Chapter 10

The rehab department was on the first floor of the Inpatient Wing. The hallway smelled of disinfectant and crushed pills, the two scents mixing into the stale, clinical odor of long-term care. The orderly pushed his wheelchair down the long corridor, the wheels making a dull, rubbery sound against the floor. Evan leaned back and flexed his right hand, then opened it again.

Most of the numbness on his right side was already gone.

The Regeneration Protocol was repairing his nerve damage at an almost absurd speed. Strength was returning little by little, like seawater creeping back over sand after the tide had gone out.

The CT suite was at the far end of the hall. Several patients were waiting outside. Some sat in wheelchairs; others lay on gurneys. They all wore the same expression unique to people who had spent too long in hospitals—fatigue worn flat into numbness.

An elderly woman sat slumped in a wheelchair, her head tilted to one side, saliva at the corner of her mouth while an aide crouched beside her and wiped it away. A middle-aged man lay on a transport bed staring at the ceiling, eyes hollow, as if his soul had checked out somewhere else.

Evan was third in line.

Two people ahead of him.

He closed his eyes and tried to settle his breathing.

The day before, he had sat motionless on his hospital bed for an hour with his eyes shut. Deep in his consciousness, that faint cluster of light—whatever it was—had seemed to brighten, just a little. Like someone had turned a dimmer switch by a single notch. It still wasn't enough to illuminate anything clearly, but the change had been real.

The CT room door opened, and a technician in blue scrubs stepped out and called the first patient's name. The elderly woman was rolled inside. The door shut again.

Evan kept his eyes closed.

The fluorescent lights overhead gave off a constant electric hum, low and unbroken, almost hypnotic. Somewhere in the distance, the phone at the nurses' station rang twice, was picked up, then went silent. Footsteps passed through the corridor at an unhurried pace—the kind of rhythm that came from someone who had walked hospital halls thousands of times.

Ten minutes later, the CT door opened again. The elderly woman was wheeled out, and the middle-aged man was taken in. The door shut once more.

Evan opened his eyes and looked toward the end of the hall.

A white door. Metal handle. An A4 notice taped to it: CT ROOM—AUTHORIZED STAFF ONLY. The corners of the paper had curled. The medical tape holding it in place had yellowed with age and collected dust.

He wasn't sure why he noticed details like that.

Maybe that "light" in his mind was affecting his perception. He was noticing more than usual now, and noticing it more sharply. He knew there were seven fluorescent tubes in the corridor and that two of them flickered. He remembered a cracked floor tile, the fracture lines spreading from the center like a tiny map. He could distinguish, beneath the disinfectant, a faint sweet chemical smell—probably some kind of medication.

The middle-aged man was wheeled back out.

The technician stepped to the doorway and called, "Next."

The orderly pushed Evan into the CT room. The tech helped him onto the scanner bed, adjusted his position, then retreated into the control booth. The machine began its low mechanical hum as the table slid forward, carrying him into the large white ring of the scanner.

Evan stared at a tiny hole in the inner casing and listened to the steady, patterned beeping.

It was a routine check. There was no reason to worry.

But his heart was beating faster than usual anyway—not from nerves.

From anticipation.

He was waiting for an answer.

About that light. About the Oracle Eye System. About why he had been reborn inside Evan Carter's body.

A few minutes later, the scan was done. The table slid back out. The technician returned and helped him sit up. Then the orderly wheeled him back into the corridor to wait for the results.

Evan leaned back in the wheelchair and closed his eyes again.

The hallway had quieted. The old woman was gone. The middle-aged man was gone too. The fluorescent hum remained, but the two flickering lights no longer seemed to be flickering.

Had someone changed them?

Or had he remembered wrong?

The air still carried disinfectant, but now there was also the faintest trace of coffee—probably some on-duty doctor's breakfast.

Everything was normal.

And then, without warning, his consciousness lurched.

Not pain. Not dizziness.

A displacement.

Like a film reel skipping a frame. Like the reality in front of him had been overlaid for an instant by another image. He couldn't tell how long it lasted—one second, maybe two, maybe less than half a second—but in that instant he saw something else.

Clearly.

Too clearly to be a hallucination.

He saw the CT room door pushed open from the inside.

A doctor in a white coat stepped out, a CT film in his hand. His expression was serious, his brow furrowed. He stopped in front of Evan, looked down at the patient in the wheelchair, and said:

"Your CT results are back. The hematoma has absorbed very well. You can be discharged tomorrow."

Then the image vanished.

Reality snapped back into place.

The CT room door was still closed. No doctor had come out. The corridor looked exactly as it had before.

Evan's eyes flew open.
Chapter 12

[Level Four: Omniscience. Retrieves all information from a complete segment of past or future time. No time-span limit. Cognitive Energy cost: extreme. Aftereffect: total Cognitive Energy depletion, with possible coma or brain death. Host is advised not to use this tier casually.]

Evan lay still for a long moment, absorbing it piece by piece.

Four levels.

From Fragment to Omniscience.

From a single day to no limit at all.

And what he had just experienced—the doctor stepping out with the scan—was the lowest tier.

The lowest.

And it had still let him see forty-five seconds into the future.

"Cognitive Energy," he said. "What is it?"

[Cognitive Energy is the power source the host uses to retrieve future information through the Oracle Eye System. Each retrieval consumes Cognitive Energy. The stronger the host's Cognitive Energy, the higher the accessible information tier and the broader the retrieval span. Cognitive Energy can be cultivated. Current host Cognitive Energy rating: B.]

"B? What's the highest?"

[Beyond SSS.]

[Cognitive Energy rankings from low to high: C, B, A, S, SS, SSS, Beyond SSS.]

"How do I train it?"

The system paused again. This time the pause lasted longer, as if loading a larger body of data.

[The Oracle Eye System has prepared a Cognitive Energy cultivation method for the host: The Celestial Pattern Method.]

[Seven stages. Each stage corresponds to a Cognitive Energy level and an ability threshold.]

The Celestial Pattern Method.

A cultivation method.

The words sounded like something out of fantasy fiction. But coming from the Oracle Eye's emotionless voice, they carried an unnerving, undeniable weight.

Evan didn't interrupt.

[Stage One: Microperception—C rank Cognitive Energy. Stable access to Level One information. Automatic trigger range expands to danger warnings within three seconds of the future. Retrieval cost reduced by 10 percent. Training method: daily seated meditation, eyes closed, focus on breathing, sense the flow of Cognitive Energy within the body. Estimated breakthrough time: seven to fifteen days.]

[Stage Two: Lucidity—B rank Cognitive Energy. Current stage. Stable access to Level One and Level Two information. Risk of Level Three retrieval reduced. Automatic trigger range expands to ten seconds into the future. Retrieval cost reduced by 20 percent. Training method: add combat simulation to seated meditation and use perception in high-pressure environments.]

[Stage Three: Void Sight—A rank Cognitive Energy. Stable access to Level Three information. Risk of Level Four retrieval reduced to an acceptable range. Automatic trigger range expands to thirty seconds into the future. Retrieval cost reduced by 30 percent. Training method: requires a bottleneck breakthrough—an epiphany achieved through extreme emotion or a brush with death.]

[Stage Four: Fine Observation—S rank Cognitive Energy. Stable access to Level Four information. Automatic trigger range expands to one minute into the future. Retrieval cost reduced by 40 percent. Training method: prolonged real-combat accumulation and Cognitive Energy tempering.]

[Stage Five: Shatter Delusion—SS rank Cognitive Energy. Depth of accessible past and future information increases greatly. The host may even perceive branching timelines. Automatic trigger range expands to three minutes into the future. Retrieval cost reduced by 50 percent.]

[Stage Six: Fate Sense—SSS rank Cognitive Energy. The host may perceive complete scenes within the next five minutes. Retrieval cost reduced by 60 percent.]

[Stage Seven: Origin Return—Beyond SSS rank Cognitive Energy. Retrieving past and future information no longer consumes Cognitive Energy. The host may perceive complete scenes within the next ten minutes. Full fusion with the Oracle Eye System becomes possible.]

Evan stared upward, mind racing.

Seven stages. C to Beyond SSS.

He was currently in Stage Two—Lucidity, B rank.

That automatic Fragment from earlier had been triggered by B-rank Cognitive Energy.

Stage Three—Void Sight, A rank—was his next target.

Because only at Stage Three could he reliably access Level Three information: Causal Chain.

The full details of the Messiah Protocol were somewhere in the Oracle Eye's database—the Sanctum's massive 2026 World Cup endgame. But those details weren't something a Level One Fragment could provide, and Level Two Event retrieval wouldn't be enough either.

He needed Causal Chain.

He needed causes, consequences, linked events, possible branches.

Only then could he truly understand the Sanctum's plan and find a way to break it.

And the requirement for reaching Stage Three had been stated plainly:

An epiphany through extreme emotion or a brush with death.

That meant sitting quietly and meditating wouldn't be enough.

He had to fight.

He had to take risks.

He had to put himself in danger and balance on the edge of the blade.

Only then would his Cognitive Energy truly break through.

Dangerous.

But apparently the only path.

"Oracle Eye," he asked, "what's my current training progress?"

[Cognitive Energy cultivation progress: 12 percent. Estimated time required to break through to Stage Three: approximately thirty days.]

Thirty days.

That would put his breakthrough sometime around mid-January 2025.

"Any way to speed it up?"

[Yes. Risk required.]

"Go on."

[Method One: enter high-pressure environments proactively. In real confrontation, each successful future-sense response increases Cognitive Energy growth speed by five to ten times compared to seated meditation.]

[Method Two: use a Cognitive Energy stimulant. The Oracle Eye System can simulate a specialized neural-wave stimulus to forcefully increase Cognitive Energy activity. Side effects are severe—possible intense headache, short-term memory loss, or permanent Cognitive Energy damage. Not recommended.]
Chapter 18

The system that had mimicked his superior's voice on the night of the 2022 World Cup final. The system that had calculated every scoring node in Argentina versus France. The system that had gone right on running after Lucas had been murdered.

It didn't just manipulate games.

It could interfere with the Oracle Eye System itself.

Which meant that when the 2026 World Cup arrived, he wouldn't be able to rely on Oracle Eye to predict everything. In the Sanctum's core territory, his greatest advantage would be weakened. When that day came, all he would have left was his own mind, experience, and will.

Oracle Eye, he said, why didn't you tell me any of this before?

[Core system rules fully unlock only after the host's Cognitive Energy reaches a stable state. Current Cognitive Energy has exceeded 20%, meeting disclosure threshold. Certain information involving external interference systems, including Bastion, was previously unavailable because the host had not yet directly entered confrontation range.]

So part of what I know now was hidden before?

[Yes. As the host's Cognitive Energy grows and the host encounters more complex hostile systems, Oracle Eye System permissions will gradually open. Information regarding Bastion's interference ability was previously locked under: "Not aligned with current mission tier."]

He drew in a slow breath and checked the phone. Eleven minutes had passed since his last retrieval.

I just used a Tier-One retrieval. Can I use it again now?

[Cooldown remaining: 1 hour 49 minutes. Current Cognitive Energy is recovering slowly. Recommendation: wait until Cognitive Energy exceeds 25% before initiating next retrieval.]

So he had nearly two hours before he could use it again.

For those two hours, he had only himself.

Good.

He leaned back against the sofa and closed his eyes. The rules played through his head again and again: three active retrievals per day above Tier One; system lock below twenty percent; Bastion interference; permanent damage from long-term dependence.

These weren't chains.

They were guardrails—proof that the Oracle Eye System wouldn't be allowed to consume him unless he let it.

He opened his eyes and looked out the window at the skyline.

Oracle Eye, he said silently, perform one active Tier-One retrieval. No auto-trigger. I want to test it deliberately.

[Command received. Please specify retrieval target.]

He was quiet for a moment.

Retrieve the content of the message Daniel Mercer will send me within the next hour.

[Retrieving... Cognitive Energy consumption: low.]

A few seconds later, text appeared in his mind—not an image, but direct information, inserted whole. He knew it instantly:

Fifty-three minutes from now, Daniel Mercer would send an encrypted message reading: Costa agrees to meet. Time: December 24, 10:00 a.m. Location: Lyon.

Fifty-three minutes.

Lucas sat on the sofa and waited.

He watched the phone screen.

One minute. Two. Three.

Time moved slowly. He tried to settle himself the way he had in the hospital room, eyes closed, body still. But today's state of mind was different. Back then he had been trapped in a hospital bed, with nothing to do but wait for the body to recover.

Now he was out.

Now there were things to do, plans to move, pieces to set.

But some things couldn't be accelerated by action alone.

Cognitive Energy training took time. Human relationships took time. The Sanctum's Messiah Protocol took time too. It had its own schedule and wouldn't advance just because he was impatient.

He forced himself to calm down, closed his eyes, and focused on breathing.

In. Out. In. Out.

Forty minutes later, the phone vibrated.

He opened his eyes and picked it up.

An encrypted message from Daniel Mercer.

Costa agrees to meet. Time: December 24, 10:00 a.m. Location: Lyon.

Word for word.

He stared at the screen, his heartbeat quickening.

The Oracle Eye System's active retrievals were accurate. Just as accurate as the automatically triggered Fragments had been.

Oracle Eye, he said, retrieve Tier-Two information. Within the next week, what will Costa's attitude toward me be? Will he believe what I say?

[Retrieving... Cognitive Energy consumption: medium.]

This time the answer didn't come instantly. It took around ten seconds before the information formed in his mind.

[Retrieval result: Adrian Costa, head of Interpol's European division. Within the next week, his attitude toward Evan Carter (host) will be classified as: "cautious trust." He will believe part of the evidence provided by the host, while maintaining suspicion toward the host personally. He will agree to offer limited support, but will not take a public position.]

Cautious trust. Limited support.

Costa wasn't going to put his faith in an investigator he'd never met. But Daniel's introduction, combined with the list Lucas had prepared, should be enough to make Costa listen.

He didn't need Costa to believe everything now.

He just needed an opening.

Oracle Eye, retrieve Tier-Three—

[Warning: host's current Cognitive Energy rating is Grade B. Tier-Three retrieval carries risk. Estimated success rate: 67%. Continue?]

He hesitated.

Sixty-seven percent. A one-in-three chance of failure.

If it failed, the cost would be severe headaches, temporary memory loss, or mental disorientation, followed by at least twelve hours of recovery and a twenty-four-hour lockout on further retrievals.

He was meeting Costa in three days.

This was not the time to overdraw himself.

Cancel it, he said.

[Command canceled.]

He rose and went to the window.
Chapter 20

Yesterday, climbing to the sixth floor had left it trembling. Today it felt completely normal. He stood, took a few steps, and tested his weight. No obvious difference remained between the strength in his right leg and his left.

The Regeneration Protocol had completed another round overnight.

Oracle Eye, he said silently. Regeneration Protocol status.

[Regeneration Protocol active. Right-side neural function: 100% restored. Skull fracture healing: 89%. Full recovery projected by tonight.]

Less than three days.

From partial weakness on his right side to completely normal in less than three days.

He crossed to the window and pulled back the curtain.

Morning in the old district was quiet. Somewhere in the distance, a bicycle bell rang. Street vendors were already calling out over breakfast carts. The air carried the warm rice scent of steamed rice rolls. Down below, an old man was walking a dog—a yellow mutt moving slowly, though the old man moved even slower.

Evan stood there, looking at the peaceful scene, while his mind stayed fixed on something else entirely.

Today was December 22.

Tomorrow he would fly to Lyon.

The morning after that, at ten o'clock, he would meet Adrian Costa at Interpol's European headquarters.

He needed to prepare.

He needed something he could put in front of Costa—a gift substantial enough to make the man listen. Not a verbal warning. Costa would never trust the word of a stranger, no matter his badge. He needed evidence, or at least something that could pass for evidence.

What did he have?

Information from the Oracle Eye System.

What he did not have was any sane way to explain where that information came from. If he told Costa there was an AI from the future living in his head, he'd end up under psychiatric observation instead of in a briefing room.

He needed to translate what the system knew into evidence that could exist in the real world.

Oracle Eye, he said. Pull second-tier intelligence. Philip Moreau. I need a list of suspicious behavior. Specific times, places, incidents. Things that can be independently verified.

[Retrieving... Cognitive Energy consumption: moderate.]

This time the transfer took longer than usual. He waited about fifteen seconds before the data appeared in his mind—not as finished prose, but as a series of entries, each one tagged with a date and a compressed summary.

[Philip Moreau, Deputy Director of Interpol Europe. Suspicious activity log:]

[January 15, 2023: Moreau deleted three key pieces of evidence from Lucas Bennett's archived case file without notifying any personnel. Deleted evidence record numbers: IC-2022-8847-012, IC-2022-8847-015, IC-2022-8847-019. After the deletion was flagged by technical staff, Moreau described it as "operator error."]

[April 3, 2023: Moreau met privately with senior Europe analyst Anna Schmidt. Meeting duration: forty-seven minutes. The following day, Schmidt submitted an analysis report redirecting the investigation into the Sanctum's financial flows toward the wrong region.]

[August 22, 2023: Moreau approved a fifty-thousand-euro "special operations fund" for "undercover operation preliminary preparation." The funds were ultimately transferred into an anonymous Cayman Islands account. Internal audit flagged the transaction as irregular, but Moreau blocked further review on grounds of "sensitive operational involvement."]

[March 11, 2024: Moreau met an unidentified individual at a hotel in Brussels. Hotel surveillance footage was deleted. Oracle Eye reconstruction from nearby traffic cameras confirms the unidentified individual exited a vehicle bearing diplomatic plates.]

[November 20, 2024: The day after Evan Carter was struck, Moreau placed a forty-seven-second call to a Singapore number. Content encrypted. This was Moreau's seventh call to that number. First call date: December 19, 2022—the day after Lucas Bennett's death.]

Evan stared at the invisible list, tapping his fingers lightly against the windowsill.

Seven calls.

The first one the day after Lucas Bennett died.

The latest one the day after Evan had been hit.

Moreau wasn't just the Sanctum's man on the inside.

He was a long-term collaborator embedded inside Interpol.

Not someone bought off later. Not someone pressured into cooperation. Someone who had been working for them from the start.

Seven calls over two years, each one landing on a key date.

That wasn't how a coerced man behaved. That was how a willing asset behaved.

He memorized the list the old-fashioned way, using his own mind instead of relying on the system. Then he copied it out by hand onto paper and took a photo of the page with his phone. The original source might exist only inside the Oracle Eye, but he needed something visible, tangible, something that looked like evidence.

He folded the sheet and slipped it into his pocket.

At nine in the morning, he left the apartment.

He was going to meet Daniel Mercer.
Chapter 37

He had stabilized at level two training and could even challenge parts of level three—three threats, more variables.

A level three scenario meant three masked attackers striking from different directions at once. He had to process and answer multiple angles of attack under extreme time pressure. He hadn’t fully mastered that intensity yet. His level three attempts were still only coming back at B or B+, not enough for true consistency.

He knew better than to rush.

Cognitive Energy growth took time, and training intensity had to match what his mind and body could currently bear. It was like weight training—add too much too fast, and you wreck yourself. After every session, he had to evaluate his condition before deciding whether to push harder.

That afternoon, Daniel sent him a message.

The Champions League knockout bracket just came out. Which matches are you waiting on?

Evan opened his laptop and looked at the fixture list Daniel had sent.

Sixteen clubs. Eight matchups. First legs beginning in mid-February, second legs in mid-March.

He scanned the names, his mind racing. Which matches would be easiest to manipulate? The ones with the highest global attention. The heaviest betting volume. The clubs most likely already touched by the Sanctum’s influence.

He couldn’t identify the exact targets yet, but he had a rough range in mind.

He picked up his phone and replied:

I still can’t confirm the exact fixtures.
I’ll tell you when I have better information.
For now, send me the full schedule.

Daniel sent over the complete bracket and dates.

Evan saved everything into an encrypted folder and labeled it: Pending Analysis.

He still had to wait.

He had to wait until those match days drew closer. Wait until he could pull second-tier information again and confirm the specifics. Right now, the schedule was only a frame. The club names, the dates, the pairings—they were just background.

The real information was still two weeks away.

So he waited.

He set his phone down and looked out the window again.

The rooftops of the old city glowed under the soft winter sun. In the distance, the towers of Zhujiang New Town rose like glass pillars, reflecting a hard, dazzling light.

He stood there, staring at those skyscrapers, while half a dozen threads moved through his mind at once—Costa’s verification, Sophie’s intelligence, the limits of the Oracle Eye System, the progress of his Cognitive Energy training, and phase one of the Messiah Protocol looming three months ahead.

Every thread needed him.

Every thread had its own timetable.

It felt like playing on multiple corners of a vast chessboard at once. Every move had to be precise. Every piece placed had to be one he could live with.

He knew he was getting stronger.

But Victor Kane was getting stronger too.

So was the Sanctum.

The evil in this world never stopped to wait for you to catch up before making its move
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