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What Is Real
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Zara Chen-Valdez had been living in a house that didn't exist for three years, two months, and sixteen days, and she was beginning to forget which version of herself was real.

The house sat on a corner lot in Bellingham, Washington, perfectly ordinary to anyone who bothered to look—white siding, blue shutters, a garden that was always just slightly overgrown but never quite neglected. The mailbox read "Henderson," and if pressed, the neighbors would swear the Hendersons had lived there for decades. Quiet people. Kept to themselves. The kind of neighbors you barely noticed.

Which was exactly the point.

Zara stood at the kitchen window, watching Mrs. Patterson from across the street water her roses for the third time this morning. Through her unfiltered perception, she could see the truth—Mrs. Patterson had been dead for six months, killed in a car accident that Zara had witnessed and then carefully edited from everyone's memory. The woman tending the roses was just an echo, a projection of how the neighborhood expected Mrs. Patterson to behave, given form by Zara's unconscious need to maintain the illusion of normalcy.

She pressed her palms against her temples, trying to focus on what was real. The coffee mug in her hand—real, ceramic, slightly chipped on the handle. The morning light streaming through the window—real, though she'd adjusted its warmth to be more comforting than the actual grey October sky warranted. The ache in her chest when she thought about Maya and Elias—real, though she'd spent three years trying to convince herself otherwise.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She'd been ignoring calls all morning, but this one was different. The caller ID read "Maya," but beneath the surface of that simple text, Zara could perceive layers of meaning her power forced her to see: desperation, determination, and underneath it all, love that had survived fifteen years of silence and resentment.

She let it go to voicemail.

The phone immediately buzzed again. This time it was Elias.

Zara closed her eyes and reached out with her abilities, following the threads of perception that connected her to her siblings. Maya was in Seattle, standing in their grandmother's house, surrounded by the weight of family history and impossible responsibility. Elias was at Sea-Tac Airport, trapped in some kind of temporal anomaly while probability storms swirled around him like invisible tornadoes.

They were looking for her. They needed her.

And they had no idea that their search was putting them all in mortal danger.

The coffee mug slipped from Zara's hands, shattering on the kitchen floor. But instead of ceramic shards, the broken pieces showed fragments of memory: Maya at eight years old, teaching Zara how to braid her hair. Elias at fifteen, sneaking into her room to comfort her after a nightmare. The three of them together, before the divorce, before the foster homes, before everything fell apart.

Before she learned that her very presence could rewrite reality.

"Dammit," she whispered, and with a thought, the mug was whole again, the memories safely contained. She was getting careless, letting her emotions affect her control. Three years of isolation were supposed to have taught her better discipline than this.

The phone rang again. This time she answered.

"Maya, I—"

"Zara!" Maya's voice was tight with relief and worry. "Thank God. Where are you? We've been trying to find you for weeks."

"I know." Zara walked to the living room, where the walls were covered with photographs of a life she'd never lived—family vacations with people who didn't exist, graduation ceremonies she'd never attended, birthday parties where she was always smiling. "I've been watching."

"Watching?" There was a pause. "How long have you been monitoring us?"

"Long enough to know that Grandma's death wasn't an accident. Long enough to know that Marcus has been manipulating all of us for years. Long enough to know that you and Elias have been struggling with powers you don't understand while reality fractures around you."

Silence on the other end of the line. Then: "How much do you know?"

Zara pulled back a corner of the living room curtains, peering out at a street that existed in twelve different versions simultaneously. In one timeline, it was still 1995 and she was seven years old, playing hopscotch on the sidewalk. In another, the street had never been built, and old-growth forest stretched as far as the eye could see. In the version most people perceived, it was just a quiet residential neighborhood on a grey October morning.

"I know that our powers aren't just family gifts," she said. "They're part of something bigger. The three forces that keep reality stable—time, probability, and perception. When they work together, existence makes sense. When they're out of balance..." She gestured at the overlapping timelines only she could see. "Well. You've been watching the news. You know what happens."

"Zara, we need you. The temporal fractures are spreading, and Elias's probability storms are getting worse. If we don't figure out how to work together—"

"If I come out of hiding, Marcus will know exactly where we are." Zara's voice was sharper than she intended. "Do you have any idea how long I've been keeping us off his radar? Three years of carefully constructed illusions, of making sure he perceives us as scattered and powerless while we actually learn to control our abilities."

"You've been in contact with him?"

"God, no. But I've been watching him watch us. And Maya?" Zara closed her eyes, seeing the threads of manipulation that stretched back decades. "He's been planning this since we were children. The fighting between Mom and Dad, the foster system placement that separated us, even the timing of when our powers manifested—none of it was coincidence."

She could hear Maya breathing on the other end of the line, processing the implications.

"There's something else," Zara continued. "The reason I've stayed hidden isn't just to avoid Marcus. It's because my power is the most dangerous. Every time I alter someone's perception of reality, there's a chance that the change becomes permanent. That it overwrites what actually happened with what I think should have happened."

"Like with your foster parents."

Zara flinched. She'd never told anyone the full story, but Maya had always been too perceptive for her own good.

"The Hendersons were good people," Zara said quietly. "They took me in when I was nineteen, fresh out of the system and scared of my own shadow. They saw how traumatized I was from the group homes, how I'd flinch every time someone raised their voice. They were patient. Kind. They made me feel like maybe I could have a real family again."

She traced a finger along the edge of a photograph that showed her laughing with two people who had never existed.

"But I was having nightmares every night. Reliving things that had happened in some of the worse foster situations. And one night, I was so desperate for the pain to stop that I... I edited their memories. Made them forget that I'd ever been hurt. Made them believe I'd had a happy childhood, that I'd come to them whole and undamaged."

"Zara..."

"It worked too well. The new memories didn't just replace their perception of my past—they rewrote my actual history. Suddenly I had photos of birthday parties that had never happened, report cards from schools I'd never attended, medical records showing a completely different life. The universe bent itself around my desperate need for things to have been different."

Zara looked at the walls of impossible memories surrounding her.

"And the worst part? For about six months, I actually believed it was real. I forgot about the group homes, the abuse, the years of being shuffled from family to family. I was happy. I felt normal. Until the day I looked in the mirror and realized I couldn't remember what my actual childhood had been like."

"Is that why you're hiding? Because you're afraid of changing reality again?"

"I'm hiding because every day it gets harder to tell what's real and what isn't. Because I've been alone for so long that I've started creating entire fake lives just to feel less isolated. Because Marcus isn't the only threat—I am. My power doesn't just alter perception, Maya. If I'm not careful, it rewrites existence itself."

There was a long silence. Then Maya's voice, steady and determined: "That's exactly why we need you. Because if Marcus succeeds in destabilizing reality, who else is going to be able to perceive what's actually happening versus what he wants us to believe is happening?"

Zara laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You want me to be your reality anchor? Maya, I live in a house that doesn't exist, surrounded by memories of a life I never lived. I'm the least qualified person in the world to distinguish between truth and fiction."

"No," Maya said. "You're the most qualified. Because you know how dangerous perception manipulation can be. Because you understand the cost of changing reality. Because despite everything you've been through, you've spent three years making sure Marcus couldn't find us. You've been protecting us, even from a distance."

Zara closed her eyes, feeling the weight of three years of careful isolation pressing down on her shoulders. Through her abilities, she could perceive her sister's sincerity, the love and trust that Maya was offering despite everything that had gone wrong between them.

And underneath that, she could sense something else—a familiar presence at the edges of her awareness, like a spider feeling vibrations in its web.

"Maya," she said urgently, "where exactly are you right now?"

"Grandma's house. Why?"

"And Elias?"

"Sea-Tac Airport, dealing with some kind of temporal anomaly. Zara, what's wrong?"

Zara was already moving, grabbing the emergency bag she'd kept packed for three years. "Marcus knows. I can feel him watching us through the conversation. He's been waiting for us to make contact."

"That's impossible. I would have sensed—"

"Not through time manipulation. Through perception. He's been watching us the way I watch things—by observing how reality reacts to our presence." Zara threw clothes into the bag with practiced efficiency. "Maya, you need to get out of that house. Now. And call Elias. Tell him to get away from the airport."

"Zara, slow down. Even if Marcus knows we're in contact, we can—"

The lights in Zara's not-quite-real house flickered, and for a moment, she could see through the walls to what lay beneath: a foundation made of crystallized memories, support beams constructed from solidified dreams, and threading through it all, thin lines of silver light that connected her hiding place to every other location her family had ever called home.

Marcus hadn't just been watching them. He'd been mapping the network of connections between them, waiting for the moment when all three siblings would be emotionally synchronized enough for him to trace the links back to their source.

And Zara, in her desperate loneliness, had just given him exactly what he needed.

"He's not coming for us individually," she whispered into the phone. "He's coming for all of us at once. Maya, the network you're trying to build with the other guardians—he knows about it. He's been watching you establish the connections, and he's planning to use them against us."

The house around her began to dissolve, the illusion of normalcy finally breaking down under the weight of truth. Mrs. Patterson's ghost waved goodbye from across the street as her rose garden faded into morning mist.

"Meet me at Pike Place Market," Zara said, shouldering her bag and heading for a door that led to everywhere and nowhere. "And Maya? Don't trust anything you perceive until I get there. Because if I'm right about what Marcus is planning, he's not just going to attack our powers—he's going to turn our own abilities against us."

She hung up the phone and stepped out of three years of careful hiding, back into a world where nothing was certain except the love of a family that had never quite learned how to save itself.

Behind her, the house that had never existed finally admitted it was nothing more than a dream, and faded away like morning fog in the Seattle rain.

But the memories—both real and imagined—would stay with her forever. Because that was the price of perception magic: once you changed how reality was remembered, you could never entirely forget how it used to be.

Zara Chen-Valdez pulled up the hood of her jacket and stepped into the rain, ready to discover whether her family was strong enough to face a war where the battlefield was reality itself.

The perception war was about to begin.

Zara made it three blocks before she realized she was being followed.

Not in the conventional sense—there were no footsteps echoing behind her, no suspicious figures ducking into doorways when she turned around. Instead, she could feel something tracking the ripples her presence made in the fabric of reality itself. Every step she took left tiny fractures in the local probability matrix, and something was reading those fractures like breadcrumbs.

She ducked into a coffee shop called Grind Coffee, a place that existed in at least six different versions depending on which timeline you were observing. In the version most people saw, it was a hipster café with exposed brick walls and overly complicated drink names. In the version Zara preferred, it was a quiet bookstore that served simple coffee and minded its own business.

She ordered a plain coffee from a barista who flickered between being a pierced college student and a middle-aged woman with kind eyes, then found a corner table where she could watch the street through windows that showed different views of the same intersection.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Maya: At the market. Where are you?

Zara started to reply, then stopped. Through her enhanced perception, she could see threads of attention converging on her location—not human attention, but something else. Something that felt familiar in the worst possible way.

She'd felt this presence before, years ago, during the worst of her time in the foster system. A watching intelligence that seemed to find her trauma amusing, that whispered suggestions in the dark about how much easier life would be if she just changed a few memories, adjusted a few perceptions, made the bad things unhappen.

She'd thought it was just her own desperate mind trying to cope. Now she realized it had been Marcus, even then, watching and waiting and slowly teaching her to depend on her power in ways that would serve his purposes later.

The coffee cup shattered in her hands.

"Shit," she muttered, grabbing napkins to clean up the mess. But when she looked down, the broken ceramic pieces were showing her memories again—not her false memories this time, but real ones. Painful ones she'd spent years trying to forget.

Age seven: hiding in a closet while her foster father screamed at her foster mother about "that weird kid who keeps making things happen."

Age twelve: watching her social worker's eyes glaze over as Zara unconsciously edited the woman's memory of the bruises on her arms.

Age sixteen: standing in front of a bathroom mirror, unable to remember her own face because she'd been changing her appearance in other people's perceptions for so long.

Age nineteen: the moment she realized she'd erased three years of the Henderson family's actual memories and replaced them with fantasies.

"Stop," she whispered to the broken cup, but the memories kept flowing. And worse, they were changing as she watched them. The details were shifting, becoming more dramatic, more traumatic. Someone was editing her memories even as she experienced them, amplifying the pain to make her more desperate, more likely to lash out with her power.

Marcus.

Zara closed her eyes and reached deep into her abilities, not to change what she was perceiving, but to see what was actually there. The coffee shop around her dissolved into layered possibilities: the hipster café, the quiet bookstore, and underneath both of those, the truth.

She was sitting in an abandoned storefront that had been empty for two years. The windows were boarded up, the floor was covered in dust and debris, and she was completely alone.

But she wasn't alone in her head.

Hello, Zara, a voice said in her mind, warm and familiar and absolutely terrifying. It's been too long.

She didn't respond out loud. Instead, she thought back: Uncle Marcus. Still playing with children's minds, I see.

Now, now. No need to be hostile. I've been watching you grow into your abilities, and I must say, you've exceeded my expectations. That house you constructed was particularly impressive—even I had trouble seeing through it.

What do you want?

The same thing I've always wanted. To see our family reach its full potential. Your grandmother was too cautious, too afraid of what we might become if we truly embraced our gifts. But you three... you understand what it means to reshape reality itself.

Zara opened her eyes and looked around the abandoned storefront. Through her enhanced perception, she could see dozens of other versions of this moment playing out simultaneously—timelines where she agreed to help Marcus, where she tried to run, where she called for help, where she simply gave up and let him take control.

In every timeline, he won.

I can see what you're thinking, Marcus continued. You're trying to find the path where you escape, where you warn your siblings, where you somehow turn this situation to your advantage. But Zara, my dear, you're forgetting something important.

What's that?

I taught you everything you know about perception manipulation. Every technique you've learned, every defense you've built, every illusion you've crafted—I've been guiding you toward them for years. Did you really think your sudden mastery of reality-editing was natural talent?

The truth hit her like a physical blow. Every time she'd reached for her power over the years, every moment when she'd instinctively known how to bend perception to her will, every breakthrough in understanding how to make the impossible seem real—Marcus had been there, whispering suggestions, providing guidance, shaping her development to serve his needs.

She wasn't just a victim of his manipulation. She was his masterpiece.

The house where you've been hiding? I helped you design it. The false memories you created for the Hendersons? I showed you how to make them stable. Even your decision to isolate yourself for three years—that was my suggestion, planted so deeply in your subconscious that you thought it was your own idea.

Zara tried to stand up, but found she couldn't move. The abandoned storefront around her was becoming more real, more solid, while the possibilities for escape faded away.

Why? she thought. Why manipulate us like this?

Because you needed to be trained. All three of you. Maya had to learn to carry the weight of responsibility, to understand that time itself could be shaped by sufficient will. Elias had to discover the consequences of selfish choices, to understand that probability is about balance and sacrifice. And you... you had to learn that perception shapes reality, but also that reality shapes perception. That the two are inseparable.

Marcus stepped out of the shadows at the back of the storefront—not literally stepped, but his presence became visible, a tall man in his sixties with silver hair and eyes that held too much knowledge.

Together, the three of you represent the fundamental forces that maintain existence. Apart, you're powerful but limited. But working in harmony... you could remake the universe itself.

"And you want to control that power," Zara said out loud, finally finding her voice.

"Control it? My dear, I want to be part of it." Marcus smiled, and in that smile, Zara could see decades of planning, centuries of patience. "Your grandmother thought the Chen family's abilities were meant to maintain the status quo, to keep reality stable and unchanging. But she was wrong. We're not meant to be guardians of what is—we're meant to be architects of what could be."

"By destroying everything that currently exists."

"By improving it. By creating a reality where suffering is optional, where death is merely an inconvenience, where the limitations that bind human potential simply... don't apply." Marcus gestured, and the abandoned storefront around them shifted, showing glimpses of the world he envisioned. "Imagine a universe where your foster families never died, where the trauma that shaped you never happened, where every child grows up loved and safe and whole."

For a moment, Zara could see it—a reality where pain was rare, where loss was temporary, where the mistakes of the past could always be undone. It was beautiful. It was everything she'd ever wanted.

It was also completely terrifying.

"What about free will?" she asked. "What about the right to make mistakes, to grow, to be human?"

"Outdated concepts. Relics of a reality designed by chance rather than intention." Marcus stepped closer, and Zara could feel his power pressing against her mind—not forcing entry, but making suggestions, offering possibilities. "You've spent three years learning to edit perception, Zara. You know how much better life can be when the painful parts are simply... adjusted."

"I also know what it costs. The Hendersons—"

"Will be fine. In fact, in the reality I'm proposing, they'll be real. All of your false memories, all of the lives you've imagined, all of the happiness you've created through manipulation—it can all be genuine. No more guilt, no more wondering what's real and what isn't. Everything you've ever wanted can simply be true."

Zara closed her eyes, feeling the weight of three years of isolation, of wondering whether she was losing her mind, of being afraid to touch another person's life for fear of destroying it. Marcus was offering her an end to all of that pain.

All she had to do was help him tear apart the fundamental structure of existence.

"My siblings will never agree to this," she said.

"They already are. Maya thinks she's building a network to stabilize reality, but every connection she makes gives me more access to the underlying structure of existence. Elias believes he's learning to balance his probability manipulation, but every choice he makes creates patterns I can exploit. And you, my dear... you've been my unwitting partner for years."

Marcus smiled again, and this time Zara could see the truth behind it—not warmth or affection, but satisfaction. The satisfaction of a chess player who'd been planning the same game for decades and was finally ready to call checkmate.

"But I'm not unreasonable," he continued. "I'm offering you a choice. Work with me willingly, and your siblings can retain their consciousness through the transition. They'll remember who they were, even as they become part of something greater. Resist, and... well. Perception manipulation works both ways, doesn't it? I can make them forget they ever existed as individuals."

The threat was clear. Join him, or watch her family disappear into a reality where they'd never been born.

Zara opened her eyes and looked at her great-uncle—at the man who'd been manipulating her family for decades, who'd turned their love for each other into a weapon, who was now offering to remake existence itself according to his vision.

"I need time to think," she said.

"Of course. But not too much time. Your siblings are already moving toward Pike Place Market, and I'd prefer to have your answer before they arrive. The transition will be much smoother if you're all willing participants."

Marcus faded back into the shadows, but his presence remained—a weight at the edges of her perception, a constant reminder that she was no longer hidden, no longer safe.

Zara sat alone in the abandoned storefront, surrounded by the wreckage of her carefully constructed isolation, and tried to figure out how to save a family that had never quite learned how to save itself.

Her phone buzzed again. Maya: Zara? Where are you? Something's wrong. The temporal readings are spiking, and I can feel something watching us.

She stared at the message for a long moment, then typed back: On my way. But Maya? Don't trust your perceptions when I get there. And whatever you do, don't let the network connect us until I can explain what's happening.

Why? What's wrong?

Zara looked around the abandoned storefront one more time, seeing all the possibilities layered on top of each other—the futures where Marcus won, the futures where they all died fighting him, the precious few futures where they somehow found another way.

Everything, she typed. Everything is wrong.

She put away her phone, picked up her bag, and walked toward the door. Behind her, the coffee cup reassembled itself, the memories fading back into ceramic and coffee grounds.

But the truth of what Marcus had revealed remained: she wasn't just a victim of his manipulation. She was his greatest weapon.

And now she had to figure out how to turn that weapon against him before he used her to destroy everything she loved.

The perception war had begun. And Zara Chen-Valdez was about to discover that the greatest enemy she'd ever face was the version of herself that Marcus had spent years creating.

Outside, Seattle's reality continued to fracture, and somewhere in the distance, her siblings waited for a reunion that might save the world—or end it forever.
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The Market of Lost Things
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MAYA ARRIVED AT PIKE Place Market twenty minutes before the agreed meeting time, partly from habit and partly because she needed to assess the situation before her siblings showed up. The market was chaos on a normal day—tourists weaving between locals, street performers competing for attention, vendors hawking everything from fresh salmon to handmade jewelry. Today, with reality fracturing around the edges, it felt like stepping into a Salvador Dalí painting.

The flowers at the flower stands were blooming and wilting in fast-forward cycles. The fish throwers were moving in slow motion while their catches hung suspended in mid-air for impossibly long moments. And threading through it all, Maya could sense something watching—a presence that felt familiar and wrong at the same time.

She found a spot near Rachel the Pig, the bronze piggy bank that had become an unofficial mascot of the market, and tried to look casual while scanning the crowd for signs of Marcus's influence. Her grandmother's rings felt warm against her fingers, and she realized they were reacting to something in the environment—some distortion in the fabric of reality that was centered on this location.

Her phone buzzed. Elias: Just got off the light rail. Where exactly should I—oh shit.

Maya looked up from her phone to see her brother stumbling through the crowd near the main entrance, his usual easy confidence replaced by something approaching panic. People around him were experiencing sudden reversals of fortune—a busker's guitar strings all snapped at once, a tourist dropped her coffee and had it somehow land upright without spilling, a vendor's cash register began dispensing money to confused customers.

Maya pushed through the crowd toward him, noticing how the temporal anomalies seemed to be responding to his presence. The flower cycles accelerated, the fish became completely frozen in mid-air, and several clocks on nearby walls began running backward.

"Elias," she called out when she got close enough. "You need to get control of your probability field."

"I'm trying," he said through gritted teeth, catching her arm as she reached him. "But something's amplifying it. It's like someone's broadcasting chaos directly into my power signature."

Maya looked around the market with enhanced perception, seeing the layers of distortion that were invisible to normal sight. There were threads of manipulation woven through the probability streams—subtle nudges that were turning Elias's natural talent into a weapon of mass disruption.

"Marcus," she realized. "He's here. Not physically, but he's influencing the local reality matrix."

"Where's Zara?"

Before Maya could answer, a voice spoke directly into their minds: Right behind you.

They turned to see their youngest sister approaching through the crowd, but something was wrong with the image. She looked solid enough, but the space around her was... uncertain. People's eyes seemed to slide past her, and Maya noticed that none of the market's security cameras were pointing in her direction.

"You're not really here," Maya said as Zara reached them.

"I'm here enough," Zara replied out loud. "But you're right—this is a perception projection. My actual body is about three blocks away, in a coffee shop that exists in the spaces between other coffee shops."

"That's not ominous at all," Elias muttered, still struggling to contain the probability chaos swirling around him.

"We need to move," Zara said urgently. "Marcus knows exactly where we are, and he's about to spring whatever trap he's been preparing. But first, there's something you both need to understand about what we're really dealing with."

Maya felt a chill that had nothing to do with the October weather. "What do you mean?"

Zara gestured, and suddenly the three of them were standing in a bubble of altered perception—still in the market, but somehow separate from it. The chaos around them became muted, and Maya realized that her sister had created a pocket of stability in the middle of the reality storm.

"Marcus isn't just our great-uncle," Zara said. "He's been manipulating our family for generations. Our parents' divorce, the way we were split up afterward, even the timing of when our powers manifested—none of it was coincidence."

She waved her hand, and images began forming in the air around them—not illusions, but actual memories pulled from the quantum substrate of reality itself.

Maya saw herself at age eight, crying in her room after another screaming match between their parents. But overlaid on that memory was another image: Marcus, standing in the shadows of the hallway, whispering something that made the arguments escalate beyond what normal marital problems would warrant.
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