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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 Town That Should Not Breathe 
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Helix Hollow never slept, but at this hour, the War Room felt unusually alert—alive, almost—as if the fortress itself had sensed the disturbance before any of them did.

The holographic mission table dominated the chamber, circular and towering, its suspended layers of light shifting with slow, deliberate precision. Sigils rose and fell within the projection like breathing constellations, while resonance wards embedded in the walls hummed with a low, rhythmic pulse. The sound was subtle, barely audible, but every member of the Circle felt it.

Something was wrong.

A faint tremor rippled across the table’s surface, distorting the glowing topographical map projected above it.

Mason Ward noticed it first.

He stepped closer, adjusting the tactical band on his wrist as the distortion repeated—sharper this time, more pronounced. “That’s the third fluctuation in under a minute,” he said. “Sparrow, confirm anomaly origin.”

Sparrow materialized to his right in her human form, light assembling itself into sharp lines before smoothing into a lifelike silhouette. Her eyes flickered as streams of data cascaded behind them. “Cross-referencing psychic resonance, atmospheric variance, and residual energy compression,” she reported. “Stand by.”

Charlotte Reigns moved to Mason’s side, her expression calm even as her clairvoyance stirred. She felt it before Sparrow finished speaking—a pressure just behind her eyes, like a held breath that refused to release. Whatever was coming wasn’t here. It was farther away.

Hidden.

But aware.

Blue sparks glimmered across the glassy surface of the table as the anomaly intensified.

Ayla Khoury stepped forward, fingers brushing the runic guards stitched into her sleeve. She inhaled slowly, sensing air currents that should not have existed inside Helix Hollow’s sealed environment. “There’s pressure building,” she said quietly. “Like the environment itself is bracing.”

Marin Vale arrived at the opposite end of the table, tablet already in hand, eyes scanning layered glyph patterns and diagnostic overlays. “This isn’t random,” she murmured. “Helix is detecting a structured frequency. It’s ritual-adjacent—organized, deliberate. And it’s strong enough to bleed through every shield we have.”

Leo Mbeki leaned in, arms crossed. “Ritual-level power shouldn’t be surfacing anywhere near this region.”

“It isn’t near,” Sparrow corrected. Her gaze sharpened. “It’s distant. Extremely distant. But distance is irrelevant to this signal.”

Another pulse rippled through the table.

This time the hologram spiked violently upward before collapsing into a jagged spiral of light—an energy signature none of them recognized. The air in the War Room seemed to tighten around it.

Sebastian Ryss approached with a stillness that caused the others to shift instinctively aside. His hand hovered above the projection without touching it, aura shifting through muted layers of dusk and silver. “This feels old,” he said. “Older than anything human. And it’s layered—multiple threads woven into a single origin point.”

Jaxson Dane entered from the periphery, eyes already tracking the distortion. “I’m picking up remnants of psychic trails,” he said. “They’re faint, but overlapping. Several timelines converged, then fractured outward.”

Mason glanced at him. “Fractured how?”

Jaxson hesitated. “Like something pulled at time until it stretched.”

Charlotte’s pulse quickened, though her posture remained steady. “That isn’t natural.”

“No,” Jaxson agreed. “It’s intentional.”

The table flared again.

This time the projection stabilized into something more focused—a condensed cluster of light. A point. A source.

Hope Reigns stepped closer, sketchbook tucked under her arm. She didn’t draw yet, but her fingers tightened around her pencil. “Does anyone else feel that pull?” she asked softly. “Like the light is trying to show us something?”

“It is,” Sparrow replied. “But the image is incomplete.”

Marin reached out and rotated several hovering glyphs above the table. They rearranged themselves into a glowing ring around the anomaly, sigils locking into new positions. The hologram sharpened, and faint terrain began to form—rolling hills, forested edges, subtle contours of land scanned from afar.

But the center remained blurred.

Obscured.

Blocked by deliberate interference.

Charlotte’s vision flickered. Mirrors surfaced in her mind—doorways reflecting places she had never seen. A forest beneath heavy clouds. A dust-covered road. Windows that seemed to breathe.

She braced a hand on the table.

Mason steadied her shoulder. “Vision?”

“Not fully,” she said. “It’s waiting.”

Sparrow recalibrated the resonance fields. “The interference is deliberate. This signature is masking its own coordinates. I can break it, but I’ll need a deeper system draw.”

The lights in the War Room dimmed.

Every surface began to hum at a frequency none of them recognized.

A single spike of light shot through the hologram, piercing upward like a column.

Then—

The map snapped into focus.

Ayla exhaled sharply. “There it is.”

The holographic projection stabilized into a clear terrain model—an isolated pocket of land ringed by dense forest and intersected by a narrow, decaying road. The town itself appeared as a skeletal cluster of structures, their outlines sharp against the muted landscape.

Jaxson leaned closer, eyes narrowing as he scanned the contours. “A town?”

“Not on any current maps,” Sparrow said. “Cross-referencing historical datasets.”

A pause followed—brief, but noticeable.

“Location acquired,” Sparrow continued. “Inactive township. Long abandoned. Records minimal.”

Leo tilted his head. “What’s the name?”

Sparrow hesitated.

For a fraction of a second, her form flickered—an anomaly in itself.

Then the word appeared across the holographic map, burning in pale blue light.

Wyrmwood.

The name settled into the War Room like a shadow.

Charlotte felt it immediately—a tightening behind her eyes, the sense of a door quietly closing somewhere far away. The name carried weight. Memory without origin. A place that did not want to be remembered, yet refused to disappear.

Mason’s jaw tightened. “Sparrow, tell me what’s happening there.”

“Nothing,” Sparrow replied. “But something is about to.”

The lights flickered again. The anomaly pulsed—once, twice—then dimmed, retreating beneath the projection’s surface as if withdrawing just beyond reach.

But none of them doubted what they felt.

A warning.

A summons.

The opening note of something that had waited too long to be disturbed.

Mason straightened. “Everyone gear up. We move fast.”

Charlotte kept her eyes on the map. The spiral signature lingered faintly over the ghost of a town that should not exist.

“As of this moment,” she said quietly, “Wyrmwood is breathing.”

The War Room brightened as the systems stabilized, though a faint tremor still lingered beneath the surface of every hologram—an undercurrent of distortion that should not have been possible within Helix Hollow’s fortified layers.

The anomaly had left a mark.

Marin studied the residual spiral pattern, adjusting spectral filters above the table. “This imprint isn’t fading,” she said. “Every time we refresh the scan, the energy reorganizes itself. It’s adapting.”

“Or it’s waiting,” Sebastian murmured.

He drifted closer, aura shifting in muted shades as he attuned himself to the lingering resonance. “This doesn’t behave like residue,” he added. “It’s layered with intent.”

Mason glanced at him. “Hostile intent?”

“Not yet,” Sebastian replied. “But something out there remembers being disturbed.”

Leo circled the table, scanning the terrain from multiple angles. “A town doesn’t disappear from modern records by accident,” he said. “If something erased it, we need to know why.”

“You’ll have answers soon,” Sparrow said, rotating translucent interface panels around her. “Pulling all surviving documentation—land records, satellite scans, public registries.”

A second later, the results populated the main display.

The list was nearly empty.

Ayla frowned. “That’s it?”

Sparrow nodded. “Sparse data. Fragmented references. No census records for over a century. No death registries. No documented property transfers. The last authenticated mention is a brief geological survey from over seventy years ago.”

Leora Hale stepped forward from the archive console where she had been cross-analyzing glyph shapes embedded in the anomaly. “There’s something else,” she said, bringing a file into the primary projection. “This is the only surviving photograph associated with Wyrmwood.”

The image expanded—faded and sepia-toned. A row of wooden structures stood in early disrepair. A fractured dirt road trailed off into a dense wall of trees. Mist clung to the frame’s edges like a memory half-forgotten.

But the most unsettling detail wasn’t the town.

It was the absence of people.

Not a single figure.
Not even a shadow.
Hope stepped closer, brow tightening. “That place... it feels like it swallowed its own history.”

Charlotte studied the photograph. Her clairvoyance stirred quietly, tugging at distant corners of her awareness. Something in the image felt incomplete, as though the lens had captured more than it was permitted to show.

Marin overlaid spectral filters atop the photograph. “Whatever happened there left behind a pattern. Look at the lower quadrant.”

A faint arc of symbols shimmered beneath the image—glyphs partially dissolved by time.

Kieran Miller moved closer, breath catching. “Those aren’t natural distortions,” he whispered. “They’re containment markings. But the structure is wrong. Someone altered the sequence.”

Leora nodded slowly. “Not recently. The degradation is old. Very old.”

Mason’s expression hardened. “But we’re seeing interference now.”

“Which means something changed,” Marin said. “Or someone.”

Jaxson brushed the outer edge of the table, eyes narrowing as he picked up the faintest psychic trace—fear, urgency, desperation. “There’s a trail here,” he said. “Someone wanted to be found. But the path fractures before I can follow it cleanly.”

Ayla’s empathy flared. “Could someone still be there?”

Jaxson shook his head. “I can’t tell. The trail bends like a mirror under pressure.”

Charlotte glanced at him. “Like the timeline was disturbed?”

He nodded once. “Exactly.”

Marin’s fingers danced across her interface. “Then we’re not dealing with a single source. Multiple layers of interference. Something modified Wyrmwood’s energy signature.”

“And it reached us from that distance,” Leo said quietly. “That’s not containment. That’s bleed-through.”

The hologram pulsed again, faint but insistent.

Mason took a breath. “All right. We’re officially on alert. Sparrow, prep ground deployment.”

“Already done,” Sparrow replied. “SUV convoy fueled, shielded, and synchronized. Navigation overlays calibrated. Long-range sensors uplinked.”

Orion Vale stepped forward from the far wall where he had been silently studying the terrain. He flicked two fingers toward the display. The map folded inward, reforming into a three-dimensional model. Sections shimmered as space bent unnaturally around the town’s perimeter.

“Before we leave,” Orion said, “you need to see this.”

Charlotte stiffened. “Spatial warping?”

“Minimal but consistent,” Orion replied. “It forms a perimeter around the town. Almost like a breathing effect.”

Mason crossed his arms. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning the environment reacts,” Orion said. “As though anticipating movement.”

The room fell silent.

This wasn’t static.

It was watching.

Ayla broke the silence first. “So the town reacts to whoever enters?”

Orion nodded slightly. “That’s my assessment. The distortion tightens when something approaches, then relaxes once it passes. Like a breath drawn in anticipation.”

Leora’s voice softened. “Then Wyrmwood isn’t abandoned. It’s preserved.”

Hope swallowed. “Preserved for what?”

No one answered.

Not yet.

Charlotte’s senses stirred again—subtle this time, like the brush of silk against glass. Reflections shimmered at the edges of her vision, fleeting and incomplete. A road dissolving into dust. Windows that seemed to inhale and exhale. Shadows shifting where no light should have reached.

She steadied herself against the table.

Mason noticed immediately. “Charlotte?”

“I’m all right,” she said, though her voice carried a note of warning. “But whatever is calling out there... it’s aware. And it knows we’re watching back.”

Mason nodded once. “Then it’ll know we’re coming.”

Marin locked the coordinates into the Helix system, sealing the map with a soft chime. “Route is set. Ground approach only. I’ve isolated the interference pattern so it won’t bleed back into the Hollow.”

Mason turned to the team. “Gear up. Ten minutes. Ground deployment.”

The Circle dispersed with practiced efficiency—checking equipment, syncing personal overlays, and exchanging brief nods that carried years of shared missions. No one rushed. Speed mattered, but readiness mattered more.

Charlotte lingered a moment longer, eyes fixed on the holographic map. The town’s name still pulsed faintly.

Wyrmwood.

A place with no people.
No records.
No reason to breathe.
Yet here it was—exhaling into Helix Hollow like a forgotten memory forcing its way back into consciousness.

She touched the table lightly. “We’re coming,” she whispered. “Whatever you are... whatever you’ve hidden... we’re coming.”

The anomaly pulsed once more, as if acknowledging her.

Then the War Room dimmed, systems settling into standby.

The corridors of Helix Hollow thrummed with quiet purpose as the team moved toward the vehicle bay. Resonance wards flickered subtly along the walls, reacting to the gathered momentum within the fortress. Even the air felt sharpened, tuned to what lay ahead.

Mason walked at the front of the group, tapping into the internal comm grid. “Sparrow, status on atmospheric scans.”

Her voice echoed through the corridor. “Active and updating. No external threats detected. Internal systems stable. Long-range sensors recalibrating to account for the anomaly’s interference.”

Charlotte walked beside him, alert but steady. Her senses were alive with fragments—none yet forming a coherent picture. Every reflective surface they passed held the faintest shimmer of something waiting.

Ayla caught up to her, touch light on Charlotte’s arm. “Your energy shifted back there,” she said gently. “Do you need grounding before we roll out?”

“Not yet,” Charlotte replied with a small, grateful smile. “But stay close.”

Ayla nodded and moved on, a faint trace of elemental warmth lingering in the air behind her.

The final blast door sealed behind them with a muted hydraulic sigh. The access tunnel sloped upward, lights guiding them toward the surface.

Moments later, the armored SUVs emerged from beneath the earth, tires rolling onto cracked asphalt as the Texas night stretched wide and open around them. The convoy moved without headlights at first, guided by augmented overlays projected across the windshields—distance markers, terrain scans, and anomaly warnings flowing in quiet streams of data.

Inside the lead vehicle, the hum of Helix Hollow faded, replaced by the steady vibration of road and engine. Sparrow’s presence shimmered across the dash, monitoring psychic interference levels as open fields slid past in shadow.

“Signal strength is already fluctuating,” Marin said, studying her tablet. “That’s not normal this far out.”

Mason kept his eyes forward. “Wyrmwood’s close.”

The road narrowed as they drove, pavement breaking down into weathered blacktop and dirt. Fence posts leaned at odd angles. A dead cell tower loomed briefly in the distance, then vanished behind them.

Charlotte felt it then—the faint pressure behind her eyes, the unmistakable sensation of being noticed.

“We’re being watched,” she said quietly.

No one disagreed.

The convoy pressed on, engines low, shields humming softly as the land ahead seemed to draw a slow, deliberate breath.

Wyrmwood waited.
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​Chapter 02: The Echoes Beneath the Trees

[image: ]


The forest announced itself long before the town did.

It rose on either side of the road like a living wall—dense, shadow-laden, and unnervingly uniform. Tree trunks crowded close together, their branches weaving overhead into a canopy so thick it swallowed moonlight whole. The deeper the convoy drove, the more unnatural the forest became, its patterns too synchronized to be the work of wind alone.

Inside the lead SUV, the augmented overlays shimmered across the windshield—terrain markers, anomaly warnings, and spatial readouts bending subtly at the edges. The farther they progressed, the more those markers wavered, as if struggling to anchor themselves to ground that refused to stay fixed.

Sparrow’s projection flickered into sharper clarity on the dashboard. “Perimeter distortion has intensified,” she reported. “The boundary surrounding the town is expanding and contracting at a slow interval—consistent with a cyclical pattern.”

“Like respiration,” Mason said.

“Yes,” Sparrow confirmed. “The comparison is accurate.”

Charlotte watched the forest slide past the side window, her reflection faintly superimposed over the dark mass of trees. Her senses prickled with fractured impressions—shadowed roads looping back on themselves, windows without light, doors opening onto nothing.

“It feels aware,” she murmured. “Not hostile. Not yet. But anticipatory.”

Orion studied the spatial readouts, brow tightening as the data updated in real time. “The distortions form concentric rings radiating outward from the town’s center,” he said. “Whatever’s causing this isn’t a static barrier. It’s a series of shifting pockets of compressed space.”

Mason absorbed that without comment. “Enough to affect navigation?”

“Subtly,” Orion replied. “Road alignment may change. Distances may not behave consistently. Nothing dramatic—just enough to disorient if we’re not careful.”

“That’s still more than I’d like,” Mason said.

The convoy continued forward, engines low, shields humming softly as the road narrowed. The trees leaned inward as if drawn by the vehicles’ passage, branches arching overhead in a way that felt less like growth and more like intention.

Ayla placed a hand against the interior door, eyes closing briefly as she attuned herself to the environment. “The energy here is layered,” she said. “Old, but not dormant. It’s flowing beneath the forest. Like roots carrying memory.”

Sebastian nodded from the rear seat. “And something in that memory is unsettled.”

The road dipped slightly, tires crunching over broken gravel as the convoy slowed. Cold air seeped through the cabin seals—heavy, damp, and weighted, as though the forest itself exhaled as they crossed an unseen threshold.

Mason lifted a hand. “Sparrow, illuminate terrain markers.”

Soft lines of light projected outward from the SUV’s sensors, mapping the immediate area ahead. The outlines held for a moment—then wavered, bending subtly even where the ground appeared flat.

“Spatial distortion confirmed,” Sparrow said. “Minimal, but unstable.”

Charlotte stepped out first when Mason brought the vehicle to a controlled stop. The air struck her immediately—cooler than it should have been, carrying the scent of damp earth and something metallic beneath it. Her senses flared, mirrors rising unbidden in her mind: fog curling along an empty street, reflections splitting and rejoining, a doorway flickering between moments.

She steadied herself against the SUV as the impressions settled.

Jaxson approached quietly. “Something hit you.”

“Nothing clear,” Charlotte said. “Just... echoes.”

“Echoes matter,” he replied, already turning his attention to the treeline.

His tracking sense flared briefly—then vanished, as if wiped clean mid-thought. He frowned. “The forest is masking itself.”

Marin circled the SUV, scanner sweeping across the ground. Faint glyphs flickered beneath the soil—fragmented shapes broken long ago. “These markings are part of the boundary construct,” she said. “But the sequence is disrupted. This wasn’t natural erosion.”

Kieran knelt beside her, fingertips hovering just above a shattered fragment. “The alteration was intentional,” he murmured. “Too precise to be accidental. Someone knew enough to damage it—but not enough to restore it.”

Sebastian joined them, resonance extending into the soil. His breath caught. “There’s emotion embedded here. Fear layered beneath something heavier. Resignation.”

Mason motioned toward the vehicles. “Back inside. We approach the town slowly. Keep readings steady.”

Leo moved into the front passenger position, eyes fixed on the forest. “The environment isn’t reacting aggressively yet,” he said. “But it’s aware of us.”

“Forests aren’t aware,” Mason replied.

“This one is,” Ayla said softly.

Hope settled into the rear seat, sketchbook open though still blank. The silence pressed against her thoughts like an image waiting for permission to form. “There’s something wrong with the quiet,” she whispered. “It’s not empty. It’s expectant.”

Beside her, Nyla closed her eyes, astral senses brushing the perimeter—then recoiling. “The dreamscape here is locked,” she said. “Like the entire region refuses to sleep.”

Mason glanced at her. “How unusual is that?”

Nyla met his gaze. “I’ve never experienced it before.”

The convoy rolled forward again, tires crunching softly as the road wound deeper into the forest.

The town waited ahead.

Watching.

The road narrowed as the convoy advanced, the forest pressing closer until the vehicles felt swallowed by shadow. Headlights struggled against the darkness, their beams bending slightly as if the air itself resisted illumination. Branches arched overhead, forming a tunnel of blackened limbs that creaked softly despite the absence of wind.

“It shouldn’t be this dark,” Marin said, eyes flicking between the windshield and her scanner. “Not at this hour.”

Leo watched the shifting shadows beyond the glass. “Light absorption is increasing. Could be a reaction to the perimeter.”

Jaxson extended his hand toward the window, fingertips brushing the cool surface. “The emotions are thick here,” he said quietly. “Old. Heavy. But there’s something else—like a thread pulled too tight.”

A faint tremor rippled through the ground beneath the tires—gentle but unmistakable.

Ayla’s breath caught. “The forest moved.”

Mason tightened his grip on the wheel. “Define moved.”

“Shifted,” Ayla replied. “Not physically. Energetically. Something adjusted the boundary to account for us.”

“Or to measure us,” Sebastian added from the back seat.

The road curved sharply, then straightened—and abruptly opened into a clearing.

The forest parted with unnatural precision, revealing an open space where moonlight spilled down onto broken earth and scattered debris. At the center lay the remnants of a wooden sign, half-buried in moss and soil. The letters were worn, split by age, but still faintly legible.

Charlotte leaned forward, voice barely above a whisper. “It says Wyrmwood.”

The forest exhaled around them—soft, hollow, and watchful.

Mason slowed the lead SUV to a crawl, headlights sweeping across the clearing. The shattered sign lay at an angle, its wood twisted as though something had grasped it and wrenched it violently. Moss crept in tendrils across the fractured letters.

No birds stirred.
No insects hummed.
No wind touched the trees.
Silence settled over the clearing like a sealed chamber.

Mason brought the vehicle to a controlled stop several yards from the sign. “No one out yet. Let’s observe before moving in.”

Charlotte’s reflection flickered in the side window, splitting briefly into overlapping silhouettes—herselves watching from slightly displaced angles. She blinked, and the images smoothed back into one.

Marin activated her scanners, holographic glyph grids rising above her lap. “The perimeter thins here,” she said. “This clearing functions as a threshold—some sort of gateway zone before the boundary fully engages.”

“Gateway zones imply intent,” Sebastian murmured.

Mason scanned the treeline. “Invitation?”

“No,” Sebastian replied softly. “Assessment.”

Ayla placed her hand near the window, palm open. A faint shimmer of cold air brushed her fingers—unnatural, directional. “The air is layered,” she said. “It’s guiding us forward.”

“Or funneling us,” Leo said.

Jaxson stared through the windshield. “There’s something just beyond the clearing. Psychic trails—old, but intact.”

“Multiple sources?” Mason asked.

“Multiple,” Jaxson confirmed. “Moving inward and outward. But the outward trails break. Every single one.”

Charlotte frowned. “Break how?”

“Like the thought never finished,” Jaxson replied. “The impression just stops.”

Hope shivered in the back seat, clutching her sketchbook. “Thought trails don’t stop unless—”

“Unless something interrupts the mind mid-moment,” Nyla finished quietly.

Marin double-checked her readings. “No physical hazards detected. Psychic interference is climbing fast. If we cross the threshold, baseline perception may distort.”

“Define distort,” Mason said.

“Spatial compression. Visual and auditory bleed-through. Reflective anomalies,” Marin replied.

Leo nodded toward the clearing. “We’re already seeing it. Look at the air.”

Charlotte followed his gaze. The air wavered faintly—like heat over pavement, but colder, slower—bending the outline of the trees behind it.

Sparrow’s voice emanated from the console. “The effect is structural. Not weather-based.”

“Structural to what?” Mason asked.

“To Wyrmwood,” Sparrow replied.

Mason exhaled slowly. “Prepare for boundary crossing.”

A low rumble vibrated through the forest.

Not from the vehicles.
Not from the road.
From the ground.

Ayla stiffened. “Something beneath the soil shifted.”

Kieran pressed his hand to the floor, sensing through the glyph-linked patterns beneath them. “No,” he said quietly. “Something deeper stirred.”

Leora leaned forward, historian’s intuition sharpening. “Depth suggests structure. Possibly subterranean formations the original settlers never documented.”

Sebastian nodded. “And resonance like this could originate underground.”

Mason eased the SUV forward.

The headlights struck the threshold—

—and the threshold struck back.

The air rippled violently, bending light around the hood. The windshield flickered to black for a split second, then snapped back into focus. The trees behind them blurred, stretched, and realigned.

Charlotte gasped softly. In the side window, she saw her reflection—facing the opposite direction, watching her with an expression she wasn’t making.

Then it vanished.

Ayla steadied herself. “Energy density spiked.”

Marin confirmed with a glance at her scanner. “Boundary crossed. The perimeter sealed behind us.”

Leo twisted to look back. “She’s right. The exit changed.”

Behind them, the forest had reshaped itself. Trunks pressed closer together, branches drooping low like arching ribs, sealing the way out with near-organic precision.

Jaxson whispered, “The forest is rewriting itself.”

Mason kept his voice even. “No panic. We stay together. Tech stays online. We follow the road.”

The convoy pressed deeper into Wyrmwood’s outskirts.

The forest grew stranger.

The road tightened again, narrowing to a single, broken lane that wound between trees bent at impossible angles. Moss spiraled up the trunks in looping patterns that mirrored the faint glyph fragments they had seen near the boundary—nature echoing something it had learned too well.

A distant creak carried through the woods.

Long.
Drawn out.
Wood bending where no wind moved.
Hope glanced over her shoulder. “Something shifted behind us.”

Nyla nodded slowly, eyes half-lidded as she listened to what wasn’t sound. “The town doesn’t want us to leave.”

Charlotte’s voice was quiet but steady. “Good. We’re not here to.”

Another creak followed—closer this time.

Sebastian straightened, aura flaring like a lantern turned low. “That wasn’t a tree.”

Jaxson froze, hand hovering midair as his tracking sense locked onto something ahead. “There’s movement,” he said. “Not visible yet, but the emotional residue is strong. Fear. Confusion. Fleeting. Someone passed through here.”

“Recently?” Mason asked.

“Time’s folding,” Jaxson replied. “I can’t anchor it.”

The convoy rounded a slow bend.

And the woods opened.

A cul-de-sac of collapsed structures stretched across the clearing—half-homes and half-shadows arranged in a broken arc. Rooflines sagged inward. Porches leaned at wrong angles. Windows stared out, dark and watchful. The edges of each building blurred, flickering as though unsure which moment they belonged to.

Charlotte inhaled sharply.

Reflections shimmered across the glass—doors, shattered panes, jagged fragments catching light for the briefest heartbeat.

Not reflections of the team.

Reflections of movement.

People.

Dozens of them.

Frozen in silent tableaux—
only visible in the glass.
The SUVs rolled to a stop.

No one spoke.

Even Mason held his silence.

Ayla exhaled a single, unsteady breath. “The town... it’s remembering.”

Sebastian shook his head. “No. It’s replaying.”

Marin’s scanner chimed softly, escalating. “Psychic density is off the charts. This cul-de-sac is a stitched imprint—emotional residue layered and looped. But the reflections shouldn’t be this sharp.”

Charlotte stared at the nearest broken window.

Inside, a woman stood half-turned, her features blurred by time, her posture unmistakably afraid. She did not move. Did not breathe.

In the reflection—

She turned her head.

Her eyes met Charlotte’s.

Then she vanished.

Charlotte’s pulse hammered.

Jaxson whispered, “They’re not ghosts.”

“No,” Sebastian agreed. “They’re echoes.”

Mason opened his door. Cold air rushed in, heavy and metallic. “Everyone out. Stay close. No engagement until we understand what we’re dealing with.”

Charlotte stepped onto the road. The ground felt stable beneath her boots, yet elastic—like the earth hadn’t settled on what shape it preferred. The houses leaned inward like conspirators, shadows pooling in angles that dissolved when stared at directly.

Mason scanned the perimeter. “Team formation. Controlled sweep. No one breaks line of sight.”

Leo moved slightly ahead, projecting a subtle telekinetic buffer—not a shield, but a field of awareness that prickled whenever the environment shifted. “The town is moving,” he said.

“Physically?” Mason asked.

“No,” Leo replied. “Energetically. It’s adjusting around us.”

Sebastian approached a collapsed house, hand hovering near a charred porch rail. Threads of memory tugged at him—fear anchored into wood, sliced cleanly as if a blade had passed through the moment. “The residue here is heavy,” he said. “But it’s been interrupted.”

Jaxson joined him, tracking the emotional path. He inhaled sharply. “Someone ran through here. Fast. Panicked. The trail ends before the treeline.”

“Ends how?” Mason asked.

“Disappears,” Jaxson said. “No struggle. No direction. Just... gone.”

Hope hesitated near the SUV, sketchbook clutched tight. The windows that had shimmered moments before were still now—too still. She opened to a blank page, hand trembling. “If I don’t draw, this place will decide the images for me.”

“Draw what you sense,” Charlotte said gently.

Hope nodded. Faint strokes appeared—lines forming a rooftop she hadn’t seen yet, a broken streetlamp bent into an unnatural curve. Her expression tightened. “These shapes aren’t stable.”

“Neither is the dreamscape,” Nyla added. “Every time I try to project outward, something turns my awareness back on itself. The town refuses to let me look beyond its surface.”

Marin swept her handheld over warped siding. Glyph overlays jittered wildly. “This isn’t interference,” she said. “It’s compression. Space is expanding and contracting by microdegrees.”

“Controlled by what?” Mason asked.

Marin looked up. “That’s the problem. This is response behavior.”

A faint cracking sound echoed between the houses.

Not loud.
Not close.
Deliberate.
Charlotte tensed. “Where did that come from?”

Orion pointed toward a narrow alley between two leaning buildings. “Space folded there.”

Leo’s field prickled. “Something’s moving inside the distortion.”

Sebastian steadied himself. “It’s the town replaying a moment.”

“But we didn’t trigger anything,” Mason said.

“We did,” Sebastian replied. “By arriving.”

A gust of cold air swept the alley, carrying a whisper—no words, only the sensation of breath drawn in fragments.

Ayla reached toward it, elemental light sparking softly. “The wind is carrying memory,” she said. “Broken. Looping.”

Marin glanced at her device. “Energy surge incoming.”

Mason raised a hand. “Hold.”

The air shimmered.

A reflection formed in a cracked window—this time moving. A figure ran across a room inside, blurred and frantic. Long hair. A coat flaring behind them. The figure turned—

—and where a face should have been, the reflection fractured into mirrored shards.

Charlotte stepped closer, heart racing.

The image froze.

Then inverted.

For one impossible moment, the reflection wasn’t inside the house.

It stood behind Charlotte.

Her breath caught. She spun—nothing there.

But the window still showed the fractured silhouette positioned exactly where she had been.

Leo stepped between her and the glass, voice low and firm. “That’s enough.”

The reflection shuddered, splintered, and dissolved.

Charlotte steadied her breathing. “This place knows I can see through mirrors.”

“Or it wants you to,” Sebastian said.

Mason scanned the cul-de-sac. “We split into two teams. Initial sweep.”

Marin nodded. “Assignments?”

“Team One: Charlotte, Marin, Leo, Jaxson, Kieran. East structures.”
“Team Two: Ayla, Sebastian, Leora, Nyla, Hope, Orion. Perimeter and environmental mapping.”
Charlotte met Mason’s eyes. “And you?”

“I coordinate central,” he said. “Sparrow stays uplinked. Any shift, we regroup.”

The ground vibrated again—sharper this time.

Nyla’s eyes widened. “Something beneath us is stirring.”

Sebastian turned toward the deeper rows of houses. “Not waking,” he said. “Remembering.”

Ayla felt the air tighten with purpose. “The town isn’t replaying anymore.”

Charlotte nodded. “It’s responding.”

Mason lifted his hand. “Move. Stay sharp. Don’t trust anything you see unless it’s standing right beside you.”

The Circle split and stepped into the warped streets of Wyrmwood—
one team toward the broken houses,
the other toward the shifting perimeter.
Behind them, the forest closed ranks.

And the town watched.
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​Chapter 03: Shadows of the First House
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The east cluster of houses loomed ahead, their silhouettes leaning toward one another like broken ribs jutting from the earth. The siding on the closest structure had peeled away in long strips, revealing warped beams beneath—darkened not by fire, but by something older, something pressed into the wood grain like a long-held breath.

Charlotte paused at the doorway, one hand hovering over the rusted knob. The house exhaled a faint, cold draft that smelled faintly of damp soil and something metallic. Not blood. Not decay. Something colder than both.

“Leo,” she murmured.

He stepped forward, palm raised, telekinetic energy rippling outward in a low hum. The door shuddered, resisting him for a moment—as though it had weight beyond its physical form—then creaked open with a groan that vibrated along the floorboards.

“Whatever’s inside doesn’t want company,” Leo said.

“Good thing we brought some anyway,” Marin replied, lifting her scanner.

Jaxson stepped past them, pupils narrowing as he surveyed the entryway. “Emotional residue starts just beyond the threshold. Fear that spikes—then cuts out suddenly. Like someone walked in and never walked out.”

Kieran touched the doorframe gently. His arm glowed faintly with dormant glyph patterns beneath his skin, responding to the town’s imprint. “There are markings in the wood,” he whispered. “Not carved. Burned inward by something that wasn’t fire.”

“What do they mean?” Charlotte asked.

Kieran squinted, tracing the shallow grooves. “Containment. But disrupted. Something broke whatever this house was trying to
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