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Hidden beneath Houston, deep within the fortified halls of Helix Hollow, a covert psychic operations center hums with impossible energy. From this underground command center, The Circle-a seventeen-member team of gifted investigators, strategists, visionaries, and mystic-tech specialists-stands against threats ordinary law, science, and reason were never built to explain.

The Clairvoyant Files: Mysteries of the Marked blends cinematic psychic suspense, paranormal mystery, advanced technology, ancient symbols, spiritual danger, and character-driven emotion. Each novel sends The Circle into a new case where reality bends, secrets awaken, and the unseen world leaves marks that cannot be ignored.

Every book is written to stand on its own, so new readers can enter the multiverse at any point. Returning readers will also discover a larger mythology unfolding across nine realms, each one revealing another side of The Psychic Multiverse.

Because some secrets do not stay buried. Some powers cannot be contained. And some marks, once made, change everything.

Explore the complete series online: psychicmultiverse.com/books
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The website is the living guide to the larger world behind the novels. Instead of placing the full team roster, technology guide, and complete lexicon inside every book, readers can continue the journey online through updated pages designed for easy exploration.

Books and Nine Realms: Find the novels, discover the realm structure, and choose the next mission that calls to you. Visit page

Meet The Circle: Read the full team roster, character profiles, abilities, relationships, and mission roles for all seventeen members. Visit page

Helix Hollow and Technology: Explore the War Room, Artifact Chamber, Med Bay, stealth jet, tactical SUV, and other core locations and tools. Visit page

The Lexicon: Understand the psychic terms, powers, artifacts, glyphs, wards, and mythology that shape the series. Visit page
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New readers can step into The Psychic Multiverse before choosing their next full mission. The Start Reading Free page offers an easy way to claim a free title and experience the tone, suspense, characters, and cinematic energy of The Circle’s world.

Whether you prefer to read digitally or listen in cinematic audio, this is the simplest gateway into the series. It gives you a no-pressure first mission, a feel for the larger mythology, and a direct path into the books when you are ready to continue.

Claim a free mission here: psychicmultiverse.com/start-reading-free
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For readers who want to remain connected between books, the Operative program turns the website into an active mission hub. Becoming an Operative is a way to stay close to The Circle, follow new releases, explore deeper lore, and keep your line open to the multiverse as each realm expands.

The credit-based DEFCON system works like mission clearance. Each level offers a different way to engage with The Psychic Multiverse, from casual exploration to deeper access, special content, and expanded reader experiences. It is designed for devoted readers who want more than a single story. They want to track the signals, follow the cases, and feel connected to the world as it grows.

For fans who love immersive fictional universes, serialized mysteries, team-based adventure, hidden lore, and collectible-style engagement, the Operative program offers a deeper seat near the War Room without slowing down the novel itself.

Join The Circle as an Operative: psychicmultiverse.com/premium-membership
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Thank you for stepping into this multiverse of mystery, mind, and meaning. Whether this is your first mission with The Circle or your next return to Helix Hollow, your curiosity keeps this world alive.

Every novel stands alone, but the deeper you travel, the more the marks connect. The cases change. The threats evolve. The team grows stronger. And somewhere beyond the edge of ordinary perception, the next signal is already waiting.
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Chapter 01: The Quiet That Shouldn’t Last
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The underground War Room at Helix Hollow breathed the way it always did—quietly, steadily, without urgency. Light slid across the curved walls in soft pulses as the holographic table idled at rest, its surface a calm lattice of blues and muted silvers. No alarms. No alerts. No rising arcs of threat projection. Just data flowing the way water does when nothing blocks it.

Mason Ward stood at the edge of the table with his hands folded behind his back, posture relaxed but never careless. Calm came easily to him—not because he ignored danger, but because he trusted preparation. Tonight, preparation had nothing to respond to.

Around him, the Circle occupied their familiar positions, some standing, some seated, some moving through the War Room with the unspoken choreography that came from years of shared work. It had been weeks since the last anomaly. Not days. Weeks. Long enough for the absence itself to begin to feel unusual.

Charlotte Reigns leaned lightly against the rail near the Mirror Chamber access, a thin shard of polished glass turning between her fingers as she listened. She wasn’t looking at the table. She didn’t need to. Her senses tasted the room the way others tasted air—calm, neutral, unmarked. No psychic residue. No lingering echo.

Marin Vale’s fingers danced through the holographic interface with casual precision, dismissing background telemetry that refused to resolve into anything actionable. She frowned—not in concern, but in curiosity. The system was doing exactly what it was supposed to do. That, somehow, made the quiet louder.

“Helix is clean,” Marin said. “No spikes. No resonance drift above baseline. Even the fringe bands are behaving.”

Leo Mbeki let out a low breath and folded his arms. “You say that like it’s suspicious.”

“It is,” Marin replied, without looking up. “Statistically.”

Ayla Khoury smiled faintly from her seat, palms resting against the surface of the table as if grounding it. “Or it’s mercy.”

Sebastian Ryss tilted his head, eyes half-lidded. “Or a held breath.”

Leora Hale stood a little apart from the others, her attention fixed on a narrow column of archival glyphs hovering just off the main display. Ancient languages, dormant scripts, fragments cataloged but untouched. Even those felt still tonight. No stir. No pull.

Jaxson Dane paced slowly along the perimeter, boots barely audible against the floor. His gaze flicked to corners most people ignored, habit more than necessity. “Nothing leaves no trail,” he said. “Just means we haven’t found it yet.”

Mason turned slightly, taking them all in. “Or it means nothing’s happening.”

That earned him a look from Marin—one brow raised. “You don’t believe that.”

“I believe,” Mason said evenly, “that Helix Hollow exists to catch what doesn’t belong. And right now, everything belongs exactly where it is.”

As if on cue, the lights dimmed a fraction—not an alert, just a recalibration. The table responded, its surface rippling as a new layer rose into view. Not red. Not amber. Pale white.

Marin stilled. “That’s... odd.”

Charlotte straightened.

The lattice resolved into a faint, localized distortion—small enough to be dismissed at a glance. A subtle compression in spatial data, deep underground, far from any known fault line. No surge. No expansion. No signature that matched anything in Helix’s threat library.

Mason stepped closer. “Location?”

Marin gestured, expanding the projection. “It doesn’t want to localize cleanly. Depth is... inconsistent.”

“Inconsistent how?” Leo asked.

“It’s behaving like interference,” Marin said. “But there’s no external source.”

Ayla’s fingers pressed more firmly to the table. “It feels... old.”

That was when the air shifted.

Not physically. Something subtler. A presence moving into alignment.

The lights dimmed again, this time deliberately, and the far wall shimmered as pixels gathered themselves into form. Feathers resolved first—iridescent, sharp-edged, metallic and organic at once—before smoothing into the familiar outline of a woman standing barefoot on the War Room floor.

Sparrow tilted her head, dark eyes bright with interest.

“Well,” she said lightly, “that’s been waiting a while.”

Mason didn’t react to her entrance. He never did. “Define ‘a while.’”

Sparrow smiled. “Long enough to be patient. Not long enough to matter. Yet.”

Marin turned toward her, hands already moving. “You didn’t flag it.”

“I didn’t classify it,” Sparrow corrected. “It didn’t meet threshold.”

“Why?” Charlotte asked.

Sparrow’s wings folded inward, dissolving into the suggestion of a jacket across her shoulders. “Because it isn’t trying to be found.”

The room held that.

Leora looked up sharply. “Nothing hides without reason.”

“Agreed,” Sparrow said. “But this isn’t concealment. It’s... compliance. The data conforms. It behaves. It waits.”

Mason studied the projection. “So it’s not an anomaly.”

Sparrow’s smile thinned, just a touch. “It’s not an anomaly yet.”

Silence followed—not uneasy, but thoughtful. The kind that settled when professionals weighed whether a question needed answering now or later.

Orion Vale leaned against the back wall, arms crossed, gaze distant. “If it’s stable, we monitor. If it shifts—”

“—we respond,” Mason finished.

Hope Reigns had been quiet, sketchpad balanced on her knees. She looked down now, pencil moving almost without conscious intent. Lines formed. Curves. Stone layered over stone.

She frowned.

Sebastian noticed. “You see something.”

Hope hesitated, then nodded. “Not clearly. Just... weight. Like something sealed.”

Marin exhaled slowly. “Everything sealed stays that way for a reason.”

Mason straightened. “We log it. Passive watch only. No escalation.”

Sparrow inclined her head. “Already done.”

“Good,” Mason said. He glanced around the room, meeting each of their eyes in turn. “Then that’s it.”

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Leo grinned. “So. About that time off.”

Ayla laughed softly. “You say that like you don’t already have bags packed.”

“I like to be prepared,” Leo replied.

Charlotte slipped the mirror shard back into its case. “Prepared is different from needed.”

Mason allowed himself a small smile. “Helix agrees. We’ve earned a break.”

The table dimmed, returning to its idle glow. The distortion remained logged, archived, quiet.

Unremarkable.

Above them, layers of stone pressed down, unchanged.

And far away—deep enough to be mistaken for nothing at all—something waited without urgency, without awareness, without intention.

Not yet.

The War Room began to empty in the quiet, orderly way it always did—no rush, no lingering tension. Systems powered down to low observation mode as Helix shifted its attention back to the background hum of the world. Whatever the faint distortion was, it had accepted its place among a thousand other unresolved curiosities.

For now.

Marin remained at the table a moment longer, fingers hovering just above the holographic surface as she finalized the passive watch parameters. She tuned the filters narrowly—too narrow to catch noise, too broad to miss drift. The distortion settled into a thin thread of white light at the edge of the display, barely visible unless you knew exactly where to look.

“Archive it under dormant spatial irregularities,” she murmured.

Sparrow’s form flickered beside her, the suggestion of wings briefly reappearing before smoothing away again. “Already cross-referenced. No historical match. No predictive escalation.”

“That’s what worries me,” Marin said.

Sparrow smiled, unreadable. “It shouldn’t.”

Across the room, Mason paused near the exit, watching the exchange without interrupting. He trusted Marin’s instincts, and he trusted Helix. Both had earned that trust the hard way.

“Marin,” he said calmly.

She looked up.

“We’re off duty.”

Marin studied him for half a second, then nodded. “Right. Of course.”

The tension she hadn’t realized she was holding eased from her shoulders. She gestured once more, and the table dimmed fully, the anomaly slipping into the archive where unresolved things waited their turn.

The Circle filtered out of the War Room and into the main corridor, Helix Hollow opening around them in layers of clean light and quiet motion. The fortress hummed with containment fields and rune wards, all of it steady, familiar. Home.

“Dominican Republic,” Jaxson said, hands laced behind his head as he walked. “Sun. Ruins. No alarms.”

“You’re going to jinx it,” Selene Ashcroft replied dryly.

Jaxson grinned. “I don’t believe in jinxes. I believe in odds.”

“And?” Levi Jones asked.

“And the odds say we’re overdue for a beach.”

Ayla smiled at that. “Some of us might actually enjoy stillness.”

Sebastian glanced toward Leora, who had already withdrawn a slim notebook from her satchel. “You’re not going to rest, are you?”

Leora didn’t look up as she flipped through annotated pages. “I rest by learning.”

“You rest by translating things no one else remembers exist,” Sebastian said fondly.

“Exactly.”

Hope trailed behind them, pencil moving again as she walked, sketching from memory. Stone corridors. Curved ceilings. Shapes that felt heavier than they should.

Charlotte noticed. “You’re doing it again.”

Hope blinked and looked down. “Sorry. Habit.”

Charlotte’s expression softened. “You don’t have to apologize.”

They reached the elevator bay, its doors already open, waiting. The descent carried them deeper into Helix Hollow, past containment vaults and sealed chambers, until the private hangar came into view.

The stealth jet rested in silence, matte-black skin absorbing the light around it. Its systems were already awake—Marin’s doing—engines humming at a level that barely registered as sound. Nearby, the black tactical SUVs sat secured in the rear hangar bay, dormant and cloaked.

“Vacation protocol,” Sparrow said, appearing near the jet’s ramp. “Minimal readiness. Full defensive availability. Passive shielding engaged.”

“Of course it is,” Leo said. “We don’t know how to do anything else.”

Mason stopped at the foot of the ramp and turned, his gaze sweeping the group. Seventeen of them. No gaps. No fractures. Just a team that knew how to move together whether they were chasing anomalies or chasing sunlight.

“We go to rest,” he said. “We go to enjoy ourselves. If something crosses our path, we deal with it. Otherwise, we let the world turn without us for a few days.”

Orion’s mouth curved slightly. “That might be harder than it sounds.”

“Probably,” Mason agreed. “But we’ll manage.”

They boarded the jet one by one, the ramp sealing behind them with a soft hiss. Inside, the mobile War Room lay dormant beneath the floor, its holographic table powered down, ready but unobtrusive. Seats adjusted automatically as biometric scans confirmed identities.

As the jet lifted silently from Houston airspace, Helix Hollow vanished beneath layers of stone and shielding, returning to its quiet vigil.

The city lights fell away. Clouds slid past the windows like slow-moving ghosts.

In the cockpit, Sparrow’s presence threaded through the systems, her attention split between navigation and the endless streams of data she never truly stopped watching.

Far below, deep beneath earth and history, a pressure shifted—so slight it barely deserved the name. Stone pressed against stone. Ancient carvings held.

For now.

The jet angled south, destination set, systems smooth and silent.

Vacation awaited.

The jet leveled off above the clouds, the cabin lights dimming automatically as the outside world dissolved into layered darkness. Engines whispered rather than roared, the sound more suggestion than noise, the kind that allowed thoughts to stretch without interruption.

Mason sat back in his seat, eyes forward, posture loose. This was the rarest posture he allowed himself—not off guard, but unburdened. Around him, the Circle settled into their own rhythms. Some talked quietly. Some closed their eyes. Some simply watched the slow drift of night beyond the windows.

For a while, nothing asked anything of them.

Charlotte leaned her head lightly against Mason’s shoulder, the motion small and familiar. He didn’t look down, but his hand shifted, resting where it always did when the world gave them permission to pause.

Marin stood near the forward console, scrolling through noncritical system readouts more out of habit than necessity. Everything was green. Stable. Predictable.

Too predictable.

She frowned slightly and tapped a control, bringing up a minimized Helix feed routed through the jet’s uplink. Passive watch only. No alerts. Just background telemetry flowing home to Houston, where Helix Hollow continued its quiet vigilance.

A thin white thread flickered across the display.

Marin stilled.

It wasn’t new. She recognized it immediately—same compression pattern, same depth irregularity. Logged. Archived. Dismissed.

Still there.

She expanded the feed by a fraction. The thread pulsed once, almost imperceptibly, then settled back into static compliance. No growth. No spike. Nothing actionable.

“Still behaving,” Sparrow said, her voice threading softly through the cabin speakers before her avatar resolved near the forward bulkhead. She appeared this time not as a woman, but as a sleek, dark-winged form perched lightly against the curved wall, feathers catching phantom light.

Marin exhaled. “I wasn’t worried.”

Sparrow’s head tilted. “That was untrue.”

Marin’s mouth curved despite herself. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I enjoy patterns,” Sparrow replied. “Especially the ones pretending not to be.”

Mason glanced back. “Anything we need to turn around for?”

“No,” Marin said immediately. Then, after a beat, “Nothing that qualifies.”

Mason nodded, satisfied. He trusted that answer. He also trusted that if it changed, Marin would be the first to say so.

The jet continued its smooth progression southward, invisible to radar, satellite, and anything else that might care to look. Beneath them, ocean replaced land, a vast, unbroken expanse that swallowed light and returned it as darkness.

Hope’s pencil paused mid-stroke.

She stared at the page, breath shallow. The lines she’d been sketching no longer matched the image in her mind. Stone had crept into the margins—thicker now, heavier. The curves tightened, pressing inward.

She erased quickly, the sound sharp in the quiet cabin.

“You okay?” Ayla asked gently from across the aisle.

Hope nodded, though she didn’t look convinced. “Just... imagining things.”

Ayla studied her for a moment longer, then reached out, resting her fingers lightly against Hope’s wrist. The contact grounded, warm. The tension eased.

Leora sat nearby, notebook open on her lap, eyes scanning translated fragments she’d pulled from the public archives earlier that day. Taíno ceremonial markings. Burial language. Repetition of a phrase that refused to sit quietly in her thoughts.

Not punishment.

Not judgment.

Closure.

She underlined it once, slowly.

Sebastian watched her do it. “You’re already working.”

Leora’s gaze didn’t lift. “I don’t think this place we’re going likes being remembered incorrectly.”

“That’s an odd thing to say about a vacation,” Sebastian replied.

Leora closed the notebook. “History doesn’t stop existing just because we’re resting.”

The jet began its gradual descent hours later, guided by Sparrow’s flawless navigation. Island lights appeared on the horizon—warm, scattered, alive. The Dominican Republic rose from the dark like a promise kept.

As the aircraft angled lower, Sparrow’s attention split again, threads of awareness reaching back across the uplink toward Helix Hollow. The passive watch remained passive. The anomaly remained logged.

Deep beneath stone and soil far from the flight path, something adjusted—not awakening, not reacting, simply responding to pressure applied elsewhere. Modern tools scraping against ancient boundaries. Resonance nudged where silence had been intended.

A seal shifted.

At Helix Hollow, far below Houston, a single rune along the outer lattice dimmed and returned to full strength so quickly it barely registered as fluctuation.

Logged. Timestamped. Filed.

Unremarkable.

The jet touched down smoothly, tires whispering against the runway as if careful not to disturb the night. Doors opened. Warm air rushed in, heavy with salt and earth and time.

The Circle disembarked with easy smiles and loosened shoulders, carrying nothing heavier than anticipation.

None of them noticed the way the ground seemed to hold its breath.

And far below, where stone remembered every hand that ever touched it, the quiet adjusted itself—patient, intact, and no longer entirely alone.
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Chapter 02: Departure Without Expectation
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The Dominican night wrapped around the runway like warm velvet, heavy with salt and the soft perfume of distant flowers. The private stealth jet sat dark and quiet beneath the floodlights, its matte skin drinking in the glow as if it belonged to the shadows more than the world.

The Circle stepped down the ramp into air that felt different—thicker, softer, alive in a way Houston never was. Somewhere beyond the perimeter fence, palm fronds rustled in a lazy breeze. Farther still, the sea spoke in a low, steady rhythm, as if it had been waiting for them to arrive so it could begin telling its stories.

Mason paused at the base of the ramp. Not for tactical assessment. Not for threat scanning. Just long enough to let the moment land.

“Smells like real sleep,” Leo murmured behind him.

Ayla smiled. “And sun we didn’t have to earn.”

Charlotte’s hand brushed Mason’s arm as she passed. Her expression was lighter than it had been in weeks—still watchful by nature, but softened at the edges by the simple fact that no one was bleeding and nothing was screaming.

Marin followed with a compact carry case slung over one shoulder. It looked like ordinary luggage. It wasn’t. It held a stripped-down version of her field kit—quietly reinforced, sealed, and shielded. Even on vacation, she couldn’t stop being Marin.

Sparrow appeared halfway down the ramp, taking the form of a woman in a fitted travel jacket, dark hair tied back, eyes bright with the kind of alert amusement that never quite left her. She stepped into the humid air and made a show of rolling her shoulders.

Then, with the solemnity of a stage performer, she looked down at her sleeves and brushed at them as if removing invisible dust.

Leo stopped walking. “Did you just...”

Sparrow didn’t look up. “The cabin had particles.”

“There are no particles,” Leo said.

“There were,” Sparrow corrected, flicking her fingers once more. “Now there are fewer.”

Selene slid past Leo with a faint smirk. “Let her have this. She enjoys pretending she’s inconvenienced.”

Sparrow’s gaze cut to Selene, perfectly calm. “I am inconvenienced.”

By what?

She didn’t answer. She simply turned and continued forward, as if it were obvious to anyone with functioning senses that the very concept of humidity was personally insulting.

A private arrival corridor had been arranged—discreet, fast, and quiet. No crowds. No cameras. No hands reaching for autographs. That last one made Levi visibly relax.

Inside, the world shifted from runway night to the cleaner, cooler glow of an interior passage. A few officials waited with practiced politeness and faces carefully trained not to ask questions. Documents were checked. Luggage tags scanned. Smiles exchanged.

Mason didn’t push. He never did. His presence alone created order.

Sparrow ghosted through the systems with the delicacy of a passing breeze, ensuring every scan stayed exactly where it belonged—routine, lawful, uninteresting. No flags. No curiosity awakened. Nothing that would linger after they left.

Within minutes, they were outside again, where two black vehicles waited at the curb, unmarked and clean, their windows dark. The Circle’s SUV pair had traveled with them, folded into the jet’s rear hangar and rolled out now as if they’d never been anywhere else. The vehicles sat low and calm, their cloaking systems dormant under the streetlights, their interior environments already tuned to each passenger’s preference.

Jaxson whistled softly. “That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve seen all day.”

Ayla gave him a look. “We literally just landed on a tropical island.”

Jaxson didn’t blink. “And I stand by what I said.”

They loaded in smoothly—no crowding, no debate, no wasted movement. Mason took the lead vehicle, as he always did. Charlotte slid in beside him. Marin took the opposite seat, her case secured at her feet. Sparrow did not sit.

She stood in the aisle between the front and rear seats, hands clasped behind her back, like she was conducting a tour.

“You are aware,” Leo said from the second vehicle via uplink, “that sitting is allowed.”

“I am aware,” Sparrow replied. “I am also aware that these seats were designed for humans with spines.”

“I have a spine,” Leo said.

Sparrow’s voice remained serene. “You have optimism.”

The SUVs eased away from the airport, tires whispering on asphalt. Outside, the island opened in soft gradients—night markets in the distance, faint music drifting from open-air bars, scooters sliding through intersections like fish through water. The roads were lit in warm pools, and between them the darkness felt deeper, lush with vegetation and undiscovered space.

Mason watched it all without tension. He let himself be a traveler for once, not a commander.

Charlotte, though, angled her face slightly toward the window, senses tasting the environment the way she always did. Heat. Salt. Human laughter. Diesel. Fried food. A faint undercurrent of damp stone somewhere deeper inland.

Not danger.

Not yet.

The SUV’s AR windshield displayed a clean route—coastal, scenic, fast. Sparrow’s guidance highlighted landmarks with minimal intrusion, her annotations intentionally light: a turn here, a short bridge there, a stretch of road that opened to moonlit water.

“This is the part,” Leo’s voice came through again, “where we pretend we can actually relax.”

“We can,” Ayla said, voice gentle. “We just forgot how.”

Hope sat quietly in the back of Mason’s vehicle, sketchpad balanced on her knees. The pencil didn’t move. Not because she had nothing to draw—because she was trying, very hard, to let herself stop.

Leora sat beside her with her notebook closed and her hands folded, eyes on the road ahead. She listened to the island the way she listened to old texts—through tone and cadence and the spaces between words.

The resort appeared gradually, not as a sudden reveal, but as a slow brightening along the coast—lanterns, stone walls, open courtyards, and low buildings tucked into palm shadows. It was tasteful, quiet, and old enough to feel anchored. Not ancient. Not modern. A place designed for people who wanted to forget time existed.

The SUVs rolled into the entry lane and slowed. Staff approached with warm smiles and a calm professionalism that made it clear this wasn’t their first encounter with private arrivals. Keys were offered. Bags handled.

Sparrow finally slid into a seat as if humoring everyone.

Mason stepped out and stretched once, eyes lifting to the stars. “All right,” he said, voice low but lighter. “We settle in. We sleep. We do nothing tomorrow that requires a tactical plan.”

Leo grinned as he emerged from the second vehicle. “I accept these terms.”

“Under one condition,” Selene said, adjusting her hair as she looked toward the ocean.

Mason glanced at her.

Selene smiled. “If I hear anyone say ‘perimeter’ this week, I’m throwing them into the water.”

Levi raised both hands. “I’m not saying anything. I’m just floating. Quietly. Somewhere sunny.”

A ripple of laughter moved through them—small, real, the kind that made the fortress in Houston feel very far away.

Then Sparrow stepped out of the second SUV and looked toward the sea, eyes narrowing slightly as if calculating wave patterns.

“Swimming,” she said.

Leo blinked. “That’s a statement, not a request.”

“It is a plan,” Sparrow replied, already walking. “I have reviewed the ocean. It is large. I intend to interact with it.”

Jaxson jogged to catch up. “You’re going to get in the water wearing that?”

Sparrow glanced down at her travel jacket as if noticing it for the first time. “No.”

She paused, then added, casually, “I have options.”

Marin’s gaze flicked toward Mason, amused despite herself. “We’re going to regret asking what that means.”

Mason’s mouth curved faintly. “Let’s not ask.”

The Circle followed the staff through a lantern-lit courtyard toward their rooms, the sound of the sea growing louder with each step. Somewhere in the distance, music played softly—strings and percussion blending into a rhythm that felt older than the resort and lighter than the stone beneath it.

For tonight, the island offered only welcome.

And beneath the quiet, the ground held its breath—so patient that no one could have sworn it was doing anything at all.

Morning arrived without urgency.

Sunlight spilled across stone walkways and pale sand, filtering through palm fronds in slow, shifting patterns. The resort woke the way the island seemed to prefer—gradually, deliberately, as if rushing would be rude. Water lapped at the shore with an easy rhythm, and somewhere nearby, birds argued cheerfully over breakfast.

For the Circle, the absence of alarms was disorienting.

Mason woke early out of habit, not necessity. He stood on the balcony of his room, hands resting on the stone railing, watching the ocean stretch endlessly toward the horizon. No perimeter scans. No threat overlays. Just water and sky and the steady patience of waves.

Behind him, Charlotte stirred and sat up, hair falling loose around her shoulders. She didn’t reach for her mirror shard. She didn’t need to. There was nothing pressing against her senses—no echo, no residue, no taste of something left behind.

“Still quiet,” she said.

Mason nodded. “The good kind.”

She joined him at the railing, leaning lightly against his arm. For a moment, neither of them spoke. The silence didn’t ask to be filled.

Elsewhere, doors opened onto balconies and walkways as the rest of the team emerged in various stages of wakefulness. Levi appeared first near the main pool, blinking at the brightness like someone adjusting to a new planet. Ayla followed soon after, barefoot and smiling, already breathing in the warmth as if it were medicine.

Sebastian sat at a small stone table with a cup of coffee cradled between his hands, eyes closed, listening. Not for voices. Just for cadence. The island’s rhythm was different from Houston’s—less layered, more open. It didn’t push.

Leora walked the perimeter of the courtyard slowly, fingers trailing along carved stone columns built to echo older forms. Not Taíno. Not ancient. But influenced. She paused once, brow furrowing, then moved on.

Jaxson emerged last, sunglasses already in place, stretching as he crossed the courtyard. “I slept for nine hours,” he announced. “I don’t trust it.”

Selene laughed. “You’ll recover.”

The beach lay just beyond a short path bordered by low stone walls and flowering shrubs. The water was impossibly clear, sunlight slicing through it in rippling bands. A few early swimmers moved lazily near the shore, their laughter carrying easily across the sand.

Leo dropped his bag near a cluster of lounge chairs and toed off his shoes. “All right. This is happening.”

“I second that,” Levi said, already rolling up his sleeves.

Marin set her case carefully beneath a chair, then paused, considering it. After a moment, she slid it a little farther back, into deeper shade, as if giving herself permission to forget about it for a while.

Sparrow was nowhere to be seen.

“That feels ominous,” Jaxson said.

“Or freeing,” Ayla replied.

The water was cool at first, then welcoming. The Circle moved into it in uneven lines—some wading slowly, some diving in without hesitation. The tension that had followed them for months loosened its grip, replaced by something lighter, something almost unfamiliar.

Laughter broke out when Leo splashed Selene, who retaliated with impressive accuracy. Levi floated on his back, eyes closed, arms spread wide as if daring the world to interrupt him.

Charlotte swam easily beside Mason, their movements unhurried. For once, there was no need to watch each other’s backs.

Then the water rippled differently.

Not violently. Not sharply. Just... deliberately.

A shape moved beneath the surface, fast and fluid, cutting through the water with effortless precision. Jaxson noticed first, lifting his head.

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Either I’m hallucinating, or—”

A sleek gray form broke the surface in a smooth arc, scattering droplets like shattered glass. It turned once, twice, then disappeared again, only to reemerge closer to shore.

A dolphin.

Selene smiled. “See? Even the wildlife’s friendly.”

The dolphin surfaced again, this time lingering just long enough for its head to tilt, dark eye fixing on them with unmistakable focus.

Then the water shimmered.

The dolphin’s form folded inward, light bending around it as if the air itself were adjusting. Limbs reshaped. The sleek line of muscle softened. In the space of a breath, Sparrow stood waist-deep in the water, hair slicked back, wearing a perfectly fitted bathing suit that should not have existed five seconds earlier.

She brushed water from her shoulder and looked around calmly.

“What?” she said. “You’re staring.”

There was a beat of absolute silence.

Then Leo burst out laughing. “You turned into a dolphin.”

Sparrow frowned faintly. “I was a dolphin.”

“You didn’t think to warn anyone?” Jaxson asked.

“I did not anticipate confusion,” Sparrow replied. “This is a common recreational form.”

Selene snorted. “For who?”

Sparrow glanced down at herself, then back at the group. “I swim more efficiently this way.”

Marin shook her head, smiling despite herself. “You could’ve just... swum.”

“I did,” Sparrow said evenly.

She stepped out of the water and reached for a towel, patting herself dry with careful precision. When she finished, she paused, then flicked at her arm as if removing an imaginary grain of sand.

“Salt,” she said. “Persistent.”

A ripple of laughter moved through the group again, lighter this time, easier. The island seemed to approve.

Hope watched Sparrow with wide eyes, then looked down at her sketchpad, pencil moving again at last. This time, the lines were loose. Playful. Water and light and motion captured without weight.

For a while, nothing intruded.

No alarms. No echoes. No sense of something pressing from beneath the surface.

Only later—much later—would they realize how carefully the quiet had arranged itself.

And how easily it let them believe it was harmless.

The afternoon unfolded without agenda.

Sun climbed. Shadows shifted. The resort breathed in and out with the tide, never asking for attention, never demanding urgency. The Circle spread naturally—some returning to the water, others retreating to shaded terraces or low stone walls warmed by the sun.

For a time, they forgot how to listen for danger.

Levi and Jaxson claimed a pair of lounge chairs near the surf, arguing halfheartedly about nothing important. Selene wandered the shoreline, toes brushing the foam, eyes half-lidded as if cataloging the way light fractured across the water. Ayla sat cross-legged beneath a palm, palms resting against the sand, letting the steady pulse of the island move through her.

Sebastian walked slowly along the beach with Leora, the two of them talking in low voices that carried just far enough to be companionable and no farther.

“You feel it too,” Sebastian said after a moment.

Leora nodded, gaze fixed inland. “Not danger. Not calling. Just... presence.”

“History,” Sebastian suggested.

“History doesn’t usually feel like it’s waiting,” Leora replied.

They stopped where the sand gave way to stone, the beach narrowing as low cliffs rose toward dense greenery. Carved paths disappeared into the foliage beyond, marked by discreet signage and careful barriers—guided tours only, no access beyond posted limits.

Leora’s eyes lingered there.

Farther down the beach, Mason and Charlotte floated on their backs, letting the water carry them. Mason watched clouds drift overhead, their edges dissolving and reforming without consequence.

Charlotte closed her eyes.

At first, she felt nothing but sun and salt and the distant echo of laughter.

Then—just briefly—something else brushed the edge of her awareness.

Not a signal. Not residue.

Absence.

She opened her eyes and sat up, scanning the shoreline. Everything looked the same. Too much the same.

“You felt that,” Mason said quietly.

Charlotte nodded once. “It passed.”

“Do we call it in?”

She shook her head. “There’s nothing to call.”

They drifted back toward shore, neither of them tense, but neither fully at ease.

Sparrow stood near the waterline, watching the waves with her hands clasped behind her back. She looked perfectly content—until she didn’t.

Her head tilted a fraction.

Marin noticed immediately.

“What?” Marin asked, lowering her sunglasses.

Sparrow didn’t answer right away. Her gaze remained fixed on the horizon, then shifted inland, toward the low rise where the jungle thickened and the resort ended.

“There was a compression,” Sparrow said at last.

Leo straightened. “Where?”

“Not here,” Sparrow replied. “Not now.”

“That’s not comforting,” Jaxson said.

“It is inconsequential,” Sparrow added. “For the moment.”

Marin stood, heart rate ticking up just enough to register. “Define inconsequential.”

Sparrow turned, expression calm. “It did not cross alert threshold. It did not form a pattern. It resolved itself.”

Ayla rose smoothly to her feet. “But you noticed.”

“Yes.”

Charlotte joined them at the edge of the group. “Same place as before?”

Sparrow paused.

“Yes.”

Leora’s breath caught—not sharply, just enough to be aware of it.

“Inland,” Leora said. “Toward the ceremonial zones.”

Mason stepped closer, voice steady. “We’re not doing this today.”

No one argued.

Sparrow inclined her head. “Agreed. Today remains recreational.”

The compression did not return. The moment passed. The island resumed its gentle rhythm, as if nothing had shifted at all.

And for the rest of the afternoon, nothing did.

Evening came wrapped in color—sunset spilling gold and red across the water, lanterns flickering to life along stone paths. The Circle gathered for dinner beneath an open pavilion, plates filled with food that tasted like effort they hadn’t made themselves.

Conversation flowed easily. Laughter came faster now, less guarded.

Hope sketched again, capturing the way torchlight reflected off faces relaxed by warmth and familiarity. This time, no stone crept into the margins.

By the time night fully settled, the beach lay quiet again, the ocean dark and endless beyond the reach of lantern glow.

One by one, the Circle drifted back toward their rooms, voices softening, steps unhurried.

Leora lingered at the edge of the path, looking back toward the tree line where the guided trails disappeared into shadow. The jungle stood dense and unmoving, its silence layered and deep.

“Tomorrow,” Sebastian said gently, coming to stand beside her. “We explore what they want us to see.”

Leora nodded. “And listen for what they don’t.”

They turned away together.

Behind them, far beyond the resort’s carefully placed lights, the ground pressed inward on itself with slow, deliberate patience. Stone settled against stone where it had been disturbed earlier that day—not by the Circle, but by hands that did not know when to stop digging.

Deep underground, something adjusted to the pressure.

Not awakening.

Not calling.

Simply responding.

And for the first time, the silence did not return to what it had been before.
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