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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 City Without Echoes
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Charlotte Reigns knew something was wrong before the phone finished ringing.

It was the quiet that did it—not the absence of sound, but the absence of signal. A hollow pressure settled behind her eyes as she stood in the Mirror Chamber beneath Helix Hollow, fingertips resting lightly against the glass. The mirrors around her reflected endless versions of the same moment, each one pristine, undisturbed, and wrong. No distortion. No ripple. No psychic residue at all.

Charlotte withdrew her hand slowly.

“Someone wiped the room,” she said.

Behind her, Mason Ward straightened from the holotable where Sparrow’s avatar hovered in a soft blue glow. “Wiped what room?”

Charlotte turned, her expression tight but controlled. “All of them.”

Sparrow’s voice cut in, calm and precise. “Incoming secure transmission. Federal priority. Visual and biometric verification complete.”

The hologram shifted, resolving into the face of Deputy Director Helen Cross of the National Intelligence Oversight Bureau. She looked pale, her posture rigid, as if bracing against an impact only she could feel.

“Charlotte Reigns,” Cross said. “We have a situation in Washington, D.C. One that doesn’t make sense.”

Charlotte didn’t respond immediately. She was listening elsewhere—probing the echo of the call itself, tasting the emotional residue clinging to the transmission. Fear, yes. But layered beneath it was something more unsettling.

Emptiness.

Cross continued. “At 0417 hours, a classified cognitive security node inside the Federal Intelligence Complex on Constitution Avenue went dark. No alarms. No breaches. No physical intrusion. But when our analysts came back online...”

She swallowed.

“They couldn’t remember what they were assigned to protect.”

The War Room lights dimmed automatically as Marin Vale stepped closer to the table, eyes already scanning data Sparrow was pulling in. “Memory loss?”

“Selective erasure,” Cross said. “Names. Protocols. Entire operational frameworks. Gone. And not just from the systems—from the people.”

Mason crossed his arms. “You’re saying someone stole information without touching your servers.”

“Yes.”

Charlotte closed her eyes.

There it was again—that hollow pressure, like walking into a cathedral after the congregation had vanished. No prayers lingering. No warmth. Just vacant space where meaning should live.

“This wasn’t theft,” Charlotte said quietly. “It was extraction.”

Cross exhaled. “That’s what we were afraid you’d say.”

The room came alive as the rest of The Circle gathered, drawn by the shift in Charlotte’s tone. Leo Mbeki took his place near the rear, arms relaxed but ready. Ayla Khoury moved instinctively to Charlotte’s side, grounding hand hovering just short of contact. Sebastian Ryss stood near Leora Hale, already murmuring translations of glyph fragments Sparrow had flagged as anomalous. One by one, the team assembled—seventeen minds syncing into a familiar, formidable rhythm.

Marin expanded the projection, revealing satellite imagery of downtown Washington, D.C. The Federal Intelligence Complex sat like a silent monolith between Constitution Avenue and Pennsylvania Avenue, just blocks from the National Mall.

“No physical breach,” Marin said, fingers dancing through the hologram. “No electromagnetic surge. No digital footprint consistent with conventional hacking.”

Sparrow added, “However, anomalous neural interference patterns were detected among affected personnel. Their brainwave signatures show synchronized disruption.”

Caleb’s brow furrowed. “Synchronized how?”

“Like they were all tuned to the same frequency,” Sparrow replied.

Charlotte opened her eyes. “Not tuned,” she corrected. “Invited.”

The room stilled.

Mason turned to Cross. “Who else knows?”

“Only those who were already compromised,” Cross said. “And now you.”

Charlotte felt the weight of that truth settle over the team. Whatever had happened in Washington wasn’t finished. It wasn’t even satisfied.

“We’ll take the case,” Mason said. “But we do this clean. Contained. No escalation.”

Cross nodded. “We’ve arranged accommodations near Dupont Circle. Discreet. You’ll have full access to the facility and limited city support.”

“Limited?” Marin asked.

Cross’s mouth tightened. “We don’t know who to trust yet.”

Charlotte felt it then—a flicker at the edge of her perception. Not a vision. A reflection. Something watching from the other side of the glass.

She stepped back instinctively, heart pounding.

“Charlotte?” Ayla asked softly.

“Someone’s already here,” Charlotte said. “Not physically. But close.”

Mason didn’t hesitate. “Prep the jet.”

Marin nodded. “We’ll take the cloaked stealth jet and secure the Black Tactical SUVs in its rear hangar. Once we land outside Washington, we stay grounded and keep the operation local.”

Charlotte agreed. “They want us to walk into this. Let’s make sure we know where we’re stepping.”

Hours later, after the stealth jet crossed from Houston to a secure federal airfield outside Washington, the two Black Tactical SUVs rolled from its rear hangar and merged into city traffic along Interstate 395. The monuments stood solemn and unmoving, marble sentinels to a history layered thick with secrets. Charlotte watched the streets pass—14th Street, Independence Avenue, the curve toward the Potomac—each name anchoring her to the present.

Yet the feeling persisted.

Like a city that had forgotten its own dreams.

The hotel sat just off Connecticut Avenue, understated and deliberately unremarkable. Sparrow confirmed layered shielding before the team disembarked. Rooms were assigned. Equipment secured. No one spoke more than necessary.

Inside her room, Charlotte stood by the window overlooking the street below. Cars moved. People laughed. Life continued.

But somewhere beneath it all, something else was stirring.

Far away, in a place that wasn’t a place at all, Dr. Bastian Vorn watched a city of light assemble itself from thought and intention. The astral plane responded eagerly, architecture blooming into existence as data flowed like blood through invisible veins.

“Begin phase two,” he said calmly.

The city shimmered—and somewhere, a mirror cracked.

The crack came softly.

Charlotte felt it before she heard it—a fracture running through the reflective field just behind her eyes. She turned sharply from the window, breath catching as a phantom sensation rippled across her senses. It wasn’t pain. It was displacement. As if a memory had shifted an inch to the left and left behind a bruise.

Down on the street, nothing changed.

She pressed two fingers to her temple and focused, tasting the air the way she had learned to do long ago. Coffee from the café on the corner. Exhaust. Damp stone. Human emotion drifted up in familiar layers—stress, impatience, anticipation.

But beneath it all, there was a thin, metallic aftertaste.

Someone had passed through here recently.

Charlotte stepped back from the glass and activated her comm. “Mason.”

His voice came through immediately. “I felt it too.”

“So did I,” Ayla added, her tone steady but alert. “The building’s grounded, but the emotional field isn’t clean.”

Charlotte crossed the room, stopping in front of the bathroom mirror. For a moment, her reflection stared back at her normally. Then the surface shimmered.

Not enough to walk through. Just enough to listen.

She leaned closer.

Nothing spoke.

That was worse.

Charlotte shut the light off and turned away. “They’re mapping us,” she said. “Not watching. Measuring.”

Minutes later, the team reconvened in the hotel’s lowest-level conference room, temporarily converted into a mobile command hub. Sparrow’s avatar projected above the center table, her form subtly altered to mimic the muted lighting and neutral décor.

Marin Vale had already established a closed-loop network, portable sigil nodes hidden inside unassuming equipment cases. Faint runic patterns glowed once, then vanished as the wards settled.

“We’re secure,” Marin said. “At least physically.”

Leo Mbeki rested a hand against the wall, testing the resonance. “Shielding’s solid. But if they’re operating outside conventional space, that only buys us time.”

“Then we use it,” Mason replied. He stood at the head of the table, posture calm, eyes sharp. “We stay local. No unnecessary movement. No solo excursions.”

Jaxson Dane tilted his head slightly, gaze unfocused as he read the room. “They’re closer to the river,” he said. “Not here. But nearby. Something heavy passed through earlier—left a wake.”

Sebastian Ryss looked up from the artifact Sparrow had flagged earlier—a fragment of code interlaced with glyph work. “This isn’t standard dark practice,” he said. “It’s structured. Disciplined. Whoever designed this plane understands ritual as well as engineering.”

Leora Hale nodded. “The glyph syntax is hybrid. Modern scaffolding wrapped around ancient intent. That takes resources.”

“And arrogance,” Selene Ashcroft added quietly. “They want to be seen eventually.”

Caleb closed his eyes briefly, scanning outward. “I’m not detecting active telepathic pressure. That suggests insulation. Or restraint.”

“Restraint means confidence,” Mason said.

Sparrow shifted the projection, revealing layered schematics of the Federal Intelligence Complex. “I’ve isolated the epicenter of the cognitive blackout. It originates from a non-physical intrusion vector.”

“An astral ingress point,” Marin said. “Artificial.”

Charlotte’s pulse quickened. “They built a door.”

“Yes,” Marin confirmed. “And more troubling—they stabilized it.”

Orion Vale stepped forward, eyes narrowing. “You don’t stabilize astral architecture unless you plan to use it repeatedly.”

“Or invite guests,” Nyla Jones said. She stood near the edge of the room, fingers flexing slightly. “I can feel sleepers tied to it. People dreaming inside something they didn’t choose.”

A hush fell over the room.

“How many?” Mason asked.

Nyla swallowed. “Enough to matter.”

Hope Reigns, who had been sketching silently in the corner, finally looked up. She turned her pad toward the group. The image showed a city suspended upside down, streets folding inward like veins, mirrors embedded in the sky.

At the center stood a tower shaped like a key.

“That’s where they’re pulling the memories,” Hope said. “Everything leads there.”

Charlotte stared at the drawing, her chest tightening. She recognized the geometry. It wasn’t random.

“It’s reflective,” Charlotte said. “Built to respond to whoever enters it.”

Marin exhaled slowly. “A reactive astral environment. Thought becomes architecture. Fear becomes gravity.”

“And secrets become currency,” Mason said.

Sparrow’s tone sharpened. “I have identified a probable architect. Dr. Bastian Vorn. CEO of Vorn Dynamics. Former government neural systems consultant. Terminated for ethical violations.”

Charlotte felt the mirror in her mind shift again.

She knew that name now.

Not from a file.

From somewhere else.

“He believes secrecy causes chaos,” Sparrow continued. “His published theory advocates enforced cognitive transparency through controlled psychic interfaces.”

“He’s turning people into open books,” Caleb said quietly.

“And selling the binding,” Selene added.

Charlotte straightened. “He’s already inside their heads. If we don’t move, he’ll finish mapping the plane—and then it won’t matter who knows about it.”

Mason nodded once. “Then we go in.”

Ayla’s eyes flicked to Charlotte. “Voluntarily?”

“Yes,” Charlotte said. “On our terms.”

Marin’s jaw tightened as calculations raced behind her eyes. “I can build a counter-stabilizer. Limited duration. It won’t protect you completely—but it will tether you to each other.”

“And to us,” Sparrow added. “I’ll maintain an external anchor.”

Leo stepped closer to the table. “If something hits you in there—”

“It hits us here,” Mason finished. “We know.”

Silence followed. Not fear. Resolve.

Outside, the city lights flickered on as dusk settled over Washington, D.C. The Potomac reflected the sky in fractured lines of gold and gray. Somewhere beneath the streets, data pulsed. Above them, satellites passed blindly overhead.

And in a place between dream and design, Dr. Bastian Vorn watched new signals appear on his interface.

Seventeen of them.

He smiled for the first time that night.

Night settled fully over Washington, D.C., cloaking the city in a muted hush that felt heavier than darkness alone. From the hotel’s upper floors, the glow of streetlights traced familiar routes—Connecticut Avenue stretching south, Dupont Circle pulsing quietly with late traffic, the distant silhouette of the monuments standing watch. It was a city that knew how to keep secrets.

Charlotte stood with the team in the converted command room, her attention split between Sparrow’s projections and the mirrors lining her awareness. The sensation from earlier hadn’t faded. It had sharpened.

“They’re aware we’re here,” she said. “Not alarmed. Curious.”

“That tracks,” Mason replied. “Vorn’s never met resistance that could push back.”

Marin adjusted the schematic hovering above the table, isolating a dense knot of interlocking sigils and code. “I’m finalizing the counter-stabilizer now. It’s not an entry point—it’s a leash. Once you cross, the astral plane will try to rewrite you as native architecture.”

Orion folded his arms. “So we don’t let it.”

“Exactly,” Marin said. “I’ve embedded identity anchors—biometric, psychic, and symbolic. Charlotte, your mirror affinity is the keystone. If you lose coherence, the tether weakens.”

Charlotte nodded once. “I’ll hold.”

Sebastian studied the glyph lattice, expression grave. “This construct isn’t just defensive. It’s devotional. Vorn didn’t build a system—he built a belief engine.”

Leora’s voice was calm but firm. “Which means it will resist collapse.”

“And punish doubt,” Selene added.

Hope looked up from her sketchpad again. She’d added details now—figures moving through the inverted city, connected by thin threads of light. “They won’t attack us all at once,” she said. “They’ll try to separate us. Turn us into rooms.”

Jaxson’s eyes flicked open, pupils dilated. “Time inside won’t behave. We’ll need constant synchronization.”

“Then we don’t break formation,” Mason said. “Ever.”

Sparrow’s avatar shifted, adopting a more human posture. “Astral ingress window is narrowing. Once Vorn completes his next calibration cycle, external access will be locked.”

Charlotte felt the pressure spike again—stronger this time. The mirrors in her mind no longer felt empty. They felt watched.

“He’s inviting us,” she said.

Leo cracked his knuckles once, force fields shimmering briefly around his hands. “Let him.”

Nyla closed her eyes, already half elsewhere. “There are sleepers down there,” she murmured. “They’re frightened. But they’re still dreaming.”

Caleb placed a steadying hand on her shoulder. “We’ll bring them back.”

Marin took a breath and straightened. “Stabilizer is ready. Once activated, you’ll experience a transitional phase—disorientation, symbolic bleed-through, emotional amplification.”

“And after that?” Mason asked.

Marin met his gaze. “After that, you’re inside someone else’s idea of truth.”

Charlotte stepped forward, heart steady despite the hum in her veins. “Then let’s show him what happens when ideas meet reality.”

Sparrow dimmed the room lights. The sigil nodes activated silently, resonance building like a held breath. One by one, the team took their positions, hands brushing shoulders, presence aligning.

The city outside carried on, unaware.

And beneath it all—below thought, below sleep—the door began to open.
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​Chapter 02: Streets That Remember
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The corridor did not open so much as decide.

One moment, the avenue before them held its shape—broad, reflective, deceptively calm. The next, the space ahead folded inward with deliberate restraint, glass paving dissolving into a narrower passage framed by towering walls of shifting light. Symbols crawled across the surfaces like living script, rearranging themselves as The Circle advanced.

Charlotte felt the city register their movement.

Not as threat.

As stimulus.

“Stay tight,” Mason said, his voice steady, grounded. “We move as one unit. No improvisation unless necessary.”

Orion adjusted the spatial envelope around the team, subtly compressing distance so no one drifted more than a step apart. It felt like walking inside a shared breath. The corridor elongated ahead of them, perspective subtly distorted, distance refusing to behave.

Jaxson frowned. “This place is rewriting causality on the fly. It wants us reacting instead of choosing.”

“Then we slow it down,” Mason replied.

Leo extended a low-level defensive field, barely visible, just enough to test resistance. The corridor resisted—not with force, but with elasticity, stretching and absorbing the pressure like muscle.

“Adaptive,” Leo muttered. “It’s learning.”

Charlotte focused on the mirrors within her mind, letting the reflections form without crossing through. The corridor’s surfaces shimmered faintly, offering distorted versions of the team—some lagging behind, others moving ahead.

“Don’t engage the reflections,” she warned. “They’re not passive.”

Ayla moved closer, her presence a steady warmth against the psychic chill of the environment. “This place is feeding on uncertainty,” she said. “We ground ourselves or it grounds us.”

They reached an intersection that hadn’t existed seconds earlier.

Three streets branched outward, each one subtly different. One pulsed with muted color, heavy with emotional residue. Another hummed faintly, threaded with visible streams of data-light. The third appeared almost ordinary—too ordinary—its surfaces dull, its symbols faint.

Hope stopped walking.

She stared down the third path, her breath catching. “That one,” she said quietly. “It’s lying.”

Charlotte felt it too. The absence of distortion was itself a distortion.

“Classic misdirection,” Selene said. “Make the false feel safe.”

Sebastian knelt, pressing his hand against the floor at the junction point. His expression tightened as impressions surged through him. “This intersection has been used before. People were separated here. Their fear soaked into the structure.”

“How recently?” Mason asked.

Sebastian looked up. “Hours. Maybe less.”

Nyla’s eyes flicked toward the emotionally charged path. “The sleepers passed that way. I can still hear their dreams echoing.”

Charlotte inhaled slowly, letting scent and sensation guide her. The emotionally charged path tasted sharp—panic, confusion, loss. The data-threaded path carried a sterile bitterness, like overheated circuitry. The dull path tasted like nothing at all.

“Vorn expects us to split,” Charlotte said. “He’s designed this to fracture cohesion.”

“Then we deny him that,” Mason replied. He studied the paths for a moment, then nodded toward the emotionally charged street. “We go where the damage is freshest.”

Selene smiled faintly. “Bold. He won’t like that.”

“Good,” Mason said.

As they stepped onto the chosen street, the other two paths folded inward, sealing themselves as if they had never existed. The walls pulsed once, acknowledging the decision.

The street narrowed as they progressed, buildings leaning inward, their surfaces reflecting fragments of emotion rather than images. Faces flickered briefly in the glass—analysts, technicians, civilians—memories ripped loose and half-formed.

Caleb winced. “Residual telepathic bleed. Their thoughts were stripped fast. No closure.”

“Can you shield us from it?” Mason asked.

Caleb nodded, focusing. “Partially. But this place amplifies vulnerability. If anyone starts doubting themselves—”

“It will answer,” Selene finished.

The street ahead bent sharply, depositing them into a plaza that felt older than the rest of the city. The architecture here was heavier, layered with sigils that had been written rather than generated. A low hum vibrated beneath their feet.

Leora stepped forward, eyes scanning the symbols. “These glyphs predate Vorn’s system. He integrated something he didn’t fully understand.”

Kieran moved beside her, the living glyphs beneath his skin responding, glowing faintly in recognition. “They’re dormant. Suppressed. He’s using them like scaffolding.”

“Can you wake them?” Mason asked.

Kieran hesitated. “Yes. But if I do, the city will notice.”

Charlotte studied the plaza, mirrors catching subtle distortions at its edges. “It already has.”

The hum deepened.

Figures began to resolve at the far end of the plaza—not avatars like Vorn’s, but something more unstable. Human-shaped silhouettes formed from condensed emotion and memory, their features indistinct, their movements slightly out of sync with reality.

“Dark psychics,” Leo said, force field flaring brighter. “Or what’s left of them.”

The figures advanced slowly, the air thickening with pressure. Charlotte felt their intent—not hatred, but hunger. They reached outward, grasping not for bodies, but for thoughts.

“Defensive formation,” Mason ordered. “No lethal engagement. We extract, not destroy.”

Selene’s illusions bloomed outward, fracturing perception and forcing the figures to hesitate. Orion bent space subtly, elongating the distance between threat and team. Ayla’s grounding presence surged, steadying the emotional field.

Charlotte stepped forward, mirrors flaring.

The reflections did not distort.

They pushed back.

As the first dark psychic lunged, Charlotte caught its image in the mirror-space, holding it suspended between realities. The entity shrieked—not in pain, but in disorientation.

“They’re tethered to the city,” Sebastian realized. “Break the tether, they destabilize.”

Marin’s voice cut in through the tether, crisp and focused. “I’m seeing resonance spikes. The city’s responding aggressively. You’re near a sub-core.”

“Understood,” Mason replied. “We’ll keep moving.”

The plaza began to shift, walls rearranging, exits narrowing. The city was adapting again—faster now.

Charlotte felt the mirrors strain.

“This is only the outer layer,” she said. “Vorn’s watching how we handle resistance.”

Mason met her gaze. “Then we show him we don’t break under pressure.”

The team advanced together as the plaza collapsed behind them, the astral city reshaping itself with growing urgency.

Somewhere deeper within the construct, something ancient stirred.

And Dr. Bastian Vorn adjusted his parameters.

The plaza resisted collapse.

Instead of folding inward as the previous structures had, the sigil-lined ground beneath their feet thickened, glyphs rising in shallow relief as if the city were reinforcing itself against intrusion. The dark psychics recoiled briefly from Selene’s illusions, then reoriented with unsettling precision, their movements synchronizing as though guided by a shared pulse.

“They’re recalibrating,” Leo warned. “Force response is diminishing.”

Charlotte felt it too—the city learning how they fought. The mirrors within her mind began to cloud at the edges, reflections bleeding together as the environment attempted to overwrite her anchor points.

“Mirror pressure increasing,” she said evenly. “He’s testing my tolerance.”

“Then we don’t linger,” Mason replied. “Orion—open us a lane.”

Orion stepped forward, hands lifting slightly as space obeyed him. The plaza stretched, distance dilating just enough to create a narrow corridor between two looming structures. The dark psychics surged toward it immediately, their forms elongating unnaturally as they crossed the altered geometry.

Ayla moved with Charlotte, her presence a steady counterweight as fear spiked sharply around them. “They’re amplifying doubt,” she said. “Targeting confidence.”

Caleb gritted his teeth, sweat beading at his temples. “I’m holding a telepathic buffer, but they’re not thinking like individuals. It’s... collective. Like a hive.”

Sebastian’s eyes widened. “That’s not incidental. Vorn’s conditioning them.”

As they moved into the corridor, the walls closed in behind them, severing line of sight with the plaza. The air grew heavier, saturated with half-formed thoughts and residual emotion. Faces emerged briefly in the surfaces—pleading, confused, unfinished.

Nyla staggered, catching herself against Leo’s arm. “Dream bleed,” she whispered. “They’re using sleepers as ballast. Anchoring the city with stolen minds.”

Charlotte’s jaw tightened. “He’s binding them to the structure. That’s why it holds.”

Hope turned her sketchpad toward the group again. The drawing had changed—lines darker, angles sharper. The tower still loomed at the center, but now pathways spiraled outward from it like veins. “We’re being funneled,” she said. “Every route leads closer—but not straight there.”

“Good,” Mason said. “We don’t want straight.”

The corridor opened abruptly into a long street lined with low structures that felt wrongly domestic. Windows glowed with warm light. Doors stood ajar. The air smelled faintly of cooking food, laundry detergent, old paper.

Charlotte froze.

“No,” she said sharply. “This is a trap.”

The first door swung open.

Inside stood a man in a government analyst’s suit, eyes hollow, expression vacant. He looked at them with a flicker of recognition that died before it could form.

“Help,” he said.

Ayla’s breath caught. “He’s alive. His spirit’s still intact.”

“But not autonomous,” Sebastian said grimly. “He’s being puppeted.”

The man stepped forward—and the illusion fractured. His form split, revealing glyph-work etched into his silhouette, code crawling beneath translucent skin.

Selene swore softly. “Weaponized empathy.”

“They want us to hesitate,” Mason said. “No engagement unless necessary.”

The street reacted to their restraint.

Windows shattered silently, releasing more figures—analysts, technicians, civilians—all bearing the same corrupted overlay. They did not rush. They advanced, inexorable, filling the street with a wall of stolen faces.

Charlotte felt anger rise—hot, sharp, dangerous. The mirrors flared in response, threatening to fracture outward.

“Charlotte,” Ayla said firmly. “Stay with me.”

Charlotte inhaled, grounding herself. “They’re reflections,” she said. “Not the people themselves.”

“But the people are still tied to them,” Nyla whispered.

“Which means we free them,” Mason said. “Kieran.”

Kieran stepped forward, glyphs beneath his skin igniting in response to the suppressed sigils woven into the street. He pressed his palm to the ground, jaw clenched.

“I can disrupt the binding,” he said. “But it will expose us.”

“Do it,” Mason ordered.

Kieran spoke a single word—not aloud, but into the architecture itself.

The glyphs flared.

The street convulsed as dormant symbols awakened, light cascading through the structures like lightning through bone. The advancing figures screamed—not in pain, but release—as the bindings snapped. One by one, they dissolved into motes of light that streamed upward, vanishing beyond the false sky.

The city reeled.

“Resonance spike confirmed,” Marin’s voice cut in, strained but controlled. “You destabilized a secondary anchor. Vorn is compensating.”

“Let him,” Leo said, force fields surging as the buildings around them began to tilt.

The ground bucked violently, throwing the team forward. Orion reacted instantly, folding space to keep them upright as gravity skewed sideways. The street twisted into a vertical plane, doors and windows now stacked above and below them.

“This city doesn’t care about orientation,” Jaxson muttered. “Time’s slipping too.”

Charlotte felt it—a lurch in causality, seconds overlapping. She saw herself step forward before she actually did.

“Temporal distortion increasing,” Sparrow warned. “You are approaching an inner zone.”

The false neighborhood peeled away, dissolving into raw framework—glowing struts of code and glyph intersecting at impossible angles. Beyond it lay a vast open expanse, darker than the rest of the city, threaded with slow-moving currents of thought.

At its center hovered a structure like a suspended ring, rotating slowly, memory fragments flowing through it like water.

Sebastian stared. “That’s not the core.”

“No,” Leora agreed. “It’s a filter.”

Charlotte felt the mirrors respond—recognition sparking sharply. “He’s sorting what he steals. Separating what’s useful from what’s dangerous.”

“And what’s dangerous to him?” Selene asked.

Charlotte’s reflection looked back at her—steady, unafraid.

“Us,” she said.

The ring began to rotate faster.

And somewhere beyond it, the tower pulsed in acknowledgment.

The ring accelerated.

Memory fragments—images, phrases, half-formed emotions—streamed through its rotating frame in luminous ribbons. Charlotte caught flashes as they passed: classified briefings dissolving mid-sentence, a child’s birthday remembered without
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