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Maya Chen-Valdez stared at the coffee maker as it gurgled its way through the morning routine, each drop falling with the mechanical precision of a metronome. She had exactly twelve minutes to finish her coffee, grab her laptop bag, and catch the 7:43 train to downtown Seattle. Twelve minutes to maintain the careful schedule that kept her life from completely falling apart.

The coffee maker chose that moment to die.

"No, no, no." Maya jabbed the power button repeatedly, but the machine remained stubbornly silent, half a cup of coffee sitting in the carafe like a taunt. She glanced at her phone: 7:31. If she left now, she could grab coffee from the cart outside the station, but that would mean arriving at the environmental consulting firm exactly on time instead of her preferred ten minutes early. Her chest tightened at the thought.

Just a few seconds, she told herself. Just slow things down enough to finish the brew cycle.

Maya placed her palm against the side of the coffee maker and reached for that strange sensation she'd been trying to ignore for the past month—the feeling like she could grab time itself and stretch it like taffy. The world around her shifted, colors deepening as everything moved through thick honey. The remaining coffee began to drip in slow motion, each drop taking nearly a full second to fall.

She held the manipulation for thirty real seconds, watching two minutes' worth of brewing happen at quarter speed. When she released her grip on time, the world snapped back to normal speed with an almost audible rubber-band twang.

Maya poured her coffee and turned toward the hallway mirror to grab her jacket. She froze.

The woman staring back at her had lines around her eyes that hadn't been there yesterday. Faint, barely visible, but definitely new. She leaned closer, studying her reflection. The skin at her temples looked... thinner somehow. More fragile.

Her phone buzzed with a news alert: BREAKING: Temporal Anomalies Reported Across Multiple Cities - Scientists Baffled.

Maya's coffee mug slipped from nerveless fingers, shattering against the hardwood floor in a spray of ceramic and caffeine. She grabbed her phone with shaking hands and opened the article.

Boston, New York, Los Angeles, and twelve other major cities are reporting unprecedented temporal disturbances. In Boston's Financial District, witnesses describe seeing the same ten-minute period repeat in an endless loop, trapping hundreds of commuters. New York's Central Park has experienced what scientists are calling "time dilation," with joggers emerging from certain areas having aged hours in minutes. Los Angeles authorities have cordoned off downtown blocks where clocks are running backward and traffic lights cycle in reverse...

Maya sank onto her couch, legs suddenly unsteady. She scrolled through social media, finding shaky phone videos of impossible things: a fountain in Chicago flowing upward, people walking backward through crosswalks while insisting they were moving forward, a wedding ceremony in Denver where the couple grew visibly older during their vows.

Her phone rang. The caller ID made her stomach drop: Mercy General Hospital.

"Ms. Chen-Valdez?" The voice was professionally gentle. "I'm calling about your grandmother, Elena Valdez. I'm sorry to inform you that she passed away this morning at 6:47 AM. We tried to reach your emergency contacts first, but—"

"Wait." Maya's brain struggled to process the words. "My grandmother's been dead for three years."

A pause. "I'm sorry, there must be some confusion. According to our records, Elena Valdez, age 97, was admitted last night after collapsing at her home on Queen Anne Hill. She listed you as her emergency contact. She... she asked us to tell you specifically that 'the fracturing has begun.'"

The phone slipped from Maya's ear. Queen Anne Hill. Her grandmother's old house, the one that had been sold after her funeral. The house where Maya had spent summers as a child, learning origami and listening to stories about their family's history in Mexico and China, before everything fell apart.

Before her parents' divorce. Before the custody battle. Before fifteen years of silence between the siblings who had once been inseparable.

"Ms. Chen-Valdez? Are you there?"

Maya lifted the phone back to her ear. "I'll be right there."

She hung up and stared at the news coverage still playing on her phone. A reporter in Boston stood outside what looked like a temporal distortion, where the same businessman walked through the same revolving door over and over again, briefcase in hand, completely unaware of his loop.

The fracturing has begun.

Maya's hands trembled as she searched through her contacts. She hadn't called either of her siblings since their grandmother's "first" funeral three years ago, when grief and old resentments had exploded into the kind of fight that leaves family relationships in smoking ruins. Elias had stormed out halfway through the service, and Zara had simply vanished during the reception, leaving Maya to handle everything alone. Again.

She found Elias's number and hesitated. Her finger hovered over the call button for a long moment before she set the phone aside. Whatever was happening—temporal anomalies, impossible resurrections, her own aging face in the mirror—she could handle it. She always handled things.

Maya grabbed her keys and headed for the door, stepping carefully over the broken coffee mug. She'd deal with that later, along with everything else life decided to throw at her.

The drive to Mercy General took twenty-three minutes in light Sunday morning traffic. Maya found herself checking her reflection at every red light, cataloging the small changes that shouldn't exist. The lines around her eyes were definitely deeper. Her dark hair, which she'd never bothered to color, now showed threads of silver at the temples.

Each time she'd manipulated time over the past month, she'd felt something like exhaustion afterward. She'd attributed it to stress from work, from the dreams about her grandmother that had been getting more vivid, from the general weight of being twenty-eight and feeling like she was treading water in her own life.

She hadn't considered that she might literally be aging.

The hospital parking garage was nearly empty, and Maya's footsteps echoed as she walked toward the elevators. She pressed the button for the fourth floor and watched the numbers climb, trying to prepare herself for whatever she'd find.

The morgue was in the basement.

Dr. Sarah Kim, the attending physician who'd called, met Maya at the nurses' station. She was younger than Maya had expected, probably fresh out of residency, with kind eyes and the sort of careful demeanor that suggested she'd delivered bad news before.

"I'm very sorry for your loss," Dr. Kim said, leading Maya down a quiet hallway. "I know this must be confusing, given what you said about your grandmother's previous... passing. I've double-checked our records, and I'm certain we have the right person. Elena Valdez, 97, admitted at 11:47 PM last night after neighbors heard her calling for help."

They stopped outside a room marked 427. Through the small window, Maya could see an elderly woman lying in the hospital bed, eyes closed, looking exactly like her grandmother had three years ago. Exactly.

"She was conscious when she arrived," Dr. Kim continued. "Alert, oriented, asking specifically for you. She seemed to know she didn't have much time left. Her heart just... stopped around dawn. Very peaceful."

Maya's throat felt tight. "Did she say anything else?"

"She kept talking about her grandchildren. Said she was worried about them, that they needed to 'come together before the fracturing got worse.' She mentioned something about a journal in her house, and she was very insistent that you specifically should have her rings."

Dr. Kim held out a small plastic bag containing two silver rings Maya remembered well. One was a simple band engraved with symbols that looked like a mix of Mandarin characters and Aztec glyphs. The other was more ornate, with a stone that seemed to shift color depending on the angle.

Maya took the bag with numb fingers. The rings felt warm, as if they'd been sitting in sunlight.

"We'll need to discuss arrangements," Dr. Kim said gently. "But there's no rush. Take whatever time you need."

Time. Maya almost laughed. She was apparently aging herself out of existence every time she used her impossible power, temporal anomalies were appearing worldwide, her dead grandmother had somehow un-died herself long enough to deliver cryptic warnings, and now she was holding jewelry that felt suspiciously magical.

She needed to see the house on Queen Anne Hill.

Maya thanked Dr. Kim and made vague promises about calling back regarding arrangements. She walked through the hospital in a daze, the bag of rings clutched in her fist. In the parking garage, she sat in her car for several minutes, staring at the concrete wall in front of her.

Her phone buzzed with another news alert: Temporal Disturbances Spreading - State of Emergency Declared in Five States.

The accompanying video showed Times Square with half the digital billboards running backward while the other half flickered between past and future advertisements. People moved through the square at different speeds, some racing like film in fast-forward while others crawled as if walking through invisible molasses.

Maya opened her contacts again and found Elias's number. This time, she hit call.

It went straight to voicemail. Her brother's voice, unchanged by three years of silence: "You've reached Elias. Leave a message and I might call you back if you're lucky."

"Elias, it's Maya." Her voice cracked slightly. "I know we're not... I know it's been a while. But something's happening, and I think it's connected to Grandma Elena. Call me back. Please."

She ended the call and immediately dialed Zara. The number was disconnected.

Maya slumped back in her driver's seat. Of course Zara had changed her number. Her baby sister had always been good at disappearing when things got complicated. It was a family trait they'd all inherited to some degree, though Maya had always been the one who stayed to clean up the mess afterward.

The drive to Queen Anne Hill felt like traveling through a memory. Maya hadn't been back to this neighborhood since the estate sale three years ago, when she'd methodically sorted through their grandmother's possessions while her siblings maintained their stubborn absence. The house looked exactly the same: a modest Craftsman bungalow with a front garden that had probably been beautiful once.

Except the garden was beautiful now. The roses were in full bloom despite it being November in Seattle. The lavender bushes were thriving, and the herb garden looked like it had been tended that morning.

Maya parked in the driveway and approached the front door, her grandmother's rings still clutched in her hand. She'd kept a copy of the house key, though she'd never been able to bring herself to return it to the estate attorney. The key still worked.

The house smelled like cinnamon and sage, the same way it had during those childhood summers. Maya stepped inside and froze.

The house was exactly as she remembered from twenty years ago. Not as it had been during the estate sale, emptied of furniture and scrubbed clean for new owners. This was her grandmother's house as it had been when Maya was eight years old: overstuffed bookshelves, religious candles flickering on the mantelpiece, the old record player with a stack of Mexican folk songs beside it.

On the coffee table sat a leather journal Maya had never seen before, along with a note written in her grandmother's careful cursive:

Mija—By the time you read this, the fracturing will have begun. I have been holding the barriers steady for many years, but my time is ending and the responsibility must pass to you and your siblings. The journal will explain what I could not tell you as children. Find Elias and Zara. You cannot do this alone, no matter how much you want to try. The three of you together are stronger than the sum of your parts—but only if you choose to trust each other. Time is running out faster than you know. —Abuela

Maya sank into her grandmother's old armchair, the one that had always smelled faintly of vanilla and dust. She opened the journal and began to read:

The women of our family have been guardians of reality's foundation for seven generations. We are descended from those who first learned to touch the fundamental forces that keep existence stable: time, probability, and perception. Each generation, the power splits among three siblings, and each generation faces the choice of whether to work together or let the world fracture.

I chose to bear the burden alone after my sisters died, and the strain nearly destroyed me. I have spent sixty years holding the barriers, but the cost grows heavier each day. When I die, the power will fragment among my granddaughters and grandson, and the fracturing will begin unless they unite their gifts.

Maya, your connection to time comes with a price—each manipulation ages you, and large changes create temporal debt that must eventually be paid. But you are also the strongest of the three, the one who can create safe spaces where reality remains stable.

Elias can manipulate probability, but every change creates equal and opposite reactions. He has been avoiding his responsibilities, and I fear the debt he has accumulated will soon demand payment.

Zara's gift is the most dangerous—she can alter perception and memory, but the power works both ways. She has been hiding from all of us because she fears losing herself in the illusions she creates.

Together, you three can maintain the barriers I have upheld alone. Apart, you will watch reality tear itself to pieces.

The temporal anomalies are just the beginning. Find your siblings. Learn to work together. Save the world—and save each other.

Maya set the journal aside and stared at the fireplace, where flames danced without any visible fuel source. Outside, she could hear sirens in the distance, and the news alerts on her phone were coming more frequently now.

She thought about the businessman trapped in his revolving door loop in Boston. About the joggers aging in Central Park. About her own face in the mirror, marked by the cost of power she'd barely begun to understand.

Somewhere out there, Elias was probably using his probability manipulation to win at poker, oblivious to the cosmic debt he was accumulating. Somewhere else, Zara was hiding from a responsibility she'd never asked for, afraid of a power that could rewrite reality itself.

And Maya sat alone in her grandmother's impossible house, holding the weight of the world in her hands and trying to figure out how to contact two siblings who had spent three years avoiding her.

She picked up her phone and tried Elias again. This time, it rang.

"Maya?" His voice was sharp, alert in a way that suggested he hadn't been sleeping. "What the hell is going on? I just watched someone in Vegas age thirty years in ten minutes, and every slot machine in the casino started paying out jackpots simultaneously. Something is seriously wrong."

"I know." Maya's voice was steadier than she felt. "We need to talk. All three of us."

"Zara's been off the grid for months. I've been trying to track her down myself, but it's like she doesn't exist anymore."

"Then we find her together. Can you get to Seattle?"

There was a long pause. "Maya, I've done some things. Used my power in ways I probably shouldn't have. There's going to be consequences, and they're going to be bad."

"Then we deal with them together. That's what family does."

Another pause, longer this time. "I'll catch the next flight out. But Maya? Whatever's happening, it's bigger than just the weird temporal stuff. I think someone's been watching us."

The line went dead. Maya stared at her phone, then at the journal, then at the impossible house around her. She slipped her grandmother's rings onto her fingers, surprised when they fit perfectly.

The moment the rings settled into place, the world shifted. Colors became more vivid, sounds sharper. She could feel time flowing around her like a river, and for the first time, she sensed how fragile the current really was. There were cracks in the flow, places where it pooled or rushed too fast or moved in directions that shouldn't exist.

And somewhere, threading through it all, she felt the presence of her siblings—Elias's chaotic probability storms and Zara's reality-bending illusions, both of them struggling with powers they'd never been taught to control.

Maya stood up, journal in hand, and walked to the front window. The Seattle skyline shimmered in the distance, and she could swear she saw places where buildings flickered between different states of existence.

Time was running out. Reality was fracturing. And she had no idea how to find a sister who could make herself invisible to perception itself.

But she was going to try. Because despite fifteen years of silence and resentment, despite the impossible responsibility thrust upon them, despite everything—they were family. And Maya Chen-Valdez had never walked away from her family, no matter how badly they hurt each other.

She just hoped that this time, her siblings would choose to stay and fight beside her.

Outside, the sirens grew louder, and the world continued its slow slide toward chaos.
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MAYA SPENT THE NEXT four hours in her grandmother's house, reading through the journal while the world slowly came apart outside. The leather-bound book contained decades of careful observations about their family's abilities, written in a mixture of English, Spanish, and what looked like an ancient script Maya couldn't identify.

The power manifests differently in each generation, her grandmother had written. My grandmother could stop bullets in mid-air and make flowers bloom in winter. My mother could see the threads of possibility stretching out from every decision and tug them toward better outcomes. I learned to hold all three abilities together through sheer stubbornness and forty years of meditation, but the cost nearly killed me three times.

Maya shows the strongest connection to time manipulation, but she must learn that temporal debt always comes due. The universe keeps careful accounts.

Elias has been unconsciously manipulating probability since childhood—I suspect his legendary "good luck" at avoiding consequences for his pranks was never actually luck at all. But probability is a zero-sum game. Every stroke of good fortune he creates must be balanced by misfortune elsewhere.

Zara's gift is the most dangerous because perception shapes reality more than most people realize. If enough people believe something is true, it becomes true. She has been unconsciously editing people's memories of her since she was twelve, which is why her teachers could never quite remember her face or her foster families forgot to worry when she stayed out all night.

Maya closed the journal and rubbed her temples, feeling the weight of inherited responsibility settling on her shoulders like a familiar coat. Through the window, she could see the Space Needle flickering between its current appearance and what looked like a version from the 1960s World's Fair. The temporal fractures were spreading.

Her phone buzzed with a call from an unknown number.

"Maya? It's Elias. I'm at Sea-Tac, but there's a problem."

"What kind of problem?"

"The kind where the entire airport is stuck in some sort of time loop and half the passengers are aging backward while the other half are aging forward. Also, I think someone's been following me since Vegas."

Maya grabbed her keys and headed for the door. "Stay where you are. I'm coming to get you."

"That might not be a good idea. I've been tracking the probability streams around me for the past six hours, and they're all pointing toward something bad happening. Like, catastrophically bad."

"Elias." Maya paused at her grandmother's threshold. "How long have you been using your abilities?"

A long silence. "Consciously? About two years. But looking back... probably my whole life. Remember how I never got caught for any of the stupid stuff I did as a kid? How I always seemed to find twenty-dollar bills on the sidewalk when I needed lunch money? How I never got seriously hurt skateboarding even though I was constantly wiping out?"

Maya remembered. Elias had been the family daredevil, the one who climbed too high and ran too fast and somehow always landed on his feet. Their parents had called him their "lucky boy" and laughed about his charmed life.

"What did you mean about someone following you?"

"There was this guy at the casino last night. Older, gray hair, really intense eyes. He kept showing up wherever I was, always watching but never playing. When I left Vegas this morning, I saw him again at the airport. Then again on the plane. He didn't get off in Seattle, but Maya? He wasn't affected by any of the time distortions. While everyone else was aging or moving in slow motion, he just stood there like he was in a bubble of normal time."
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