
Quest for the Hidden Obelisks

The Clairvoyant Files: Mysteries of the Marked

DAVID YORK

​

Contents

Copyright Page

About the Author

Chapter 1: Shadows of a Game

Chapter 2: The Transit Yard

Chapter 3: The Observatory Trap

Chapter 4: The River Node

Chapter 5: St. Eamon’s Calibration

Chapter 6: The Junction Gambit

Chapter 7: Threads of the Second Obelisk

Chapter 8: Glasshouse Threshold

Chapter 9: Under the Bridge, Under the Breath

Chapter 10: The Prism Unveiled

Chapter 11: Hollow Table Protocol

Chapter 12: The Knot Beneath

Chapter 13: Under Stone, Under Story

Chapter 14: Copper Remembers

Chapter 15: The Pit That Moves

Chapter 16: Through the Trolley Corridor

Chapter 17: The Telegraph Yard

Chapter 18: Echoes in the Prism

Chapter 19: The Descent Beneath

Chapter 20: The Gate of Shadows

Chapter 21: Aftershocks

Chapter 22: Paper Cuts and Pressure Points

Chapter 23: The Last Pattern

Chapter 24: The Hub of Echoes

Chapter 25: The House Remembers

The Circle: Masters of Mind and Machine

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Copyright Page

[image: ]


Quest for the Hidden Obelisks
The Clairvoyant Files: Mysteries of the Marked
Copyright © 2025 by David York

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations used in reviews, critical articles, or scholarly works.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Published under The Psychic Universe™ brand.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​About the Author

[image: ]


David York, based in Houston, Texas - has always been fascinated by the realms of fantasy and the untapped power of the mind. 

That lifelong curiosity inspired him to create an expansive universe centered on The Circle—a unique team of seventeen psychics, each gifted with extraordinary abilities. 

Blending supernatural intrigue with high-end technology, David’s stories follow these characters as they confront mysteries, battle formidable antagonists, and protect the world from hidden threats.

With dozens of titles now available in print, eBook, and audiobook formats, David invites readers to step into a world of psychic suspense, thrilling missions, and unforgettable characters. Thank you for reading—or listening. He hopes you find the journey as gripping and compelling as it was to create.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: Shadows of a Game
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Sunlight streamed through the glass wall of the Helix War Room, refracting across the holographic table like fractured rainbows. On the shimmering grid of Houston’s skyline, Marin Vale pinched and expanded a cluster of glowing data threads until they hung in the air like a constellation. The Helix mainframe hummed beneath the floor, pulling in feeds from social networks, dark web forums, and obscure gaming platforms. Something had spiked the system’s anomaly index overnight.

Across the table, Charlotte Reigns closed her eyes. Threads of images had been fluttering at the edges of her mind all morning: tall stone pillars inscribed with spiraling glyphs, players crouched at their bases clutching glowing phones, and a shard of black crystal pulsing like a heartbeat. She hadn’t spoken of it yet, but Hope’s restless sketching confirmed the unease—three pages of her notebook were already filled with obelisk silhouettes surrounded by concentric rings.

“Talk to me, Marin,” Mason Ward said from his position at the head of the table. His voice was calm but carried the edge of a man who had commanded operations before most of the team had even met. “What’s tripping our filters?”

Marin rotated the floating display. “A new augmented-reality event called the Heritage Quest. Launched yesterday by a philanthropic foundation named the Obelisk Order. Their app uses geolocation and puzzles embedded in historic markers. It’s already viral—half a million downloads overnight. But their encryption is...odd.” He flicked his wrist and a spiral of runes spun into view. “Hidden in the app’s code are glyph-like patterns. Not digital watermarks, not anything standard. They resonate with our sigil database.”

Sparrow’s avatar appeared in a shimmer of light next to the table—a young woman in a silver jacket with iridescent eyes. The AI’s voice was crisp but laced with curiosity. “I ran a parallel crawl. The Obelisk Order’s servers are masking outbound packets to a shadow node in Iceland. The data being exfiltrated from players’ phones includes biometrics and EEG microfluctuations from the device cameras. Not your typical game metrics.”

Mason’s gaze sharpened. “EEG fluctuations? Why would a scavenger hunt need brainwave data?”

“No legitimate reason,” Sparrow said. “I’m also detecting low-frequency resonance embedded in their notification sounds—tones similar to glyph activation hums Marin’s lab recorded last quarter.”

Charlotte opened her eyes. “They’re building something. They don’t even know they’re building it.” Her voice was quiet but certain. “I saw pieces moving, like puzzle tiles across a board. Each obelisk was a marker, each player a hand moving a piece toward the center.”

A faint hush fell over the room. Even Mason, who had learned to treat clairvoyant statements like early weather reports—useful but not gospel—didn’t interrupt.

Hope turned her sketchbook toward them. Her charcoal drawing showed a stone pillar rising from cracked earth. At its base lay a spiral lattice, and above it hovered a jagged prism of darkness. “This came out while you were talking,” she murmured. “I don’t know what it means, but it feels bad.”

Marin leaned in. “That lattice...looks like a resonance grid. If these obelisks are real-world nodes tied into their AR game, each one could be a data conduit. Enough conduits could triangulate a power source.”

Mason folded his arms. “So we’re talking more than a quirky treasure hunt. We’re talking a live experiment using civilians.”

Charlotte felt the echo of a whisper behind her eyes. Not a voice she recognized, but an intent. Something waiting for its pieces to be assembled. She glanced at Hope, who had stopped sketching and was staring at nothing, pupils dilated. “We need eyes inside,” Charlotte said. “Before this moves further.”

Mason nodded slowly. “Agreed. But we don’t tip our hand. Two of us go under as contestants, low profile. The rest stay on overwatch until we know what we’re dealing with.”

“I volunteer,” Charlotte said without hesitation. “My visions already have me in the middle of it.”

“I’ll go with her,” Mason said. “A non-psychic teammate will draw less attention and handle logistics. We’ll register as a team, play their game, and feed data back here.”

Sparrow’s avatar flickered, a ripple of feathers spreading from her shoulders. “I can insert a phantom profile into their scoreboard and ride along as an NPC. It will take time to burrow through their security—two days at most.”

“Start now,” Mason ordered.

Marin’s hands were already moving across the holographic controls. “I’ll modify the Helix uplink for stealth packet capture. You’ll be able to send us everything you see without tripping their metrics. And if they’re using glyph resonance at these sites, the new scanner prototype will light up like a Christmas tree.”

Charlotte touched the edge of the table, grounding herself. For all the years of missions, this felt different. Not an artifact retrieval, not a rescue. A game—except the board and pieces were real, and someone had stacked the rules in their favor.

Mason stood. “Gear up. We’ll keep cover identities simple. Marin, get the prototype ready. Sparrow, mask our sign-up data. The rest of you—watch for patterns in the obelisk locations. If this thing’s as big as it looks, we’ll need a full team plan before the final move.”

As the team dispersed, Charlotte felt the whisper again—fainter but insistent, like the tide tugging at the shore. She thought of the players, laughing as they solved puzzles, unaware they were pawns. She thought of the obelisks, their stone faces hiding codes older than the city itself. And she thought of the prism in Hope’s drawing, black and sharp as a shard of night.

Some games were never meant to be played.

The signup queue wrapped around the museum’s limestone steps like a festival line. Sunlit banners fluttered from the columns: HERITAGE QUEST—FIND THE PAST, SHAPE THE FUTURE. College kids in branded t-shirts passed out lanyards and glossy pamphlets. A drone hovered at a legal height above the plaza, its lens blinking as it swept over the crowd.

Charlotte and Mason shared a glance that meant everything and nothing: steady, we’re just tourists. Charlotte had braided her hair and swapped her trademark jacket for a plain denim one. Mason wore a faded Astros cap and the relaxed posture of a man with time to kill.

“Registration tablets ahead,” he murmured. “Smile. Nobody loves paperwork more than a data broker.”

A handler ushered them to a row of tablets mounted on steel kiosks. The interface was playful—animated compass, sparkles when a field was complete—but the form asked for more than a game needed: height, weight, dominant hand, smartwatch brand, a “voluntary” option to enable “focus-tracking” through the phone’s front-facing camera. Charlotte felt the prickling along her scalp that meant more than caution; somewhere a string had been plucked.

Sparrow’s voice threaded into their earpieces, soft and bright. “I’m with you. The form’s harmless on the surface, but it spins a silent handshake to a second server the moment you agree to the focus-tracking. I’m intercepting it through a shadow profile I created: your data will look valid to them but routes to Helix for scrubbing.”

“Copy,” Mason said, tapping the consent box with exaggerated boredom. He glanced down the steps. “Security?”

“Two visible guards, four plainclothes,” Sparrow said. “All contracted. Their radios aren’t linked to PD. No immediate threat.”

They finished the forms and moved to the gear table. Each contestant received a canvas sling bag, a visor that clipped onto a smartphone like a magnifying glass, a folding map printed with generic landmarks, and a brass token etched with a tiny obelisk. The volunteers wore smiles that never reached their eyes.

“Welcome, Seekers,” one said in a rehearsed tone. “Your first clue will unlock at noon through the app. Remember to respect all posted signs and don’t enter restricted areas. Play fair, stay safe, and share your journey with the tag #HeritageQuest.”

“#Evidence,” Mason muttered so only Charlotte could hear.

They stepped aside and let the crowd swallow them. Music boomed from portable speakers, an upbeat rhythm with a low, almost inaudible tone beneath it. Charlotte felt it in her teeth.

“Mari n?” she whispered into the lapel mic pinned inside her denim cuff.

“Got it,” Marin replied from the Warehouse. “Their launch track carries a subharmonic at 17 hertz. That’s inside the band that tickles vestibular balance and anxiety. Not illegal. Not friendly.”

Charlotte tilted her head as if admiring the banners. The smear of vision slid across her sight like heat haze: the plaza emptied, shadows stretched, and an obelisk rose where the sign had been, its face inked with spirals that shimmered, then went still. She blinked and it was just canvas and sky.

Mason’s gaze never left the crowd, but his voice softened. “You good?”

“Just the tide,” she said. “It’s pulling.”

He nodded. “Then we pull back harder.”

At noon the app chimed in unison on hundreds of phones. The drone above drifted into a new position, lens settling like an attentive eye. Mason and Charlotte slipped on their clip-visors and opened the app. A stylized sunburst unfolded into an AR overlay, and words formed out of the little sparks:

WHERE SHADOW MARKS THE HOUR, COUNT SIX AND FIND THE STONE THAT KEEPS SECRETS.

A ripple of delighted noise ran through the players. People pivoted, searching for sundials. Charlotte already knew which way to turn. The museum’s north lawn hosted a Victorian sundial mounted on a weathered pedestal. Tourists hurried, some laughing, some jogging. A few filmed themselves narrating.

“Helix has your feed,” Sparrow said. “I’m hitching a ride with your app session and mirroring it into a sandbox. Their scoreboard thinks you’re both normal players. Also—heads up—the sundial’s pedestal shows a faint glyph bloom if you look with the resonance filter.”

“Resonance filter isn’t on their app,” Mason said.

“It is now,” Sparrow said, almost smug. “I borrowed a mask from their own debug tools and layered it over your view. Just yours.”

Charlotte lowered the visor and let the lawn become a translucent grid. The pedestal pulsed faintly at the base—a heartbeat under stone. She crouched with the others as volunteers corralled the crowd into a loose ring.

A young man filmed his girlfriend, smiling. “First clue, babe! ‘Count six and find the stone’—that’s the metal wedge for six o’clock, right?”

The girlfriend tapped the Roman numerals. “Or the sixth stone around the rim.”

Charlotte counted, fingers tracing the ring’s embedded stones. At the sixth, her skin warmed, then cooled. Her breath fogged, though the afternoon was warm. Not temperature—resonance. She lifted the stone. Beneath was a slotted recess with a laminated card inside.

Dozens of hands were moving now, finding identical recesses at evenly spaced points. The volunteers clapped. “Take only one! Please don’t remove the stones!”

Charlotte slid their card out. On the face was a sketched obelisk with concentric rings like ripples in water. Around the drawing, text: NORTH-OF-NORTH, WHERE WHISPER TURNS TO WIND. LISTEN. The card wasn’t numbered. No team ID. Generic—yet not.

Mason angled his body to block casual cameras and positioned the card for her to see. “And the listening bit?”

Sparrow answered first. “Their app wants microphone access for this clue. It will play a barely audible whisper and listen for it bouncing off a nearby surface. Cheap echolocation, fancy branding.”

“Do we give it the mic?” Mason asked.

“Denied,” Sparrow said. “I’ll feed it a safe loop. Also, hold on...” A pause, a shimmer in Charlotte’s visor. “If you tilt to the obelisk sketch, there’s a latent layer. They used short-range NFC ink—micro coils printed under the toner. Marin?”

“Seeing it,” Marin said, and Charlotte pictured him already pulling the device case apart in his mind to build a better one. “This is our thread. Their printed clues aren’t just props; they’re beacons.”

The crowd began to disperse toward the park’s northern grove where a stand of oaks tuned the wind into a steady hiss. A child ran ahead, triumphant. “I hear it! I hear it!” His parents laughed and followed. Charlotte and Mason walked at a normal pace, blending, letting other teams test the path.

“Any sign of management?” Mason asked.

Sparrow’s avatar ghosted into their visors for a fraction of a second, a playful flicker that only they could see. “Corval’s inside the museum for press interviews. A comms aide is feeding him selected scoreboard highlights. He’s ignoring most of them.”

“Selected how?” Mason said.

“By a filter list I don’t recognize yet,” Sparrow said. “Working on it.” A beat. “Found a private channel labeled ‘Chapters.’ There are twelve. Think of them as regional hubs or inner circles. Each chapter can amplify or throttle clues in its area. That’s how they control foot traffic and who gets ahead.”

Charlotte glanced at the obelisk sketch again and felt a tilt, like her perception had leaned into another room. Twelve, she thought. Not a clock. Not zodiac. Pillars. A ring of them. Each a throat for something to speak through. Her mouth tasted of iron for half a second and then cleared.

Mason elbowed gently. “Walk in the shade. Camera’s coming.”

They moved under the trees as the drone drifted past, focusing on a couple taking a selfie with their laminated card. In the filtered glow through leaves, Charlotte saw faint motes hanging in the air around certain trunks, darker than dust. The app’s overlay lit the path, a dotted line others could see too. Yet the motes drifted only where her second sight lingered.

“Marin,” she said, “if the micro-coils in the cards are beacons, could their app be using the crowd as a moving sensor array?”

“Like thousands of Wi-Fi sniffers triangulating a hidden network?” he said. “Yes. More blunt than I expected, but yes. Every player is an instrument.”

“And we’re sheet music,” Mason said.

They reached the grove’s shallow dip where the wind turned constant. The app pinged. Words formed: LISTEN. Beneath the command, a circular graphic pulsed. The other players rotated slowly, phones held like divining rods. Some laughed, embarrassed. A man in a suit made a show of cupping his ear.

Charlotte closed her eyes. The whisper that was not wind slid under the rustle: sibilant, almost syllables. She caught a thread—north of north—and turned farther than the compass would allow, beyond the grove toward the service lane and the chain-link fence shielding the museum’s maintenance yard. The whisper sharpened into a tone, then into something like chanting just beyond meaning. It wasn’t speech. It was intent pressed into sound.

“This way,” she said, pointing casually to a bench near the fence. Mason sat without comment, slinging the canvas bag between them, and pulled out the tourist map. On it, the grove’s sketch was a bubble of green and the service lane a gray line. He set the laminated card on top. The obelisk drawing faced north. North-of-north.

Sparrow’s voice thinned to a whisper only they could hear. “Two yards ahead of you, buried under sod—there’s a flat coil less than a credit card thick. It’s pinging at a frequency the app listens for. It’s not standard NFC. It’s...old. The pattern is—Marin?”

“Spiral keyed,” Marin said. “Hold steady, I’m switching the scanner to a crude build through your phone’s magnetometer.”

Charlotte felt a soft hum through her palm where it rested on the bench slat. The wood vibrated like a tiny string being plucked. The hum matched the subharmonic from the launch music, but more precise. The wind talked over it. The crowd made a delighted chorus as the app rewarded them with animated confetti for walking in a wide circle. None of them were near the bench.

Mason hunched as if tying his shoe and slid a pocket knife from under his cap’s brim—an old habit. He pried up a thin strip of sod beside the bench, just enough. A black laminate square winked back, the surface etched with a spiral so fine it looked like hairline scratches.

Sparrow inhaled—mimicry, but convincing. “There it is. Quiet, please.”

They were already quiet. Charlotte angled her body to block a dog walker who might glance down. Mason teased the laminate free and tilted it to the sun as if inspecting a lost playing card. The spiral came alive; not moving, but meaning movement. Charlotte’s gift rose to meet it like two magnets aligning.

“Don’t stare,” Mason murmured.

Charlotte forced her eyes to the tourist map. “This isn’t part of the public clue.”

“No,” Sparrow said. “It’s part of the private one.”

“Private for who?” Mason asked.

“For their Chapters,” Sparrow said. “The square’s ID is tagged to a priority list. That list routes to a channel marked ‘Sanctum.’ And—give me another second—ah. There’s a sub-channel in Sanctum named for a person. Not Corval.” Her voice dimmed, as if the network had cooled. “Designation: Acanthus.”

Leora’s voice cut in from the Warehouse, crisp and startled. “Acanthus—like the leaf pattern carved on classical columns. Also a code name used by a seventeenth-century circle of cryptographers who hid forbidden diagrams inside architectural flourishes. It’s a signature.”

Charlotte didn’t realize she had tightened her fingers until Mason brushed her knuckles. “Easy,” he said.

“Players are moving south,” Sparrow said. “We can let the crowd clear before you re-cover the coil.”

“Copy.” Mason slid the laminate square back under the sod and pressed the grass flat. He tossed the bit of dirt from his fingertips, true casual. “Next public clue sends them to the reflecting pool in ten minutes. We’ll take the long way.”

They stood and blended with the retreating mass. The drone pivoted toward the lawn again. A woman laughed, breathless, “We’re trending! Look!”

Phones lifted. The plaza became a saluting sea of glass. The low tone in the music eased and returned, like a gently closing door.

As they crossed the pathway, a chill skated up Charlotte’s neck. Not a temperature drop—attention. She kept her gaze on the map, let her peripheral vision open. A man leaned in the museum’s shadow near a column, not filming, not smiling. He watched the crowd, a still stone in water. When he moved, it was ripple-smooth toward the service lane, not the reflecting pool. She caught a profile: close-cropped hair, a thin scar that ran from ear to jaw like a drawn line.

“Mason,” she breathed. “Third column, north side.”

“I see him,” he said without looking. “Plainclothes. Doesn’t walk like a rent-a-cop.”

“Chapter?” Charlotte asked Sparrow.

“Unknown,” Sparrow said. “He’s wearing a wristband that isn’t one of theirs. Hold—he just passed a narrow gate using a phone credential not on the public system. He’s inner access.”

Charlotte didn’t change stride. “He’s not playing.”

“No,” Mason said. “He’s hunting the same way we are.”

The whisper returned, a pressure on Charlotte’s inner ear that did not belong to wind or speaker. North-of-north. Where the compass lies. She pictured the black prism hanging above Hope’s drawn lattice, weightless and heavy at once. The plaza felt too bright, the laughter too thin.

“Marin,” she said, “how fast can you get the scanner from bench-built to field-ready?”

“By the time you get back to the SUV,” he said. “Sparrow’s feeding me their print coil pattern. I can tune to it. Bring that laminated card with you. It’s keyed to the same song.”

“Copy,” Mason said. “We’ll pull out in five.”

“Take the south path,” Sparrow advised. “Security at the north gate is thickening.”

“Because of us?” Mason asked.

“Because of ‘Acanthus,’” Sparrow said. “Something inside their network just woke up and asked a question with your exact time stamp in it. I answered with a decoy, but it’s curious now.”

Charlotte let out a slow breath as if enjoying the breeze. She’d been in rooms where an unseen thing turned its head and nothing in the air changed, yet everything did. She kept walking. The stone of the museum warmed her shoulder through denim each time the sun flared against it. The drone’s hum receded behind them. Laughter faded, replaced by the quiet sound of their own footfalls on the path’s grit.

“Two more turns,” Sparrow said. “Then you’re clean.”

“Define clean,” Mason said, not quite a joke.

“Unobserved by their eyes,” Sparrow said. “Observed by mine.”

Charlotte smiled without showing teeth. “Good. Then keep watching. The game just stopped being a game.”

They rounded the last hedgerow and stepped into the dappled shade of the south lot, where the black SUV waited with its engine off and its windows reflecting only blue. As Mason opened the rear hatch, her phone gave a tiny buzz that did not belong to any alert she had set. She glanced down. The app’s screen, supposedly idle, flashed one frame—too fast for a human blink—with the outline of an obelisk and a spiral at its heart. For an instant the spiral looked back like an eye.

Then the frame was gone, and the phone showed only the cheerful map with cartoon trees and a smiling sun.

“Did you see—” she began.

“I did,” Sparrow said, voice suddenly very calm. “They’re not just watching players. They’re talking to a few.”

“Which few?” Mason asked, sliding the bag in and handing Charlotte a clean cloth to wipe her hands.

“The ones who can hear the wind when there’s no wind,” Sparrow said.

Charlotte shut the hatch, squared her shoulders, and climbed in. The SUV’s interior recognized her weight and exhaled cool air tailored to her body heat. As the doors thudded closed, the plaza’s music cut off like a switch.

“Let’s go home,” Mason said.

“Home” meant a kilometer-long tunnel, a coded gate, and a world no drone could map. It meant steel and spirals and a table that could call up cities in light. It meant being the hunters again, not the pieces.

Charlotte pressed her palm to the card’s obelisk sketch as if to steady it. The paper was cool. The spiral didn’t turn. But she could still feel the tide.

“Drive,” she said, and the SUV rolled out in silence.

The ride back to the Warehouse was a slow exhale of tension. Sunlight flickered across the SUV’s AR windshield, overlaying traffic data that Mason ignored. Charlotte kept her fingers loosely on the laminated card while Sparrow’s voice murmured updates from the Helix mainframe. Marin—her dark hair pulled into a tight knot, lab coat over black jeans—was already prepping the scanner prototype they would need next.

“Resonance coils mapped,” Marin said over the link. “If these printed clues act like beacons, we can build a handheld to see them in real time. Not just pulses on a screen—visual overlays through your visor. It’ll look like the obelisks are lit up from within.”

Mason shifted lanes. “How fast?”

“Thirty minutes if you don’t mind an ugly casing,” Marin said. “I’ll cannibalize a drone and one of the old sigil detectors. This thing will sing when it’s near their network.”

Charlotte felt a flicker of relief. “We’re not dealing with a puzzle anymore. It’s an array.”

“That’s what scares me,” Marin said. “Somebody has turned a viral game into a giant sensing net. Civilians as living nodes. And if the Null Prism is what you think it is, every node feeds it power.”

Sparrow’s avatar materialized in miniature on the SUV’s console—perched like a silver bird. “I’ve finished scraping their private channels. ‘Acanthus’ is issuing direct instructions to Corval. That name doesn’t appear in any public filing. No picture. No payroll. Just a handle.”

“Could be a rogue psychic,” Mason said. “Could be an entity using one.”

Sparrow tilted her head. “Could be both. The cadence of their encrypted messages matches vocal-pattern analysis of pre-recorded chants we’ve seen attached to old glyph rituals. Whoever this is, they’re mixing code and incantation.”

Charlotte stared at the road, at the rush of signs and shadow. “And they’re hunting near us.”

Mason caught her meaning. “The obelisk nodes. The ley lines. They’ve got one mapped close enough to feel our cloak?”

Marin’s voice sharpened. “Our perimeter wards are intact. Nothing can tag us directly. But if they seed enough coils, they could sniff the fringes of the cloak like feeling for a fence in the dark.”

“We keep them blind,” Mason said. “We move first.”

They descended into the private tunnel. The gate sealed behind them with a pulse of sigil light. The SUV rolled onto the underground ramp and into the Warehouse—steel, spirals, and the scent of ozone from charged wards. Even after all these missions, Charlotte felt a sense of sanctuary here. This was home: hidden, impossible to map, alive with the hum of Marin’s machines and Leora’s murmured translations.

Marin met them at the landing platform, scanner prototype in hand. The device looked like a cross between a field compass and a tuning fork, its central ring etched with overlapping spirals. “Hot off the bench,” she said. “Not pretty, but it’ll resonate with anything printed in their coil pattern. Give it a few seconds to warm up when you’re on site.”

Mason took it, weighing it like a weapon. “What’s our next move?”

Leora walked in from the archive wing, arms full of brittle volumes. “If Acanthus is using obelisks as beacons, they’re echoing a ritual from the Seventeenth Veil—a group that believed stone pillars could anchor a soul network. Twelve pillars for twelve ‘breaths of the world.’ The Null Prism would sit at the center as the thirteenth breath. It isn’t just a weapon. It’s a siphon.”

“A siphon of what?” Charlotte asked.

“Gifted essence,” Leora said simply. “They called it ‘the unwinding of marks.’”

Hope entered behind her, sketchbook open. She had drawn the prism again but now it pulsed with lines outward to twelve smaller shapes—obelisks, each one dripping ink like black tears. “I didn’t mean to draw this,” she whispered. “It just came out.”

Sparrow’s avatar flickered larger, resolving into a full-size human shape beside the Helix table. Her iridescent eyes met Charlotte’s. “While you were driving, I seeded a false trail in their system. Their next Chapter update points to an obelisk two states away, but the real node is right here in the city—an abandoned transit yard near the river. That’s where your next clue will take you tomorrow.”

Mason set the scanner on the table. “Then we’re going there first.”

Charlotte traced a finger over Hope’s drawing. The lines vibrated under her touch like taut strings. “If Acanthus gets all twelve, the Prism opens. If we get there first...”

“We don’t just stop the game,” Mason finished. “We break the board.”

Marin began typing at the console, projecting maps, ley-line overlays, obelisk sketches. The holographic city rose from the table in shades of blue and white, and one point pulsed red at the transit yard. “I’ll prepare a field kit,” she said. “You’ll need the scanner, two resonance dampeners, and a glyph anchor to keep the node from pinging the rest of their network when you touch it.”

“Understood,” Mason said.

Charlotte exhaled. “Tomorrow we go hunting.”

Hope closed her sketchbook but kept it pressed to her chest. “Just be careful. In my dreams the obelisks aren’t silent. They’re listening.”

Charlotte nodded. “Then we’ll speak first.”

Sparrow’s wings of light flickered once before folding back into her jacket. “I’ll keep watch. Their network is looking for you now, but all it sees is a pair of tourists playing a game.”

Mason straightened, the strategist again. “Let’s use that. Tonight we prep. Tomorrow we infiltrate. And when we find this node, we’ll know exactly what we’re up against.”

Charlotte glanced at the scanner, its etched spirals catching the glow of the Helix table. For the first time since the visions began, she felt a thread of certainty. They weren’t pawns on someone else’s board. They were stepping into the game to end it.
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Chapter 2: The Transit Yard
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The rain had left the city washed clean, but the abandoned transit yard still smelled of rust and old electricity. Rows of disused railcars stood like sentries along cracked pavement, their graffiti-scrawled sides reflecting the fading afternoon light. Weeds pushed through the asphalt in crooked lines, echoing the grid of tracks beneath.

Charlotte and Mason slipped through a service gate under the guise of “Heritage Quest” contestants scouting the next clue. Their backpacks looked casual but held more than water bottles and maps—Marin’s new scanner prototype rested in Mason’s bag, wrapped in a cloth lined with glyph insulation. Charlotte kept their laminated obelisk card tucked into an inner pocket close to her skin; it thrummed faintly like a muted heartbeat.

“Two security drones overhead,” Sparrow murmured into their earpieces. Her avatar flickered briefly in Charlotte’s visor as a silver bird perched on a signal post. “I’ve spoofed their telemetry. To them you’re just blips moving away from the yard.”

“Copy,” Mason said, scanning the silent yard. “Any sign of other players?”

“No official event here yet,” Sparrow replied. “This site isn’t on the public schedule for another forty-eight hours. You’re early.”

“That’s the point,” Charlotte murmured. She crouched to touch a piece of broken track. The steel was cold, but her inner sight warmed. Brief flickers: crowds moving in the future, light pouring from an obelisk rising from the cracked pavement, and a lattice of energy like a net cast across the city.

Mason kept his eyes moving. “You’re seeing something.”

“Players,” she said. “Soon. Not now.”

He nodded. “Then let’s use the quiet.”

Marin’s voice came through the link, steadier than the hum of the city above. “Your scanner’s live. Hold it level and point the forks outward; it’ll resonate when you’re near a coil or node. Visual overlay should show spiral traces through your visor.”

Mason unwrapped the device. It looked like an instrument from another century: brass-colored ring, two prongs etched with overlapping spirals. When he powered it on, a soft blue light glowed in the center. Charlotte lowered her visor and let the world shift. Faint threads of light bled into view across the yard—some thin as hair, others pulsing like veins.

“They’ve seeded the ground already,” Charlotte said softly. “I can see it.”

“Good,” Marin said. “Follow the strongest thread.”

They moved between the railcars, boots crunching gravel. Charlotte felt the low hum of the scanner echoing in her bones, harmonizing with the faint pull of her visions. Ahead, a storage shed leaned at a crooked angle, its padlock cut long ago. On its side someone had chalked a crude spiral—the same pattern Hope had sketched, though rougher, like a copy of a copy.

Mason held up a hand. “Pause. Drone at ten o’clock.”

Sparrow’s voice was a soft click of wings. “I’ve got it. Redirecting its camera feed to a loop.” A beat later: “You’re clear.”

They slipped into the shed. Dust motes hung in the sunbeam from a broken window. Inside, under a tarp, stood a stone pillar about the height of Mason’s chest. It was pitted and streaked but unmistakably an obelisk—far older than the yard itself, its base carved with spirals so fine they looked woven.

Charlotte stepped closer, breath catching. The spirals glimmered faintly as if light ran through them, but only in her sight. She reached out but stopped short. “It’s humming.”

Marin’s voice sharpened. “Don’t touch yet. Let the scanner read it first.”

Mason circled the obelisk, keeping one hand on the scanner’s grip. The device’s blue light deepened, and a low tone rose from its core—three notes, then silence. On Charlotte’s visor the spirals brightened, spreading outward from the pillar into invisible lines across the ground.

Sparrow’s avatar appeared full-size in the shed, shimmering against the dust. “This node’s active,” she said. “And it’s not just broadcasting. It’s listening.”

“For what?” Mason asked.

“For anyone marked,” Sparrow said. “Psychic signatures. When you approached, its pattern changed. It recognized you.”

Charlotte’s stomach knotted. “It’s a net looking for fish.”

Marin spoke quickly. “Anchor glyph, now. Plant it at the base. It’ll scramble its handshake with the rest of the network for five minutes.”

Mason pulled a small stone disk from his bag, etched with Marin’s tight sigils. He pressed it to the obelisk’s base. The air thinned, as if pressure dropped, then steadied. The spirals in Charlotte’s visor dimmed to a dull pulse.

“Five minutes,” Marin said. “Get your readings and get out.”

Charlotte knelt and held the laminated card over the obelisk. The printed sketch lined up perfectly with the real stone, like a key fitting a lock. Her inner sight flared: a ring of twelve pillars, a black prism above them, and a whisper she could almost understand—acanthus—before it dissolved.

Mason’s voice was low but urgent. “We’re not alone.”

Charlotte turned. In the window’s reflection, a figure stood at the far end of the yard, half-hidden behind a railcar. The same close-cropped hair, the same scar from ear to jaw. He wasn’t filming, wasn’t moving. He was simply watching.

Sparrow flickered. “No network ID. He’s invisible to their system.”

“He’s not here for the game,” Mason said. “He’s here for us.”

Charlotte’s fingers tightened on the card. The obelisk’s hum grew faint, then stronger again, like a heartbeat syncing to something outside. The scanner’s tone shifted, a descending note that felt like a warning.

“Time’s up,” Marin said sharply. “Pull the anchor or leave it, but get clear now.”

Mason slid the scanner into his bag and gestured toward the door. Charlotte backed away from the obelisk, its spirals fading from her sight. Outside the shed the yard was silent except for the drip of water from a gutter. The figure was gone.

Sparrow’s voice was a whisper. “He just vanished from every camera feed. Even mine.”

Charlotte felt the tide tug again, stronger than before. The game had started. They were already on the board.

The scanner’s hum was still ringing in Charlotte’s ears when she and Mason stepped back into the gray light of the transit yard. The obelisk’s faint glow had dulled to stone again, but she felt its presence like a hand pressed against her thoughts. Mason led the way along a line of rusted railcars, his pace steady but quick.

“Keep walking,” he murmured. “No sudden moves.”

Charlotte matched his stride. “Do you see him?”

“Not anymore.” Mason didn’t look back. “But he’s close. The scanners don’t miss like that.”

Sparrow’s voice drifted into their ears, quieter than usual. “I’ve got all municipal cameras patched. Nothing. He’s either shielded or not entirely...physical.”

“That’s comforting,” Mason said dryly.

They reached the south gate of the yard where the SUV waited, its windows reflecting nothing but sky. As the doors unlocked, the vehicle’s interior lighting shifted to a cool blue—a subtle signal from the Helix mainframe that the link was live and encrypted. Mason opened the rear hatch. Charlotte ducked in and slid the laminated card out of her pocket. It felt colder than before.

Marin’s voice came through the speakers. “Feed me everything. Scanner readings first.”

Mason handed her the device. “It pulsed three notes, then dropped into a low tone. Your prototype’s solid.”

“Good,” Marin said. “That means it found a primary node.”

Charlotte touched the edge of the scanner with her fingertips, still feeling its residual vibration. “It also reacted when I held the card over the obelisk. Like it was aligning.”

Marin inhaled audibly over the link. “Then the cards aren’t just beacons—they’re keys. Each one tuned to a node.”

Sparrow flickered into the SUV’s central display, her iridescent eyes dimmer than usual. “I caught a partial fingerprint on the invisible man before he vanished. Not biometric—a network echo. Acanthus routed a command at the exact second he disappeared. The command’s payload was blank, but the timing is too perfect.”

“So we’ve got a rogue psychic being moved like a chess piece,” Mason said.

“Or an entity riding one,” Charlotte added.

“Either way,” Sparrow said, “he’s off their scoreboard but still on their board. A private piece.”

Charlotte looked down at Hope’s sketch she’d tucked into her bag. The twelve obelisks were now darker, their bases dripping into the paper. The prism above them glowed faintly. She could swear it had shifted position since the last time she looked.

Mason glanced at the drawing. “You’re seeing it move too, aren’t you?”

Charlotte didn’t answer. She slid the sketch back into her bag and reached for the seat belt. “Let’s get back underground.”

The SUV pulled away from the yard. The city rolled past in muted tones—graffiti walls, shuttered shops, the glint of sunlight off high-rise windows. Charlotte watched the reflections, half-expecting to see the scarred man standing in every one.

Marin’s voice cut through. “I’ve overlaid all known obelisk sites with ley-line data. There’s a pattern forming, but I need the readings you just brought to confirm it. The yard node connects to at least three others in the state. If Acanthus is activating them in sequence, we’re looking at a spiral route inward toward a center point.”

“The Null Prism,” Charlotte said softly.

“That’s my guess,” Marin replied.

Sparrow shifted her image to a map on the display. “Your next public clue will drop in twelve hours. I can already see its coordinates. Another obelisk at a derelict observatory outside the city. If we get there first, we might intercept their next key before Acanthus’ agent does.”

Mason’s hands tightened on the wheel. “Then we plan tonight, move at dawn.”

Charlotte closed her eyes, feeling the faint pulse of the card against her palm. In her inner sight the obelisk at the yard was still humming, a low note drawn out to infinity. And above it, the prism hung like a storm waiting to break.

When she opened her eyes again, the SUV had entered the tunnel. The walls closed out the city, and the familiar glow of ward lights lined the path home.

Sparrow’s voice dropped to a whisper. “They’re starting to search for you. Not by name. By resonance.”

Charlotte met Mason’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Then we stay ahead of them.”

He nodded once. “Always.”

The Helix War Room glowed like a living constellation when Charlotte and Mason returned. Overhead, the light of a hundred data threads swirled into the shape of the city. Marin stood at the center console, sleeves rolled to her elbows, fingers flying over the interface. The prototype scanner’s readouts scrolled across a holo-screen, blue spirals shifting into red nodes.

“You got here fast,” she said without looking up. “Good. The yard’s node is worse than we thought.”

Charlotte set the laminated card on the edge of the table. “How bad?”

Marin zoomed in on a cluster of spirals. “Each obelisk is tuned to a specific harmonic. They’re not just beacons—they’re stepping stones in a resonance pathway. The yard’s obelisk was the third in sequence. Someone’s already lit the first two.”

Mason’s brow furrowed. “Lit how?”

“Activated,” Marin said. “Each one pulls a sliver of psychic energy from anyone marked who gets near it. The players think they’re just scanning clues. In reality they’re charging the pathway.”

Charlotte felt the whisper again at the edge of her mind—faint, like a tide pulling under the words. “A siphon.”

“Exactly,” Marin said. “And if Acanthus reaches the last node before we do, the Null Prism will open fully. Whatever’s inside—entity, weapon, both—will have a direct line to every marked mind in its range.”

Sparrow’s avatar appeared on the table as a flickering silver figure, wings folded like mirrored glass. “I intercepted another message on their private channel while you were in transit. It’s not text. It’s an audio file buried in an innocuous leaderboard update. When slowed down, it’s a chant in a dead dialect Leora’s been studying. She’s translating now.”

Leora stepped out of the shadows, a tablet in her hands. “It’s a binding invocation. They’re not just activating the obelisks—they’re calling something to stand between them. ‘Acanthus’ may not be a person at all. It may be a name given to whatever is waiting inside the Prism.”

Mason straightened. “So we’re not chasing a rogue psychic. We’re chasing an entity using a rogue psychic.”

“Or several,” Leora said.

Hope had been sitting quietly at the edge of the room, sketching furiously. She lifted the latest page. It showed the scarred man from the yard, but his eyes were blank spirals. Behind him, a tall shadow in the shape of an obelisk bent like a figure leaning over his shoulder.

Charlotte’s pulse quickened. “He’s not alone.”

“No,” Hope said softly. “He’s being moved like a piece.”

Marin rotated the holo-map. “The next node is at an abandoned observatory thirty miles out. It’s isolated, no public event scheduled for two days. If we intercept now, we can anchor it before they activate it.”

Mason looked at Charlotte. “We go in as players again?”

Charlotte shook her head. “Not this time. Too many eyes. We go in off the board.”

Sparrow flicked a wing and the map reoriented into a 3D terrain model of the observatory hilltop. “I can run a phantom sweep through their app to make it look like the node is dormant. They won’t know you’re there until you’re already inside.”

“Do it,” Mason said.

Marin handed Charlotte a small metallic disk the size of a coin. “A stronger anchor glyph. Plant it directly under the obelisk when you find it. It will sever the node’s handshake for fifteen minutes. But once it’s planted, you’ll have to move fast. The glyph burns itself out.”

Charlotte closed her fingers around it. The disk was cool but vibrated faintly, like a cat’s purr. “Fifteen minutes is enough.”

Hope slid another sketch across the table—a path winding up a hill under a dark sky, an obelisk glowing at the top. At the edge of the drawing, the prism hovered like a storm cloud. “Be careful,” she whispered. “The wind at the top isn’t just air.”

Mason placed a steadying hand on Charlotte’s shoulder. “We’ll take the scanner and two dampeners. Sparrow, run point. Marin, you’re our eyes.”

“I’ll be more than eyes,” Sparrow said. “If their network senses you, I’ll drown it in noise.”

Charlotte looked around at the team—the war room’s glow painting their faces, the map of obelisks pulsing like a heartbeat. The tide that had been tugging at her since the first vision felt stronger now, but also clearer. The board was laid out. The pieces were moving. But they weren’t pawns.

She slid the laminated card back into her pocket and straightened. “Tomorrow we take their next node before they do.”

Mason nodded. “Then we plan for every contingency. If the scarred man shows up again—”

“He won’t leave unseen,” Sparrow said. “Not this time.”

Charlotte met her husband’s eyes. “This isn’t just a scavenger hunt anymore. It’s a summoning.”

He gave a thin smile. “Then let’s interrupt the ritual.”

The Helix table dimmed as Marin saved the latest overlays. The war room’s hum shifted, deeper, as if the Warehouse itself had leaned in to listen. Outside the cloaked walls of their sanctuary, twelve obelisks were awakening one by one. And at their center, a prism waited, patient as stone.

Tomorrow, the hunt would truly begin.
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Chapter 3: The Observatory Trap
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The observatory lay crouched on its hilltop like a giant’s forgotten eye, its domed roof flaking paint into the scrub below. Once a place of stargazing and school trips, it had been shuttered for years, its telescopes dismantled and its windows boarded. Now, the afternoon sun turned the hill into a mirror of pale grass and long shadows. From a distance it looked harmless. Up close, Charlotte could feel the hum beneath the earth.

She and Mason parked the SUV in a turnout a mile below the hill and took the last stretch on foot. Their cover identities as Heritage Quest contestants had gotten them this far, but the observatory wasn’t on today’s official map. The laminated card from the transit yard was in Charlotte’s inner pocket again, pulsing faintly as though aware of where it was headed. Mason carried Marin’s upgraded scanner in one hand and a small backpack slung over the other shoulder.

“Ground’s hotter than it looks,” Mason murmured. “Scanner’s picking up low-level resonance already.”

Charlotte adjusted her visor. Through its AR filter she saw faint blue threads seeping from the grass, all flowing upward toward the observatory dome like rivulets feeding a pool. “They’ve seeded coils here too.”

“That’s how they stay ahead,” Mason said. “This isn’t random. It’s a circuit.”

Sparrow’s voice came through their earpieces, crisp but low. “I’m ghosting you through their app again. To them you’re just hikers on a public trail. But their private channel just pulsed a query for ‘Acanthus agent location.’ I sent it junk data.”

“Good,” Mason said. “Let’s hope it holds.”

Charlotte glanced back at the road winding down the hill. Nothing moved except the wind. Still, the tug in her skull—the whisper she’d felt at the yard—was stronger here. The Null Prism’s pull, or Acanthus’s intent. Either way, they were walking into its shadow.

They reached the chain-link fence surrounding the observatory grounds. A faded sign read NO TRESPASSING in peeling red letters. Mason produced a small device from Marin’s kit—a glyph-etched puck that he pressed to the fence. The metal hummed and a section of the chain sagged inward, threads of light sliding across its links like oil. They slipped through and the fence re-knit behind them with a faint crackle.

Inside, the grounds were quiet except for the hiss of wind across dry grass. Old information boards leaned at odd angles, their plastic covers clouded. A cracked concrete path led to the main dome. Charlotte’s visor showed spirals under every step like footprints of light.

“Scanner?” she asked.

Mason raised it. The prongs glowed faintly, then brighter, emitting a tone that trembled in the air. “Stronger than at the yard.”

“Then we’re close.”

They approached the dome’s side entrance, a rusted metal door with a padlock that looked solid but old. Charlotte placed her palm above it, not touching. Her vision blurred and for an instant she saw the door as it had been: open, children laughing, a telescope pointed at a clear sky. The vision flickered—then the door in her mind changed, black spirals crawling over it like ivy.

She drew back. “Something’s bound it.”

Mason crouched and pressed another of Marin’s tools—a slim bar etched with runes—against the lock. It clicked and the padlock fell open without sound. He pushed the door gently. It swung inward with a sigh of stale air.

The interior smelled of dust and old metal. Faint light filtered through gaps in the boarded windows. In the center of the dome’s floor, where the telescope mount had been, stood an obelisk taller than the one at the yard, its surface smoother, its spirals deeper. It looked like a black tooth rising from the concrete.

Charlotte’s pulse quickened. “Second node.”

“Third,” Mason corrected. “They’ve already hit two.”

Sparrow’s avatar flickered into their visors as a small silver bird on the obelisk’s point. “I’m reading an active handshake. Acanthus knows this node is live.”

Marin’s voice came sharp. “Anchor glyph ready?”

Charlotte held up the coin-sized disk. “Ready.”

“Plant it at the base, then run the scanner. I want a full read before it burns out.”

They moved toward the obelisk. The air felt heavier, as if the dome were underwater. Charlotte knelt and pressed the disk to the base. A soft pulse radiated outward, visible only in her visor. The spirals dulled; the obelisk’s hum dipped to a low throb.

“Fifteen minutes,” Marin said. “Go.”

Mason raised the scanner. Its blue glow flared white and a high, thin note filled the room. Data streamed into the Helix mainframe miles away. Charlotte circled the obelisk, tracing her fingers through the air where its spirals projected like ghostly vines.

She stopped when the whisper in her head sharpened. Not just a tide now but a voice, still wordless but urgent. She looked at Mason. “We’re not alone.”

He tensed. “Where?”

“Not here.” Her eyes moved upward to the slit of sky visible through a gap in the dome. “Above.”

Sparrow’s tone changed. “Thermal signature on the roof. Human. Scarred jawline. It’s him.”

Mason’s jaw clenched. “How did he get past the cloak?”

“He’s inside their app’s blind spot,” Sparrow said. “He’s moving toward the dome’s hatch.”

Charlotte’s fingers tightened on the scanner’s edge. The obelisk’s hum flickered, syncing with her heartbeat. She whispered into her mic, “Marin, how much time?”

“Eleven minutes before the anchor fails,” Marin said. “If he touches that obelisk while it’s still live—”

“He won’t,” Mason said.

Charlotte straightened, the laminated card burning cold in her pocket. The prism from Hope’s drawing hovered in her mind’s eye, black and sharp. The tide was no longer just pulling—it was rushing in.

“Then let’s move,” she said.

The metal hatch above creaked—a slow, deliberate sound. Dust drifted from the seam and spiraled in the shaft of light cutting across the obelisk. Mason’s eyes flicked upward, already gauging distance and cover. Charlotte felt the hum of the obelisk through the soles of her boots, an accelerating pulse like a heartbeat sensing its predator.

“He’s on the roof,” Sparrow whispered into their ears. “Thermal shows him crouched near the dome’s hatch. No weapons visible, but his wristband is pulsing with a frequency that matches the obelisk’s handshake. He’s syncing himself.”

“Syncing for what?” Mason murmured.

“To take control of the node,” Marin said. “If he gets a hand on it while it’s active, we could lose our anchor and every reading you’ve gathered.”

Charlotte looked at the spiral etched coin still pressed to the base. Its glow in her visor was fading minute by minute. “We’ve got nine minutes.”

Mason’s jaw tightened. “We can’t leave yet. We need the scan.”

“I’ll buy you time,” Sparrow said. “Opening the emergency ventilation on the far side of the dome. Should trigger a noise.”

A hiss of compressed air echoed from the other end of the building. Above them, the hatch’s metal squeal paused, then resumed, heading away from the central opening. Mason and Charlotte moved quickly to opposite sides of the obelisk, presenting no clear target.

Sparrow’s voice: “He’s moving. Slow. Watching.”

Charlotte drew a deep breath, feeling the hum steady. In her mind’s eye she saw the scarred man as a silhouette threaded with spirals. Behind him, a taller shadow bent like an obelisk leaning over his back, feeding him instructions. “He’s being guided,” she whispered. “Something’s whispering moves into his bones.”

“Focus on the scan,” Marin urged. “I’m ninety percent through decoding the node’s pattern. One more sweep.”

Mason adjusted the scanner’s prongs and walked a slow circle, the device’s tone rising into a keening note. Charlotte crouched, keeping her gaze on the hatch. Through the crack she saw a booted foot, scarred knuckles gripping the rim. The man’s eyes caught hers for a fraction of a second—gray, flat, empty. Then he disappeared from view again.

Sparrow hissed softly. “He’s dropped off thermals.”

“How?” Mason asked.

“Phase-shift,” Sparrow said. “Either a psychic dampener or an entity bleed. He’s not entirely in one layer.”

Charlotte’s fingers tightened on the laminated card. “If he comes through the hatch—”

“He won’t,” Mason said. “Not yet.”

The scanner beeped once, then twice. Marin’s voice sharpened. “Got it. Pull the anchor and get out.”

Mason knelt to pry up the coin anchor. As soon as he lifted it, the obelisk’s spirals flared bright in Charlotte’s visor, and a low note shuddered through the floor. The coin in his hand vibrated so hard he almost dropped it.

“He knows,” Sparrow said
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