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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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The city didn’t notice when the shift began.

Houston slept beneath low clouds and steady rain, streetlights reflecting off wet pavement as traffic thinned and storefronts darkened. Buildings stood where they always had. Roads followed their familiar paths. Everything appeared exactly as it should.

But somewhere beneath the city, something stirred.

It wasn’t awake—not fully.
It didn’t think in words or images.
It responded to pressure, to movement, to resonance.
Emotion brushed against it like static.

Laughter.
Anticipation.
Fear wrapped in excitement.
The sensation wasn’t new. These currents had always existed. But tonight, they lingered. Pressed closer. Repeated.

The structure above it pulsed faintly as groups passed through—voices echoing, footsteps pacing, hearts racing as puzzles were solved and doors unlocked. The emotional energy bled downward, seeping into spaces that had no name.

Something reached outward.

Not with intent.
Not with hunger.
But with instinct.
The walls beneath the foundation flexed almost imperceptibly. Space folded, then corrected itself. A corridor that shouldn’t exist shimmered into being and vanished just as quickly.

Aboveground, no one noticed.

A security camera flickered once.
A hallway light dimmed, then steadied.
A mirror reflected a fraction too much movement before returning to normal.
Deep beneath the concrete, the resonance intensified.

Fear sharpened.
Focus tightened.
Time stretched thin.
A fragment detached.

It drifted—not physically, but conceptually—leaving behind a hollow where something vital had once been. The space accepted it, holding the fragment without understanding what it was or why it mattered.

The structure stabilized again.

Satisfied.

Above, a door opened.
Rain fell harder.
A young woman stepped out into the night, unaware that part of her had not followed.
Miles away, behind layers of reinforced stone and sigil-laced shielding, a hidden system registered a fluctuation so small it barely crossed a threshold.

A line of data blinked once.

Then twice.

And somewhere in the depths of Helix Hollow, a warning light changed color.

The storm swept across Houston in a thick gray sheet, swallowing the last traces of sunset. Heavy clouds pressed low to the rooftops, and rain tapped steadily against the windows of the quiet Briarbrook neighborhood. The Reeds’ home—warm lights glowing through drawn curtains—stood in soft contrast to the unrest outside.

Inside, the dishwasher hummed through its final cycle, and the scent of chamomile tea still lingered in the kitchen. A laundry basket waited half-folded on the sofa. Everything was normal. Comfortable. Safe.

Except for the teenage girl sitting on the hallway floor.

Seventeen-year-old Lila Reed leaned against the wall with her knees pulled loosely toward her chest. Her arms hung slack at her sides. Her normally bright brown eyes were glassy, drifting without focus across the dim hallway like she was staring at something only she could see—or something that wasn’t there.

Her mother knelt in front of her, one trembling hand cupping Lila’s cheek, the other hovering uncertainly over her shoulder.

“Sweetheart,” her mother whispered, voice cracking on the effort to stay calm, “Lila, look at me. Baby, please just look at me.”

Lila blinked, her gaze sliding toward her mother’s voice but never quite landing. Her breathing was shallow and uneven. Her fingers twitched now and then, like the body remembered a habit that the mind no longer recognized.

Her father paced several feet away, mobile phone gripped tight in his hand. The storm had knocked out portions of the local emergency network, and his fourth attempt to reach a dispatcher had ended abruptly in static. He tried again, listening to nothing but the crackle of an overloaded line.

“Please,” he said into the receiver, “my daughter collapsed. She’s conscious, but she’s confused and disoriented. She doesn’t recognize us. We need help. Please—”

Static swallowed the call.

He lowered the phone, chest rising and falling too fast, and braced a hand against the wall.

“Something’s wrong,” Lila’s mother whispered. “She was fine this morning. She went out laughing, excited to meet her friends. They booked that new escape room—The Bayou Break-Out one—and she said it was amazing. Said it felt so real.” Tears welled in her eyes. “And then... when she got home—”

Her voice cracked.

Lila’s eyes drifted downward. She stared at her own hands, turning them slightly as though they were unfamiliar—stranger’s hands attached to stranger’s arms.

“Lila,” her mother whispered again, “tell me your name. Just your name. Can you say anything?”

A breath escaped Lila’s lips.

Not a word.
Not even the beginning of one.
Just a vague exhale, a sound pulled from somewhere far away.

Her father knelt beside them, barely breathing.

The lights flickered as thunder rolled overhead.

Lila’s head lifted slightly.

For the first time since they’d found her collapsed in the hallway, her gaze focused—sharp and sudden.

But not on her parents.

She stared down the length of the hallway, toward the open doorway leading to the living room, her expression shifting through confusion... fear... then something deeper... something resembling recognition.

And then she whispered, barely audible:

“Where... was I?”

Her mother let out a shuddered sob.

Her father wrapped an arm around both of them.

Rain hammered harder outside.

Within the hour, paramedics finally arrived. They lifted Lila gently onto a stretcher, repeating their reassurances that she was stable, that her vitals were normal, that she was breathing fine—even though her eyes continued to track invisible shapes no one else saw.

At Houston Methodist Hospital, neurologists examined her thoroughly... and found nothing. No injury. No illness. No stroke. No neurological disturbance that could explain her sudden detachment.

A tired nurse overheard Lila whispering to herself while running routine checks.

“No... that wasn’t my room,” Lila murmured. “That wasn’t the puzzle... That wasn’t where my friends were...”

The nurse paused, unsettled.

Later, she overheard Lila say:

“The door didn’t lead where it should.”

She swallowed hard.

And made a quiet phone call to someone she’d heard of—someone who handled things that hospitals couldn’t explain.

​
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Chapter 01: The Girl Who Forgot Herself
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The warning did not arrive as a siren. It appeared as a single amber fracture above Marin Vale’s holographic table in the War Room at Helix Hollow, small enough that an ordinary monitoring system might have dismissed it as storm interference.

Marin did not dismiss anything that changed color without permission. She isolated the pulse, watched it repeat, and called Sparrow into the room. The AI assembled beside the table in a shimmer of blue-white light while the anomaly divided into two matching signatures: one beneath a commercial property in Houston and another moving rapidly toward Houston Methodist Hospital.

“The second signature is attached to a living person,” Sparrow said. “Seventeen years old. Lila Reed. An incoming hospital call is requesting Charlotte by name.”

Marin expanded the building record. The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room rotated above the table while a thread of distorted geometry extended from its foundation to the hospital signal. The storm had not created the anomaly. It had merely given the hidden fold enough pressure to become visible.

“Route the call to the Mirror Chamber,” Marin said. “Then wake Mason and the rest of the Circle. Whatever crossed that threshold did not remain inside the building.”

That call reached Charlotte Reigns.

Charlotte was seated in the dim quiet of her Mirror Chamber deep in Helix Hollow. The chamber’s mirrored walls shimmered faintly each time her clairvoyance stirred, showing fractured glimpses of things beyond ordinary sight. She’d been reviewing archived data, but her focus had been fractured all evening by an undercurrent of unease she couldn’t name.

Sparrow’s soft voice filled the room.

“Charlotte, there’s an incoming call flagged by the resonance filter. The emotional signature indicates distress, and the caller requested you specifically.”

Charlotte straightened slightly. “Source?”

“A nurse at Houston Methodist,” Sparrow replied. “She’s reporting a teenage girl suffering sudden memory loss after visiting an escape room. No physical trauma. No medical explanation.” Sparrow paused for a fraction of a second—rare for her. “Charlotte... the girl described rooms that shifted. Doors that led nowhere. And she said she didn’t know where she went when the lights went out.”

The chill that ran through Charlotte wasn’t fear—it was recognition.

“Put her through,” Charlotte said.

The mirrored wall flickered with soft resonance as the connection stabilized.

A strained voice came through. “Miss Reigns? I—I was told you might understand things that don’t make sense.”

Charlotte didn’t waste time. “I’m listening.”

“We have a seventeen-year-old girl named Lila Reed,” the nurse said. “She came in disoriented, asking strange questions. Her friends completed The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room normally, but... Lila didn’t see what they saw.”

Charlotte’s breath grew still.

“What did she see?”

“That’s just it,” the nurse whispered. “She doesn’t know how to describe it. She keeps saying the room wasn’t the one she walked into. And she keeps asking why her mind doesn’t feel like her own.”

Charlotte pressed her fingertips lightly against the mirrored wall, grounding herself.

“Thank you,” she said. “We’ll take it from here.”

When she ended the call, the chamber felt even quieter than usual.

She activated her encrypted comm.

“Mason,” she said, “we’ve got a situation.”

Her husband’s tired voice came through. “You okay?”

“Not entirely,” she answered. “A teenage girl visited The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room tonight. Her friends saw a normal experience. She saw something... else. Something that took part of her.”

Mason’s tone sharpened. “Do you sense what it is?”

Charlotte let her clairvoyance expand just slightly—only enough to feel the resonance of the situation.

She felt hunger.
Confusion.
Echoes.
A space that wasn’t a space.
“It’s feeding,” she whispered.

“On what?”

“Emotion,” Charlotte said. “Memory. Something in that facility is shaping itself around people’s minds.” She breathed in. “And Lila may not be the only one.”

Mason was already on his feet in their quarters. “I’ll notify the team.”

“No jet,” Charlotte reminded him. “This is local. We’re taking the SUVs.”

“Understood.”

Charlotte looked once more at the mirrored wall, where her reflection rippled faintly.

Something had awakened at The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room.

And it had already taken its first memory.

Charlotte keyed into the team-wide channel.

“Circle—assemble. Tactical SUVs. Departing in one hour.”

Deep beneath Houston, the members of The Circle stirred, each sensing the shift before Charlotte’s message even finished broadcasting.

Somewhere in the city, Lila Reed lay in a hospital bed, staring at a ceiling she didn’t recognize.

And The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room sat silent in the stormy night—its walls holding echoes that had begun to stir.

The underground corridors of Helix Hollow hummed quietly with the resonance of waking energy. Charlotte moved swiftly through the hallway, her boots tapping against the polished concrete while soft bands of blue light illuminated the path ahead. The storm outside did not penetrate this deep; Helix Hollow’s wards absorbed the vibrations of the world above, keeping everything still, contained, and focused.

Mason was already waiting at the War Room entrance, his tablet under one arm and a cup of steaming black coffee in the other. He handed her the coffee as she approached.

“You’re going to need it,” he said.

Charlotte took it gratefully. “How many are up?”

“Most. Sparrow notified them through their quarters. Leo and Ayla should be here any moment. Marin’s running diagnostics on the SUV uplinks. Kieran, Jaxson, Hope, and Leora were in the east wing when the alert came through—on their way.” Mason paused. “Nyla said something strange when Sparrow contacted her.”

Charlotte looked at him. “What did she say?”

“She said the dream plane felt... thinner tonight. Like someone had pulled on the fabric.”

Charlotte felt a slight chill, the same one she’d felt when the nurse described Lila Reed’s muttering. “That matches what I sensed.”

Mason nodded. “I figured.”

The doors slid open behind them as Ayla and Leo entered together. Ayla’s dark hair was in a loose braid, her expression alert but calm. Leo carried his field pack over his shoulder.

Ayla approached Charlotte first. “Sparrow briefed us. A memory disruption?”

“Yes,” Charlotte replied. “A severe one.”

Leo leaned in, scanning Charlotte’s expression. “Any psychic signature to it yet?”

“Not one I’ve encountered,” Charlotte said. “But something took hold of Lila Reed tonight. It shaped her environment differently from her friends’. She experienced something they didn’t.”

Ayla frowned. “Environmental distortion of that magnitude... It would take tremendous energy, especially for something to influence only one person in a group.”

Charlotte nodded. “Exactly.”

As more footsteps approached, the remaining members of the team began to file into the War Room. Orion leaned casually against one of the curved walls, arms folded, listening quietly. His presence always carried a subtle tension within the space, as if the environment itself bent slightly out of alignment around him.

Hope arrived with her sketchbook tucked under her arm, eyes heavy with concern. Jaxson followed close behind, his gaze already distant as he evaluated emotional impressions lingering in the air.

Leora came in next, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she took a seat and opened her worn notebook. Kieran took a quiet position against the far table, hands clasped, his expression inward and uneasy.

Levi drifted in last, barefoot as usual, his eyes scanning the room’s edges with a gentle detachment.

Sparrow materialized a moment later—her holographic form stepping into the War Room with an almost human grace. Tonight she chose a familiar appearance: short dark hair, soft neutral clothing, and a calm, focused expression.

“All members are present,” Sparrow said. “The tactical SUVs are prepped. Route to Houston Methodist has been cleared through traffic-monitoring overlays. Weather systems indicate persistent storm activity but no hazards.”

Mason stepped to the head of the holographic table and tapped the interface.

The central projection flickered to life, showing a rotating 3D rendering of The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room—the building’s exterior captured through satellite and local surveillance feeds.

“This is our focus,” Mason said. “Privately owned. Opened six months ago. Popular among teens and corporate groups. No reports of safety violations, paranormal activity, or unusual incidents until tonight.”

Leora leaned forward. “Escape rooms often use soundproofing and reinforced walls. Could anything inside be interfering with psychic resonance detection?”

Marin entered at that moment, wiping her hands on a cloth. “Not in any normal sense,” she said, moving toward the table. “But I pulled the floor plans already. The interior layout is standard—no hidden rooms large enough to house dangerous tech, no structural anomalies, no electromagnetic irregularities to explain a psychic displacement.” She paused. “Whatever happened to Lila Reed wasn’t caused by anything the owners built.”

Charlotte studied the hologram. “The nurse said Lila insisted her room wasn’t the same one her friends were in. That she walked through a door that shouldn’t have led anywhere.”

“That sounds like spatial distortion,” Orion said, his voice low but certain.

All eyes shifted toward him.

Charlotte nodded. “I thought the same. And if something is distorting physical space—”

“Then it’s either extremely powerful,” Orion finished, “or extremely old.”

The room fell quiet for a moment.

Ayla broke the silence. “Charlotte, what else did you sense?”

Charlotte set her coffee aside and faced the team fully. “A disturbance wrapped in memory. Something feeding—slowly, carefully. It didn’t attack her physically. It didn’t harm her body. It redirected her. It placed her in a room that shouldn’t exist.”

Jaxson’s eyes narrowed slightly. “That kind of targeted displacement requires intent. Even if the entity is instinctive rather than malicious.”

“Exactly,” Charlotte said. “This feels like confusion, not hostility. It’s reaching, not striking.”

Caleb stepped closer to the table. “If it’s absorbing emotion or memory, it may not understand boundaries. It might not even understand the people it’s affecting.”

“Which means,” Mason said, “we have to be careful not to assume it’s acting out of malice.”

Hope’s quiet voice floated into the circle. “Can something like that feel lonely?”

Charlotte looked at her thoughtfully. “Possibly.”

Sparrow projected a soft pulse of light across the hologram. “Lila Reed is stable but deeply disoriented. She’s repeating fragmented phrases about corridors that rearranged themselves. She also mentioned water—standing water—inside a room where there should not have been any.”

Leora immediately looked up. “Water inside an escape room?”

Marin frowned. “That’s not part of their design. I checked.”

Charlotte’s eyes sharpened slightly, sensing the echo of Lila’s memory. “Water as a barrier. Water as a separation. Water as a boundary between her and her friends.”

Ayla inhaled slowly. “Boundary symbolism. Emotional separation. That aligns with a memory-consuming entity. Water often represents the subconscious—stored thoughts and buried emotions.”

Sebastian, who had been silent until now, lifted his gaze from the table. “I felt something stir during the storm,” he said. “A disruption in the dream field. A pulling sensation, as if a mind was trying to find its way home but couldn’t.”

A faint warmth gathered behind Sebastian’s right shoulder. Ezra Hayes did not appear fully, but his presence settled through the War Room like a quiet hand against the spirit. Sebastian listened, then looked toward Charlotte.

“Ezra confirms Lila is still wholly alive,” he said. “Nothing has taken her soul. What is missing is memory, orientation, and emotional continuity. That means there is a path back.”

Mason nodded once. “Then Ezra remains linked to you throughout the operation. If any victim’s spiritual tether begins to fail, we know immediately.”

Charlotte met his eyes, and knew he was linking the sensation to Lila.

“It tried to take her memory,” Sebastian continued, “but the act left a resonance trail.”

Jaxson stepped closer to the hologram, examining the building model from different angles. “If it left a trail, I can find it. But we need to enter with controlled emotional barriers. If it responds to emotional states, then any fear or anxiety inside that building could attract it.”

Leo cracked his knuckles. “Then we make sure no one goes in unshielded.”

Orion tilted his head slightly. “Shielded or not, the internal layout may not remain stable. If it is using memories to shape or distort rooms, those rooms may not obey physical geometry.”

Mason nodded. “Which is why Charlotte and Orion will lead point.”

Charlotte turned back to the hologram, watching it rotate slowly, almost ominously. “Our first stop is Houston Methodist,” she said. “We need to hear from Lila directly. Get her account. Anchor her memory as much as possible before we enter that building.”

“Her mind may still hold threads of the distortion,” Sebastian added. “Threads we can follow.”

Marin tapped her wristband. “SUVs are synced and ready. Cloaking overlays are active. Weather interference minimal.”

Sparrow’s voice softened. “Route is clear.”

Charlotte exhaled. “All right. We move out.”

The team dispersed with practiced precision.

Ayla approached Leo, whispering something Charlotte couldn’t hear, and he nodded in quiet agreement. Leora tucked her notebook beneath her arm. Jaxson retrieved his field pack. Nyla drifted toward the corridor in silent thought, the subtle pull of dreams still tugging at her senses.

Charlotte and Mason walked together toward the exit tunnel, the hum of the War Room fading behind them.

“You think she’ll remember anything we can use?” Mason asked.

“Pieces,” Charlotte said. “But pieces are enough. Lila wasn’t just frightened. She was disoriented because she walked into a space that shaped itself around her emotions. That’s intimate. Entities that work on that level don’t behave randomly.”

“And you think it’s confused.”

“Yes,” Charlotte answered. “But confusion doesn’t mean harmless.”

Rain still pounded above ground, though the sound softened as they entered the vehicle bay. The two Black Tactical SUVs sat parked in their designated lanes, matte surfaces gleaming beneath the overhead lights. Their engines were already warmed, their AR systems glowing faintly.

The teams climbed in: Charlotte, Mason, Ayla, Leo, Jaxson, and Marin in the lead vehicle. The others followed in the second.

As Charlotte took her seat, Sparrow’s voice came through the speakers.

“All systems calibrated. Telemetry stable. Beginning ascent to surface.”

The ramp doors slid open with a low rumble.

The SUVs surged forward into the storm-slicked night, their tires slicing through rainwater as they headed toward Houston Methodist Hospital.

Somewhere ahead, Lila Reed waited—fragmented, frightened, and still carrying the echoes of a room that should not have existed.

And The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room sat quiet in the dark, its walls holding their breath.

The rain hadn’t let up by the time the SUVs reached Houston Methodist Hospital.
Streetlights reflected in long streaks across the soaked pavement, shimmering like stretched bands of gold as the vehicles pulled beneath the covered patient drop-off zone. The storm created a rhythmic thrum overhead, and the wind carried a low whistle between the building’s columns.
Inside the first SUV, Charlotte scanned the entrance. “Let’s keep our presence low profile,” she said. “No psychic signatures raised unless absolutely needed. Lila doesn’t need sensory overload.”

“Understood,” Mason replied. He stepped out first, hood pulled up, ensuring the path was clear.

The team moved quickly and quietly through the automatic doors, splitting naturally into two groups—Charlotte, Mason, Ayla, Leo, and Jaxson heading directly toward the check-in desk while the others found seating in the waiting area across from the nurses’ station.

The night shift receptionist looked tired but alert, tapping entries on her computer before glancing up at the approaching group.

“Can I help you?”

Charlotte kept her tone warm but direct. “We received a call from one of your nurses regarding Lila Reed. She asked for me specifically.”

The receptionist paused, searching her memory. “You’re Charlotte Reigns?”

“Yes.”

“That explains why she looked relieved after she hung up.” The receptionist lowered her voice slightly. “Room 214. End of the hall, left side. She’s awake but... shaken.”

Ayla stepped forward gently. “Is she alone?”

“No. Her parents stepped out to talk with one of the doctors, but they said they’d be right back.”

Charlotte nodded in thanks. “We won’t do anything without permission.”

Jaxson felt something tug at the edges of his senses—emotional fragments, stray impressions, the ghost of fear lingering in the hallway. He drew in a slow breath, steadying his empathic focus.

Leo noticed the subtle shift. “Picking up anything?”

“Residual panic,” Jaxson murmured. “Not from tonight’s staff. From her.”

“Expected,” Mason said. “Just stay centered.”

The hallway lights flickered softly—the harmless kind of flicker that comes from older bulbs during a storm—but it was enough to tighten Charlotte’s spine. Not because she feared the building, but because sometimes entities left trace effects on electrical fields. And she needed to determine if Lila had brought any resonance with her.

They reached Room 214.

Charlotte paused with her hand on the door, listening. Not with her ears—those heard only the soft hum of machinery and the distant thunder—but with the subtle inner sense that traced psychic disturbances like temperature shifts.

She felt... stillness.

But beneath that, something displaced. Something searching.

She pushed the door open.

Lila Reed sat upright in the bed, knees drawn slightly toward her chest, the thin hospital blanket pooled around them. Her dark hair was mussed from hours of restless movement. The monitors beside her pulsed steadily, their quiet beeps marking every breath and heartbeat.

A nurse stood near the foot of the bed, adjusting IV lines. She looked up, recognition flickering across her face.

“You made it,” the nurse said softly. “Thank you.”

Charlotte offered a reassuring nod. “How is she?”

The nurse’s eyes dropped to Lila. “Calm... but not present. She’s aware, but she’s... drifting. Like she’s sliding between two memories and can’t tell which one belongs to her.”

Charlotte approached Lila slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements.

“Lila?” she said quietly.

The girl didn’t respond.

Charlotte moved closer to the bedside and crouched so their eyes were level. Lila’s gaze shifted, landing on Charlotte with distant curiosity.

“Hi, Lila,” Charlotte said gently. “My name is Charlotte. I’m here to help you. Is it okay if we talk for a moment?”

Lila blinked—one long, slow blink.

Then she nodded.

Charlotte relaxed slightly. “Thank you. Can you tell me what you remember about tonight?”

Lila looked down at her hands again. “It was supposed to be fun,” she whispered. “I’ve done a lot of escape rooms. I’m good at puzzles. My friends wanted to try the new one.”

“The Bayou BreakOut?” Mason asked softly from behind Charlotte.

Lila’s breath hitched, almost imperceptibly, but Charlotte caught it.

“Yes,” Lila said. “But when I walked into the first room... it wasn’t the room they went into.”

Ayla leaned in slightly. “What do you mean, sweetheart?”

Lila shook her head, frustrated tears gathering. “I don’t know. I walked in after them. I saw the same bench. The same fake swamp props. The same lanterns.” Her voice trembled. “But when the door closed... everything changed.”

Charlotte felt the air shift.

“How did it change?” she asked softly.

Lila swallowed hard. “The lights dimmed. The air felt heavier. Humid. Like real swamp air. And there was water on the floor—cold water around my shoes.” She shivered at the memory. “My friends didn’t see any water. They didn’t feel anything. They heard me scream once, but... I don’t remember screaming.”

Jaxson closed his eyes, reading the emotional imprint in her words. Fear. Disorientation. A strange mix of awe and dread from the moment she realized she was alone in a room that shouldn’t be possible.

Charlotte continued gently. “Lila, before everything changed... did you feel anything unusual? A sound? A pressure? Anything?”

“Yes,” Lila whispered immediately. “A vibration under the floor. Like something waking up.”

Marin and Orion exchanged a brief look.

Lila hugged her knees tightly. “And then the walls... they moved. Not like sliding panels. Like they were breathing.”

Charlotte steadied her voice. “Did you see anyone? Anything alive?”

“No,” Lila said. “But I felt something with me. It didn’t try to hurt me. It just felt... lost. Like it didn’t know why I was there.”

Charlotte inhaled deeply. That aligned perfectly with her earlier sense.

“Did it speak to you?” Ayla asked softly.

Lila shook her head. “Not with words. Just a feeling. A pull. Like it wanted to understand what I was feeling.”

“And then what happened?” Mason asked.

Lila’s expression twisted. “I opened a door. I thought it was the exit. But it wasn’t the exit.”

Charlotte kept her tone steady. “Where did it lead?”

Lila’s tears finally fell. “A hallway. But not a real one. It stretched too far, longer than there was room for. And the lights flickered like they were underwater. I walked forward and... I don’t know what happened next.”

Leo placed a hand on the back of Charlotte’s chair, grounding the moment with quiet strength.

Jaxson exhaled slowly. “Her emotional trail is fragmented. Something cut her connection to herself.”

Charlotte looked at Lila again. “When you came back... when you woke up... what was the first thing you remember?”

Lila’s voice broke on the words. “I didn’t know who I was.”

Charlotte’s heart clenched.

The nurse stepped closer. “Her parents are coming back,” she said quietly.

Charlotte nodded gratefully. “We’ll speak with them.”

Lila looked up suddenly, something flickering in her gaze—fear mixed with a desperate plea.

“Please,” she whispered, “don’t let it take anyone else.”

Charlotte leaned forward and placed a steady hand over Lila’s.

“We won’t,” she said. “You’re safe now. And we’re going to make sure no one goes through what you did.”

Lila’s breath trembled in relief.

Charlotte stood slowly as the nurse moved to wipe Lila’s cheeks and adjust her blanket.

Mason stepped beside Charlotte. “We got what we needed?”

Charlotte nodded once. “We did.”

“What’s the next move?”

Charlotte looked toward the rain-streaked window, where lightning flashed in the distance.

“We’re going to The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room,” she said. “Tonight.”

Ayla gently touched Lila’s shoulder before stepping back. “Rest, sweetheart. We’ll take care of the rest.”

As they exited Room 214, the storm outside intensified, wind rattling the windowpanes. The hallway lights flickered again—only for a second, barely noticeable to anyone else.

But Charlotte noticed.

So did Sebastian, standing quietly near the waiting area with the others. He met Charlotte’s eyes with a grave expression.

“You felt that too,” he said under his breath.

“Residual imprint,” Charlotte replied. “It followed her here. Only a trace, but enough.”

Sebastian nodded. “Then we must move quickly. Entities that imprint emotion this deeply do not stay dormant long.”

Charlotte opened her comm. “Circle—load up. We’re heading to the site.”

Mason stepped ahead, leading them through the lobby.

By the time they reached the SUVs, the rain had become a steady roar across the roof of the entrance bay.

As they climbed into the vehicles, Charlotte felt one powerful, unmistakable truth settle into her mind:

Whatever had taken Lila’s memory wasn’t done searching.
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​Chapter 02: The Room That Shouldn’t Exist
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The drive to The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room cut through the worst stretch of the storm. Sheets of rain battered the windshield, blurring the streetlights into long gold streaks across the water. The SUV’s AR display compensated automatically, sharpening outlines, filtering glare, and feeding real-time data through faint holo-lines projected above the glass.

From Houston Methodist Hospital in the Texas Medical Center, the two SUVs moved north along Fannin Street before turning toward the East End. Sparrow routed them around standing water near the lower approaches to Brays Bayou, then carried them east toward a converted commercial building off Navigation Boulevard. The fictional attraction occupied a real kind of Houston footprint: an old masonry shell tucked among warehouses, restaurants, rail spurs, and storm-dark service streets where the city’s history and industry pressed close together.

Charlotte sat in the front passenger seat, eyes trained forward, fingers pressed lightly against the cool window. The city’s energy felt different tonight—not chaotic, not dangerous, but unsettled, like something beneath the surface was shifting its weight.

Mason drove, hands steady, jaw firm. He had been quiet since they left the hospital—not out of fear but out of concentration, everything in him focused on maintaining the team’s cohesion.

Ayla, Leo, Jaxson, and Marin occupied the back seats, each absorbed in their own form of preparation. Jaxson watched the shifting emotions of the neighborhoods they passed through, his expression tightening slightly each time the resonance grew thin or stretched. Ayla rested with her eyes closed, grounding herself so that any environmental imbalance wouldn’t pull on her empathy too sharply. Leo sat forward, elbows on his knees, scanning the perimeter through the windows. Marin reviewed readings from the SUV’s uplinks, monitoring any electromagnetic fluctuations that might align with what they had seen at the hospital.

Sparrow’s voice came through the speakers, controlled and calm. “We are approaching the location. Visibility issues minimal. The building is dark but not closed. Exterior lights are functioning on reduced power. No activity detected inside.”

Mason tightened his grip on the wheel. “Owners still operating?”

“Not tonight,” Sparrow said. “Records show they closed early due to the storm. The last group completed a session two hours ago. No reports of anything unusual.”

“Except what happened to Lila,” Charlotte murmured.

Sparrow’s holographic form flickered briefly on the dashboard, projected only for those in the front seats. “Correct.”

The SUV slowed as they turned onto the escape room’s street. The storm had flooded parts of the road, forcing Mason to maneuver around deep puddles. The neon sign above the building flickered irregularly—bright one moment, faint the next—casting distorted glows across the rain-soaked parking lot.

THE BAYOU BREAK-OUT ESCAPE ROOM.

The sign’s swamp-themed lettering seemed harmless in the daylight, probably even fun. But under the storm’s relentless assault, it looked strangely ominous, as if the building itself waited.

The second SUV pulled in behind them, headlights cutting a white arc across the darkness before dimming. Orion stepped out first from the second vehicle, hood pulled over his hair, eyes scanning the structure with precise attention. Hope and Caleb followed, then Leora and Kieran, with Sebastian and Levi closing the line. Nyla emerged last, gaze distant, sensing something tugging faintly at her.

Charlotte stepped out into the rain and the wind hit her immediately—cool, sharp, and heavy with humidity. She looked at the building.

Nothing about it should feel wrong.

But it did.

Mason came to her side. “What do you feel?”

Charlotte took a slow breath. “Silence. But not emptiness. It’s the silence you get from something listening.”

Ayla joined them. “The emotional residue here is faint but... unsettled.”

Sebastian moved closer to the front door, fingertips grazing its surface. His eyes softened, focusing. “There was fear here earlier tonight. The kind that sinks deep into the walls. But it’s not ambient fear from the storm. It’s internal—contained.”

Marin walked toward the side of the building. “I’m picking up mild resonance interference. Not enough to disrupt the SUV’s systems, but unnatural all the same.”

Leo tested the air. “Whatever’s inside isn’t hostile right now. But it’s awake.”

Hope shivered. “It feels like standing outside someone’s memories.”

Nyla stepped forward, eyelids lowering slightly as she sensed the edges of the dream field. “There’s a tear,” she said softly. “Small. Faint. Like something slipped through accidentally.”

Orion examined the doorframe with a hand pressed against the wood. “Spatial stability is intact for now. But inside may not match the building’s physical footprint.”

Charlotte stepped toward the main entrance.

A faint tremor of claustrophobic energy pulsed from beyond the door.

The same energy she had felt in Lila’s hospital room.

“Everyone stay centered,” she said. “And stay in groups of two or more at all times. This building is not operating on normal geometry. Anything we find may shift.”

Mason took out his tablet. “We’re going in as soon as you’re ready.”

Charlotte nodded once.

But before she could reach for the handle, the door shifted.

Not opened.

Shifted.

It eased inward by an inch without a sound, without an airflow change, without any mechanical cause. As if the building itself had exhaled.

Hope stepped back instinctively. “It knows we’re here.”

Jaxson’s voice was quiet but steady. “It’s not reacting to us with fear or aggression. It’s... curious.”

Caleb came forward, sensing the psychic atmosphere with careful precision. “It recognizes our presence. Or it recognizes Charlotte.”

Sebastian ran his fingers along the side of the door. “Lila’s displacement left an imprint here. A memory echo. I can feel it—but the echo isn’t just hers. There’s another layer beneath it.”

Charlotte met his gaze. “The entity.”

“Yes,” Sebastian said. “But the imprint is confused. Fragmented. As if the entity doesn’t understand the boundary between itself and the people who enter.”

Nyla touched the wall. “And it doesn’t understand the difference between physical rooms and emotional ones.”

Orion lowered his hand from the doorframe. “Spatial distortion is definitely present. Not enough to warp the exterior—but enough to alter internal passageways.”

Mason exhaled slowly. “Which means whatever Lila saw... could still be in there.”

Charlotte felt the truth settle into her bones.

This building was not dangerous because the entity inside was hostile.
It was dangerous because it didn’t understand what it was doing.
And confusion on this scale could break a mind.

“Circle,” Charlotte said quietly, “we’re entering. Stay aligned. Stay calm. And keep your senses open.”

A thunderclap rumbled overhead, shaking the parking lot lights.

The wind surged.

The doorknob clicked once—soft, deliberate.

The door eased open as if inviting them.

Charlotte stepped across the threshold.

And the moment her foot touched the floor inside, she felt the air shift—not colder, not darker, but denser, as though the building had drawn its first breath in hours.

It recognized her.

Behind her, the rest of the team crossed into the dim lobby, each feeling the same invisible pressure settle around them.

Soft.
Curious.
Reaching.
Charlotte whispered, not to the team, but to whatever listened in the walls.

“We’re here,” she said. “And we’re not afraid.”

A distant hum vibrated through the floor—almost like a heartbeat.

The door clicked shut behind them.

The lobby of The Bayou Break-Out Escape Room was dimly lit, illuminated only by the faint glow of emergency backup bulbs and the flickering neon light seeping in from the storm outside. Posters of themed rooms lined the walls—swamp hunts, treasure dives, haunted cabins. Under normal circumstances, the place would feel playful, energetic, alive.

Tonight, it felt hollow.

A low hum vibrated beneath the floorboards, so faint that an untrained ear would mistake it for the distant rumble of thunder. But Charlotte knew better.
This hum had intention.
Leo stepped ahead, angling his body so he could shield the team without raising overt defenses. “Nothing in the immediate area pulling at us,” he murmured. “But the air feels denser deeper inside.”

Ayla moved beside him, letting her empathic senses open just enough to touch the emotional imprint of the space. “There’s fear here—but it isn’t fresh. It’s woven into the walls. And underneath it... something softer. Like longing.”

Marin swept a handheld scanner slowly across the room. The device glowed with faint runic indicators. “Spatial resonance here is stable. But something is channeling subtle energy beneath the floor. Almost rhythmic.”

Charlotte stepped toward the first interior door. “That aligns with Lila’s account. She said she felt something waking underneath the room.”

Sebastian pressed his fingers lightly against one of the lobby walls. His eyes fluttered closed. “There are memory traces here, but they’re faint. Not just Lila’s. The entity tried to imprint itself to more than one person, but Lila was the only one emotionally sensitive enough for it to shift her environment.”

“Sensitive how?” Hope asked gently, sketchbook tucked under her arm.

“Heightened intuition,” Sebastian whispered. “Something about her emotional state made her more open to connection. The entity responded to that openness.”

Orion approached the inner hallway. “Spatial distortions begin beyond this threshold. Not enough to trap us, but the geometry won’t remain consistent if the entity reacts to our presence.”

Mason stepped forward. “Then we split in two teams, but no one goes alone. Charlotte leads Team One. I’ll take Team Two.”

Charlotte nodded. “Sparrow, map what you can. Follow us through whatever changes.”

Sparrow’s holographic form flickered to life beside Charlotte. “Understood. Adaptive mapping engaged.”

Jaxson moved near the doorway and touched the frame lightly. His expression shifted, brows drawing together. “Someone stood here earlier tonight. Terrified. They hesitated before calling out for their friends.”

“Lila,” Mason said.

“No,” Jaxson corrected softly. “Her friend saw something too. Something small, barely noticeable. A flicker. But it didn’t affect them the same way.”

Hope’s eyes widened. “So it wasn’t targeting only Lila.”

“It wasn’t targeting at all,” Caleb said from behind her. “It was reaching. Curious. Trying to understand. But Lila’s emotional state made her more receptive.”

Charlotte stepped through the hallway entrance.

Immediately, the temperature shifted.

Not colder.
Not warmer.
Just... denser.
The kind of density that accompanied deep water or a closed room with no airflow. Her breathing remained steady, but the sensation pressed lightly against her shoulders and jaw.

Ayla whispered, “The air feels emotional.”

She wasn’t wrong.

The hallway itself was ordinary—patterned carpet, swamp-themed wallpaper, mounted lantern props. But something was subtly wrong with the proportions. The left wall seemed a fraction closer than it should have been. The ceiling felt a half-inch too low. The lanterns on the walls flickered in a rhythm that didn’t match the electrical grid.

“It’s testing us,” Charlotte murmured to Mason. “Like it’s trying to see if we’ll react.”

“Let’s not give it a reason to escalate,” Mason said.

Team One—Charlotte, Mason, Ayla, Leo, Jaxson, and Marin—moved deeper down the hallway while the others fanned out behind them.

Sparrow scanned the environment continuously. “No immediate hazards. But the internal mapping has already shifted. The hallway now measures thirty-eight feet. Exterior dimensions indicate a maximum of twenty-eight.”

Leora frowned. “So the building is stretching.”

“Internally only,” Sparrow confirmed. “The exterior remains fixed.”

“Classic echo-space behavior,” Sebastian said. “The entity is shaping its internal world based on emotional cues.”

They reached a small wooden door on the left labeled:
SWAMP ROOM A — GROUP ENTRY POINT
Charlotte touched the handle.

It was warm.

Not warm from electricity or friction. Warm like a living pulse had run through it.

Ayla took a sharp inhale. “Charlotte... the entity is aware of you.”

Charlotte didn’t hesitate. “We go in together.”

She turned the handle.

The door swung open into darkness.

But not total darkness—just a low, murky dimness where the outlines of props could be seen in the corner. Lanterns flickered faintly overhead, casting ripples of amber light across the room. The swamp decorations looked harmless enough... until Charlotte stepped inside.

The moment her foot touched the floor, a soft ripple spread outward.

Like water disturbed.

But the surface was solid.

Jaxson walked in behind her and froze. “This room... it remembers her.”

Marin’s scanner pulsed rapidly. “Charlotte, the resonance here is stronger than in the lobby.”

Leo moved to the far wall. “Feels like something passed through here recently. Not physically. More... emotionally.”

Nyla, from the doorway with the second group, closed her eyes. “There’s a dream echo here.”

Levi exhaled softly. “I can feel it too. Like a shadow of someone’s thoughts.”

Charlotte moved deeper into the room. Her eyes adjusted to the dimness. The swamp décor—fake vines, fabricated marsh props, a makeshift wooden bridge—looked perfectly normal at first glance.

But something was wrong with the shadows.

They didn’t sit correctly.
They didn’t fall where the lantern light said they should.
They drifted—barely—like the memory of shadows rather than real ones.
A faint whisper brushed Charlotte’s senses.

Not a word.
Just presence.
It came from the far-right corner of the room.

Charlotte walked toward it.

“Charlotte,” Mason warned.

“It’s curious,” she said softly. “Not threatened.”

She reached the corner where the props were denser—moss-covered crates, a faux cypress tree, a small plastic pond meant to be part of the puzzle.

A chill swept across her fingertips.

And then—

A reflection flickered across the glossy surface of the fake pond.

Not hers.
Not anyone in the room.
A face.

A young woman’s face.

Wide-eyed.
Confused.
Afraid.
Lila Reed.

Charlotte stiffened—not from fear, but from the recognition of psychic residue.

A memory echo.

Ayla hurried forward. “Charlotte—what do you see?”

Charlotte kept her eyes on the faint image rippling across the pond’s surface. “Lila. Just for a moment. She stood here. She tried to solve a puzzle and the room changed around her.”

Jaxson touched the edge of the pond. “I can feel it too. Her panic. And something else... following her.”

Orion stepped inside, observing the room with sharp precision. “There’s a soft spatial crease here. Something folded inward.”

Leora whispered, “Like the boundary between two rooms slipped.”

Marin crouched near the pond, running her scanner again. “There’s no water. No moisture. But the temperature here is slightly lower.”

A sudden vibration rippled through the floor—subtle but distinct.

Everyone froze.

Sparrow’s holographic form flickered beside the group. “Spatial shift detected. Something is moving inside the walls.”

Leo raised a hand. “Everyone stay still.”

Charlotte didn’t move.

She closed her eyes.

Reached outward.

And felt it.

Not hostility.

Not malice.

But curiosity.

Loneliness.

And a fragmented sense of self that didn’t belong to any human mind.

The entity brushed against her senses—tentative, like a hand reaching through fog.

It didn’t understand who she was.

It didn’t understand who it was.

A new pulse traveled through the floorboards—a steady, rhythmic sound.

A heartbeat.

Not hers.
Not human.
Not dangerous.
Just searching.

The lantern light flickered.

One of the props shifted slightly—only an inch, but enough to register.

Ayla whispered, “It’s responding to your presence.”

Marin checked her scanner again. “Charlotte... the room is beginning to alter.”

Charlotte opened her eyes.

“Stay calm,” she said. “It’s trying to show us something.”

The heartbeat under their feet deepened.

And the shadows on the walls stretched—not threateningly, but as though reaching for clarity.

Looking for something it recognized.

Trying to understand them.

Something brushed Charlotte’s mind—a soft surge of emotion she didn’t expect.

Recognition.

But from the entity’s perspective, not hers.

And then, without warning—

The lights blinked out.

Total darkness swallowed the room.

A sound rose from the far corner.

Not a growl.
Not a scream.
Not even a whisper.
Just a single, soft exhale—

As if the entity was finally aware it was not alone.

The darkness fell like a curtain—thick, immediate, absolute. For a moment no one moved. The blackout wasn’t accompanied by the hum of power loss or the click of a breaker. It came silently, as if the light had been swallowed whole.

Charlotte steadied her breath, letting her senses
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