Worst case,” she said, shrugging, “we eat overpriced pretzels and people-watch until our brains rot.”

Derek studied her, torn between skepticism and the strange pull she always had on him. He should have shut it down, but curiosity—or maybe fear of losing her to her own obsessions—kept him quiet. Finally, he exhaled.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s do it. Let’s test the loop.”

Ava’s grin widened like she’d been waiting to hear that.

Later, after Derek went to bed, she stayed up with the glow of her monitor humming against her face. The subreddit was already a wasteland of spam and broken links, but she thought—just for a second—that she saw another thread appear.

“Backrooms airline entry hack.”

She clicked, but it vanished before her finger touched the mouse.

Ava shut the laptop, but the hum didn’t stop. Beneath the refrigerator’s steady buzz, she heard another sound. Low. Constant.

Like a fluorescent bulb straining.

Like something waking up.
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​Booking the Impossible
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Booking the flights was too easy. That was what unsettled Derek most. Four flights, one weekend, a closed loop. He expected the system to flag it, for some customer service rep to call and ask what the hell he was doing. But nothing happened. Just four quick confirmations and an email glowing in his inbox like a challenge: Itinerary Confirmed: SEA > ATL > ORD > DFW > SEA.

Ava printed the tickets and pinned them to the fridge like charms against bad luck. She circled each flight in thick red marker, pressing so hard the ink bled through the paper. Derek watched her, shaking his head.

“You’re treating it like a ritual,” he said.

Ava tapped the last leg with her finger. “That one’s the weirdest.”

“Why?”

“Because nobody ends a trip by going home on purpose. It’s not a vacation—it’s a loop.”

He didn’t have an answer for that. The image of a snake swallowing its own tail flickered through his mind, but he kept it to himself.

They packed light: just carry-ons, no checked bags. Ava insisted they wouldn’t need much. Water, snacks, chargers. “No hotels, no sightseeing. Just the space in between,” she said, almost proud of herself.

Derek gave her a look. “You make it sound like homework.”

“It’s not homework,” she snapped. Then she softened, brushing her hair back. “It’s a test. Like a stress test—for reality.”

He chuckled uneasily. “Or maybe just for us.”

Ava didn’t laugh with him.

In the days leading up to their departure, she grew more restless. Derek caught her pacing the living room at night, muttering about tickets getting canceled or the airline noticing something strange. She scrolled through forums obsessively, jotting down scraps in her notebook—half maps, half doodles. When he asked what she was doing, she shrugged. “Ideas for a short story.” But her handwriting was frantic, sharp, almost aggressive, and the red pen she used bled across the pages like wounds.

The night before the trip, she stayed up late scrolling Reddit again. The original post was gone, but fragments were scattered across old threads. “My brother did a four-leg run. Never made it back. Airline said he never boarded the last flight.” “The fourth gate changes number each time. If you see D19—don’t board.” “The mile hack isn’t about miles. It’s about the sequence.” Ava copied every line into her notebook, her pen carving deep grooves in the paper.

When morning came, the sky over Seattle was the color of wet concrete. Rain streaked the terminal windows, turning the tarmac into a smeared painting. Ava clutched her backpack against her chest as if someone might take it from her. Derek walked beside her, trying to remind himself that airports were just buildings and planes were just machines. Nothing unusual.

But Ava wasn’t calm. She scanned every monitor, every TSA agent, every gate sign as though someone was waiting to pounce. When their tickets were scanned without issue, she whispered, “Too easy. It’s always too easy right before something breaks.”

Derek sighed. “You’ve got to stop thinking like that. Nobody cares what flights we booked.”

She leaned closer, lowering her voice. “You don’t get it. If this is really a hack, they’ll notice. Maybe not now, maybe not today, but someone’s watching.”

He shook his head, but her paranoia had weight. It pressed into the space between them, and even though he didn’t believe her, he couldn’t ignore the intensity in her eyes.

At the gate, the other passengers looked ordinary enough—business travelers, families, couples—but something about them felt rehearsed. Derek dismissed the thought immediately, but Ava leaned into him and whispered, “See how they’re all smiling? Too long. Too fake. Like they’re waiting for a camera.”

He gave her a look. “Or maybe they’re just happy to go somewhere.”

Ava didn’t respond. She just held her backpack tighter and stared at the boarding sign like it might vanish if she blinked.

When boarding was called, they waited until nearly everyone else was in line. Derek picked up his bag and gave her a look. “Last chance to back out.”

Ava shook her head, her voice steady but her eyes wild. “We’ve already started. If we stop now, it’ll mean nothing.”

He hesitated at the gate for just a moment, feeling the weight of her obsession pressing him forward. Ava had already stepped onto the jet bridge without looking back.

Derek followed, swallowing the unease rising in his throat.

Four flights. One loop.

And Ava’s paranoia whispering in his ear the whole way.
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​Flight One – Ordinary Air
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Seattle to Atlanta. Just under four hours of sky. The plane smelled like recirculated breath and stale upholstery, the kind of scent that lodged in the nose like mold in old walls—familiar but sour. Ava slid into her window seat and pressed her palm against the glass, watching the mist cling to the wings like thin skin. Derek sat beside her in the middle seat, his hand resting briefly on hers before pulling away, uncertain. Neither of them had much to say. The cabin lights dimmed to a soft yellow glow, a simulation of comfort that felt more staged than real.

The flight was normal. Too normal. The attendants moved down the aisle with mechanical rhythm, smiles polished but insincere, their name tags shiny yet smudged, as though wiped clean in a hurry. The other passengers spoke in flat exchanges, their movements too rehearsed, as if the entire cabin were following a script. Ava felt it in her gut, that subtle wrongness she’d always been sensitive to. Derek, watching her, tried to ignore the itch of agreement creeping into the back of his mind.

Halfway through boarding, a woman in a beige coat slid into the aisle seat across from them. Her partner, a wiry man in a navy hoodie, fidgeted with his phone, glancing nervously at the front of the plane, then back to his screen, then forward again. One row ahead, another couple sat down. They didn’t look tired from travel but worn through, like paper left too long in water. The woman clutched a manila envelope so tightly the corners bent against her fingers. The man beside her stared forward, lips moving silently, mouthing something Derek couldn’t make out.
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