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To my children and grandchildren—my favorite partners in chaos and my sweetest blessings.

And to my friend from across the miles. Thank you for always being there to laugh through the sticky situations.

This one's for you.

"The universe is built on a delicate balance of chaos and order. And, on occasion, a truly spectacular amount of marshmallow."

— A Barista's Guide to the Cosmos
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Part 1: A Recipe for Disaster
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Chapter 1: The Perils of a Sentient Alarm Clock

––––––––
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The first sign that Tuesday was going to be a problem was the silence. Maisie Holloway cracked open an eye, sensing a distinct lack of the shrill, electronic screeching that usually dragged her from sleep. She squinted at the digital alarm clock on her bedside table. It was still there, but it wasn't... right. The sharp, plastic edges were gone, replaced by soft, rounded corners. The digital display, once a glaring red 7:00 AM, was now a slightly indented, sugary impression of the numbers.

Maisie groaned and flopped a hand onto it. Her fingers sank into a familiar, yielding texture. Marshmallow.

“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she muttered, peeling her sticky fingers off the now-sentient breakfast food. This was the third alarm clock this year.

This was her life. Maisie Holloway, a twenty-something barista living on the beautiful Central Coast, had a superpower. And it was, for all intents and purposes, completely and utterly useless. She couldn’t fly. She wasn’t invisible. She couldn’t even talk to her golden retriever, Barnaby, who was currently snoring at the foot of her bed (though she suspected his thoughts were a constant loop of “bacon?” and “squirrel!”). No, Maisie’s unique genetic quirk, a secret passed down through the female line of the Holloway family like a cursed heirloom, was the ability to turn things into marshmallows.

It was an involuntary reflex tied directly to her emotions. A surge of anger? The rude driver who cut her off might find his side-view mirror suddenly soft and edible. A wave of anxiety? The pen in her hand would lose all structural integrity. A flutter of... well, anything, really? Poof. Marshmallow.

She swung her legs out of bed, her feet landing on a squishy patch of carpet. She looked down. A single, perfectly formed marshmallow sat where her left slipper should be. She must have been dreaming about being late for work.

“Barnaby,” she called out. “Breakfast.”

The dog’s snores stopped. An ear twitched. Then, with the explosive energy only a retriever can muster, he was on his feet, his tail thumping a frantic rhythm against the bedframe. Maisie headed to the kitchen, carefully navigating the minefield of her own life. She grabbed her keys from the hook by the door, wincing as her fingers came away tacky. The metal keyring was fine, but the little plastic fob for her Toyota was now a puffy, white square. She sighed. It was going to be one of those days.

Chapter 2: Blueprints and Bad Tempers

Hunter Easton did not have “one of those days.” His days were meticulously planned, color-coded, and executed with the precision of a military operation. Today was “The San Luis Obispo Carnegie Library: Final Pitch”, and his entire future felt balanced on the razor’s edge of this presentation.

He stood in the sun-drenched, dilapidated courtyard of The San Luis Obispo Carnegie Library, a Romanesque-style structure built in 1905 that had fallen into tragic disrepair. Dust motes danced in the shafts of light filtering through the cracked archways. To anyone else, it was a ruin. To Hunter, it was a masterpiece waiting to be reborn.

“As you can see,” he said, his voice echoing slightly, gesturing to the crumbling facade, “the original tile work is still largely intact beneath decades of neglect. My proposal focuses on a full, historically accurate restoration, preserving the integrity of the original 1905 design.”
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