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Prologue
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The wind did not change gradually, and that was the first sign that something was wrong. One moment it moved through the trees with a steady rhythm, and the next it stopped completely, as if the world had forgotten how to breathe. The leaves hung in place, unmoving, and the night grew unnaturally still. It was not silence in the way most people understood it. It was something deeper, something that felt like the world had paused without permission.

Eli felt it before he understood it, a shift that settled into his chest like something waking up. He stood at the edge of the path, his hand resting loosely against his dog as he stared into the dark forest ahead. This place had always been familiar, something he could walk through without thinking. But now it felt different, like something beneath it had moved into position. The air held a presence that had not been there before.

His dog did not move, and that alone was enough to make Eli uneasy. Normally, he would have been restless, pacing or pulling toward some distant scent only he could understand. But now he stood still, his ears forward and his gaze locked on something Eli could not see. There was no confusion in him, and there was no fear. There was only focus.

“What is it?” Eli asked quietly, though he did not expect an answer.

The forest did not respond, but something within it shifted. It was not a sound, and it was not movement in the way Eli understood movement. It was a subtle distortion in the air, as if the space itself had begun to bend inward. Eli narrowed his eyes, trying to make sense of it, but the harder he looked, the less clear it became. It was not meant to be seen directly.

It was meant to be felt.

The pull came slowly at first, almost easy to ignore, but it did not fade. It settled into him, drawing his attention forward without forcing him to move. Eli swallowed, his chest tightening as the realization began to form. This was not something random, and it was not something that would simply disappear if he turned away.

This was something waiting.

His dog stepped forward, breaking the stillness with quiet certainty. The movement was slow and deliberate, not driven by instinct or curiosity, but by something far more controlled. Eli watched him carefully, his hesitation growing as the distance between them widened. The world did not react, but it felt like something had begun the moment his dog moved.

“Wait,” Eli said, his voice low, though he did not know why he said it.

His dog did not stop.

Eli took a breath, his eyes fixed on the shifting space ahead as the pull grew stronger. The silence around him pressed in, no longer empty, but filled with something he could not yet understand. Every instinct told him to turn around, to leave whatever this was behind before it could change anything. But something deeper held him in place.

It was not fear.

It was recognition.

Eli stepped forward.

The moment his foot crossed into the space where the air bent inward, the world changed in a way that could not be undone. The forest remained, but it no longer felt like the same place he had always known. The shadows stretched further, and the ground beneath him no longer felt entirely real. Eli felt it immediately, the difference between walking through something and stepping into it.

His breath caught as the realization settled in.

This had always been here.

His dog moved further ahead, his shape steady against the shifting darkness. Eli followed without thinking now, the hesitation that had once held him fading with each step. The pull did not force him forward, but it no longer allowed him to stand still. The space around him unfolded in ways he could not track, revealing something deeper with every step he took.

And as the world he knew faded just enough to no longer feel certain—

Eli understood that nothing would be the same after this.
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Chapter 1: The Night the Wind Changed
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The first thing Eli noticed was the wind, and it changed in a way that didn’t feel natural. It did not slow down gradually or shift direction like it usually did. Instead, it stopped completely, as if something had reached out and silenced it all at once. The trees froze in place, their leaves suspended in a stillness that felt too perfect to be real. Even the distant sounds that normally filled the night seemed to disappear with it.

Eli stood at the edge of the path, his backpack hanging loosely from one shoulder as he looked around. He had walked this route countless times, and every part of it should have felt familiar. But something about it felt different now, like the world had quietly changed without him noticing. The shadows stretched longer than they should have, holding their shape instead of shifting with the fading light. The ground beneath his feet felt solid, but the sound it made when he moved seemed distant, like it wasn’t coming from him.

“Did you feel that?” Eli asked quietly, his voice barely cutting through the stillness.

His dog stood beside him, completely still in a way that didn’t match his usual restless energy. There was no pacing, no sniffing, and no wandering attention pulling him toward something else. His ears were slightly forward, and his gaze was fixed ahead as if something had caught his full focus. The stillness in his posture wasn’t hesitation or confusion. It was awareness.

Eli followed his dog’s gaze, narrowing his eyes as he tried to see what had drawn his attention. At first, there was nothing, only the same stretch of trees and path he had always known. But the longer he looked, the more the air in front of him seemed to shift in a way that made his chest tighten. It did not ripple outward like heat or wind, but pulled inward, as if the space itself was being drawn toward a single point. Eli felt it immediately, not against his skin, but somewhere deeper.

“That’s not normal,” Eli said under his breath, his voice unsteady.

His dog stepped forward, and the movement was slow and deliberate in a way that made Eli hesitate. There was no uncertainty in the step, only a quiet confidence that felt out of place. This was not curiosity guiding him forward. It was something else, something that made Eli pause without fully understanding why.

Eli tightened his grip on the strap of his backpack, forcing himself to stay where he was for a moment longer. Every instinct told him to turn around and leave, to go back to the world that made sense. But another feeling pushed against that instinct, something quieter but far more persistent. It was not curiosity, and it was not fear.

It was the sense that this moment mattered.

His dog stopped a few steps ahead and turned his head slightly, as if checking whether Eli would follow. The look in his eyes was different now, not in a way Eli could fully explain, but enough to make him hesitate. It was not just awareness or instinct. It was intention.

Eli swallowed, his eyes fixed on the space ahead as the pull grew stronger. It did not drag him forward, but it made standing still feel impossible. The silence pressed in around him, no longer empty, but holding something beneath it. Nothing moved, nothing changed, and yet everything felt like it was waiting for him.

“If this is something... I need to know,” Eli said quietly, more to himself than anything else.

His dog did not move, but he did not look away either, and that was enough. Eli took a slow breath, steadying himself as the weight of the moment settled in. The world behind him still existed, but it no longer felt like the place he belonged in this moment. He stepped forward, closing the distance between himself and the place where the air bent inward.

The moment his foot crossed into it, the world changed in a way he could not take back. The forest did not disappear, but it no longer held the same shape or meaning. The trees stretched further than they should have, and the shadows no longer followed the same rules. Eli felt it immediately, the difference between standing in a place he knew and stepping into something else entirely.

His breath caught as the realization settled in, heavy and undeniable. This was not just a change in the forest. This was something hidden beneath it, something that had always been there waiting to be seen. Eli looked back for a moment, but the path behind him already felt distant. When he turned forward again, he knew there was no turning back.
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