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Thirteen floors above the streets of San Francisco, in the sterile silence of the laboratory, the only sound was the monotonous hum of the server racks—a background noise that had long since merged with the environment for Dr. Ethan Reed. Outside, the city was sinking into the darkness of the late night, but here, time was measured in processed data, not hours. Ethan leaned over his desk, where a three-dimensional hologram rose like a spectral vision—interwoven lines of various colors, pulsing to the rhythm of a human consciousness. The data was from an EEG of a Tibetan monk in a state of deep meditation—the latest subject in his ambitious project to map the neural fingerprints of superconscious states. The coffee cup by his elbow had gone cold hours ago, but he hadn't even noticed. He had been working for fourteen hours straight, but his fatigue was temporarily numbed by his concentration. This was his way of working—total immersion in the data until he had wrung from it every last drop of information.

His project was elementary in concept, yet complex in execution: to map precisely what happens in the brains of people who have achieved high levels of meditative consciousness. Monasteries in Tibet provided him access to monks with decades of experience in these practices. He would send them portable EEG equipment, they would record their meditative states, and the data would arrive back in San Francisco for analysis.

So far, everything had proceeded as expected: increased activity in the anterior cingulate, decreased activity in the parietal cortex, characteristic theta and alpha rhythms. These were well-known territories in his field of research.

But tonight, something was different.

At first, it was just a flicker—a barely perceptible deviation in the theta frequency bands of subject number seven. Ethan had registered it while reviewing the routine analyses. Probably statistical noise. Electronic interference. Old wiring in the monastery's equipment.

He continued with the data from subject number nine.

The same deviation. At the exact same point in the time sequence—at the moment of deepest meditation.

Ethan stopped. His fingers froze over the keyboard. In his eight-year career as a neuroresearcher, he had seen enough coincidences to recognize when something wasn't one.

He opened the data from subject number twelve. He searched for the same time segment, the same frequency bands.

There it was again.

His heart beat faster. This was no longer a coincidence.

Ethan isolated the anomaly from the three data sets and projected it in the center of the holographic field. What he saw took his breath away.

It wasn't chaotic noise. It wasn't a random artifact from faulty equipment. It was a structure. A complex, almost architectural structure with fractal branches, unfolding with mathematical elegance. It resembled the delicate limbs of a frost-covered tree or a river delta seen from space. The most disturbing thing was that it repeated itself absolutely identically in three different individuals.

This is troubling... he murmured, rotating the model in three-dimensional space.

Neurology didn't work this way. Individual brains generated unique signatures, like fingerprints. Even for identical tasks, even with identical training, every brain reacted differently. But this... this was identical down to the last electrical fluctuation.

Ethan began checking everything: the equipment calibration, external sources of interference, the clock synchronization between the different devices. He ran diagnostic protocols he had never needed to use before.

Everything was in order. The equipment was working perfectly. No external signals. No technical errors. The pattern was coming directly from the monks' brains.

He leaned back in his chair and stared at the hologram. The structure rotated slowly, casting bluish reflections on the laboratory walls. Through the window, he could see the city lights, but they seemed strangely distant, as if they belonged to another world.

What exactly was he looking at?

Twelve years of higher education. A Ph.D. from MIT. Postdoctoral work at the most prestigious neuroscience labs in the country. Dozens of published papers. Nowhere in his entire career had he encountered anything like this.

It was around two in the morning when a sound came from the corridor. Footsteps. A key in the lock.

"Liam!" he called out.

The young assistant appeared in the doorway, clearly surprised to find him still in the lab.

"Dr. Reed? You're still working?" Liam was twenty-six, tall and slender, with unruly hair and gold-rimmed glasses. A Ph.D. candidate in computer science, he handled the statistical analysis of the neural data.

"I thought everyone left hours ago."

"Why? What time is it?" Ethan asked distractedly.

"A little after two."

"Ah... right. Do you have a minute to take a look?"

Liam left his satchel by the door and approached the desk. He looked at the hologram with the interest of someone accustomed to immersing himself in complex data.

"What's this? Some new type of gamma synchronization?"

"Look at the data from subjects seven, nine, and twelve," Ethan said, starting the projection. "All three are from Ganden Monastery. All are Dzogchen practitioners with over twenty years of experience. And they're all generating... this."

Liam leaned in closer, furrowing his brow. He studied the structure for several minutes, rotating it from different angles.

"This... this can't be right."

"That's exactly what I thought."

"I mean, it's too complex. Too..." Liam paused, searching for the words. "Too ordered. Neural activity doesn't look like this. Even in the most synchronized states, there are variations, individual differences. This looks more like..."

"Like what?"

"Like some kind of code. Or a blueprint."

Ethan felt his stomach clench. That was the very word he had been trying to avoid thinking.

"I've checked everything twice," he said quietly. "The equipment is fine. No external interference. The data is authentic."

Liam shook his head, visibly confused.

"Three different individuals generating an absolutely identical structure? That contradicts everything we know about individual differences in brain activity."

"I'm stumped. I don't know!"

The two words hung in the air like leaden clouds. Ethan Reed didn't say "I don't know" often. His entire career was built on knowledge—on his ability to extract order from the chaos of neural signals, to turn mysteries into published papers.

"Is there any special connection between them?" Liam asked after a long pause. "Besides the monastery, I mean. A shared teacher? A shared practice? Maybe they're twins."

"I'm checking those things. But regardless, neurology doesn't work that way. You can't teach your brain to generate a specific structure with such precision. That would be like teaching your heart to beat to a specific rhythm down to the microsecond."

Liam remained silent for a few seconds, staring at the hologram.

"Could it be a data issue? Maybe a transfer error?"

"My first guess. But I checked all the files. The checksums are correct. The compression is lossless. Everything is as it should be."

"Then what is it?"

Ethan turned to the window and looked at the city lights. Somewhere down there, people were sleeping, dreaming, their brains generating thousands of different neural patterns. But none of them were creating what he saw on the screen.

"I don't know," he repeated. "But I intend to find out."

After Liam left, Ethan remained alone with the spectral image. The laboratory sank into silence, broken only by the hum of the servers and the faint noise of the air conditioning.

He slumped back into his chair and stared at the structure. It was beautiful, he had to admit. It had an elegance rarely seen in biological systems. A mathematical perfection that reminded him more of a crystal lattice frozen in time than an organic process.

But the most alarming thing wasn't its beauty. It was the fact that it repeated. Absolutely identically. In three different individuals, recorded at different times.

Ethan had dedicated his career to studying consciousness—to that infinitely complex dance of neurons that, in some inexplicable way, created the phenomenon of life. He had mapped meditative states, lucid dreams, flow states in athletes. Each of these states had its neural signature, but always with variations, always with the individual marks of the specific brain.

But this was different. It seemed... universal.

He opened a new document and began writing notes. He described the structure, recorded the frequency characteristics, the time duration, the amplitude variations. But the words seemed inadequate for what he was seeing.

How do you describe something that shouldn't exist?

The clock on the wall showed nearly four in the morning when he finally decided to leave. But before shutting down the systems, he did one more thing: he archived the data in three different backup copies and encrypted them with the highest level of security he had.

His instinct whispered that he had just discovered something important. Perhaps the most important thing in his career.

While waiting for the elevator, he turned and looked back toward the laboratory. Through the glass door, he could see the bluish light of the holographic display, still projecting the impossible structure into the darkness.

On the street, the night air was cool and damp from the sea winds. The city was asleep, but Ethan was sure he wouldn't be able to sleep anytime soon. His mind was circling around questions for which he had no answers.

What had he found in this data? Why did it repeat with such precision? And most importantly—what did it mean for our understanding of human consciousness?

As he walked to his car, one thought wouldn't leave him: that he had just taken a step into a territory no scientist had explored before him. A territory where the familiar rules might not apply.

And that frightened him as much as it excited him.
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Two days later, the air in the laboratory's genetics wing still carried the same sterile freshness that always reminded Ethan of hospital operating rooms. There were no elegant holograms or three-dimensional projections here—only rows of sequencers humming quietly like metallic bees and monitors casting a clinical white light upon the focused faces of his genetic team.

It was just past noon on Thursday when Ethan was skimming through the routine reports from the latest analyses. Much of the work in this wing was administrative: checking results, approving new projects, coordinating collaborations with external institutions. Nothing particularly exciting. That was why the sound of the intercom startled him.

"Dr. Reed?" The voice belonged to Dr. Jason Chen, one of the youngest geneticists on his team. A thirty-year-old postdoctoral researcher with a brilliant career in population genetics. Chen usually sounded confident and dry, but now his voice held something uncharacteristic. Tension. "You need to see something. Immediately, please."

Ethan set down his tablet and took the last sip of his coffee. The genetics wing was located at the far end of the laboratory, a five-minute walk through corridors lined with white tiles and illuminated by fluorescent lights that cast a harsh glare on everything.

When he entered the main hall of the genetics department, he immediately sensed that something was wrong. Normally, the team worked scattered across different stations, each focused on their own project. But now, three people were huddled in front of one of the large monitors in the center of the room. The silence was unusually thick, broken only by the constant hum of the machines and the intermittent beeps from the automated systems.

"What do we have?" Ethan asked as he approached the group.

Chen turned to him. His face was concentrated, but in his eyes, Ethan read something that surprised him. Confusion? Excitement? Or both?

"The sample from Paracas," Chen pointed to the monitor. "The priest mummy we received last month from the archaeological expedition in Peru."

Ethan remembered. Well-preserved remains of a middle-aged man, discovered in one of the subterranean chambers near Lima. Radiocarbon dating indicated an age of approximately thirteen hundred years. A typical representative of pre-Incan cultures with the characteristic elongated skulls that archaeologists associated with ritual cranial shaping.

"We performed a full genetic sequencing," Chen continued. "Standard procedure for all ancient samples. We expected the usual results. Nothing too remarkable. A few interesting population markers, traces of migrations, nothing more."

"But?"

"See for yourself."

Chen pointed to a specific section of the genetic code on the screen, highlighted in bright red by the analytical software. Numbers and letters alternated in long sequences, but to the trained eye, the red segments stood out like alarm signals.

"Chromosome eight," Chen directed, moving the cursor to the specific region. "The GRIN2B gene, which codes for NMDA receptors in the brain. Specifically, those regulating synaptic plasticity and critical for memory and learning."

Ethan leaned closer to the screen. In his years of research, he had seen thousands of genetic analyses, but there was something in this specific section he couldn't immediately pinpoint.

"What exactly is the issue?"

"Here," Chen zoomed in. "Do you see this sequence? Right in the regulatory region of the gene. This is a mutation we haven't recorded before. And I'm not talking about a rare mutation. I'm talking about something that doesn't exist in our databases."

Dr. Sarah Williams, a senior geneticist with ten years of experience, interjected.

"Initially, we thought it was contamination," she said, her voice sounding slightly agitated and tinged with bewilderment. "Perhaps some external DNA contaminated the sample during extraction or processing. Standard procedure is to triple-check everything with such anomalies."

"And?"

"The sample is crystal clear," Chen replied. "No foreign genetic material. Radioisotope analysis confirms the age. All controls are within normal parameters. The anomaly is real and authentic."

Ethan studied the data on the screen for a few more seconds. The GRIN2B gene was well-known in his field of study. The NMDA receptors it coded for were critical for the formation of long-term memories and the plasticity of neural connections. Mutations in this gene typically led to serious neurological disorders—intellectual disability, autism, epilepsy.

But what he saw on the screen looked different. The mutation didn't disrupt the function of the receptors. On the contrary, it seemed to modify it in a way that could theoretically increase their efficiency.

"Did you run a computer model of the effect?"

"Yes," said Williams. "The results are... intriguing. If the model is accurate, this mutation should drastically increase the sensitivity of the NMDA receptors. Theoretically, that means significantly faster synaptic plasticity, more efficient memory formation, and..." she paused, "...the potential to access states of consciousness normally considered impossible."

Her words seemed to hang in the air. Ethan felt a slight tingling at the back of his neck.

States of consciousness inaccessible under normal circumstances. Just like those I study in the Tibetan monks.

"Run it through the ancient genome database," he said quietly. "I want to know if a mutation like this has ever been recorded before."

"But I told you, we haven't encountered—"

"Nevertheless. Specify the search not on the general sequence, but specifically for the regulatory region of the gene."

Chen nodded, and his fingers danced across the keyboard. The laboratory's computer system had access to several of the largest databases in the world—thousands of ancient genomes from archaeological finds across the planet. If such a mutation had ever existed, the system would find it.

A minute after the query was sent, results began to appear on the screen.

The first result popped up with a bright green light. A match. One hundred percent identical sequence.

Then a second result appeared. And a third.

Williams inhaled sharply.

"This can't be real."

The screen showed three results. Three absolutely identical mutations, found in:


	An Ancient Egyptian priest from the New Kingdom period (3,200 years old)

	A Siberian shaman from the Altai culture (2,800 years old)

	A Peruvian priest from a pre-Incan culture (1,300 years old)



The silence in the room became almost palpable. The three team members stood motionless, staring at the monitor, waiting for the results to change or vanish.

"There must be some mistake," whispered one of the technicians. "Something like this is statistically impossible."

But Ethan knew there was no mistake. Pieces of a puzzle he hadn't known he was solving began to assemble in his mind. The intricate, tree-like structure of the Tibetan monks' brainwaves. This unique genetic mutation, found in ancient spiritual leaders from completely isolated cultures.

Monks. Priests. Shamans.

They were all people who had dedicated their lives to exploring states of consciousness that ordinary people considered unattainable. They all had traditions, passed down through generations, for reaching "higher" or "expanded" states of awareness.

"Dr. Reed?" Chen's voice brought him back to reality. "What do you make of this?"

Ethan didn't answer immediately. His mind raced, connecting the data from the two projects. On one side was the neural structure—a complex pattern of brain activity that repeated with mathematical precision in modern Buddhist monks. On the other side was the genetic mutation—a biological predisposition appearing in spiritual leaders.

One was the functional state. The other was the biological basis that made it possible.

"I want all the data on these three finds," he said finally. "Everything we have on them. Archaeological context, cultural affiliation, dating, everything."

"Of course," Williams replied. "But Dr. Reed... what do you think this means?"

Ethan turned to the laboratory window. Outside, the sun was setting over San Francisco, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink. Somewhere out there, in the monasteries of Tibet, monks were meditating and generating neural patterns he couldn't explain. And here, in his laboratory, he was looking at genetic data that suggested some people were born with the biological capacity to reach those states.

"I don't know what it means," he said quietly. "But it's interesting... truly, profoundly interesting."

When he returned to his office an hour later, Ethan opened two files on his screen. One showed the complex neural diagram from the Tibetan monks' data. The other displayed the bright red area of the genetic mutation.

He sat in his chair and stared at the two images. A theory was forming in his mind—still vague, still unproven, but staggering.

What if these two things weren't separate discoveries, but parts of the same system?

What if the genetic mutation gave ancient spiritual leaders the ability to access states of consciousness that modern people could only achieve through decades of meditative practice?

And the most important question: if this mutation was real and functional, why had it disappeared from modern populations?

Or perhaps it hadn't disappeared. Perhaps he just hadn't been looking in the right places.

Ethan opened a new document and began drafting a research plan. He knew he was venturing into territory no scientist had explored before him. But he couldn't ignore what he had stumbled upon.

He immersed himself in the work, and time lost all meaning.

Outside, night enveloped the city, but in the laboratory, the lights continued to burn. And Ethan Reed continued to work, guided by the intuition that he had just found the key to one of the greatest mysteries of human consciousness.
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For the next forty-eight hours, Ethan did not leave his lab. His assistant, Sarah, brought him a sandwich on Friday afternoon, finding him entranced by the wall of monitors, lost in deep concentration. On Saturday morning, he didn't even notice when she left a coffee by his elbow and quietly withdrew.

His office no longer resembled a workplace but a crisis command center. Three 27-inch monitors displayed layers of disparate data: genetic sequences alternated with geographical maps, neurological schematics merged with chronological tables. Peru, Egypt, Siberia. The three locations on Earth where the mutation had been discovered glowed red like beacons in a digital ocean of information.

Ethan had spent the greater part of his career searching for connections. Neuroscience was a discipline built on patterns: synaptic networks, neurotransmitters, the electrical impulses that formed thought. But what he was seeing now eluded all known frameworks.

The genetic mutation was real. The neural pattern—also real. But why these three specific locations? Why so distant in time and space? And why did the mutation seemingly activate the precise neural pathways he had recorded?

He leaned over the keyboard and entered a new query into the database. Perhaps there were archaeological finds from the same regions. Maybe there was a historical... what, exactly?

The sound of an incoming email made him look up. He usually ignored notifications while working, but the subject line gave him pause: "Regarding Your Neural Pattern Research."

Ethan straightened up abruptly in his chair. No one was supposed to know the details of his research. The work was partially classified, and he hadn't published anything specific.

He opened the message.

"Dear Dr. Reed,

My name is Niya Sharma, and I am an anthropologist at Stanford University. For several years, I have been studying a recurring symbol in ancient cultures across the globe. I recently came across your publication on neural networks in last year's 'Journal of Neuroscience' and noticed something that might be of interest to you.

A mutual acquaintance, Marcus Chen, mentioned your research into unusual neurological patterns and strongly recommended I speak with you.

I believe our research intersects in a way neither of us anticipated. Would you be available to meet today or tomorrow? I know this sounds urgent, but I have reason to believe that what you've stumbled upon is not an isolated phenomenon.

Sincerely,

Dr. Niya Sharma,

Department of Anthropology,

Stanford University"

Ethan read the email twice. He was both intrigued and suspicious. How had an anthropologist from Stanford connected his research with hers? And what did she mean by "not an isolated phenomenon"? On the other hand, Marcus Chen from the Neurophysiology Department was an old friend—and trustworthy. He wasn't the type to share research data without good reason. If he had recommended Dr. Sharma...

He replied, suggesting a meeting later that same day. He needed a fresh perspective, and besides, his curiosity was getting the better of his caution.

* * *
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TWO HOURS LATER, ETHAN was waiting at the main entrance of the research center. He saw her before she introduced herself—a woman around thirty-five, with short dark hair and watchful eyes, carrying a backpack instead of a purse, looking more like a traveler than an academic.

"Dr. Reed?" she asked as she approached.

"Niya Sharma. Thank you for agreeing to meet on such short notice."

Her handshake was firm, devoid of unnecessary gestures. Ethan led her toward the laboratory, noticing how her eyes meticulously scanned everything—the corridors, the doors, the security warning signs.

"An anthropologist at Stanford," he said as they walked. "What exactly is your focus?"

"Cultural anthropology, specializing in ancient symbolic systems," she replied. "I'm particularly interested in symbols that appear across multiple, unconnected cultures."

"Jungian archetypes?"

"To an extent. But with more mathematics."

She offered a faint smile, but Ethan detected tension in her voice. Whatever she wanted to show him, she was just as nervous as he was.

When they entered his office, she paused at the threshold. Her gaze swept over the wall of monitors, the stacks of documents, the empty coffee cups.

"How long has it been since you slept?" she asked bluntly.

"Long enough," Ethan lied. "Please, have a seat. What exactly have you found?"

Niya settled into the chair opposite his desk but kept her backpack on. Instead, she opened it and retrieved a tablet.

"Before I begin," she said, "you should know that what I'm about to show you seems implausible. But the data is unequivocal."

Ethan nodded. He liked her manner—devoid of melodrama, without pretenses of sensationalism.

"For the last five years," Niya continued, "I've been researching a symbol that appears in dozens of ancient cultures. Not just similar symbols. Identical ones. They used different materials—stone, clay, metal, even wood—but the form is always the same."

She powered on the tablet and connected it to his projector. An image of a complex diagram appeared on the wall.

"This is from the Jewish Kabbalah," she said. "It's called the Tree of Life, or the Sephirot. Ten circles connected by twenty-two lines."

Ethan leaned forward. The diagram was familiar—a theological schema he'd seen in religious studies contexts.

"Now this."

The image changed. A stylized tree with branching roots and a crown of limbs appeared.

"Norse mythology. Yggdrasil—the world tree. The same underlying structure, different representation."

Ethan began to see the pattern. The third image was a crude stone relief.

"Sumerian civilization. Four thousand years BC."

"Again, the same."

She flicked through images rapidly—Egyptian papyri, Chinese scrolls, Native American petroglyphs from North America.

"Twelve different cultures," she said. "Separated by thousands of years and thousands of miles. No historical contact between them. Yet they all depicted the same symbol."

Ethan leaned back in his chair. It was impressive, but he didn't see the connection.

"I suppose Jung would call this evidence for the collective unconscious," he said. "An archetypal image embedded in the human psyche."

"That's exactly what I thought too," Niya replied. "Until I started measuring the proportions."

She returned to the first image—the Kabbalistic tree.

"The distances between the nodes aren't arbitrary, Dr. Reed. They follow mathematical ratios. The Fibonacci sequence in some cases, the golden ratio in others. Archetypes don't do that. Myths don't follow geometry."

Ethan began to feel the familiar premonition of a discovery he couldn't yet define.

"And then," Niya continued, "I saw your article on neural networks from last year. The one on synaptic models in patients with higher consciousness functions."

Ethan's heart beat faster. The article had been published eight months ago, but it was based on old data, nothing to do with his current research.

"The schematic you published," Niya said quietly, "matches the ancient symbol with ninety-seven percent accuracy."

Ethan stared at her in silence, trying to process her words.

"Are you suggesting ancient cultures were depicting a structure of the human brain?" he finally asked.

"Not exactly. I'm suggesting they might not have been depicting a myth."

She stood and pointed toward his monitors.

"May I see the data you're working on now?"

Ethan hesitated. The information was sensitive. But curiosity overrode caution.

"Alright," he said, turning to the console. "But you need to know first, what you're about to see is classified."

"I understand."

He activated the holographic projector. A ghostly blue image of the neural network materialized in the center of the room—the complex structure of nodes and connections he had recorded from the brains of the mutation carriers.

Niya rose slowly from her chair. Her face paled.

"My God," she whispered.

"This is a model of unusual neural activity I discovered in people with a specific genetic mutation," Ethan explained. "Something I've never seen before. It seems to activate regions of the brain that are inactive in most people."

Niya wasn't listening. She was moving around the hologram, examining it from different angles.

"Can you pause the rotation?" she asked.

Ethan stopped the animation. The neural model hung motionless in the space before them.

Niya retrieved her tablet and projected the image of the Sumerian relief again. Then, with a few finger gestures, she layered it over the hologram.

What happened next made Ethan take a step back.

The ancient symbol aligned with the neural model with flawless precision. Every line on the stone relief corresponded to a neural pathway. Every node on the ancient diagram coincided with a synaptic hub from his recorded data.

"This can't be a coincidence," Ethan said, his voice breathless.

"It's not," Niya replied. "We've been looking at it wrong all along, Dr. Reed. We've always thought the ancients were creating myths. But what if they were recording science?"

She turned to him, her eyes burning with intensity.

"What if the 'Tree of Life' isn't a symbol of spirituality? What if it's a diagram? A blueprint of human potential that most of us never realize?"

Ethan stared at the merged images. His mind raced, trying to grasp the implications.

"The genetic mutation," he said slowly. "It activates these neural pathways. But how did the ancients know...?"

"Perhaps they didn't know," Niya interrupted. "Perhaps they observed. Perhaps this mutation was more common in antiquity. Or perhaps some people possessed the ability to activate these pathways without a mutation."

She paused and looked him directly in the eyes.

"What do people with this mutation do, Dr. Reed? What makes them different?"

Ethan opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. The question was fundamental, but he hadn't thought about it in those terms.

"I don't know," he admitted. "I'm still gathering data. But their brain scans show activity in regions we associate with intuition, spatial awareness, pattern recognition..."

"What the dervishes would call 'mystical insight'," Niya said quietly. "What Buddhists call 'enlightenment'. What shamans call 'spiritual sight'."

She gave a bitter smile.

"And we've labeled it a 'neural anomaly'."

Ethan looked at the hologram, where the ancient symbol was still layered over his data. For the first time in days, he felt he was beginning to understand.

"So you think the ancients knew how to activate these neural pathways?" he asked.

"I think the ancients knew these neural pathways existed. And I think they left a map."

She gestured toward the merged images.

"Tree of Life, Tree of Knowledge, World Tree—all these names don't describe a plant, Dr. Reed. They describe a structure. A structure within our own minds."

The silence in the room was almost palpable. Ethan felt everything he believed about human consciousness and its limits begin to dissolve.

"If you're right," he said finally, "it means entire civilizations possessed knowledge we've lost. It means there might be a way to activate these pathways artificially, without the mutation."

"That's exactly what I think," Niya replied. "And I don't think we're the only ones looking for the answer."

The last remark sounded like a warning. Ethan looked at her questioningly.

"Over the past few months," she explained, "I've noticed increased interest in my research. People asking questions. Funding offered from anonymous sources. I get the feeling every paper I publish is being read by people whose identities I don't know."

Ethan gave a slight nod. He too had sensed his work was attracting attention but had dismissed it as paranoia.

"What are you proposing?" he asked.

"That we work together. Your biological data plus my historical research. Perhaps we can figure out not only what the 'Tree of Consciousness' is, but how to activate it."

She paused and looked at him gravely.

"If there truly is a way to unlock hidden human potential, there will be people who want to control it. You understand that, right?"

Ethan nodded slowly. The proposal was logical, but the implications were enormous. If she was right, they weren't just studying a scientific anomaly. They were trying to decipher the key to the evolution of human consciousness.

"Alright," he said. "Let's see what we can find out."
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The Synapse boardroom was located on the forty-second floor of the building in downtown San Francisco, but this was a detail known only to the architects. Inside, there were no windows to the outside world, not the slightest hint of the time of day or season. This was deliberate—a space isolated from natural rhythms, designed to focus the mind entirely on the tasks at hand. The walls were lined with panels of polished titanium that reflected light from concealed LED strips along the perimeter. The long central table, carved from a single block of black obsidian, was so smoothly polished that its surface resembled a mirror. The air was continuously filtered and maintained at exactly twenty-one degrees Celsius and forty-five percent humidity.

Julian Sterling sat at the head of the table with a posture that betrayed years of military discipline, even though his uniform had been replaced by a dark blue merino wool suit. At forty-eight, he still looked like a man capable of taking command on a battlefield, should circumstances require it. His fingers, long and precise like those of a pianist, tapped lightly on the cold surface of the table—the only external manifestation of the energy simmering beneath his controlled exterior. Behind him, the entire southern wall was one-way glass, offering a view of the laboratory below. From there, a network of white workstations was visible, arranged with geometric precision. Robotic arms moved in choreographed sequences while technicians in sterile coveralls monitored the processes from a safe distance. Everything was illuminated by a cold, white light that cast no shadows.

"Report," said Julian without raising his voice. In the room's silence, the word sounded like a clipped command.

Dr. Kenji Tanaka rose from his seat midway down the table. At fifty-two, he was one of the world's leading biochemists, though his name rarely appeared in scientific journals. His work for Synapse was classified at levels even government agencies couldn't access.

"The synthesis of Compound X-471 is complete," he began, activating the holographic display above the table with a flick of his wrist. A molecular structure materialized in the air, rotating slowly and hypnotically. "Purity is ninety-nine point eight percent. We successfully isolated and replicated the active component from the Amazonian sample. The production lines can yield up to fifty kilograms per week."

Tanaka paused, scanning the faces around the table. All eyes were fixed on the rotating molecule above them. He knew that these fifty kilograms per week would be enough to influence the population of an entire continent, but there was no need to say it aloud.

"The production process?" Julian asked.

"Fully automated. The synthetic precursors are supplied by our controlled companies in the chemical industry. None of the suppliers know the final purpose of the materials. The production line in the subterranean complex can operate autonomously for months without human intervention."

Julian gave an almost imperceptible nod. During his years as CEO of Synapse, he had developed an almost manic need to control every aspect of his operations. Nothing was left to chance.

"The frequency?"

Tanaka touched the glass surface of his tablet. The molecular structure dissolved and was replaced by a complex waveform, pulsating in shades of green and blue.

"Digitized and stabilized," he replied. "The original signal from the ceremonial chants contained a significant amount of organic 'noise'—harmonic deviations caused by the imperfections of the human voice and natural acoustics. We isolated the pure neural activator, converting it into a digital signal accurate to within a hundredth of a hertz."

He stopped for a moment, considering how best to explain the next part.

"The new signal is forty-three percent more effective than the original. The absence of organic noise allows for more direct stimulation of the thalamocortical circuits responsible for conscious perception."

From the other end of the table, Dr. Victoria Chen, a neurologist specializing in brain-computer interfaces, spoke up. She wore titanium-framed glasses that accentuated her sharp features.

"Do the tests on the subjects confirm the theory?"

"Demonstration," Tanaka replied, touching another icon on his tablet. "Subject Seventy-Four, full activation protocol."

Down in the laboratory, one of the glass chambers lit up. Inside, seated on a simple metal chair, was a middle-aged man. Judging by his clothing—jeans and a sports jersey—he didn't appear to be a voluntary participant in the experiment. Headphones were placed on his head, connected by cables to a control panel outside the chamber. Julian stood and approached the glass wall, placing his palm on the cold surface. He remembered a time when such experiments would have given him pause to consider the ethical implications. Now, however, he viewed the subject as a necessary link in a larger chain of cause and effect.

"Begin," he said.

Tanaka nodded to a technician in the lab. The system engaged silently. The digital signal began to permeate through the headphones, while simultaneously, a fine aerosol mist—the synthesized chemical—began to fill the chamber.

For the first fifteen seconds, nothing visible happened. The subject remained seated motionless, staring straight ahead. Then, something in his expression began to change. His facial muscles relaxed, his jaw slackened slightly. His eyes, moments ago focused and alert, now lost their focus, taking on a hazy, vacant look. A fine tremor passed through his hands—not from fear or anxiety, but as a physiological response to the brain changes occurring in real time. The tremor lasted exactly seven seconds before subsiding completely.

"Synchronization is complete," Tanaka announced, checking the readings on his tablet. "EEG activity shows full suppression of the areas responsible for personal volition. The subject is connected to our closed neural network. Input and output are fully controlled."
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