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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 Memory That Shouldn’t Exist 
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The War Room at Helix Hollow was never truly silent.

Even in stillness, the underground space breathed—low harmonic hums from resonance shields embedded in the walls, soft pulses of sigil wards cycling beneath the floor, the faint whisper of data flowing through Helix’s core systems far below Houston’s streets. It was a controlled quiet, the kind that existed only because dozens of unseen safeguards were doing their jobs perfectly.

Charlotte Reigns stood at the edge of Marin Vale’s holographic table, her reflection fractured across layers of light. The table was idle, a glassy plane hovering above its obsidian base, awaiting command. Around it, the Circle was present in full—some seated, some standing, some leaning into their own rhythms of readiness. No one spoke. No one needed to.

Mason Ward broke the silence without raising his voice.

“Bring it up.”

Marin’s fingers moved with practiced precision, her gestures small but decisive. The table came alive beneath her hands, unfolding into a three-dimensional projection of Texas. Cities glowed faintly, highways traced in muted lines, population centers marked by soft pulses of light. For a brief moment, everything looked exactly as it should.

Then something changed.

A single point near the eastern edge of the state flared—not bright, but wrong. The glow stuttered, flickered, then deepened into a color that didn’t belong on any of Marin’s calibrated scales.

Charlotte felt it before anyone said a word.

It wasn’t a vision. Not yet. It was closer to a taste at the back of her tongue, sharp and unfamiliar, like memory that didn’t belong to her trying to assert itself. She drew a slow breath and let her gaze unfocus just enough for the mirrors to answer.

The hologram distorted.

For an instant, Charlotte saw a hospital room layered over the War Room—fluorescent lights buzzing faintly, a heart monitor ticking out a steady rhythm. A man lay in a bed, eyes open, staring at nothing. The image fractured, folded in on itself, and vanished.

Charlotte straightened.

“That shouldn’t exist,” she said quietly.

Mason didn’t ask her to explain. He never did. He watched the projection, jaw set, eyes tracking the anomaly as Marin isolated it.

“It wasn’t there twelve hours ago,” Marin said. Her voice was calm, but her focus sharpened. She expanded the data field, layers of analysis blooming outward. “No seismic event. No electromagnetic spike. No known psychic discharge pattern.”

The point pulsed again.

Leo Mbeki shifted his weight, invisible pressure gathering around him like a held breath. “Feels... hollow,” he said. “Like something was scooped out and the shape never filled back in.”

Ayla Khoury closed her eyes, palm resting lightly against the edge of the table. Her expression softened with concern. “There’s life there,” she said. “Bodies still functioning. But the emotional resonance is... gone. It’s quiet in a way it shouldn’t be.”

Sebastian Ryss leaned forward, fingers hovering just above the projection. He didn’t touch it. He never did unless he had to. “That kind of absence leaves echoes,” he murmured. “History doesn’t like being erased.”

Marin pulled up a secondary overlay. Medical symbols appeared, interlaced with timestamps and biometric readouts streaming through Helix’s secure feeds. “We’re seeing a cluster of patients admitted within a forty-eight-hour window,” she said. “Same condition. Same result. Awake. Breathing. No measurable consciousness.”

Hope Reigns had already begun sketching, charcoal moving across paper with quick, instinctive strokes. She didn’t look up as she spoke. “They’re empty,” she said. “Not dead. Just... unused.”

A faint ripple moved through the air above the table.

Feathers formed out of light, then folded inward, reshaping into a human silhouette perched casually at the table’s edge. Sparrow materialized fully a heartbeat later, dark eyes bright with artificial curiosity, one knee drawn up as if the solid light beneath her were a real ledge.

“Well,” Sparrow said, tilting her head as the projection reflected in her irises, “that’s new.”

Marin didn’t glance up. “You’re late.”

“I prefer the term dramatically timed,” Sparrow replied. “And I came with gifts.”

The hologram shifted again as Sparrow injected her data stream. Street-level chatter surfaced—fragmented audio, encrypted text strings, blurred images scraped from hidden corners of the network. Words floated up, half-formed, dissolving before she could settle.

Glass.
Echo.
Afterlife.
Jaxson Dane frowned. “Those aren’t brand names,” he said. “They’re feelings.”

“They’re currency,” Sparrow countered. “Or they will be, if this keeps spreading.”

Mason folded his arms, eyes never leaving the table. “How localized?”

Marin zoomed in, narrowing the field. The glow remained contained, stubbornly anchored within Texas borders. “So far, it hasn’t crossed state lines,” she said. “Everything we’re seeing—collapses, admissions, chatter—it’s all here.”

“That won’t last,” Caleb said quietly. He stood slightly apart from the group, head tilted as if listening to something no one else could hear. “People who’ve used whatever this is... their thoughts aren’t their own. They’re crowded. Confused. Some of them don’t know where their memories end.”

Nyla Jones shivered, arms wrapping around herself. “I’ve seen the edges of it,” she said. “In dreams that aren’t dreams. Places where people should be, but aren’t anymore.”

Orion Vale stepped closer to the table, fingers tracing invisible lines through the air as if already mapping space. “If something is removing minds and storing them,” he said, “it needs containment. Structure. Somewhere stable enough to hold what doesn’t want to stay put.”

Leora Hale nodded. “And belief,” she added. “You don’t preserve memory without ritual. Even if the person doing it thinks they’re above such things.”

Kieran Miller’s gaze had fixed on the anomaly itself, pupils dilating slightly as dormant sigils beneath his skin responded. “It’s not random,” he said. “Whatever’s doing this understands symbols. Patterns. Sequence.”

Mason exhaled slowly, grounding the room. “We don’t chase rumors,” he said. “We follow evidence. Right now, we have people in Texas who are alive and gone at the same time.”

He looked to Marin. “Can you track the compound?”

Marin’s lips pressed into a thin line of focus. “I can track its resonance,” she said. “It’s not purely chemical. There’s something else holding it together. Something... intentional.”

“Then that’s our thread,” Mason said.

Leo’s presence expanded subtly, a protective pressure settling around the group without anyone needing to acknowledge it. “If this thing is hollowing people out,” he said, “I want to know what happens when it meets resistance.”

Sparrow smiled, already shifting, features blurring for a fraction of a second before resolving back into her chosen form. “I can be wherever it starts,” she said. “Different face. Different voice. Same result.”

Charlotte finally looked away from the table, the faint echo of that hospital room still clinging to her senses. “Someone is taking memories,” she said. “Not by accident. Not out of desperation.”

She met Mason’s eyes.

“On purpose.”

The anomaly pulsed again, deeper this time, as if responding to the attention focused upon it.

Somewhere in Texas, a mind went quiet.

The War Room lights dimmed a fraction as Helix shifted into investigative mode. The holographic table responded instantly, re-layering itself with finer detail—hospital intake timestamps, emergency call clusters, biometric irregularities mapped against population density. Nothing moved unless Marin allowed it to, every data point flowing through filters she’d built for moments exactly like this.

“Pattern’s tightening,” she said, eyes flicking across cascading readouts. “Admissions spike within hours of each other. Same neurological flatline. Same lack of trauma. No chemical markers hospitals recognize.”

“That means whatever this is,” Mason said, “was designed to look invisible.”

Sparrow leaned forward, elbows resting on knees that weren’t quite solid. “Not invisible,” she said. “Uninteresting. People see a body still breathing and assume the person’s still there.”

Charlotte’s jaw tightened. She took a slow step closer to the table, letting the mirrored surface respond. The projection rippled, reflections folding inward as the mirror chamber within her answered the call.

The War Room didn’t disappear this time.

Instead, something else overlaid it.

A living room. Modest. Framed photographs on a shelf—graduations, a wedding, a child missing two front teeth. The smell of coffee hung in the air, warm and familiar. Charlotte felt it all at once, layered over the sterile hum of Helix Hollow.

Then the room emptied.

Not faded. Not blurred. Simply... vacated.

The warmth vanished. The images remained, frozen and meaningless without the presence that had once animated them.

Charlotte stepped back, breath catching just slightly.

“They’re not erasing memories,” she said. “They’re extracting them whole. Leaving everything else behind.”

Sebastian’s gaze sharpened. “That kind of precision requires intent,” he said. “And practice.”

Leora folded her hands, expression thoughtful. “And a belief system that allows someone to justify it.”

Marin brought up a new overlay. Chemical chains unfolded in luminous strands, threaded with symbols that didn’t belong in molecular diagrams. “There’s glyph logic woven into the compound itself,” she said. “Not etched. Integrated. Whoever did this understands both languages fluently.”

Kieran felt the symbols before he fully saw them. His shoulders tensed, the living glyphs beneath his skin responding with a faint, unsettling warmth. “They’re using sequence,” he said. “Each extraction builds on the last. That’s why the anomaly is growing instead of dissipating.”

Ayla moved closer to one of the projected patient profiles, her empathy reaching outward. Her expression softened—and then tightened with grief. “They’re still in there,” she said quietly. “The bodies know something’s missing. They’re... waiting.”

Leo’s hands curled into fists at his sides, telekinetic energy flickering just beneath the surface. “Waiting isn’t living,” he said.

Mason nodded once. “Then we don’t wait.”

Sparrow’s form shimmered briefly, feathers rippling across her shoulders before smoothing back into skin. “I’ve already found chatter threading through Houston,” she said. “Clubs. After-hours lounges. Places where people go to forget themselves.”

Jaxson’s eyes lifted. “That’s where the emotional residue will be strongest,” he said. “I can follow it from there.”

“Do it,” Mason said. “But no one goes alone.”

Marin glanced up from the table. “Before we move, there’s something else.” She isolated a data stream and expanded it. A waveform appeared—uneven, pulsing in a way that made the room feel subtly off-balance. “This resonance doesn’t decay like a normal psychic event. It stabilizes. Like it’s being... stored.”

Orion studied the waveform, spatial awareness stretching outward. “That kind of stabilization requires containment,” he said. “Walls. Fields. A controlled environment.”

“A lab,” Sparrow said.

Hope’s charcoal snapped against paper. She turned the sketch around. It showed a glass vial suspended midair, light swirling inside it—not randomly, but in slow, deliberate patterns. Faces pressed faintly against the interior, half-formed, overlapping.

Caleb swallowed. “People are taking this,” he said. “And they don’t understand what they’re holding.”

Nyla’s voice trembled. “The dreams are already bleeding,” she said. “Borrowed memories don’t like being trapped. They push back.”

Mason straightened, presence steadying the room. “Then we stop the source before it spreads.”

The holographic table shifted again, isolating a district within Houston. Clubs. Warehouses. A medical supply company long shuttered, its records oddly incomplete.

“There,” Marin said. “That’s our first thread.”

“Local,” Mason said. “Which means ground transport.”

Two black tactical SUVs materialized on the table, routes ghosting faintly into place. The projection didn’t linger on them—it didn’t need to. Everyone in the room understood what came next.

Leo’s field tightened instinctively, a protective layer settling over the Circle as if anticipating impact. “If this compound reacts defensively,” he said, “I can hold the perimeter.”

“And move what needs moving,” Marin added, glancing at him. She trusted his control. Everyone did.

Sparrow slid off the table, landing soundlessly on the War Room floor. Her features shifted again—subtle changes this time, posture altering, voice softening as if already rehearsing another life. “I’ll go ahead,” she said. “Different face. Same questions.”

Mason met her gaze. “Stay visible to Helix.”

“Always,” Sparrow replied, tapping the side of her head. “I like knowing where I am.”

Charlotte took one last look at the anomaly, its pulse steady and patient. “Someone believes memories are a resource,” she said. “That belief doesn’t come from nowhere.”

Leora nodded. “It comes from someone who thinks they’ve improved upon being human.”

Mason’s voice cut cleanly through the room. “We move now.”

The War Room lights brightened as Helix finalized its preparations. Somewhere beneath the city, engines came to life, resonance dampeners humming in quiet readiness.

And somewhere not far away, someone lifted a vial filled with a life that wasn’t theirs—and drank.

The descent into motion was quiet, deliberate, and unmistakable.

Helix Hollow responded to Mason’s directive without ceremony. The War Room’s ambient hum shifted pitch as systems reprioritized, layers of psychic shielding tightening around the Circle like a second skin. Far below the city, the facility awakened in ways no surface sensor could ever register.

Charlotte walked alongside Mason as they left the War Room, the anomaly still lingering at the edge of her awareness like a word she couldn’t quite stop hearing. The mirrors stayed mercifully still now, as if whatever had reached out earlier was content to wait.

That unsettled her more than if it had pressed harder.

The corridor lights softened as they moved, guiding rather than illuminating. Marin was already ahead, her focus split between the data streaming through Helix and the physical preparations unfolding around them. She spoke without slowing.

“I’ve isolated the compound’s resonance signature,” she said. “It’s faint, but it’s consistent. Once Sparrow gets close enough, I can lock onto it in real time.”

“Close enough to what?” Leo asked, falling into step beside her.

Marin’s jaw set. “Whatever facility is anchoring this. It’s not mobile. Not yet.”

“That means we’re early,” Jaxson said. “Which means we still have a chance to keep this contained.”

Behind her, Sparrow’s footsteps barely registered. Her appearance had shifted again—subtle enough to pass without notice, different enough to disappear into a crowd without friction. Her eyes, however, remained fixed and alert.

“I’m already feeling the pull,” Sparrow said. “It’s like standing near a conversation you weren’t invited to, but can’t stop overhearing.”

Nyla hugged her arms tighter as they passed through a secondary security threshold. “The dreams are clustering,” she said. “Not location-based. Emotion-based. Fear. Regret. Longing. People reaching for something they’ve lost... or never had.”

Hope slowed, sketchbook pressed to her chest. “That makes it easier to sell,” she said quietly. “Everyone wants to remember something better.”

Or forget something worse.

The hangar doors parted soundlessly, revealing the two black tactical SUVs waiting beneath the soft glow of containment lights. Their surfaces absorbed light rather than reflecting it, sigils faintly visible beneath the matte finish, cycling through protective sequences.

Orion paused at the threshold, spatial awareness brushing outward, mapping the immediate environment. “No distortions,” he said. “For now.”

Leo extended a hand briefly, invisible force sweeping across the vehicles, reinforcing shielding already in place. The air around them seemed to thicken, as if the world itself were being asked to keep its distance.

Ayla laid her palm against the nearest SUV, grounding herself. Her expression was calm, but there was grief beneath it. “We need to be prepared,” she said. “Some of them won’t come back. Even if we stop this.”

Mason nodded once. He didn’t soften the truth. He didn’t sharpen it either. “We don’t decide who deserves saving,” he said. “We decide whether we act.”

Engines engaged without a sound that could be heard above ground. The SUVs rolled forward in perfect alignment, Helix’s uplink holding steady as Houston’s underground slipped past unseen.

As they moved, Marin brought the table with them—miniaturized now, projected cleanly into the vehicles’ AR windshields. The anomaly pulsed faintly, closer than before.

“There,” Marin said. “We’re approaching the edge of the interference field.”

Sparrow’s voice came through the uplink, already separate, already elsewhere. “I’m in,” she said. “Different crowd. Same hunger. They don’t call it a drug anymore.”

Charlotte felt the mirrors stir again, just slightly.

“What do they call it?” Mason asked.

There was a pause on the line. Not hesitation. Recognition.

Before the motor-bay doors opened, Mason held the team at the final security threshold long enough for Marin to project a second map beside the route. It did not show roads. It showed people: the hospital patients, the addresses where they had been found, the late-night venues where Sparrow had heard the first whispers, and the thin resonance lines joining every site. The pattern was not a circle or a conventional distribution web. It resembled a hand reaching through Houston, each finger touching a different kind of need.

“Look at what the locations have in common,” Mason said.

Leora studied the labels. A grief support office. A private recovery studio. An after-hours lounge. A shuttered medical supplier. “They serve people who want distance from themselves,” she said.

“Or from one part of themselves,” Caleb added. The telepath kept his awareness close, unwilling to brush the city too broadly while borrowed thoughts were already moving through it. “Regret. Shame. Trauma. Boredom. The motive changes, but the invitation is the same.”

Hope’s charcoal hovered over a fresh page. Instead of drawing a face, it traced a row of open doors. Behind each door waited a different memory: a birthday table, a hospital corridor, a childhood bedroom, an empty chair. None of the images belonged together, yet one black line ran beneath them all.

Charlotte watched the line lengthen. “He isn’t selling the same experience to everyone,” she said. “He is selling the promise that the self can be edited.”

The observation changed the room. A drug could be seized. A laboratory could be closed. A promise moved differently. It traveled through recommendation, secrecy, desperation, and the relief of believing that pain could be handed to someone else.

Mason looked from the sketch to the hospital cluster. “Then every scene gives us two forms of evidence. What was taken, and what the victim believed they were buying.”

Ayla nodded, though grief remained in her eyes. “We need to remember that some users will be victims too.”

“And some will know exactly what they purchased,” Selene said.

“We separate those questions later,” Mason replied. “First we stop anyone else from becoming inventory.”

Marin sealed the map into the mobile uplink and assigned every member a baseline. Wristbands pulsed once around the room as Helix recorded neural rhythm, emotional balance, dream pressure, glyph activity, and spatial orientation. If the compound touched any of them, even lightly, the system would know what had changed.

Sebastian paused at the doorway. The air beside him cooled by a degree, and Ezra’s presence brushed the edge of the assembled team like a quiet hand placed against a wall. The deceased guide did not speak in words. He offered certainty: the hospital patients were not dead, and whatever had been removed from them had not carried their souls away.

Sebastian exhaled. “They are still tethered.”

Mason turned toward him. “All of them?”

“As far as Ezra can reach. Their identities have been displaced, not destroyed.”

That distinction gave no comfort, but it gave them an objective larger than stopping the next dose. Somewhere in Houston, the stolen parts of living people still existed. The Circle would have to find the source, preserve the evidence, and bring every rightful self home.

During the drive, Marin assigned a protected evidence channel to each investigative thread. Hospital data would remain medically sealed. Street chatter would be preserved separately. Physical samples would receive chain-of-custody markers the instant they entered a containment case. Mason wanted no later confusion between what Helix knew psychically and what civil investigators could prove in court.

Sparrow confirmed that the first distributors were already deleting messages. She captured the deletions as they happened, preserving timestamps, device identities, and account links without alerting the network. The evidence showed a business model still learning its language: buyers asked for courage, youth, intimacy, forgiveness, or a night without grief. Sellers answered with coded promises rather than doses.

Charlotte watched the requests scroll across the windshield. “Every buyer thinks they are purchasing a feeling,” she said.

“And every seller knows the feeling came from a person,” Mason replied.

That distinction would guide the operation. Desperation did not make every user innocent, but it prevented the Circle from treating all of them as willing predators. The investigation would separate victims, deceived users, knowing buyers, handlers, and architects instead of collapsing them into one category.

The tactical convoy crossed the final Helix checkpoint with every member carrying the same instruction: observe the person before judging the choice. The principle would become harder to maintain as the network’s cruelty emerged, which was why Mason established it before anger had evidence to feed upon.

“A memory,” Sparrow said. “As if that’s all it ever was.”

The vehicles accelerated, cloaked and silent, slipping through the city toward a place where lives were being reduced to liquid and sold as experience.

Behind them, Helix Hollow sealed itself once more, wards flaring briefly as if in warning.

Ahead of them, the anomaly deepened.

And somewhere in the city, another mind stood on the brink of being taken—still alive, still breathing, unaware that everything they were was about to become currency.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 02: The Hollowed Living 

[image: ]


The black tactical SUVs slowed as they reached the perimeter of the hospital complex, engines whisper-quiet beneath layered cloaking that bent light and attention away from their presence. From the outside, nothing about the building suggested urgency. Night-shift lights glowed softly behind glass. An ambulance idled near the entrance, its back doors open, paramedics moving with practiced calm.

Inside, something was wrong.

Charlotte felt it the moment the vehicles came to a stop.

It wasn’t a vision. It was the absence of one.

The team moved with unspoken coordination as the SUVs sealed behind them, Helix’s uplink maintaining a steady pulse through their systems. The hospital rose above them in clean lines of concrete and glass, a place built for healing that had unknowingly become a threshold.

Mason’s voice was low, even. “This is our first confirmed cluster.”

No one asked how many. The answer was already waiting.

Sparrow’s presence flickered briefly at the edge of Charlotte’s awareness—elsewhere now, embedded in a crowd across the city, her attention split but steady. The uplink held firm.

Inside the hospital, the air smelled of antiseptic and recycled oxygen. Machines hummed. Footsteps echoed softly along polished floors. Nothing screamed disaster. That was the problem.

A nurse passed them without a second glance, eyes sliding past Leo’s broad frame, past Ayla’s calm focus, past Selene’s carefully unremarkable posture. Cloaking held. To the world, the Circle wasn’t here.

They followed the resonance.

Marin walked slightly ahead, her attention tuned to the subtle distortions feeding through Helix. “We’re close,” she said quietly. “The signal’s strongest below the neurological wing.”

Below.

The elevator doors opened without sound, Helix overriding local systems for a single seamless descent. The numbers ticked down. Charlotte watched her reflection ripple faintly in the mirrored panel as the mirrors answered her presence, restless now.

When the doors parted, the temperature dropped.

Not enough to register as cold. Enough to notice.

The ward was dimmer than the others, lights lowered to spare patients who no longer reacted to brightness. Beds lined the walls, monitors glowing steadily, each displaying the same quiet rhythm.

Life without presence.

Charlotte stopped.

She didn’t need to touch anyone. The mirrors reached out on their own.

The first patient was a woman in her early thirties. Eyes open. Pupils tracking nothing. Chest rising and falling in a perfect, hollow cadence. Charlotte tasted something faint and bitter—regret, maybe, or the echo of it—before it vanished.

“She’s gone,” Charlotte said. “Not dead. Not asleep. Gone.”

Ayla moved to the bedside, placing two fingers lightly against the woman’s wrist. Her expression tightened with controlled sorrow. “The body’s waiting,” she said. “As if it expects something to come back.”

Sebastian stood a few steps away, gaze unfocused as he read the space rather than the person. “There’s residue,” he said. “Not like a ghost. More like... fingerprints left on the inside.”

Leora nodded slowly. “Which means whatever took them was careful.”

Jaxson inhaled, eyes narrowing as he tracked something only he could perceive. “Fear,” he said. “Not from her. From the room. Like the walls remember what happened.”

Leo shifted closer, telekinetic awareness spreading outward, not pushing yet—just listening. “There’s tension here,” he said. “Pressure that didn’t release cleanly.”

Marin pulled up a localized projection in the air above her palm. Neural scans layered with Helix’s own readings, ghosted with resonance markers that didn’t belong in human biology. “Every one of them shows the same pattern,” she said. “No trauma. No chemical damage. Just... absence.”

“How many?” Mason asked.

Marin’s jaw tightened. “Eight on this floor. Twelve more admitted overnight.”

Hope’s pencil moved again, lines forming almost against her will. Faces without eyes. Rooms without doors. “They didn’t fight,” she said softly. “They didn’t know they were being taken.”

Caleb stepped closer to one of the beds, careful not to intrude too far. His voice was measured, restrained. “There’s noise in their minds,” he said. “Not thoughts. Static. Like something was removed too quickly and left interference behind.”

Nyla swallowed. “They’re dreaming,” she said. “But the dreams don’t belong to them.”

Mason absorbed it all without visible reaction, gaze steady as he took in the ward. “This is ground zero,” he said. “We document everything. Then we follow the line back.”

A soft alarm chimed from one of the monitors.

Not an emergency. Just a reminder that time was passing.

Charlotte turned away from the bed, mirrors finally stilling as she stepped back into herself. “Whoever did this,” she said, “didn’t hesitate.”

“No,” Mason agreed. “They refined.”

The ward remained quiet as Helix recorded every detail, every resonance, every absence that should never have existed.

And somewhere beyond the hospital walls, the source of it all continued its work—undisturbed, unseen, and growing more precise with every life it hollowed out.

Helix absorbed the ward’s data in silence, the uplink threading through monitors, scanners, and unseen psychic layers with equal precision. The hospital staff moved around the Circle without awareness, routines continuing as if nothing fundamental had been broken here.

That illusion didn’t last.

Charlotte felt the mirrors stir again as they moved deeper into the wing. This time, the sensation wasn’t sharp or invasive. It was heavy—like walking through a place that remembered grief even when no one else did.

“This didn’t happen all at once,” she said, her voice low. “The extraction points aren’t synchronized.”

Marin adjusted the projection hovering near her shoulder, timestamps aligning themselves in staggered rows. “She’s right,” she said. “Intervals range from twenty minutes to three hours. Whoever did this was calibrating. Learning.”

“Which means this wasn’t the end goal,” Mason said. “It was a test.”

They stopped at a glassed-in observation room overlooking a smaller cluster of beds. Fewer machines here. Fewer visitors. The kind of place people forgot about if nothing went wrong.

Jaxson’s attention snapped to the far corner. “There,” he said. “That one’s different.”

The patient was older, a man with deep lines etched into his face, hands resting calmly at his sides. His monitors read steady. Normal. Too normal.

Sebastian stepped closer, careful, his senses brushing against the man’s history without touching. His expression shifted. “He’s missing more than memory,” he said. “There’s no emotional afterimage. No lingering attachment to what was taken.”

Leora frowned. “That suggests refinement,” she said. “A cleaner separation.”

Kieran felt the glyphs beneath his skin warm in response, subtle but unmistakable. “The sequence changed,” he said. “Whatever pattern they’re using... this was later.”

Ayla’s hand hovered just above the man’s chest, not touching. “I can’t reach him,” she said. “It’s like the door was closed from the outside.”

Leo’s jaw tightened. Telekinetic awareness flared briefly, testing the space around the bed. The air resisted him—not forcefully, but deliberately. “There’s a residual field,” he said. “Not strong enough to block me. Strong enough to tell me I’m not welcome.”

“That’s new,” Marin said. She pulled the field data into Helix’s buffer, eyes narrowing. “It’s defensive. But not reactive. More like... a warning.”

Caleb drew a slow breath. “Someone doesn’t want us touching what they’ve perfected.”

Hope turned one of her sketches around. The image showed a hand holding a vial, the liquid inside shimmering with layered light. Behind it, faceless figures stood frozen, waiting. “This isn’t about the victims,” she said. “They’re inventory.”

Nyla’s voice was barely above a whisper. “And inventory is meant to be moved.”

Mason didn’t argue. He watched the ward, the staff, the patients—alive and absent in equal measure. “If this is a test site,” he said, “then someone nearby supplied the material.”

Marin nodded. “I’m cross-referencing admissions with local EMS data,” she said. “Most of these patients were found unresponsive in private residences. No signs of struggle. No obvious exposure.”

“Which means they trusted what they took,” Selene said. “Or who gave it to them.”

Sparrow’s voice slid through the uplink, clear and focused. “That tracks,” she said. “The word on the street isn’t fear. It’s promise. They’re being told this lets them step into someone else’s life for a while.”

“For a while,” Mason repeated.

“Yeah,” Sparrow said. “No one’s talking about what happens to the original owner. Not yet.”

Marin isolated a new data point, highlighting a cluster of addresses within a few miles of the hospital. “We’ve got overlap,” she said. “Several of the victims sourced something from the same corridor.”

“Local distribution,” Jaxson said. “Which means someone close.”

“Close enough to watch the results,” Sebastian added.

Leo shifted his stance, telekinesis flexing subtly as he reoriented the space around them, ensuring privacy within the observation room. “If whoever’s behind this is refining the process,” he said, “they’ll want feedback.”

“Then we give them none,” Mason said. “We move before this spreads.”

Charlotte took one last look at the man in the bed, mirrors aching with the quiet weight of what had been taken. “They’re treating memory like a substance,” she said. “Something that can be measured and improved.”

Leora’s gaze hardened. “That belief doesn’t stay small.”

Marin closed the projection with a flick of her hand. “I’ve got enough to trace the resonance outward,” she said. “But once we do, we won’t be observers anymore.”

Mason met each of their eyes in turn. “We weren’t brought in to observe.”

As they turned toward the exit, the ward remained unchanged—machines humming, bodies breathing, lives paused in a state no one should ever be left in.

Behind them, unseen by anyone else, the residual field around the older man’s bed pulsed once... and then settled.

Somewhere else in the city, a process adjusted its parameters.

And the next extraction would be cleaner than the last.

They left the ward the way they entered it—quietly, without drawing attention, cloaked from notice and insulated from the weight of what remained behind.

The elevator doors slid shut, sealing off the dim corridor and the rows of hollowed bodies waiting for something that might never return. As the car descended, Charlotte felt the mirrors finally fall still. Whatever had been taken from those patients was no longer present enough to reflect.

That absence followed them.

The doors opened onto the service level, the hospital’s quieter undercurrent where supply carts rolled and staff moved with tired efficiency. The Circle blended into the background without effort, Helix maintaining the thin veil that kept them unseen and unremembered.

Outside, the Texas night pressed close—humid, heavy, alive in a way the ward had not been.

The SUVs waited exactly where they should be, engines idling in silence, surfaces swallowing the glow of overhead lights. As the team settled inside, Marin reactivated the mobile Helix table, its projection rising cleanly between them.

The anomaly responded instantly.

It pulsed once, stronger than before.

“That’s not coincidence,” Marin said, her fingers already moving. “Our presence triggered a reaction.”

“Meaning someone’s watching,” Mason said.

“Or something is,” Selene added.

Sparrow’s voice came through the uplink again, sharper now. “I’ve got movement,” she said. “Same corridor you flagged earlier. A pop-up location just went dark.”

Jaxson leaned forward, focus narrowing. “The emotional trail spiked,” he said. “Fear. Urgency. Someone realized they were exposed.”

“Then they’ll adapt,” Sebastian said. “Which means the next extraction won’t look like the last.”

Ayla’s hands folded in her lap, steady despite the tension tightening the vehicle. “And the next victims may not be found in time,” she said.

Leo exhaled slowly, telekinesis flexing as he adjusted the space inside the SUV—subtle, grounding, ready. “If they’re refining,” he said, “they’ll want a cleaner outcome. Faster. Less residue.”

“That older patient,” Charlotte said quietly. “The one with no afterimage. That was the result they wanted.”

Marin brought up the patient’s data again, overlaying it with the compound’s resonance profile. “His extraction was different,” she said. “More efficient. Fewer echoes. Whatever method they used on him is the blueprint.”

Orion studied the shifting projections, spatial awareness stretching outward as if testing the city itself. “Blueprints need a controlled environment,” he said. “A place to adjust variables without interference.”

“A lab,” Mason said. “Not just a distribution point.”

“And not permanent,” Sparrow added. “I’m picking up chatter about relocation. They’re already talking about moving the operation.”

Hope’s pencil scratched softly against paper, lines forming faster now. She turned the sketch toward the others. It showed a room with no windows, walls lined with suspended vials, each glowing faintly. At the center stood a figure, indistinct but deliberate, hands steady as they worked.

“That’s where the memories are going,” she said. “They’re not meant to stay with the users.”

Caleb’s brow furrowed. “They’re samples,” he said. “Tests of compatibility. Of stability.”

“For something larger,” Leora said.

The SUVs began to move, cloaked and smooth, slipping back into Houston’s arteries without disruption. The city continued around them—traffic lights changing, late-night diners glowing, lives unfolding unaware that something was quietly siphoning others away.

Marin isolated a new data stream, eyes narrowing. “I’ve got a name,” she said. “Not from the street. From archived research.”

Mason looked up. “Say it.”

“Doctor James Virek,” Marin said. “Neurochemical specialist. Early work focused on trauma extraction. Human trials were shut down years ago.”

Sebastian’s expression darkened. “Because the patients didn’t come back.”

“They did,” Marin corrected. “Physically. Cognitively intact on paper. But empty.”

“The Memory Chemist,” Sparrow said. The name settled into the uplink like a truth finally spoken aloud. “That’s what they’re calling him now. Not to his face.”

Charlotte closed her eyes for a brief moment, mirrors stirring faintly. She didn’t see Virek—not yet. But she felt the shape of his intent, precise and patient.

“He doesn’t think he’s stealing,” she said. “He thinks he’s preserving.”

“And improvement always justifies sacrifice,” Leora said.

The anomaly pulsed again, closer now, its edges tightening as if responding to the Circle’s focus. Marin watched the resonance stabilize, her expression grim.

“He’s learning,” she said. “And he’s accelerating.”

Mason straightened, presence filling the vehicle without a word raised. “Then we don’t give him more data,” he said. “We cut the line before he perfects it.”

Outside, the city lights blurred past, unaware that something essential was being quietly commodified within its borders.

Before leaving the neurological wing, Mason asked Marin to build a patient ledger that no ordinary hospital system could see. One by one, the beds appeared above her palm as numbered lights. Each light held a biological identity, a resonance signature, the approximate time of extraction, and the faint psychic tether Sebastian and Ezra could still detect.

The older man’s light was the weakest.

Ayla remained beside his bed while the others documented the room. The man’s daughter had left a paper photograph on the bedside table: a summer picnic beneath pecan trees, the older man laughing with one arm around a young woman and the other lifting a child onto his shoulders. Ayla did not touch the photograph. She let its emotional field meet her gently.

“He loved being the person everyone called first,” she said. “Flat tire. Broken sink. Bad news at two in the morning. He made usefulness feel like affection.”

Charlotte looked from the photograph to his vacant eyes. “Can you feel any of that in him?”

“Only the body’s expectation of it.” Ayla swallowed. “Like a house still warm after the family has gone.”

Sebastian stepped nearer. Ezra’s influence gathered around him, subtle as pressure changing before rain. “The tether is narrow, but it holds,” Sebastian said. “Virek removed the organized memory field. He did not sever the soul from the body.”

Caleb tested the static at the edge of the man’s mind without crossing it. “There is a return path,” he said. “It has been closed, not erased.”

Marin added a bright marker to the ledger. “Then this patient becomes our calibration point. If we recover a stored identity, we match it against blood, neural cadence, emotional signature, dream imprint, and spiritual tether. Five confirmations before reintegration.”

“No guessing,” Mason said.

“No cross-loading,” Marin agreed. “No one receives a fragment because it feels familiar. The match must be exact.”

The rule mattered because the ward contained more than absence. Nyla could sense foreign dreams moving through several patients, echoes from users who had carried pieces of other lives and left contamination behind. Caleb heard emotional syllables without language. Hope drew hands reaching toward the wrong faces. The extraction system had begun to blur the difference between ownership and proximity.

Mason ordered Helix to place silent safeguards around the ward. The hospital staff would continue their ordinary care, unaware of the hidden protection, while Helix monitored every neural change and blocked any remote attempt to finish the extraction.

Leo extended a thin force lattice through the walls and floor—not enough to disrupt equipment, only enough to register an unfamiliar resonance crossing the perimeter. Orion mapped the ward’s physical geometry and confirmed there were no folded rooms or hidden transfer spaces. Kieran read the residue around the older man’s bed and found the remains of a sequence that ended cleanly, confirming this had been Virek’s most refined removal.

“That makes him the standard Virek wanted,” Leora said.

“And the proof that his process can be reversed,” Charlotte replied.

As they moved toward the elevator, the patient ledger followed Marin as a small band of lights. Twenty people in one hospital. More elsewhere. The lights made the scale impossible to soften.

Mason stopped before the doors closed. “No one on that ledger becomes a statistic,” he said. “We carry every name to the end.”

The elevator descended, leaving the ward under protection. Above them, the older man continued breathing beside the photograph of the life waiting for him. For the first time since his admission, the line representing his spiritual tether brightened by a fraction.

Helix also identified family members waiting in adjacent rooms, people who had been told that stress, overdose, or an unknown neurological event might explain the emptiness. Mason authorized a quiet liaison protocol through trusted medical channels. Families would not be told about psychic extraction before the Circle had proof and a safe restoration plan, but they would receive honest updates that the patients were alive, stable, and under specialized investigation.

Charlotte paused outside one waiting room and heard a woman rehearsing the same sentence into her phone: He is awake, but he is not here. The repetition carried no drama, only exhaustion. It reminded the team that every hour spent tracing Virek was also an hour families spent beside bodies that could not recognize them.

Mason shortened the next planning cycle by half. Not because haste was safer, but because the cost of delay now had faces.

Before the SUVs left the hospital, Marin received a secure acknowledgment from the attending neurologist assigned through Helix’s medical liaison. The patients would remain under continuous observation, and no experimental treatment would be attempted without the Circle’s matching data. That boundary protected them from a second kind of exploitation: desperate clinicians trying unproven interventions simply because ordinary medicine had no name for the condition.

The team also recorded the absence of fatalities. Every patient remained biologically stable, which meant the rescue window was open but finite. Muscle loss, infection, dehydration, and neurological stress would accumulate even if Virek never touched them again.

Mason added the medical clock to the operation map. From that point forward, every delay carried a measurable human cost.

The protected ledger gave the Circle a second clue. The extraction times aligned with changes in staffing, suggesting someone inside the medical supply chain was monitoring which patients produced the cleanest removals. Sparrow traced access badges and found a contractor who repeatedly entered the hospital shortly before each admission. The contractor had no clinical role and used a false maintenance credential.

Mason sent the identity to trusted investigators without alerting the hospital. If the contractor was a watcher, open pursuit would warn Virek. The team would let the false credential remain active long enough to see where its data traveled.

That choice added another layer to the operation: the hospital was not only a place where victims accumulated. It was part of Virek’s feedback system. The Circle left knowing that every patient outcome might already be informing the next extraction unless they cut the line quickly.

The hospital remained under silent protection after their departure, every patient tether monitored in real time. The Circle did not leave them behind; it carried their recovery data into every decision that followed.

The protected ward remained the human center of the investigation, even after the Circle moved on.

Somewhere ahead, Doctor James Virek adjusted his process, refining a formula that reduced lives to liquid and sold them as experience.

And somewhere behind, in a hospital ward now out of sight, the hollowed living waited—breathing, dreaming borrowed dreams, unaware that the theft of who they were had become part of a larger design.

The Circle moved into the night, the anomaly guiding them forward.

The memory that shouldn’t exist was no longer alone.
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​Chapter 03: Echoes in the Bloodstream
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The black tactical SUVs flowed through Houston like shadows with intent, cloaking systems bending attention away from their presence. Inside, the air was cool and steady, resonance dampeners humming beneath the floorboards. Marin’s compact projection unit hovered between the front seats, throwing a clean lattice of data across the AR windshield—patient charts, time stamps, waveform readouts, and that same pulsing anomaly tightening like a fist.

Mason sat forward, elbows resting lightly on his knees, eyes fixed on the shifting overlays. He didn’t speak for a long moment. He listened—to the rhythm of the city outside, to the cadence of Helix’s uplink, to the subtle tension traveling through the team like a shared nerve.

“Talk to me,” he said at last. Not loud. Not urgent. Certain.

Marin didn’t look up from the scrolling resonance profile. “The hospital’s bloodwork is useless,” she said. “They’re testing for what they know. This isn’t that.”

Leo glanced toward her, brow furrowing. “You’re saying it’s not chemical?”

“I’m saying it’s not only chemical,” Marin replied. Her voice stayed calm, but her concentration sharpened around the edges. “There’s a carrier compound in the bloodstream—something that binds to neural tissue without damaging it. But the resonance signature is the giveaway. It shouldn’t be able to hold what it’s holding.”

Charlotte watched the anomaly pulse on the windshield. Each beat felt closer than the last, as if the city itself were drawing breath around it. “It’s holding people,” she said.

Sebastian’s gaze stayed unfocused, as though he were reading the air between words. “It’s holding the impression of people,” he corrected gently. “The essence that makes memory more than information.”

Leora nodded, hands folded in her lap. “If it were just chemistry, it would decay. Memory isn’t built to exist outside the mind.”

Kieran’s eyes tracked the faint glyph-like distortions Marin had flagged in the molecular display. “Unless someone taught it how,” he said.

A soft chime sounded in the vehicle as Helix accepted a new data stream. Sparrow’s voice came through the uplink, quieter now, threaded with movement and proximity.

“I’m still inside the circuit,” Sparrow said. “They’re scrambling. The pop-up is gone, but I’ve got a secondary lead. Same buyers. Same hunger. Different door.”

“Location?” Mason asked.

Sparrow exhaled once, controlled. “East Houston. Near the ship channel. Not a club this time. A private ‘wellness’ studio pretending to sell mindfulness and recovery.”

Ayla’s expression tightened. “People seeking relief,” she said. “That makes it easier.”

“And cleaner,” Selene added. “They’ll walk in willingly. They’ll relax. They’ll trust.”

Marin shifted the projection, anchoring Sparrow’s coordinates into the map. “That puts it within thirty minutes,” she said.

Orion’s eyes narrowed as he studied the streets ahead, spatial awareness extending outward like a net. “If they’re relocating quickly, they have a method. Something that keeps the product stable
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