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	Some powers can’t be contained.

	And some marks—once made—change everything.
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Chapter 01: The Shockwave

	The first tremor was so faint that Charlotte Reigns almost mistook it for the familiar thrum of Helix Hollow’s protective wards settling into their nightly cadence. But then the air shifted—pressure tightening, a low resonance vibrating through the walls like a distant drumbeat muffled by centuries of sand. The lights flickered, casting quicksilver glints across the mirrored panels in her chamber.

	Charlotte froze.

	That… wasn’t the wards.
That was something older.

	A sharp metallic chirp cut through the stillness as the Helix system surged awake, its holographic interfaces sparking with static. The entire facility groaned, a sound like stone grinding against stone deep beneath the earth. Charlotte’s vision blurred, then fractured—mirror shards of images flashing in her mind: swirling sand, an ancient seal cracking, fire rising from beneath the dunes, and a voice like burning wind whispering a name she didn’t yet recognize.

	She staggered toward the chamber doorway and braced herself as another shockwave rolled through Helix Hollow.

	This one was not faint.

	The floor heaved under her feet as the psychic field—normally impenetrable—shuddered violently. Alarms flared to life, their cold blue light washing down the hallway. Charlotte pressed her palm to the mirrored pendant at her neck, stabilizing her vision long enough to make sense of where she was.

	“Helix, status,” she ordered.

	The AI’s voice responded in irregular bursts. “Un—…identified psionic—…origin external—…breach probability—high.”

	The shockwave wasn’t coming from inside the Hollow.
It was coming from far outside it.

	Charlotte ran.

	She sprinted into the main corridor just as Mason rounded the corner from the opposite direction, tablet in hand, jaw set with controlled urgency. The facility continued to vibrate with intermittent pulses, the resonance walls glowing faintly as they fought to cushion each wave.

	“You felt it too, didn’t you?” Mason asked.

	Charlotte didn’t slow. “Everyone felt it.”

	Before they reached the lift, a sudden shimmer flickered to their right—Sparrow materializing in her default human form, features sharp and luminous, short hair shifting through metallic hues like rippling data.

	Her voice carried both urgency and absolute clarity.
“I’ve already scanned for internal anomalies. None detected. This disruption is external—extremely high magnitude and not sourced from any known psychic registry.”

	Mason nodded. “We’re going to the command ring. Patch everyone in.”

	Sparrow shifted again—her form collapsing into a sparrow-shaped construct of pale blue light before shooting down the corridor ahead of them, leading the way.

	The lift doors parted before they arrived, responding to Sparrow’s override. Charlotte and Mason stepped inside, the doors sealing with a soft hiss as they descended to the inner core of Helix Hollow. The trembling had stabilized into a steady vibration—like the heartbeat of something waking from a long slumber.

	Charlotte steadied herself against the railing. “It pushed through our resonance shields.”

	“That shouldn’t be possible,” Mason said.

	“It isn’t,” Charlotte replied. “Not unless the source is older than the shields themselves.”

	He gave her a tight look. “Older than the wards? Older than our runic latticework?”

	“Much older.”

	Sparrow reappeared in the lift, her body reforming from a swirl of pixels. “Marin is already in the Command Gallery. She says the shockwave carried a frequency she’s never encountered. Something… pre-Helix.”

	Charlotte’s heartbeat quickened. Pre-Helix technology meant pre-modern glyphwork. Pre-modern glyphwork meant ancient magic. Very ancient.

	The lift doors opened onto the circular hub leading to the Command Gallery. As they stepped out, another shockwave pulsed through the facility—this one sharper, rattling the reinforced glass along the hall.

	Sparrow extended an arm, her hand dissolving into a projection that stabilized the surrounding light fields. “I can buffer us for now, but each wave increases in amplitude. We don’t have much time.”

	“Until what?” Mason asked.

	“Until the next one bypasses us entirely,” Sparrow replied.

	They hurried into the Command Gallery where the rest of The Circle was already gathering. Holographic interfaces floated above the circular table, glitching in and out as Marin worked furiously from her console. Sparks of blue-white runic code flashed across the walls as the Helix system tried to adapt to the unfamiliar frequency.

	Ayla stood near the back, eyes closed, both palms pressed together as she breathed steadily through the lingering psychic pressure. Leo braced a wall with one forearm, grounding the room’s telekinetic drift. Kieran’s arm glyphs were glowing faintly, reacting to the tremors as though whispering warnings of their own.

	Sebastian Ryss leaned heavily on the edge of the table, staring at something no one else could see. “It’s not just psychic,” he murmured. “There’s something spiritual in the disturbance. Something ancient. Something… bound.”

	Marin didn’t look up from her console. “If these readings are correct, the shockwave originated from beneath the Negev desert. Deep beneath it. And whatever it is—it’s powerful. Enough to glitch the Helix wards for the first time in our history.”

	“Can you isolate the frequency?” Mason asked.

	“I can,” she answered, “but I won’t be able to interpret it without all of you.”

	Charlotte stepped forward, steadying herself. “We’ll interpret it together. Bring it up.”

	Marin sent the signal to the central holographic table.

	The gallery dimmed.
The table lit up.
And the shockwave’s waveform hovered in the air like a spiraling blue flame—shifting, pulsing, alive.

	Charlotte inhaled sharply.

	A second shockwave struck—this time directly through her mind—and a vision slammed into her like a tidal surge: a stone chamber bathed in gold light, a massive round seal carved with spiraling symbols, and beneath it… something stirring.

	The vision shattered.

	Charlotte gasped.

	Mason reached toward her. “Charlotte—what did you see?”

	She steadied herself, the mirrored pendant glowing in her grip.
“Something is waking up,” she whispered. “Something that shouldn’t.”

	The table flickered again—this time displaying a single projected coordinate deep in the southern Negev.

	Sparrow turned toward them, face luminous and serious.
“I’ve isolated the origin point. Whatever caused the shockwave… it’s still active.”

	Charlotte locked eyes with Mason.
“We need answers.”

	“And we’ll get them,” he replied. “Because we’re heading to the source.”

	Sparrow’s avatar dissolved into light. “I’ll prepare the jet.”

	Marin looked up from her console, her eyes reflecting the flickering glyphs.
“Charlotte… this frequency hasn’t been heard in thousands of years.”

	Charlotte forced her breathing to steady.
“What kind of frequency is it?”

	Marin swallowed.
“Solomonic.”

	The room fell silent.

	And then another shockwave rolled through Helix Hollow.

	The Command Gallery’s lights flickered again as the last shockwave faded, leaving a low hum resonating through the runic lattice. The entire room felt suspended—caught between the ordinary rhythm of Helix Hollow and a stirring force that belonged to a much older world. Charlotte held onto the edge of the holographic table until her vision sharpened.

	Marin steadied the interface, her fingers moving with quick, precise motions. “I can stabilize the projection. But I need everyone to stay level. These next few seconds may trigger sympathetic resonance.”

	“Sympathetic to what?” Leo asked, stepping forward, his voice low.

	Marin didn’t look up. “To whatever pushed its way into our world.”

	A subtle shift of energy brushed the back of Charlotte’s neck. Not dangerous—yet—but persistent. Like something unseen whispering along the edges of her senses.

	She glanced at Sebastian. “You feel it too.”

	He nodded slowly. “Not feel. Hear.”

	“Hear what?”

	“A breathing presence. Ancient. Imprisoned. And very much aware of us now.”

	A shiver traveled through the room.

	Sparrow materialized again, this time in the shape of a glowing bird perched on the corner of the projection table. Her voice emerged crisp and resonant. “I have performed a complete sweep of every system. There is no internal breach. The intrusion is purely external—and transmitted through psychic planes we do not have full mapping for.”

	“Meaning?” Mason asked.

	“It is older than any codified psychic frequency in the Helix database,” Sparrow answered. “But not older than all recorded lore.”

	Leora stepped forward, hands trembling slightly as she examined the spiraling waveform. “Marin’s right. This isn’t a random pulse. These curves, these rotational patterns… they resemble early Solomonic binding glyphs.”

	Kieran swallowed. “Binding glyphs? As in… imprisonment?”

	Leora nodded. “And not just any imprisonment. High-order containment.”

	The waveform pulsed again—once, then twice, like the beat of a pulse struggling against ancient stone.

	Charlotte forced a steady breath. “It’s trying to break free.”

	Ayla looked up, her expression troubled but focused. “The elements outside Helix Hollow responded too. The air thickened, the wards heated, and the entire facility’s moisture levels shifted. That only happens when something or someone exerts pressure on the natural cycle.”

	“Pressure?” Mason echoed. “From where?”

	Ayla pointed at the still-glowing projection. “From there.”

	Marin tapped the table, expanding the projection into a three-dimensional rendering of the desert landscape. Deep beneath the dunes, a circular geometric pattern glowed faintly—like a buried heartbeat waiting to be unearthed.

	“We’ve seen this shape before,” Marin said. “Or its fragments. In ancient writings. In ruins that referenced Solomon’s command system. But nothing this intact.”

	“Is it a temple?” Hope asked softly.

	“More like a vault,” Leora corrected. “An ancient chamber. But these glyphs… they indicate a living seal.”

	“A seal of what?” Mason asked.

	For a moment, no one answered.

	Sebastian closed his eyes, breathing slowly, letting the lingering tremors move through him. When he opened them, a shadow of awe—and warning—settled there.

	“A Jinn,” he said quietly. “One that Solomon locked beneath the desert. One tied to flame… and rebellion.”

	Charlotte tensed. “You’re certain?”

	“It was reaching through the shockwave,” Sebastian murmured. “Not fully. But enough to press at the edges of perception. Enough to whisper.”

	“What did it whisper?” Mason asked.

	Sebastian hesitated before answering.
“It whispered of hunger.”

	A short silence swept the table.

	Charlotte’s pulse quickened. She knew the legends—stories of Solomon’s dominion over beings formed of smokeless fire. But those were myths. Warnings whispered across ancient civilizations. If a Jinn capable of sending shockwaves through psychic wards was stirring…

	Then this was no myth.
It was real.
And waking.

	Leo crossed his arms. “If this is a Jinn—which is already difficult enough to swallow—why now? Why after thousands of years?”

	Marin brought up a secondary projection—two faint, fractured circles with broken lines running through them.

	“These,” she said, “are the other two seals.”

	Leora’s eyes widened. “Both broken.”

	“Centuries ago,” Marin confirmed. “Their collapses were recorded historically as faint seismic events. No one recognized them for what they were.”

	“So this is the last one,” Mason said.

	“The final seal,” Leora whispered. “The one Solomon buried deepest.”

	Sparrow flapped her small light-formed wings and transformed into her human avatar beside the table. “I have cross-referenced ritual patterns, excavation records, and historical commentary. The probability that someone is actively attempting to break this last seal is extremely high.”

	Charlotte clenched her jaw. “Someone is tampering with the chamber.”

	“Or with the Jinn itself,” Sparrow added.

	Kieran rubbed his palm over the glowing glyphs on his arm. They pulsed in response, almost warningly. “Solomon didn’t just trap any Jinn down there. He trapped a general. A commander of the Shayāṭīn.”

	Ayla’s eyes sharpened. “If it wakes, even partially…”

	“It won’t stop,” Sebastian finished. “Not until it consumes what it’s been denied.”

	Mason straightened. “Then we need to move now.”

	Marin nodded. “I’ve isolated the frequency long enough to determine one thing: the shockwaves are increasing. The next one may be stronger.”

	Charlotte stepped back from the table, pulse steady despite the dread curling in her gut. “Sparrow. Jet status?”

	“Fully prepared,” Sparrow said. “I’m deploying the stealth sequence, activating the sand-buffer shielding, and loading all Helix-point data into the AR overlays.”

	“Good,” Charlotte said.

	Mason turned to the team. “Gear up. We’re wheels-up in ten minutes. We head straight to that site.”

	Charlotte met eyes with every member of The Circle, feeling the room tighten with unified purpose.

	“We’re not letting an ancient flame rise,” she said. “Not on our watch.”

	Sparrow dissolved into blue-white light again, streaking down the hallway to ready the jet.

	And as the team broke off to prepare, the waveform pulsed one more time—twice as bright.

	The next shockwave was coming.

	The hallway outside the Command Gallery vibrated as the sound of rushing footsteps echoed in every direction. The Circle split toward their individual prep rooms, each retrieving their gear, each silently absorbing the reality of what they were heading into. The air itself seemed charged—alive—with the residue of the Solomonic frequency reverberating through the walls.

	Charlotte moved quickly through the main corridor, her boots striking the polished floor with purpose. The mirrored pendant at her neck pulsed with faint light—still reacting to the vision that had nearly knocked her to her knees.

	A seal.
A chamber.
A stirring presence.

	The images pressed at her mind like hands against glass.

	She pushed them aside.

	Not now.

	The elevator doors opened just as she reached them. Inside stood Marin, adjusting a compact rune-stabilizer strapped to her arm. “I updated the data sync to include the seismic signatures inside the chamber. What we felt was only the echo. Whatever caused it is exponentially stronger at the source.”

	Charlotte nodded. “How long until Sparrow finishes loading the overlays?”

	“She’ll be done before we reach the runway.” Marin hesitated. “Charlotte… I’ve never seen a frequency bypass Helix Hollow’s lattice structure. Not once. Not even during anomalous flare events or cosmic spikes. The fact that this one did means—”

	“Means we’re dealing with something the Hollow wasn’t built to withstand,” Charlotte finished.

	Marin swallowed. “Yes.”

	The elevator descended.

	A moment later, the doors slid open into the Gear Bay—its walls lined with shimmering containment lockers and holographic displays. The rest of the team had already arrived.

	Leo finished securing the last of the field-emitter panels across his chest. The plates hummed faintly as his telekinetic field synced to them.

	Ayla checked her palms, small sparks of elemental light dancing between her fingers, ready but restrained.

	Sebastian tightened the straps on his resonance satchel, the crystals inside flickering like sleep-disturbed stars.

	Kieran rolled his shoulders, glyphs faintly glowing beneath the fabric of his shirt, reacting to the lingering pulse of the Solomonic signature.

	Hope sat on a metal case with her sketchpad ready, charcoal pencils lined neatly nearby. “I dreamed of a sealed chamber once,” she murmured. “Didn’t know what it meant. Now I do.”

	Jaxson paced, eyes scanning trails only he could see, the air whispering emotional signatures left behind by the shockwave.

	Caleb leaned quietly against a pillar, steadying his breathing, his mind drifting through fractures of thought echoes carried in the psychic wake.

	Levi hovered cross-legged several inches above the ground.

	Nyla’s gaze had gone distant—already halfway into the astral fringe.

	Selene appeared at the far end of the room, her fingers ghosting through an illusion that took the shape of an ancient symbol burning with soft golden fire.

	And Sparrow—

	Sparrow arrived last.

	She emerged from a streak of luminescent code that spiraled upward before resolving into her crisp, human avatar. “The jet is primed. All AR overlays updated. All holo-maps loaded. All resonance shields reinforced.”

	Dressed in a seamless gray-black field suit that flickered with adaptive texture, she looked almost like a living tactical interface.

	Charlotte stepped into the center of the room.
“All right. Listen up.”

	The noise quieted instantly.

	“We don’t know what we’re heading into. We only know that something ancient and bound is stirring beneath the desert. And someone is trying to wake it. We’re going to find out who—and stop them before the third seal breaks.”

	She paused, letting the importance of that settle.

	“According to Marin’s scans, the first two seals were broken centuries ago. Only this last one remains. And if this chamber is what we believe it is—the consequences of it lifting even slightly could be catastrophic.”

	Leo crossed his arms. “We’ll keep it from lifting.”

	“We will,” Charlotte answered. “But we need to stay sharp. Balanced. No one wanders. No one isolates. We go in as a unit. We move as a unit. We leave no one behind.”

	She nodded toward Sparrow. “And Sparrow will be our first line of infiltration. If there’s any technological interference, any buried sensors, any modern installations hidden near the dig site—she’ll detect them first.”

	Sparrow gave a precise nod. “I will penetrate all surveillance networks and satellite pings in the region. If anyone is watching that site, I will know before they can register our presence.”

	Mason stepped forward, tablet in hand. “All mission channels open. Jet departure in five. Let’s move.”

	The team surged toward the far exit, where the reinforced tunnel led to the underground runway. The corridor lights shifted from steady white to deep blue—indicating the jet’s engines were already powering up.

	As they advanced, Charlotte slowed for a single breath.
Just one.

	She felt the echo again—an image like heat pressed against her chest. That round stone seal. Glyphs spiraling outward. Fire breathing through cracks.

	A whisper.
A pulse.
A presence.

	She exhaled, steadying herself.

	Mason touched her shoulder lightly. “You okay?”

	“I will be,” she answered. “Once we’re in the air.”

	He nodded. “Then let’s get there.”

	At the end of the tunnel, the massive doors of the underground runway hissed open. Beyond them, the stealth jet waited—sleek, matte black, its blended-wing structure glowing softly with activated holographic pathways. The engines thrummed with controlled power, nearly silent, like a predatory creature ready to launch.

	Sparrow dissolved into light and reappeared inside the cockpit, initiating preflight sequence.

	The Circle boarded quickly, each taking their designated stations. Charlotte and Mason slid into their seats near the mission table. Leo secured himself by the hatch, ready for immediate deployment. The others settled into their places, the atmosphere sharpened by unified resolve.

	The jet’s interior lights dimmed.

	The holographic mission table flared to life, projecting the buried chamber beneath the desert—rotating slowly, a pulsing ripple of energy illuminating its core.

	Marin looked around the cabin. “Jet sealed. Haptic controls engaged. Sparrow, you’re clear for launch.”

	The AI’s voice filled the cabin from all directions, calm and steady.
“Stealth mode activated. Ascending.”

	The jet surged forward, gliding across the runway with barely a shiver. The cavern mouth opened, revealing a slice of night sky. In a single smooth motion, the aircraft lifted, disappearing into the darkness above Houston.

	Charlotte stared at the projection.

	A single phrase repeated through her mind—quiet, insistent, ancient:

	It’s waking.

	And deep beneath the desert, the third seal pulsed once more.

	Stronger than before.

	 


Chapter 02: The Desert Coordinates

	The desert stretched beneath them like an endless sheet of ink, the faint shimmer of distant dunes reflecting through the jet’s synthetic-vision canopy. From thirty thousand feet, the Negev was a quiet expanse—still, vast, and deceptively empty. But the space below the surface…the space no satellite or map had ever depicted…was where the danger truly lived.

	Inside the stealth jet, the atmosphere pulsed with readiness.

	Charlotte leaned forward over the holographic mission table, watching the rotating projection of the underground chamber. The Solomonic seal flickered in shifting gradients of gold and blue light as the system processed deeper layers of the buried architecture. The longer she looked, the more she felt an almost imperceptible pull—as if the seal itself recognized her attention and responded.

	She forced her gaze away.

	Mason reviewed tactical overlays beside her, highlighting entry points and approach vectors with rapid gestures. His voice remained steady, clipped, focused. “We’ll be landing north of the dig site. There’s an indentation in the terrain that will keep the jet concealed once Sparrow activates the terrain-matching cloak.”

	Sparrow, seated in the co-pilot’s chair in a humanoid construct form, didn’t turn but responded immediately. “Terrain cloak ready. I’m masking our signature from all thermal, radar, and satellite sweeps, including civilian and military archives.”

	“Any unusual data traffic near the coordinates?” Mason asked.

	“Some,” Sparrow replied. “Encrypted. Not military. Not academic. Pattern suggests a private organization with advanced but not cutting-edge equipment. They’re masking movement, but not well.”

	Marin looked up from her portable console. “So, someone is definitely there.”

	“Multiple someones,” Sparrow corrected. “At least eight. Maybe more. Their presence aligns with a pattern of shifted sand layers detected within the last twenty-four hours.”

	Charlotte exhaled slowly. “They’ve already been digging.”

	Sebastian, settled across from them, stared through the cabin wall as if he could see the desert through layers of steel and illusion. “The psychic residue near that site is…thick. It’s wrapped in tension. Fear. Anticipation. Whatever they’re doing…they know they shouldn’t.”

	A muted chime rippled through the cabin—Leora approaching with a datapad full of glyph sketches she had been translating since takeoff. “Charlotte, I’ve identified five of the outer symbols shown in Marin’s scan.”

	“Tell us,” Mason said.

	Leora tapped the pad, projecting the glyphs into the air. “These are early Solomonic containment sigils—ones used specifically to bind entities classified as ‘rebellious flame.’ They were carved in concentric layers to reinforce imprisonment. Each ring suppresses part of the entity’s nature.”

	Ayla leaned forward, brows drawn. “Meaning the seal doesn’t just trap—it restricts the Jinn’s power.”

	“Yes,” Leora confirmed. “If someone has cracked even part of the outer ring, the inner layers will strain to compensate. That strain creates the shockwaves we’ve been feeling.”

	Kieran rubbed the glowing glyphs on his arms thoughtfully. “And the strain won’t stop until something gives.”

	Jaxson stepped closer to the table, scanning emotional echoes embedded in the transmitted image. “Someone is agitated at that site. Two individuals in particular. They’re under pressure, moving fast. Their minds are sharp, but not stable.”

	“Could they be under influence?” Mason asked.

	“Possibly,” Jaxson said. “The emotional signature near the chamber feels…distorted. Like something is speaking through thick glass.”

	Caleb, seated near the rear, opened his eyes after a moment of deep concentration. “I sense an obsessive focus. Someone is convinced they’re fulfilling a destiny. They believe the seal is theirs to open.”

	Charlotte exchanged a glance with Mason.
A deluded zealot was dangerous enough.
But a deluded zealot manipulating an ancient Solomonic seal?

	Sparrow’s voice interrupted. “Approaching descent corridor. Prepare for atmospheric transition.”

	The jet dropped altitude smoothly, barely a whisper reverberating through the cabin. The synthetic-vision display shifted to reveal hazy outlines of the dunes rolling beneath them. Far ahead, a faint shimmer of heat distortion betrayed the hidden dig site—though only because Sparrow filtered out the natural concealment.

	The rest of the team gathered near the mission table as the projection expanded, revealing structural details beneath the sand. The entry shaft glowed faintly, showing tunneling equipment, artificial lighting, and clusters of movement.

	Marin’s fingers danced over her console. “Their equipment is inexpensive but effective. Not corporate. Not military. Something low-budget, but with a specific focus.”

	“Treasure hunters?” Levi suggested.

	“No,” Leora said immediately. “No treasure hunter on earth would willingly tamper with sigils like these.”

	Nyla stepped beside her, eyes distant. “The dreams around that place are heavy. Cluttered. Full of unfinished things. Someone there hasn’t slept properly in days.”

	Selene brushed her fingers through the air, conjuring a faint illusion of the chamber’s outline. “We’re walking into a place that’s already fraying reality. Whoever went in first won’t come out clean.”

	Charlotte steadied her breathing, feeling the weight of the team’s focus settle on her.
“This mission starts the moment we land. Our objective is simple: identify who is tampering with the seal, assess the level of damage, and stop them from going any further.”

	“And if the seal is already compromised?” Mason asked.

	Charlotte met his eyes. “Then we get everyone out safely and figure out how to reinforce it—before whatever’s trapped beneath it forces its way out.”

	A tone chimed again—Sparrow’s voice cutting through the tension with measured precision.
“Descent complete. Ready for field drop.”

	Charlotte rose. “Helmets on. Gear secured. Formation protocol Beta.”

	The team surged into motion—field suits adjusting, resonance belts locking into place, compact devices humming with psychic-sig alignment.

	The jet angled downward. The desert spread wide beneath them.

	And the sealed chamber pulsed again—just once—sending a faint vibration through the jet’s hull.

	Hope trembled. “It felt that we’re coming.”

	Charlotte stared at the dunes with steely calm.

	“Then let’s not keep it waiting.”

	The cabin lights dimmed to low amber as the jet leveled into its stealth-hover position above the predawn dunes. The sky outside the synthetic-vision canopy was still a deep blue-black, with only the faintest silver thread of dawn appearing at the horizon. Below, the Negev desert stretched in ripples—quiet, wind-carved, deceptively simple. Yet Charlotte could feel the pressure beneath it. The seal’s pulse. A heartbeat that did not belong to the earth.

	Sparrow’s voice shimmered through the cabin.
“Landing sequence initialized. Jet is cloaking to match the terrain curvature. No external detection possible.”

	“Good work,” Mason said, tightening the strap of his tactical vest. “Once we’re down, we move fast.”

	The jet eased lower, gliding silently until its landing struts touched the sand without so much as a tremor. The terrain-matching cloak activated instantly, painting the jet’s surface in a perfect mosaic of shifting dune colors. Within seconds, it disappeared into the scenery.

	Inside, Charlotte felt the faint change in air pressure that signaled their arrival. She rose, collecting her gear. The others followed suit.

	“Team, final checks,” Charlotte said.

	A chorus of brief confirmations echoed:

	Leo: “Shields ready.”
Ayla: “Glyphs stable.”
Sebastian: “Spiritual interference present, but manageable.”
Leora: “Translations synced.”
Jaxson: “Emotional trails are strong. Fresh.”
Kieran: “My glyphs are reacting, but contained.”
Hope: “Pad and charcoal ready.”
Caleb: “Mindscape clear.”
Levi: “Altitude control steady.”
Nyla: “Astral fringe is thin out here.”
Orion: “Spatial folds available as needed.”
Selene: “Illusions primed.”
Marin: “Resonance dampeners active.”
Sparrow: “Deploying field projection map.”

	The ramp lowered.

	A wave of dawn-tinged desert air swept into the cabin—dry, cool, and carrying the faint scent of heated minerals waiting for the sun. The sand stretched in undisturbed perfection. No signs of trucks. No scaffolding. No tents. Nothing at all.

	But beneath the surface…

	The pressure pushed at Charlotte’s mind again.
A slow inhale of the earth.
A slow exhale of ancient flame.

	“Coordinates match exactly,” Sparrow said, appearing at Charlotte’s side in her human form. “The dig site entrance is concealed beneath shifting sand layers. These movements happened recently—within the past six hours.”

	“Someone covered their work,” Mason said.

	“Or something did,” Leo countered quietly.

	Charlotte unsheathed her mirror-blade baton—its surface rippling with reflected light. “Let’s move.”

	The team descended the ramp and stepped onto the sand. The moment Charlotte’s boots hit the earth, the pressure increased—a subtle but distinct hum deep beneath the dunes.

	Ayla paused, pressing her hand to the ground. “The elements are unsettled. The earth doesn’t like what’s happening here.”

	Leora approached with her datapad. “Based on seismic readings, the entrance should be directly ahead—about forty meters.”

	Sparrow nodded. “I’m deploying the drone.”

	A small, sleek reconnaissance drone emerged from the jet’s belly, its surface shimmering with adaptive camouflage. It launched silently, hovering above the sand before sweeping forward.

	Charlotte began moving, the team falling into formation around her—Mason to her right, Leo slightly behind and to the left, the others forming an arc of protective range. Sparrow walked alongside her, her footfalls silent and too light to disturb the dunes.

	Once the drone reached the designated coordinates, the sand beneath it shifted—collapsing inward.

	A perfectly circular depression formed, revealing a stone rim buried just below the surface. Ancient script lined the edges—some cracked, some glowing faintly with residual heat.

	Leora inhaled sharply. “Solomonic.”

	Kieran’s glyphs responded immediately, glowing faintly through the sleeve of his suit. “They’re resonating with the chamber.”

	Sparrow shifted her form, her body dissolving into a translucent matrix of data as she crouched near the rim. “I’m detecting artificial lighting and human movement below. There are at least nine individuals inside the shaft. Two near the seal itself.”

	Jaxson stepped closer, eyes narrowing. “Their emotional signatures are unstable. One is fearful. One is determined. The others feel…obedient. Like they’re following orders they don’t fully understand.”

	Caleb spoke from behind him, voice low. “Their thoughts are fragmented. Frantic. Something is pressuring them.”

	Sebastian closed his eyes, letting the desert air settle around him. “It’s the chamber. It’s reaching upward.”

	Charlotte peered into the dark shaft revealed beneath the sand. A faint orange glow flickered from the depths—torchlight or work lamps. The air rising from below felt too warm, like something exhaling from a furnace.

	“Marin,” Charlotte said. “Any structural risk?”

	Marin scanned the perimeter. “The upper entry shaft is stable, but deeper cavities show signs of recent disturbance. If those individuals damaged the wrong part of the seal, the entire chamber might destabilize.”

	“Meaning?” Mason asked.

	“Meaning the floor could collapse,” Marin said. “Or the seal could fracture under its own pressure.”

	A soft rumble answered her—a deep vibration rising from beneath the sand.

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

	Sebastian opened his eyes, pale and troubled. “It doesn’t just know. It’s listening.”

	Sparrow straightened, her form stabilizing back into solid humanoid shape. “I can infiltrate first. The lighting grid below is basic. I can appear as a malfunctioning work light to avoid detection.”

	Charlotte nodded. “Good. Give us eyes inside.”

	Sparrow dissolved into a cascade of tiny shimmering motes—blue, silver, and white—then shot downward into the shaft like a stream of digital dust.

	Within seconds, her voice echoed through their comms.

	“I am inside.”

	The holographic mission tablet in Charlotte’s hand lit up, projecting Sparrow’s point of view.

	They could finally see the chamber.

	And it was far worse than they expected.

	Ancient walls cracked with fresh fissures.
Glyphs burned and flickered unevenly.
Two figures knelt at the base of the inner ring, chisels in hand, eyes wild with exhaustion and obsession.

	And in the center—

	The seal pulsed, a slow flare of molten gold leaking from the cracks.

	The entity beneath it breathed again.

	Sparrow’s voice sharpened.
“They’ve already broken through the second ring.”

	A terrible silence fell across the dunes.

	That meant there was only one ring left.

	And something was beginning to push through it.

	Charlotte closed her fist around the mirrored pendant at her neck.

	“All right,” she said softly, resolve hardening.

	“This ends now.”

	The air around the exposed shaft changed—just slightly, but enough for every member of The Circle to feel it. A heat shimmer spiraled upward from below, bending the dawn light. Charlotte felt it brush across her cheek like fingers of warm smoke. The seal wasn’t just stirring—it was reacting.

	And it knew they were at its doorstep.

	Sparrow’s holographic point-of-view continued to cast an eerie glow over the sand as Charlotte studied the chamber below. The two central figures chiseling at the inner ring appeared gaunt, frantic, and driven by a desperation that didn’t belong to them.

	“They’re too far gone,” Caleb whispered from behind her, listening to the fragments of their fractured minds. “Whatever’s influencing them…it’s not subtle. It’s pressing. Demanding. It wants out.”

	“Influencing them how?” Mason asked.

	“By whispering directly against their thoughts,” Caleb replied. “They think it’s revelation. Guidance. Destiny. But it’s not. It’s an intrusion.”

	Sebastian stepped closer, his expression shadowed. “That’s how the Shayāṭīn operate. They don’t grant wishes or bargains. They twist. They tempt. They hollow you out until your own reasoning becomes their tool.”

	A thin layer of sand trembled beneath their boots as another faint rumble rose from the depths.

	Marin checked her readings and stiffened. “That wasn’t seismic. That was pressure from the chamber. The seal’s inner ring is destabilizing. They’ve breached one too many glyph points.”

	Leora exhaled quietly. “Then we don’t have long.”

	“We move now,” Charlotte said.

	But before she stepped toward the shaft, Sparrow’s voice cut sharply through the comms—her tone sharper, thinner, almost glitching.

	“Charlotte—there is a third figure approaching the inner ring.”

	The holographic projection zoomed in.

	Another man—older, with trembling hands but fierce, obsessed eyes—stepped between the two workers. His movements were jittery, but purposeful. He clutched something—an artifact shaped like a ring of blackened bronze with a shard of embedded crystal.

	Leora inhaled sharply. “That looks like a mimicry of the Ring of Solomon. Not real—but crafted to imitate its resonance.”

	“Why?” Mason asked.

	“To control the Jinn,” Kieran said, voice tight. “Or to make the bearer believe he can.”

	Caleb’s expression darkened. “He’s under the delusion that he’s fulfilling prophecy.”

	Sparrow’s hologram crackled briefly, then stabilized.
“He is speaking to the seal,” she said quietly.

	The projection enhanced the audio.

	The man’s voice echoed through the chamber:

	“Wake. Rise. The world has forgotten your fire. But I have not. I am worthy.”

	A pulse of gold light spilled through the cracks—brighter than before.

	Charlotte clenched her jaw. “Sparrow, return to us.”

	“Already on my way.”

	Within seconds, a column of shimmering dust rose from the shaft and reformed beside Charlotte. Sparrow stood in full humanoid shape, her edges still flickering with desert-orange distortion.

	Charlotte turned to the team. “We need rapid containment. Leo, barriers on the upper entry. Ayla, prepare environmental suppression if heat plumes rise. Marin and Sparrow, you’ll breach their lighting grid and disrupt any equipment they have. Mason, you and I will lead the descent team.”

	Mason nodded, gripping his rail harness.

	Kieran stepped forward. “Charlotte—whatever’s down there…my glyphs are warning me. This isn’t just a Jinn. It’s something twisted by centuries of confinement. Its energy feels distorted. Unbalanced.”

	Sebastian exhaled slowly. “Yes. That’s what I heard. Not just fire. Corruption. A hunger without shape.”

	“That’s why we’re stopping it here,” Charlotte said.

	But the ground answered her with a sudden, violent tremor.

	The sand around the shaft rippled outward as a low roar erupted from below—like a massive breath pulled in through stone-cracked teeth. Heat blasted upward in a spiraling column, scattering grains in a whirl of molten-colored wind. The very air seemed to ignite with pressure.

	Ayla raised both hands instinctively, drawing water from the air itself to cool the sudden flare.

	Leo projected a telekinetic barrier over the team, shielding them from debris.

	Sparrow stabilized her form and scanned rapidly. “The inner seal is actively pushing against its containment. The diggers triggered something—perhaps a defense mechanism or a psychic reflex.”

	Marin’s console lit up bright red. “It’s escalating. That wasn’t a shockwave. That was the seal bracing.”

	The roar subsided—just as suddenly as it came.

	Then a whisper—quiet, serpentine—slid through every mind in the circle.

	Not words.
Not exactly.

	A summons.

	A pull from the depths.

	Hope pressed a hand over her heart. “It’s calling.”

	Sebastian swallowed. “And it doesn’t care who answers.”

	Charlotte’s voice cut through the lingering dread like a blade.
“Everyone stay focused.”

	She glanced once more into the dark shaft. The flicker of unstable glyph light twisted along the stone walls. The workers kept chiseling, oblivious to the imminent danger, their movements fevered.

	And the man with the mimic ring—

	He placed his hand on the seal.

	A golden flare pulsed.

	Not enough to break through.
But enough to show intent.

	Charlotte set her jaw.

	“All right,” she said. “We descend in sixty seconds.”

	“Charlie,” Mason murmured, stepping beside her. “What’s the plan the moment we reach the bottom?”

	Charlotte met his eyes, her voice steady, sharpened by resolve.
“We stop them. We reinforce the seal. And we cut off the Jinn’s influence before it reaches daylight.”

	Hope’s voice trembled but didn’t waver. “And if it’s already pushing through?”

	“Then we push back,” Charlotte replied.

	Sparrow straightened, eyes glowing with calculated precision. “I’ll go first. I can project as descending dust and reconstitute behind the excavation lights. They won’t notice me until I choose to be seen.”

	“Good,” Charlotte said. “But listen closely—if anything in that chamber reacts to you, you get out immediately. You’re the only one who can infiltrate their networks.”

	Sparrow nodded.

	Leo lowered his shield slightly. “This thing is telegraphing its power now. The next flare could be stronger.”

	“That’s why we stop it before the next flare,” Charlotte said.

	The desert wind grew eerily still.

	The next breath of heat from below rose slowly, like a warning.

	Charlotte lifted her chin, tightening her grip on her baton.

	“This is our line,” she whispered.
“We hold it.”

	And with that—

	The team moved to the edge of the shaft
as the seal pulsed once more
and the chamber below glowed like a heartbeat ready to burst.

	 


Chapter 03: The Descent

	Sand whispered down the inner walls of the excavation shaft as Charlotte approached the circular edge. The air rising from below grew hotter—unnaturally so—carrying with it the faint scent of scorched minerals. The heat wasn’t coming from machinery or the desert floor. It came from the seal itself, pulsing in slow, rhythmic flares like the exhale of something waking beneath the earth.

	Charlotte tightened her grip on the mirrored baton at her side.
Mason stepped beside her.
The rest of the team formed a semicircle behind them, each preparing in their own way.

	Sparrow materialized at the shaft opening, her body faintly shimmering from residual distortion. “I’ve scanned the drop path. The shaft walls are reinforced but unstable. I can navigate safely. Humans will require secure tethering.”

	Orion stepped forward, running his hand along the air until the space rippled slightly. “I can create a safe descent corridor if needed. The air density here supports pocket-fold anchoring.”

	Charlotte nodded. “Be ready, but don’t deploy it yet. We need quiet movement. No distortions until absolutely necessary.”

	The sand beneath their boots trembled again—faintly, like a warning pulse.

	Leora stepped closer, eyes fixed on the glyph fragments Sparrow had projected earlier. “The outer rings were designed to respond to touch. Even unintentional touch. If the seal recognized interference, the entire chamber could shift.”

	Sebastian’s voice came low and measured. “There’s a spiritual distortion in the air. Thick. Old. It’s pressing upward from the chamber. Not fully conscious… not yet. But aware enough to reach.”

	Kieran’s glyphs glowed beneath his sleeves. “And it knows we’re coming down.”

	Sparrow’s form flickered briefly, her outline sharpening. “I can descend first. They will not detect me. I can gather intel and identify structural weak points or threats before the rest of the team enters.”

	Charlotte nodded. “Go.”

	With a soft, luminous collapse of form, Sparrow dissolved into a swarm of radiant particles that swirled briefly in the air before plunging down the shaft like a stream of weightless sand. The holographic tablet Charlotte carried lit up with her live perspective.

	The chamber came into view once more—massive stone walls lined with spiraling sigils, cracked in places, glowing in others. The workers below continued their feverish excavation, unaware they were being observed.

	But the man with the imitation Solomonic ring—
He wasn’t unaware.

	He stood directly before the seal, trembling hand pressed against it, whispering fervently.

	Sparrow’s voice filtered through the comm.
“He is attempting to attune the ring to the inner glyph pattern. The ring cannot actually command the Jinn, but he doesn’t know that.”

	Mason leaned in to see. “How dangerous is he?”

	“Psychically unstable,” Caleb said as he stepped up beside them. “His thoughts are looping. Frenzied. He believes he was chosen. That he alone is meant to free what’s beneath that seal.”

	“Chosen by who?” Levi asked quietly.

	Sebastian answered: “Not by who. By what.”

	Another

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
