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The clocks were wrong again.

Not broken — just wrong.

Dr. Kiera Vance noticed it first on the lab’s wall chronometer: 08:47:22. Then 08:47:23. Then 08:47:22 again. The digital display blinked, hesitated, and only after a faint whine from the power core did it decide to continue counting forward as though nothing had happened.

It was the third time this week.

Kiera leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her eyes. The motion sensors dimmed the lights automatically, mistaking stillness for exhaustion. She waved her hand, and the lab’s soft white glow returned.

“Not today,” she muttered. “No more ghost seconds.”

Her assistant, a graduate student named Moira, didn’t look up from the holographic table where a dozen time-series models shimmered like translucent ribbons. “Still glitching?”

“They’re not glitches. I checked the core logs.”

“Could be solar interference,” Moira suggested. “There was that flare—”

“Two weeks ago,” Kiera interrupted. “And this... this is local. Every clock in the facility stutters in sync. But the atomic clocks in the city stay stable.”

“So what’s your theory this time?”

Kiera smiled faintly, the way people do when they know their ideas sound ridiculous. “Maybe time’s getting tired.”

Moira laughed, a nervous sort of sound that echoed in the sterile room. The Chronophysics Research Institute sat on the outskirts of New Avalon, its glass walls looking out over the sea — though lately the tides had been acting strange too. The ocean sometimes paused mid-wave, just for a fraction of a second, then resumed. It was the kind of phenomenon you’d think you imagined until someone else said they saw it too.

“Maybe you should sleep,” Moira said. “You’ve been here three nights straight.”

Kiera turned her chair to the wide glass wall, watching the horizon bleed orange and violet. “If the data’s right, the pauses are growing. Each one lasts longer than the last.”

“Pauses?”

“In time itself.”

Moira’s expression softened. “You sound like those cultists on the news.”

“I wish I was wrong.”

Kiera stood, pacing to the observation deck. Her reflection merged with the sunset — dark curls framed by light. Forty years old and still carrying the reckless curiosity that had once made her the youngest director in the Institute’s history. But lately, curiosity had soured into obsession.

Behind her, the machines whispered: the hum of the quantum stabilizer, the faint hiss of the cooling system. All the sounds that reminded her the world still moved forward.

Until it didn’t.

The lights flickered. The hum deepened into a low, resonant note, like the sound before a quake. Moira’s ribbons of data stretched, blurred, and then froze completely.

“Moira?”

No response. The air itself seemed to thicken, colors desaturating, sound fading to a vacuum. Through the glass wall, Kiera saw the waves halt mid-crest. A bird hung motionless in the sky.

And then, just as suddenly, everything snapped back. The bird continued its flight. The waves crashed against the shore. Moira exhaled sharply, blinking.

“What was that?” she gasped.

Kiera didn’t answer. She walked slowly to the console and pulled up the chronometer log. The clock had rewound exactly one minute and twelve seconds.

Every sensor confirmed it.

The universe had taken a breath backward.

By nightfall, the city was alive with rumors. Screens filled with shaky footage: traffic freezing mid-motion, lights pulsing, people claiming they’d lived the same minute twice. Government spokespeople dismissed it as a “quantum data synchronization event.”

But Kiera knew better.

She sat alone in her apartment, staring at the still image of the ocean on her window-wall. New Avalon’s skyline glittered like circuitry, a living organism of glass and steel. Somewhere out there, the world was quietly unraveling.

She opened her encrypted tablet and accessed a file labeled “Protocol Zero.”

Her finger hesitated over the icon. The file had been sealed for nearly two centuries, locked behind three government clearance levels and one private encryption key — hers. She hadn’t told Moira about it. She hadn’t told anyone.

The file opened.

A series of old recordings flickered to life. Grainy footage, scientists in bulky suits, their voices warped by age and static. The banner behind them read: Earth Temporal Restoration Initiative – Year 000 Cycle 9.

Cycle 9. Not year 2149.

Kiera frowned. The numbers made no sense. The footage was dated over a billion years ago, according to the file metadata — long before humanity existed.

A voice, calm and tired, spoke through the distortion:

“This is not the first world. The Rewind Protocol was never meant to be permanent. When entropy exceeds containment thresholds, the system resets the loop. Only designated Anchors retain memory continuity between cycles.”

Anchors.

Her heart pounded.

The voice continued:

“If you are hearing this, the loop is degrading. Prepare for temporal fracture. Seek the Origin Point.”

The feed cut to black.

For a long moment, Kiera just sat there, breathing the stale air of her apartment, trying to feel real.

Anchors. Reset. Fracture. Words that belonged to theory papers, not to her world. But the clock on her wall flickered again, the same stutter as before — 11:59:58. 11:59:59. 11:59:58.

The last hour of tomorrow.

She stood, crossed to the window, and looked out.

Across the city, lights pulsed in waves — entire districts dimming, then reigniting, as though time itself were struggling to decide which version of the world to keep.

And for the first time, Kiera Vance felt it not as a scientist but as something smaller, more human.

The fear that maybe tomorrow had already happened.
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Kiera didn’t sleep that night.

She tried. The bed recognized her stillness and shifted to its comfort setting, playing the low, synthetic hum of “forest ambience.” But her mind wouldn’t stop circling the words — Anchors. Fracture. Origin Point. They clung to her thoughts like burrs, impossible to shake.

At three in the morning, she sat at the kitchen counter, nursing a cup of coffee gone cold. Through the glass wall, the city floated in silence. Traffic signals blinked in empty streets, and somewhere far below, a patrol drone buzzed past like a metallic firefly.

Her tablet glowed faintly beside her. The replay of the old recording had looped itself twice before she noticed. She didn’t stop it.

“Only designated Anchors retain memory continuity between cycles...”

The line repeated, soft and tired. Whoever that voice belonged to, they’d recorded it with the weight of someone who already knew it would be ignored.

Anchors. People who remembered previous loops.

If that was true, then maybe—

Her building trembled faintly. Not like an earthquake, more like a shiver running through the bones of the structure. The wall display flickered.

“Again?” she whispered.

The clock on her counter jumped backward two seconds. 03:14:08. 03:14:06.

Kiera stood, her pulse racing. She reached for her coat before realizing how ridiculous that was — what could she possibly do? But habit drove her out the door, down the elevator, and into the cold street.

The air was still, almost expectant.

Across the avenue, a man stood under a flickering streetlamp, looking directly at her. He was tall, pale, wearing an old-fashioned coat that looked about fifty years out of place. When the lamp blinked off, he was gone.

Her breath caught.

The lamp came back on. He was standing closer.

Kiera froze. “Who are you?”

He tilted his head slightly, as if testing the shape of her words. Then, quietly, he said, “You remember, don’t you?”

“Remember what?”

He smiled — a small, sad thing. “The last time the world ended.”

Before she could move, reality folded.

That was the only way to describe it — not a collapse, not a flicker, but a folding, like space itself bending around an invisible hinge. The street, the air, the lights — everything folded inward until only darkness remained.

Then, abruptly, she was somewhere else.

The floor beneath her was cold metal. The air smelled of ozone and rust. Dim blue lights illuminated a vast chamber lined with cables, and around her stood half a dozen people — all watching her.

A woman with short silver hair stepped forward. “You brought her in rough, Cal.”

The man from the street — apparently Cal — shrugged. “Time’s thin tonight.”

Kiera backed away instinctively. “Where am I?”

“The safe point,” said the silver-haired woman. “And if you’re here, that means the resets have started again.”

Kiera stared at her. “Who are you people?”

“We’re the Anchors,” the woman said simply.

There were seven of them in total. The chamber they called The Safe Point looked like a bunker from another era — massive steel doors, old-style monitors patched into newer tech, generators humming like restless animals.

The Anchors introduced themselves one by one: Cal, the quiet man who’d pulled her from the street. Lira, the silver-haired leader. A historian named Julian. Two twins, Rhea and Noll, whose speech patterns overlapped unnervingly, as though they sometimes forgot which was which. A mute engineer known only as Hask. And finally, a young woman named Ori, barely twenty, who looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks.

Lira gestured to the long table in the center of the room, covered in data sheets, fragments of screens, and hand-drawn timelines pinned in chaotic order. “You’re one of us,” she said. “We’ve been waiting for you.”

Kiera almost laughed. “That’s impossible. I’d remember—”

“You do remember,” Lira interrupted gently. “You just haven’t accessed it yet. It takes time for the fragments to return after each reset.”

“Resets?”

Lira nodded. “Every time the Rewind Protocol triggers, the universe collapses into itself. Most people forget. Their consciousness gets recompiled into the new iteration. But a few of us — the Anchors — we retain slivers of the last world.”

Kiera took a slow breath. “You’re saying we’ve lived this before.”

“Many times.”

“That’s insane.”

Julian leaned forward, his eyes shadowed. “You’ve said that in every cycle.”

Something inside her twisted. “Then why do it? Why keep starting over?”

“Because we don’t
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