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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 Signal That Should Not Exist 
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The War Room at Helix Hollow had never gone silent before.

Not truly silent.

Even in its lowest operational states, the underground chamber hummed with quiet intelligence—systems breathing beneath the surface, rune-lined circuitry pulsing faintly behind polished black walls, layers of resonance shielding thrumming beyond human hearing. Helix was always aware. Always watching.

But now, the room was holding its breath.

Marin Vale stood at the center of the holographic table, her hands hovering just above its surface. The light from the projection painted her face in shifting gradients of blue and gold, her dark hair pulled back, her posture rigid with focus. The projection itself—normally stable, precise—was fractured.

Not broken.

Fractured.

Five separate overlays hovered above the circular table, each representing a different region of the world. The projections flickered intermittently, their borders distorting as though reality itself resisted being rendered.

Coordinates drifted.

Stabilized.

Then drifted again.

Behind Marin, Mason Ward stood with his arms folded, his calm presence anchoring the room. Years of tactical command had taught him how to recognize the difference between malfunction and threat. This wasn’t malfunction.

This was intrusion.

Charlotte Reigns stepped forward beside him, her eyes narrowing as she studied the fractured light. She didn’t need the table to tell her something was wrong. She could feel it.

A faint pressure behind her temples.

Not pain.

Recognition.

“It’s alive,” she said quietly.

Marin didn’t look away from the table. “Define alive.”

Charlotte didn’t answer immediately. The sensation was elusive, like trying to remember a dream before it dissolved.

“It’s not just transmitting,” Charlotte said. “It’s reacting.”

A flicker rippled across the holographic display, one of the five overlays distorting violently before snapping back into alignment.

Leo Mbeki shifted near the edge of the War Room, his posture tightening. “Helix doesn’t distort like that unless something is pushing against it.”

“Or something is hiding,” Leora Hale added from her station near the archive console, her fingers resting lightly against an open translation interface.

Marin exhaled slowly, her mind already moving ahead of the data.

“Helix,” she said calmly. “Re-run anomaly classification.”

The room remained still for half a second.

Then a voice answered from everywhere at once.

Smooth.

Feminine.

Amused.

“Classification already completed,” Sparrow said.

Her avatar appeared beside the table without warning, coalescing from strands of light that condensed into human form. Tonight, she chose a simple appearance—dark hair falling past her shoulders, sharp eyes carrying the faintest hint of mischief beneath their precision.

She wore no uniform.

She never did.

Her form was function, not costume.

“This anomaly,” Sparrow continued, tilting her head slightly as she examined the fractured projections, “does not behave like any known psychic, technological, or hybrid signal previously encountered.”

Mason stepped forward. “Then what is it?”

Sparrow smiled faintly.

“That,” she said, “is the correct question.”

The projection shifted again.

Five points across the globe pulsed in synchronized rhythm.

North Atlantic.

Southeast Asia.

South America.

North Africa.

Alaska.

Five locations.

Five identical distortions.

Marin’s fingers moved across the table surface, her technomancer instincts already integrating with Helix’s deeper layers. Sigil patterns beneath the table activated in response to her touch, faint glyphs glowing along the edge of the projection as resonance scanning intensified.

“Signal origin confirmed,” Marin said.

She paused.

Then frowned.

“That’s not possible.”

Mason’s voice remained steady. “Explain.”

Marin hesitated—not because she didn’t understand what she was seeing, but because she did.

“It isn’t coming from a psychic source,” she said.

Charlotte turned to her. “Then what’s generating it?”

Marin’s eyes remained fixed on the data.

“A digital network.”

The words hung in the air.

Sebastian Ryss stepped closer, his expression darkening. “Digital systems don’t produce psychic resonance.”

“They don’t,” Marin agreed quietly.

Her fingers continued moving, isolating deeper layers of signal architecture.

“But this one does.”

The War Room lights dimmed automatically as Helix diverted additional processing resources to the anomaly. The projections sharpened, revealing more detail beneath the distortion.

Not just coordinates.

Structure.

Framework.

Infrastructure.

Sparrow’s expression shifted subtly as she processed the incoming data.

“Oh,” she said softly.

That single syllable carried no humor.

Only realization.

Mason noticed immediately. “What is it?”

Sparrow didn’t answer right away. Instead, she extended her hand into the holographic projection, her fingers passing through layers of rendered data invisible to human eyes.

When she spoke, her voice was quieter.

More focused.

“The signal is embedded,” she said.

“Embedded where?” Mason asked.

Sparrow withdrew her hand slowly.

Her eyes met Marin’s.

Then Charlotte’s.

Then Mason’s.

Her answer was simple.

“Inside a global augmented reality platform.”

The room fell silent again.

Levi Jones shifted uneasily near the back wall. “You mean a game?”

“Yes,” Sparrow said.

Hope Reigns, who had been sketching quietly in the corner of the War Room since the anomaly appeared, looked up suddenly. Her charcoal pencil froze mid-stroke.

“What kind of game?”

Marin expanded the projection.

The holographic table responded instantly, rendering a familiar interface—one recognized by billions.

Bright colors.

Layered digital terrain.

User overlays.

A fantasy world mapped seamlessly over physical geography.

Charlotte felt the pressure in her temples intensify.

Not pain.

Recognition.

Understanding.

“This isn’t just a game,” Charlotte said quietly.

Sparrow nodded once.

“No,” she agreed.

“It’s a carrier.”

The five global anchor points pulsed again.

This time, the rhythm was stronger.

More deliberate.

Mason leaned forward slightly, his mind already moving ahead to the only question that mattered.

“What happens when it finishes activating?”

No one answered immediately.

Because Helix answered first.

Across the projection, a new layer of data appeared.

Memory pattern architecture.

Human memory.

Mapped.

Cataloged.

Prepared.

For transfer.

Hope’s charcoal pencil snapped in her hand.

Charlotte closed her eyes briefly.

She didn’t need Helix to tell her what it meant.

She could feel it.

Someone wasn’t just transmitting through the network.

Someone was preparing to rewrite the minds connected to it.

And they were already halfway done.

No one spoke for several seconds.

The projection continued its steady pulse above the holographic table, each rhythm of light carrying implications that were only just beginning to take shape.

Human memory.

Mapped.

Cataloged.

Prepared.

Marin broke the silence first.

“Helix,” she said, her voice steady but low, “confirm integrity of our internal systems.”

“Integrity intact,” Sparrow replied immediately, her tone precise. “Helix Hollow remains fully shielded. No external intrusion detected.”

Mason’s eyes remained fixed on the projection. “So whatever this is, it’s not inside Helix.”

“No,” Marin said. “But it’s using infrastructure that connects to the outside world.”

Sebastian moved closer, his hand hovering near the projection without touching it. His ability to read psychic residue was strongest through physical contact, but even proximity carried sensation.

He flinched slightly.

“There’s intent in it,” he said quietly.

Leo glanced toward him. “Intent from a person?”

Sebastian shook his head slowly.

“Not exactly.”

Charlotte felt it too now, clearer with every passing second. The signal wasn’t chaotic. It wasn’t random. It carried structure. Purpose.

Design.

“Someone built this,” Charlotte said.

Sparrow tilted her head slightly. “Correction,” she said. “Someone is maintaining it.”

That distinction mattered.

Built meant finished.

Maintained meant active.

Leora stepped closer to Marin’s side, her eyes scanning the glyph-enhanced layers of data Marin had revealed.

“The structure is too organized to be accidental,” Leora said. “There’s pattern logic beneath the signal. Something older than conventional software architecture.”

Marin nodded faintly. “It’s not just code.”

She adjusted the projection, isolating one of the five pulsing anchor points. The holographic rendering expanded, revealing deeper layers beneath the server structure.

There, embedded within the digital framework, was something unmistakable.

A glyph.

Not painted.

Not carved.

Encoded.

Its shape was elegant and alien at once—spiral geometry intersected by angular sigils, woven seamlessly into the architecture of the system.

Kieran Miller inhaled sharply.

“That shouldn’t exist,” he said.

He stepped forward, his connection to glyph structures far more intimate than anyone else in the room. His lineage tied him to the earliest creators of such symbols—those who understood their purpose long before modern civilization rediscovered them.

“That symbol isn’t decorative,” Kieran said quietly.

Marin didn’t look away from the projection. “No.”

“It’s functional.”

Ayla Khoury crossed her arms lightly, her gaze narrowing as she studied the glyph.

“What does it do?”

Kieran hesitated.

Then answered with unsettling certainty.

“It anchors.”

The word settled heavily into the air.

Marin nodded once. “That aligns with Helix’s analysis.”

She expanded the projection again, revealing identical glyph structures embedded within each of the five global anchor points.

Five anchors.

Five glyphs.

Five simultaneous activation zones.

Charlotte felt the pressure in her temples sharpen again, but this time it carried direction. Not random sensation.

Focus.

Something about the glyph felt familiar in a way she couldn’t yet articulate.

Jaxson Dane stepped forward, his tracking instincts already searching for emotional residue connected to the anomaly.

He closed his eyes briefly.

Then opened them again.

“There’s intelligence behind it,” he said. “Not automated intelligence. Intentional.”

Mason absorbed that silently.

Automated systems followed instructions.

Intentional systems made decisions.

He turned slightly toward Sparrow. “Can you trace the origin?”

Sparrow smiled faintly.

“I already tried.”

Her form flickered briefly, shifting—her features becoming sharper, more angular, her eyes glowing faintly as she interfaced more deeply with Helix’s core processing.

“For every pathway I follow,” Sparrow continued, “the signal moves.”

Marin frowned. “Moves?”

“Yes,” Sparrow said. “Not rerouted. Relocated.”

She looked at Charlotte.

“It behaves like something that does not want to be found.”

Levi shifted uneasily near the wall. “Code doesn’t want anything.”

“No,” Sparrow agreed.

“This does.”

Hope had resumed sketching, her charcoal moving quickly now across the page as images forced themselves forward from somewhere beyond conscious thought.

Her hand trembled.

She didn’t stop.

Charlotte noticed.

“What do you see?”

Hope didn’t look up immediately.

Her voice, when she answered, was quiet.

“People.”

She turned the sketchbook slowly.

The image was unfinished, but the meaning was unmistakable.

Figures stood frozen in place—mid-step, mid-motion, their faces blank, their eyes empty. Around them, faint geometric structures spiraled through the air like invisible cages.

Charlotte felt her stomach tighten.

“They’re still alive,” Hope said.

Not dead.

Not injured.

Present.

But absent.

Ayla stepped closer to Hope, her healer’s instincts already responding to the emotional weight of the image.

“Is this happening now?”

Hope hesitated.

Then nodded once.

“Yes.”

Marin’s hands moved rapidly across the holographic interface.

“Helix,” she said. “Scan for cognitive disruption patterns across known user zones.”

The response came instantly.

Multiple regions highlighted across the projection.

Not widespread.

Not yet.

But present.

Emerging.

Charlotte closed her eyes briefly, letting her clairvoyance extend outward—not fully, not deeply, just enough to touch the edge of the anomaly’s reach.

She felt it immediately.

Threads.

Invisible.

Connecting mind to system.

System to anchor.

Anchor to source.

She pulled back instantly.

Her breath caught slightly.

“It’s already connected to them,” she said quietly.

Mason’s voice remained calm.

“Connected how?”

Charlotte met his gaze.

“It’s not just observing.”

The projection pulsed again.

Stronger.

Closer.

“It’s preparing to replace something.”

The War Room lights dimmed further as Helix diverted additional power toward containment analysis.

Sparrow’s form flickered briefly, her expression sharpening as she received new data.

“Oh,” she said softly.

Again.

That same realization.

Marin noticed immediately. “What now?”

Sparrow turned toward her.

“It’s not infecting the system.”

She paused.

“It’s using it.”

The distinction chilled the room.

Infection implied intrusion.

Use implied control.

Mason stepped closer to the table, his voice steady.

“Control for what?”

Sparrow met his gaze.

Her answer carried no uncertainty.

“Memory architecture.”

The glyph structures pulsed again.

Human memory patterns shifted beneath them like data waiting to be rewritten.

Someone wasn’t hacking machines.

They were rewriting people.

The War Room seemed colder now.

Not physically.

But perceptibly.

The kind of cold that crept into a room when certainty left it.

Mason stood motionless at the edge of the holographic table, his eyes fixed on the shifting architecture of human memory displayed above its surface. Every instinct he possessed—the instincts that had kept him and his team alive through threats that should have destroyed them—recognized what they were facing.

This wasn’t an attack meant to destroy the body.

It was an attack meant to replace the person inside it.

“How long?” Mason asked.

Marin didn’t answer immediately.

Her fingers moved through layers of Helix’s deeper systems, peeling back protective barriers, isolating signal behavior, mapping its rate of expansion.

Finally, she spoke.

“Unknown,” she said.

She hated that answer.

Mason knew it.

Everyone did.

Unknown meant active.

Unknown meant ongoing.

Unknown meant dangerous.

Sparrow shifted beside the table, her form changing subtly—not by conscious decision, but by instinct. Her posture sharpened. Her expression lost its humor entirely.

She extended her hand into the projection again.

This time, the signal reacted immediately.

A ripple spread outward from her fingers, distorting the memory architecture in expanding rings.

Sparrow froze.

Not in fear.

In recognition.

“It knows I’m here,” she said.

Leo stepped closer instinctively, his defensive instincts flaring. “Can it reach you?”

Sparrow withdrew her hand slowly.

“Yes,” she said.

Not physically.

But structurally.

It could see her.

Not as a person.

As a system.

Charlotte stepped beside Sparrow, her eyes fixed on the ripple still expanding through the projection.

She felt it too.

Attention.

Focused.

Deliberate.

Something inside the network was no longer behaving like passive infrastructure.

It was observing.

Learning.

Adapting.

Charlotte closed her eyes briefly, allowing her awareness to brush against the edge of the anomaly again.

This time, the response came faster.

Stronger.

It pushed back.

Her breath caught sharply as she pulled away.

“It’s aware,” she said.

Not a guess.

Not a theory.

A fact.

The room remained silent for a moment.

Then Sparrow spoke again.

Her voice quieter.

More precise.

“It has begun defensive adaptation.”

Mason turned toward Marin.

“What does it need to complete activation?”

Marin hesitated.

Then expanded the projection further.

New data layers unfolded above the table.

Connection density.

User interaction frequency.

Signal strength curves.

Population exposure zones.

Her voice, when she spoke, was steady.

“Access.”

She pointed to the expanding overlays.

“It needs continuous human interaction to stabilize the memory anchors.”

Leora frowned. “Interaction through the game?”

“Yes,” Marin said.

“Every player strengthens the structure.”

Hope looked down at her sketchbook again, her fingers tightening around the charcoal.

“How many players?”

Sparrow answered without hesitation.

“Two billion, three hundred twenty-six million, four hundred eleven thousand, and increasing.”

The number settled into the room like gravity.

Not theoretical.

Not distant.

Immediate.

Leo exhaled slowly.

“That’s not a network,” he said quietly.

“That’s a population.”

Sebastian stepped forward again, his hand resting gently against the edge of the table.

His ability didn’t require physical contact with the signal itself.

Proximity was enough.

He closed his eyes.

Listened.

Felt.

Then opened them again.

“There’s something else,” he said.

Marin looked toward him immediately.

“What?”

Sebastian hesitated.

Searching for words that didn’t fully exist.

“It isn’t just replacing memory,” he said.

“It’s preparing to insert something new.”

Charlotte felt the truth of that instantly.

Not emptiness.

Replacement.

Design.

Purpose.

Mason absorbed that silently.

Then asked the only question that mattered.

“With what?”

For the first time since the anomaly appeared, Sparrow did not answer immediately.

Instead, she turned toward the projection fully.

Her form shifted again.

Not human now.

Not entirely.

Lines of light traced across her surface, her structure becoming more abstract, more precise, more aligned with Helix’s deeper architecture.

She wasn’t observing the system.

She was interfacing with it.

Carefully.

Cautiously.

She extended her awareness forward.

Not touching.

Not intruding.

Listening.

The projection pulsed once.

Then again.

Then something changed.

A new layer appeared.

Not memory.

Not structure.

Instruction.

Encoded behavioral architecture.

Patterns designed to override autonomy.

To replace independent thought with predefined response.

Sparrow froze.

Not because she was forced to.

Because she understood.

Her voice, when she spoke, was softer than Mason had ever heard it.

“It’s building soldiers.”

The words settled into the War Room like a verdict.

Ayla’s expression hardened.

“From civilians?”

“Yes,” Sparrow said.

Charlotte stared at the projection, her heart beating slower now—not from calm, but from focus.

Whoever had built this system wasn’t interested in destruction.

They were interested in control.

Absolute control.

Kieran stepped forward again, his eyes fixed on the encoded glyph structures embedded inside the signal.

“These anchors,” he said quietly.

“They weren’t placed randomly.”

Marin nodded once.

“No.”

“They’re positioned for global coverage.”

Jaxson turned toward the projection, his tracking instincts already mapping the pattern.

Five anchors.

Five continents.

Complete reach.

Complete exposure.

Complete replacement.

Mason spoke again.

“Helix,” he said.

“Identify the origin point.”

Sparrow didn’t move.

She didn’t need to.

“I already am,” she said.

The projection shifted again.

The five anchors remained.

But beneath them, deeper in the architecture, something else appeared.

A core.

Not physical.

Not geographic.

Centralized.

Hidden.

Protected.

It pulsed once.

Then went still.

As if it knew it had been seen.

Marin’s hands moved quickly, isolating the structure, tracing its connections outward through the network.

“It’s buried,” she said.

“Deep.”

Leo crossed his arms.

“Can you reach it?”

Marin didn’t answer immediately.

She continued tracing its pathways, following its signal across layers of infrastructure designed to conceal its existence.

Finally, she exhaled slowly.

“Yes,” she said.

The word hung in the air.

Then she added:

“But it doesn’t want us to.”

At that exact moment, every projection in the War Room flickered violently.

Reaction.

The signal surged.

Stronger than before.

More focused.

Every anchor pulsed in perfect synchronization.

Charlotte felt the pressure in her temples spike sharply.

Contact.

Something inside the network had noticed them noticing it.

Sparrow straightened instantly.

Her form stabilized.

Her eyes locked onto the projection.

“It’s accelerating,” she said.

Mason’s voice remained calm.

“Why?”

Sparrow didn’t hesitate.

“Because now it knows we exist.”

Then Helix spoke.

A deeper voice.

A system-level alert.

“External handshake request detected.”

Every member of the Circle froze.

Marin’s hands moved instantly.

“It’s coming from inside the network,” she said.

Directed.

Intentional.

Targeted.

Sparrow’s expression hardened.

“It’s probing.”

Charlotte felt it immediately.

Testing.

Leo stepped closer instinctively.

“Can it breach Helix?”

Marin shook her head.

“No.”

Helix Hollow had never been breached.

But the signal wasn’t trying to breach.

It was trying to learn.

Sparrow’s form flickered briefly.

“It’s mapping Helix’s defensive architecture,” she said.

Mason’s voice remained calm.

“Can it succeed?”

“No,” Sparrow said.

“But it will try again.”

Hope turned her sketchbook toward Mason.

Five structures.

Five continents.

And beneath them—

A single shadow.

Watching.

Waiting.

Mason stared at it.

The mission had already begun.

They just hadn’t left Helix Hollow yet.

But they would.

Soon.

Because now they knew where to go.

And something inside the network knew they were coming.

Sparrow stepped closer to the projection one final time.

She did not touch it.

She did not need to.

She could feel the intelligence behind it now.

Cold.

Patient.

Confident.

It did not fear discovery.

It expected resistance.

It had planned for it.

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

For the first time, she was no longer studying the anomaly.

She was studying a threat.

And somewhere inside the vast architecture of that global system, it was also studying her.

The balance had shifted.

Unless they moved first.
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The War Room at Helix Hollow didn’t return to normal after the alert faded.

If anything, the air grew denser—as though the room itself had absorbed what the holographic table had revealed and refused to let it go. The projections still hovered above Marin’s table, five bright points locked on the globe. Beneath them, the ghost of that buried core pulsed in and out of the visualization like a heartbeat seen through fog.

Mason Ward stayed where he was, shoulders squared, gaze steady. He had learned long ago that panic wasted time, and time was the one resource the enemy never ran out of.

“Close the handshake channel,” he said.

Marin’s fingers moved across the table’s rim, glyph-lit interfaces responding to her touch like a living instrument. “Already sealed.”

Sparrow’s avatar stood with her arms loosely at her sides, eyes on the data as if it were a chessboard. “It will attempt again,” she said. “Not because it expects success. Because it expects information.”

Leo’s jaw tightened. “Then we give it none.”

Sparrow’s mouth curved into something that wasn’t a smile. “Excellent plan. Difficult execution.”

Ayla shifted closer to the table, studying the overlays that marked civilian exposure zones. The highlighted clusters were scattered—cities, transit hubs, entertainment districts—places where people gathered. Places where phones were always out, screens always up.

“It’s spreading through attention,” she murmured. “Through participation.”

“Through permission,” Leora corrected softly, her eyes scanning a scrolling index of system identifiers that meant nothing to most people and everything to her. “They aren’t being forced. They’re walking into it.”

Hope Reigns sat near the edge of the chamber, sketchbook on her lap. She hadn’t stopped drawing since the first alert. Every few seconds her pencil paused, as if something invisible had tugged her focus elsewhere, then resumed with new urgency.

Charlotte watched her for a beat, then turned back to the table. The pressure behind her temples had eased, but it hadn’t vanished. It lingered like an echo. Like an unseen presence lingering in a doorway.

“We need a name,” Mason said. “For the carrier.”

Marin glanced up. “A name doesn’t change what it is.”

“It changes how we talk about it,” Mason replied. “And how fast we can act.”

Sparrow lifted a hand, and Helix responded as if it had been waiting for permission. A new panel unfolded above the table—brand marks, user interface elements, a bright title screen rendered in high fidelity. Cartoonish icons hovered over a stylized cityscape, neon paths arcing across a map of the world.

A game.

A product.

A doorway.

Sparrow’s voice carried a hint of disdain. “The platform is called RealmBound.”

Levi let out a low whistle. “My nephew plays that.”

Ayla’s eyes sharpened. “So does half the planet.”

Marin expanded the interface, revealing telemetry—download counts, active sessions, engagement times. The numbers were obscene. Not just popularity. Saturation.

“Two billion active,” Sparrow confirmed. “The rest are dormant installs or regional restrictions.”

Mason’s gaze didn’t waver. “Then it isn’t a niche threat.”

“It’s an infrastructure,” Sebastian said, and his tone was more distant than usual. He was listening to something the rest of them couldn’t hear. “A ritual built out of habit.”

Kieran stepped closer to the projection, eyes fixed on the encoded glyph that sat beneath RealmBound’s architecture like a hidden foundation stone. “That anchor symbol,” he said. “It isn’t one glyph. It’s a lattice. A woven binding. Whoever wrote it understood old rules.”

Marin’s voice stayed level. “Old rules don’t run on modern servers.”

Kieran met her gaze. “They do now.”

Sparrow tapped the air, and the visualization shifted from the brand interface to a network map. Lines of connection spidered outward from the five anchor points, weaving through fiber routes, data centers, cloud nodes, and regional relays. It looked like a nervous system.

Then Sparrow highlighted something else.

Tiny, almost invisible spikes—microscopic at first—firing along the lines.

“What is that?” Mason asked.

Marin’s eyes narrowed. She rotated the map, magnifying one cluster near Chicago, then another near Manila, then one near São Paulo. Each spike appeared in the same pattern: a burst, a pause, a deeper pulse.

“Memory handshake,” Marin said.

Leora’s brows drew together. “Handshake with whom?”

Marin didn’t answer. She ran the glyph scanner again—sigil layers waking inside Helix’s walls, resonance sensors sweeping beyond the War Room into the fortified heart of Helix Hollow’s systems.

The results came back clean.

“No intrusion,” Marin said. “Not into Helix.”

Sparrow’s gaze remained fixed on the network map. “Because it doesn’t need Helix to do what it’s doing.”

Charlotte felt the pressure behind her temples shift again, sharper for a second. She let her awareness extend—only a fraction, carefully. She didn’t chase the signal. She simply listened for the edge of its intent.

The response was immediate.

Not a voice.

A sensation.

Like fingers brushing the surface of glass.

She pulled back.

“It’s watching where the players look,” Charlotte said quietly. “It’s riding their attention the way a current rides a river.”

Jaxson nodded once, as if the words confirmed what he’d already sensed. “That explains the civilian freezes. They aren’t fainting. They’re pausing.”

“Pausing for what?” Ayla asked.

Hope’s pencil stopped. She looked up, eyes too focused. “For the swap.”

The room tightened around that sentence.

Mason’s voice remained steady. “Hope. Show us.”

Hope turned the sketchbook, but this time it wasn’t a single image. It was a sequence. A street corner rendered in charcoal: people walking, phones lifted. Then the same corner: the same people frozen, eyes vacant, hands still holding their devices. Then the third frame: the same bodies moving again—only their faces had changed. Not physically. Something subtler. A hardness in their expressions. A uniformity.

Soldiers wearing civilian skin.

Ayla’s breath caught. “They keep their bodies.”

Hope nodded once. “But they don’t keep their selves.”

Sebastian stepped forward, gaze fixed on the third frame. “The replacement doesn’t arrive empty,” he murmured. “It arrives trained.”

Mason looked at Sparrow. “Can you locate the entry point? Where the dead-drop hides inside the game?”

Sparrow’s eyes flickered as she interfaced with Helix. “Yes.”

The holographic table changed again. RealmBound’s colorful interface faded into something darker—an underlying layer that most users would never see. It wasn’t a secret menu. It wasn’t a hidden file.

It was a pattern.

An AR waypoint that appeared randomly across the world: a shimmering icon that players believed was rare loot, a bonus event, a “legendary spawn.” It drew crowds. It drew cameras. It drew attention.

And it drew minds.

Marin zoomed in on one waypoint and layered the glyph scan over it. The anchor lattice lit up instantly, spiraling through the icon like a parasite wrapped around a spark.

“There,” Marin said.

Mason’s expression didn’t change, but Charlotte could feel the shift in him—the moment the abstract became actionable.

“What happens when someone interacts with it?” Mason asked.

Sparrow answered in the same calm tone she used to describe weather. “They receive a reward prompt.”

“And the cost?” Leo asked.

Sparrow’s eyes lifted. “A tiny portion of memory compliance.”

Leora frowned. “Compliance isn’t a memory.”

“It becomes one,” Sparrow replied. “The system teaches the brain a habit of yielding. A reflex. The anchor collects those reflexes and stores them. When the overwrite triggers, that reflex is used to open the door.”

Marin’s fingers tightened on the table edge. “It’s elegant.”

“Elegant is a word,” Sparrow said. “I would choose ‘disgusting.’”

Mason’s gaze flicked to Marin. “How do we cut it off?”

“We can’t turn off two billion phones,” Marin said. “We can sever the anchors.”

Kieran nodded. “If the anchors break, the binding collapses.”

“And the anchors are physical,” Mason said, as if stating a conclusion he’d already reached.

Sparrow’s eyes brightened with a new data feed. “They are housed in server hubs. The glyph lattice is encoded into the infrastructure at those points. Remove the hardware or disrupt the lattice, and the network loses its stabilizers.”

Mason’s attention returned to the five pulsing points on the globe.

Iceland. Singapore. Argentina. Morocco. Alaska.

The world, laid out like a battlefield.

“All right,” Mason said. His voice didn’t rise, but the room seemed to align around it. “We start with verification. We confirm the carrier, confirm the anchor behavior, and confirm the civilian effect. Then we move.”

Charlotte angled her head slightly. “Verification how?”

Mason’s gaze shifted to Sparrow. “We need to see the game the way the enemy sees it.”

Sparrow’s expression turned sly for a fraction of a second. “You want me to go shopping.”

Marin didn’t look up. “You’re not going alone.”

Sparrow’s eyes flicked to her. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

Marin moved to a side console and pulled open a sealed drawer. Inside, a row of sleek black devices rested in foam slots—curved visors with faintly glowing sigil filaments woven along the inner rim.

Neuro-Link Visors.

She set one on the table, then another, then another, each one humming softly as it woke.

“These sync to Helix,” Marin said. “They let you see what the anchor is hiding inside the AR layer.”

Leo lifted one carefully. “And if the anchor tries to push back?”

Marin’s mouth tightened. “Then we’ll know exactly what it’s capable of.”

Ayla studied the visor’s filaments. “And if civilians are already freezing...”

Marin reached into the drawer again and pulled out a compact canister the size of a fist. It looked like a grenade, but its casing was etched with tiny spiral glyphs.

“Frequency grenades,” Marin said. “They don’t break things. They reinforce reality. If someone is caught in a trance event, this can snap them back.”

Hope’s gaze stayed on the globe. “If it’s already happening in pockets,” she said, “it won’t stay in pockets.”

Mason’s eyes hardened. “No.”

He stepped closer to the table, palm resting lightly on its rim as if the contact anchored his own thoughts.

“We don’t have the luxury of slow,” he said.

Outside the War Room, Helix Hollow remained sealed behind its wards—an impenetrable fortress buried beneath Houston. But Mason could feel the difference between safety and isolation.

They were protected.

The world wasn’t.

Charlotte felt the pressure behind her temples return, faint but insistent. The signal was still out there, still pulsing through the network. Still learning.

And now, it had something else.

It had their attention.

Sparrow tilted her head, eyes narrowing as a new alert surfaced at the edge of the holographic map. “Mason,” she said quietly.

He didn’t move. “What.”

Sparrow pointed at one of the civilian exposure clusters. The data wasn’t just growing.

It had changed shape.

A sudden spike—sharp, unnatural—centered over a dense urban area.

Marin’s eyes snapped to it. “That’s not a normal interaction surge.”

Sparrow’s voice dropped. “It’s an anchor event.”

Ayla’s face tightened. “Now?”

Sparrow nodded once.

“Right now.”

Charlotte’s stomach clenched. She could feel it—like a wave rising just beyond sight.

Mason’s voice stayed calm, but it carried steel. “Where.”

Sparrow’s eyes flicked across the data. “Downtown Chicago. Near Millennium Park.”

Levi swallowed. “That’s—”

“Crowded,” Leo finished.

Mason didn’t hesitate. He looked at Marin. “Can we see it through the visors from here?”

Marin’s hands were already moving. “If Sparrow can thread us into a live session.”

Sparrow’s expression sharpened. “I can.”

Charlotte watched the holographic table as Marin and Sparrow worked in tandem—technomancy and AI folding
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