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David York, based in Houston, Texas - has always been fascinated by the realms of fantasy and the untapped power of the mind. That lifelong curiosity inspired him to create an expansive universe centered on The Circle—a unique team of seventeen psychics, each gifted with extraordinary abilities.

Blending supernatural intrigue with high-end technology, David’s stories follow these characters as they confront mysteries, battle formidable antagonists, and protect the world from hidden threats.

With dozens of titles now available in print, eBook, and audiobook formats, David invites readers to step into a world of psychic suspense, thrilling missions, and unforgettable characters. Thank you for reading—or listening. He hopes you find the journey as gripping and compelling as it was to create.
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Beneath Houston, Texas lies Helix Hollow—an underground command center where psychic power meets bleeding-edge technology. From its holographic war room and rune-shielded med bay, The Circle, a seventeen-member team of gifted operatives, investigates mysteries that defy science and reason.

Each member wields a unique power: Charlotte Reigns walks through mirrors, Ayla Khoury commands the elements, Sebastian Ryss speaks to spirits, Marin Vale engineers psychic tech, and Sparrow—an adaptive AI—links them all to the Helix mainframe. Together they travel by stealth jet or tactical SUV to battle forces that twist reality, manipulate time, and fracture worlds.

Across parallel universes and astral planes, The Circle stands as humanity’s unseen defense—a fusion of mind, machine, and faith in the impossible.

In their universe, thought is power... and reality is only the beginning.
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Chapter 1: The Quiet Call
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The radio chatter on Houston’s emergency band was a low hiss when Charlotte Reigns stepped through the mirrored glass of a parked SUV and out into the night air. Sirens wailed somewhere beyond the downtown high-rises, but the intersection ahead was eerily still. A paramedic stood in the middle of the crosswalk, ambulance lights flashing red against his blank expression. He clutched a patient chart in one hand, an unfamiliar silver-and-black wristband pulsing faint blue on his other.

Charlotte’s breath frosted in the humid night. That’s not right, she thought. Even with her clairvoyant senses muted for travel, she could smell the acrid tang of adrenaline mixed with something synthetic—like serenity bottled and spilled on concrete.

Behind her, the tactical SUV’s door opened. Mason Ward’s voice, steady and clipped, cut through the quiet.

“Scene’s locked down. HPD says the guy walked into traffic during a callout and just ... stopped. No drugs. No injuries. But he won’t respond.”

Charlotte crouched near the ambulance’s chrome bumper, her fingers brushing the reflective metal. Visions flickered—spooled glyphs, calm threaded through panic, a lattice of signals she didn’t recognize. The images slid away before she could hold them.

Mason moved up beside her, scanning the block. “We’ve got a minute before locals show. Make it count.”

She gave a small nod. “I need a closer look.”

Across the street, Ayla Khoury leaned against a lamppost, one hand raised to feel the air. Tiny sparks danced on her fingertips as she tested the weather’s pulse. She met Charlotte’s eyes and shook her head—no natural anomaly, no storm front feeding this. Whatever had seized the paramedic wasn’t elemental.

The man blinked once, slow and heavy, like surfacing from a deep dream. His wristband’s light dimmed and brightened in a rhythm that made Charlotte’s stomach clench. She recognized spiral patterns when she saw them; this one was synthetic, not carved or painted but coded into light.

Sparrow’s voice whispered into their earpieces, calm and precise. “Facial scan confirms: Jacob Eldred, thirty-two, EMT. Clean record. He’s wearing a device from Orphic Dynamics’ Beta Health Program. I’m pulling specs now, but access is limited.”

Charlotte steadied herself against the ambulance and touched the mirrored side panel. A second flash—a crowd’s roar turning to silence, then a swirl of blue glyph-light—and gone. She exhaled sharply. “This isn’t just a mindfulness gadget,” she murmured.

Mason’s jaw tightened. “Then we find out what it is before more of them start sleepwalking into traffic.”

In the SUV, Marin Vale’s voice came over comms, cool and focused. “Bring the band back if you can. I’ll crack it in the lab.”

Charlotte’s gaze lingered on the pulsing wristband. Something about its rhythm made her teeth ache. Whatever this was, it had the feel of a message written into calm—a message she intended to read.

Charlotte stepped to the paramedic with her hands open and her voice low. “Jacob, I’m Charlotte. We’re here to help.” His eyes tracked to her, unfocused, then slid past as if he were listening to something only he could hear. The wristband pulsed again—three quick beats, one long.

Mason angled to block the growing crowd at the curb, flashing a generic responder credential while Sparrow piped a soft message through nearby digital signs: TRAINING IN PROGRESS. PLEASE KEEP CLEAR. The small herd drifted back, murmuring.

Ayla approached opposite Charlotte and brushed her fingertips along the air in front of the band, as if feeling heat off a stove. “There’s a pattern nudging him,” she said softly. “It’s not weather. It’s not chemical. It’s... coached calm.”

Charlotte nodded. “Let’s remove the coach.”

“Copy,” came Marin’s voice in their ears. “Latch is on the inner rim, under the sensor ridge. If it resists, don’t force it. I want it intact.”

Charlotte lifted Jacob’s wrist. His skin was cold but dry. Up close, the band’s finish was mirror-smooth—polished enough to hold a shallow reflection. She tipped it to catch the ambulance lights and let her thumb slide under the ridge.

The pulse sped up. Jacob’s jaw slackened. Charlotte froze. “Easy,” she whispered. “You’re okay.”

Caleb’s voice joined the channel, steady and warm. “Jacob, can you hear me?” A pause. “I know you can. You’re working a call. You got turned around for a second. It happens. Let your hand relax.”

Jacob’s fingers unclenched around the chart. He blinked, once. The band steadied—two beats, pause.

Charlotte lifted, felt a hidden clasp give, and eased the device free. The moment it left his skin, Jacob inhaled sharply, eyes clearing like glass after steam. “What—” He looked at the empty crosswalk, then at them. “Where’s my partner? We had a—there was a call on Main—”

“You’re okay,” Mason said, guiding him toward the curb. “Your unit’s staged. Sit a second.”

Charlotte passed the band to Ayla, who cradled it as if the thing could bite. The pulse continued in the air, a faint vibration she could feel in her teeth.

“Evidence bag,” Mason said.

Sparrow’s drone unfolded from beneath the SUV’s side mirror—a sleek black sparrow no bigger than Charlotte’s palm—and zipped a meter to hover. A side panel slid open, revealing a clear sleeve stamped with Helix glyphs. Charlotte slid the band in. The sparrow sealed it and darted back beneath the mirror, vanishing like a shadow.

“Thanks,” Charlotte said.

Sparrow’s voice smiled in her ear. “He’s in good hands. I’m paging his partner and flagging their dispatch with a routine systems check. No alarms.”

Sebastian stepped from the SUV with Leora just behind, both wearing plain jackets that passed for city-issue. Sebastian crouched where Jacob had been standing and touched two fingers to the pavement. He closed his eyes, listening with more than ears. “Panic,” he said after a breath. “Then... erased. Like someone drew a line through it.”

Leora, already flipping open a slim notebook, peered at the ambulance chrome. “There are patterns in the reflections,” she murmured. “Not carved. Taught.”

“Let’s not linger,” Mason said. “Locals are rolling up, and I’m not giving interviews.”

They moved with practiced ease. Ayla returned to the lamppost and drew down the latent charge with a fingertip, letting it ground harmlessly into the pole. Charlotte, last to leave, touched the ambulance panel one more time and caught a scrape of a vision—blue spirals crossing a field of gray, a sense of a medical bay with clean lines and ocean-cold air. She filed it away.

Inside the SUV, the cabin hummed to life. The AR windshield lit with route overlays and a soft pulse representing the bagged band in back. The vehicle’s co-pilot AI threw up traffic lanes, predicted lights, and a quiet corridor home.

“Warehouse is clear,” Sparrow said. “I’ve scrubbed our arrival path and adjusted street cams. No tails.”

“Drive,” Mason ordered.

They slid into the tunnel of downtown, the city’s glow streaming over glass and steel. Charlotte watched the opaque sleeve on the rear seat, feeling the band’s whisper through plastic. She tasted it again—the bottled serenity—and something beneath it, like a thread of grief stitched tight.

“Marin,” Mason said, “we’re inbound.”

“Lab is ready,” she replied. Charlotte could hear soldering irons clink against metal in the background, the murmur of Helix fans. “I’ll take a surface look and then we decide whether to power it in a sandbox. I don’t want it chatting with anything while it’s under our roof.”

“Understood,” Sparrow said. “I’m mirroring Orphic’s firmware update portal and simulating the band’s last heartbeat so they won’t flag a disconnect.”

“Can you keep that up all night?” Mason asked.

“I can keep it up until they ask the portal a question I can’t answer convincingly,” Sparrow said. “But I’ll try not to leave them a reason to ask.”

Levi, quiet until now, leaned forward from the third row, eyes on the bagged band. “You feel that?” he asked Charlotte, voice low. “Like a hum in your molars.”

She nodded. “It wants a skin contact. It’s lonely.”

Levi smiled without humor. “Then we keep it lonely.”

They hit the feeder road that led toward the Warehouse’s concealed ramp. The SUV sank into a shadowed access lane, a plain service tunnel that would have been unremarkable on any maintenance map. Sparrow’s systems breathed to life in the dash as the road ahead unfurled, then folded—an illusionary stretch shielding the entrance from prying eyes.

The doors sealed behind them; walls sighed wide. The underground runway welcomed them with soft light and a clean, filtered wind. As the SUV rolled to a stop, the decontamination nozzles deployed, misting the vehicle in a faint citrus scent.

“Standard in-process,” Mason said. “We’re not done on the street.”

They moved through the ritual by muscle memory—doors open, hands up, a gentle wash of air and light that stripped the city from their clothes. When the green light blinked, they pushed through to Marin’s lab.

The space always felt like a cathedral built for machines: clean benches, stacked drawers of components, chalkboard-sized panes of glass etched with sigils and circuit diagrams. Marin stood at the central station in a dark jumpsuit, hair tied back, eyes bright.

“Show me the toy,” she said.

Charlotte set the clear sleeve on a padded mat. Marin slid it under a slotted ring and fixed it with clamps that hummed a soft counter-tone, like a tuning fork finding its twin.

“It’s new,” Marin said, studying the finish. “This is not an after-market mod. Factory. And someone cared about reflections.”

Leora came to her elbow. “Taught calm,” she said.

Marin glanced up. “We’ll see what it learned.” She gestured toward a containment cube—thick glass, etched with spirals that caught the lab light. “Sparrow, we sandbox.”

“Sandbox engaged,” Sparrow said. A thin blue line traced itself along the cube’s edges, then settled. “No outbound chatter allowed. All power will simulate skin contact via dummy pad.”

Marin cracked the sleeve and lifted the band with tweezers, laying it gently on a rubberized pad in the cube. The pulse picked up again, faint but eager.

Charlotte watched from just inside the etched circle on the floor. She liked the lab’s rituals—the anchoring of small steps, the care of them. It kept the fear from feeling like a thing with teeth.

Sebastian stood at her shoulder. “It will show us where it was born,” he murmured. “If we ask the right way.”

“And if we don’t?” Charlotte asked.

He smiled, sad. “Then it will show us what it wants us to see.”

Marin drew a breath and looked at the band as if it were a patient. “All right,” she said. “Let’s keep this simple.” She tapped a key. The dummy pad warmed. The band’s light rolled into a slow, steady spiral.

Sparrow’s voice softened. “I’m listening.”

So was Charlotte. Under the glow and the hum she could hear the smallest scrape—the kind a pen makes when it starts a new line on paper. A writing sound.

She felt the hairs rise along her arms.

“Let’s find out,” Mason said, “who’s doing the writing.”

The lab’s lights dimmed to a steady glow as the containment cube sealed around the band. Marin rested her palms on the workbench, the small coils of the Helix Inversion Coil prototype arrayed in front of her like a clock waiting for hands. It was still only a collection of parts, a concept, but Charlotte could already feel the promise of its counter-tone humming against her senses.

Mason stayed by the door, arms folded, watching the perimeter displays scroll. “Local PD’s report says Jacob’s vitals are stable. They’re blaming fatigue. No mention of the band.”

“Good,” Sparrow said from the ceiling speakers. “I’ve ghosted the dispatch logs. For now, Orphic Dynamics thinks their test subject just went off shift.”

Sebastian moved closer to the containment cube and placed his hand on the etched glass. “Not touching the band—just the residue.” His eyes went distant. “The person who programmed this was grieving. The code isn’t just numbers. It’s an elegy.” He blinked out of the vision. “We’re up against someone who thinks they’re healing the world.”

Leora scribbled glyph-notes onto a transparent pad, her handwriting flowing like streams around spirals. “This is synthetic but shaped by a living empath. The patterns repeat like a lullaby.”

Marin adjusted her goggles and began scanning the band with a handheld spectrometer lined with tiny runes. “It’s not transmitting openly. Looks like it rides on low-power near-field pulses. Perfect for a wearable. No obvious backdoor, but if it’s clean it wouldn’t have calmed that many people.”

A soft flutter drew Charlotte’s eye. Sparrow’s drone emerged from a wall recess, unfolding mirrored wings. It zipped to a perch on the cube and projected a miniature hologram of Orphic Dynamics’ headquarters above the band—a spire of light in miniature. “This is where your band was last updated,” Sparrow said. “I’ve cracked part of their delivery schedule. Beta units sync twice a day, at staggered intervals. If I spoof one, I can slip our own code in—but only for seconds.”

“Do it,” Mason said. “But keep our fingerprints off.”

Sparrow’s hologram flickered to an aerial of Houston, dotted with faint blue spirals marking Beta users. “This is just the pilot group,” she added. “About three hundred wearers. Mostly paramedics, ER staff, some emergency managers. It’s a closed cohort.”

“That’s how we keep it digestible,” Mason muttered.

Ayla had been leaning on the doorway, arms crossed. Now she stepped forward, eyes narrowed. “I can feel their signatures,” she said. “Even from here. They’re like candles under glass—still burning, but smothered.” She looked at Charlotte. “If they trigger a group event, those people won’t just be calm. They’ll be... rewritten.”

Charlotte rubbed her thumb across her palm, grounding herself. “We’re not letting that happen.”

Marin set down her scanner and reached for a stylus. “Then I need to finish the Inversion Coil. If we can sample the band’s live pattern, I can build a mirror-wave. Like noise-cancelling, but psychic.” She shot Charlotte a look. “You’ll have to get me a cleaner feed. This one’s already mixed with Jacob’s imprint.”

Charlotte nodded slowly. “I’ll do it.”

Mason tapped the desk twice. “Priority: map all Beta units. Sparrow, keep them blind. Marin, build the coil. Ayla, stay on standby for environmental pulses. Charlotte, rest your sight for the night—we’ll need it tomorrow.”

Sparrow’s hologram folded back into the sparrow-shaped drone. “I’ll start with their firmware portal. Give me an hour and I’ll know which server racks hum when they breathe.”

The drone zipped into a vent. Charlotte watched it vanish and felt a small surge of pride at how seamlessly human and AI now worked together. Sparrow wasn’t just a tool; she was part of them, as essential as Marin or Mason.

Sebastian drew a slow breath. “The band’s still whispering,” he murmured. “About a choir without a song.”

Charlotte met his eyes. “Then we’d better learn the tune before they play it.”

Marin reached across the bench and flipped a switch. The band’s pulse stuttered, then fell to a slow beat, like a heart asleep. “It’s safe for tonight,” she said.

Mason glanced at the wall clock. “Get some rest. Tomorrow, we go hunting.”

Charlotte turned from the cube. In the mirrored surface of the lab’s door, she caught a fleeting reflection—not her own but a flicker of blue spirals rising like ink in water. She blinked and it was gone, leaving only her face, pale and intent.

Whatever this was, it had begun writing on the city. And they had only read the first line.

Charlotte didn’t sleep.

She tried—the Warehouse’s private quarters were hushed, the air cool, the lights on a gentle cycle—but every time she closed her eyes, she saw the band’s light and heard that faint pen-scratch, a line beginning. Near midnight she gave up and drifted to Hope’s studio, drawn by the soft rasp of pencil on paper.

Hope sat cross-legged on the floor, hair in a loose knot, sketchbook open across her knees. Charcoal wounds traced the page: a wrist, a band, a tide of people rendered as blurred silhouettes. In the center, lines wound into a spiral that wasn’t quite a spiral, as if a circle had learned to breathe.

“Couldn’t sleep either?” Hope asked without looking up.

Charlotte leaned against the doorframe. “You’re drawing the band.”

“I tried drawing Jacob,” Hope said. “Every time, the lines softened. Like the paper kept telling me to be quiet.” She lifted the page. “This is what stuck.”

Charlotte studied the sketch. The not-quite-spiral made her stomach tilt. “It’s writing on people.”

“Or asking them to be a page,” Hope murmured. She flipped to a clean sheet and drew a rectangle—glass, maybe a window—then stroked shadows into the corners until it became a screen. “Feels like it wants reflections. Like it knows how to travel there.”

Charlotte pushed off the doorframe. “Then I’ll go where it travels.”

Her comm clicked. Jaxson’s voice came through, low and apologetic. “Sorry to ping you off-hours. I tracked residue from Jacob’s last calls. There’s a city ‘Wellbeing Lab’ kiosk two blocks from his station—a corporate demo booth, mirrored on three sides. The floor still smells like borrowed calm.”

“Now?” Charlotte asked.

“Now,” he said. “Before the city wakes up.”

Sparrow cut in, crisp. “I’m seeing a firmware window opening at 02:17 for public kiosks on that route. If we want to watch their pipeline breathe, we won’t get a cleaner shot.” A beat. “Security is minimal—one night guard patrolling every twenty minutes.”

Mason joined the channel, already awake. “Charlotte, Jaxson, take SUV Two. I want eyes on that booth. No contact unless you have to. Sparrow, run camera drift and keep our plates invisible. Ayla, be on standby for an electrical nudge if we need to confuse the lights.”

“Copy,” Ayla said, voice warm but edged with storm.

Charlotte glanced at Hope. “Keep drawing.”

Hope nodded, charcoal already moving, her sleeve smudged gray. “Bring me back a reflection.”

Ten minutes later, Charlotte slid behind the wheel while Jaxson sank into the passenger seat, eyes half-lidded, listening to streets the way other people listened to music. The SUV rose onto the empty surface roads with a whisper. Sparrow’s icon pulsed on the dash; a small bird perched on a wire.

Downtown at this hour belonged to janitors and truckers and the cautious. The building they wanted was a glass wedge glued to the corner of a plaza—a bright, too-clean box attached to a dark tower. The “Wellbeing Lab” glowed in soft blues, the kind of light people associated with quiet and health. Inside, a freestanding booth mirrored three ways stood like a jewelry display for a machine.

Sparrow laid their path across the windshield in pale thread. “Guard is around the east side, smoking behind a planter. He’ll be back in six minutes. Cameras are on a ten-second loop.”

“Windows?” Jaxson asked.

“Real-time,” Sparrow said. “But their timestamp is sloppy. I can nudge it.”

Charlotte parked in a delivery bay and stepped into the humid, emptied night. The glass of the booth pulled at her like tide. Up close, it was flawless—no stickers, no decals, no fingerprints. Her reflection stared back, dimmed by the interior glow.

She laid her palm on the pane. Cool. The city’s breath hummed through the steel supports, a low subterranean thrum. Beneath it, the softer sound she had been chasing—a pen starting, stopping, starting again.

“Two minutes,” Sparrow said softly.

Jaxson slipped inside through the unlocked lobby door and circled the booth like a tracker studying a print. He touched a chrome trim, closed his eyes, and drew a slow line in the air. “Emotion’s thin here,” he whispered. “Like they squeegeed it. But something clings in the seams.” He tapped the baseboard. “Here.”

A notification slid across the booth’s interior screen: SYNCING MINDFULNESS LIBRARY. DO NOT DISTURB. Blue ripples fanned out across the glass like ink dropped in water, almost invisible unless you looked sideways. Charlotte looked sideways.

There. In the ripples, a pattern formed—not a sigil she recognized, but the grammar of one. The lines weren’t cut; they were taught, as Leora had said. She leaned until her breath fogged a small crescent on the pane.

“Don’t touch it bare,” Sparrow warned gently. “If it expects skin, it will read you.”

“I’m only listening,” Charlotte said.

The ripple sharpened. For a heartbeat, it felt as if the glass were a diaphragm and the building behind it a chest filling with air. Charlotte smelled ocean-cold again—sterile halls, the idea of a lab—and then another scent, quick and knife-thin: burned sugar, the smell of panic just before it tips.

She took her hand away.

“Guard’s moving,” Sparrow said. “Ninety seconds.”

“Get me the reflection,” Hope’s voice crackled through, softer now but intent. She must have tied her studio channel to Sparrow’s.

Charlotte raised her phone and angled it so the booth’s interior screen reflected across its face. The ripple caught on the glass and doubled in the device, lines crossing lines until a shape emerged: a spiral that refused to close, unspooling into a path.

Jaxson stood beside her, breath fogging his own small arc. “It’s a trail,” he said. “They’re teaching people to be roads.”

Charlotte exhaled, steadied her hand, and captured three frames from three angles. The spiral shifted in each, coy or alive. Hope would see things a camera couldn’t.

Lights ticked inside the kiosk. A whispering tone threaded the air, more felt than heard, like something large moving through empty ductwork.

“Time,” Sparrow said, voice crisp.

Charlotte stepped back as if from a sleeping animal. Jaxson moved with her. They crossed the lobby, silent on the tile, and slipped back into the night just as the guard rounded the corner, stamping out his cigarette with too much ceremony for a man alone.

In the SUV, doors muffled the city. Charlotte sent the captures to Hope and to the Helix mainframe. Sparrow copied them twice and buried a third set under a dummy corporate folder marked TRAINING ASSETS.

Mason’s voice filled the cabin. “Talk to me.”

“We saw the sync,” Charlotte said, watching the booth recede in the rear camera. “It writes into glass. Into anything that can reflect. It likes to be looked at.”

“What did it say?” Mason asked.

Charlotte considered. The word that came wasn’t technical. “Hush,” she said. “It told the room to hush.”

A crackle on the secondary channel; Marin, awake again, or never asleep. “Send me the reflection captures. If it’s using a learned spiral, I can start the inverse model tonight.”

“Already sent,” Sparrow said. “And I’ve tagged the next sync window. It’s at a hospital kiosk—for staff only.”

Charlotte felt the tilt of the night shift. Their next steps lined up without anyone saying them: the hospital, the people wearing the bands, the places where reflections were designed to be clean.

Jaxson glanced sideways. “You’re tasting grief again.”

“Yes,” Charlotte said. “Like somebody made a promise and can’t let go of it.”

The SUV eased into the service tunnel that led home. The Warehouse lights rose to greet them, and the decontamination wash hissed over the hood like a tide coming in. Charlotte let the ritual settle the adrenaline out of her bones.

In the War Room, minutes later, Mason brought up their routes while the Helix table projected the three captured spirals, each slightly different, each refusing to close. Hope’s newest sketch overlaid them, charcoal lines catching where pixels slipped.

“Chapter Two starts at first light,” Mason said, half-smile acknowledging the joke they never spoke aloud. “We follow the ripple to the hospital kiosk. No heroics. We learn the grammar before we try to speak.”

Charlotte looked at the spirals spinning in the air. She had the strangest sense that if she reached out and pinched the end of one, it would pull like a loose thread and unravel an entire curtain.

“Let’s go read,” she said.

Outside, somewhere in the quiet city, a dozen bands pulsed in their sleep, waiting for instructions.
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Chapter 2: Threads in Glass
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Morning sunlight poured down the Warehouse’s underground access ramp in a thin, engineered shaft of gold. The Circle’s black SUV rose into it like a submarine surfacing, tires whispering on clean concrete before the world swallowed them back into traffic. Charlotte sat in the rear seat, studying the image Sparrow had projected onto the AR windshield—a translucent model of a hospital lobby kiosk, three mirrored panels, glowing faintly blue.

Mason’s voice from the front was steady, a low counterpoint to the hum of the vehicle. “Two security staff on rotation. Cameras at the entrance, elevator banks, and ER corridor. Sparrow’s already running a camera drift. We’ll have a three-minute window before the next guard sweep.”

Charlotte’s eyes stayed on the hologram. She could feel a faint static under her skin just looking at it—the same tension she’d tasted at the kiosk the night before.

Beside her, Jaxson leaned forward, elbows on his knees, eyes half-closed. He breathed slowly, like someone listening to distant music. “Same signature as before,” he murmured. “Thin, coached calm. It’s stitched into the walls now.”

Across the aisle, Ayla flexed her fingers. Little sparks of static crawled along her nails as she tested the hospital’s ambient charge through the AR feed. “No storm fronts today. But there’s a hum under their power grid. Like someone’s tuned the building itself.”

Sparrow’s voice glided from the dashboard speaker, cool and precise. “I’ve inserted a maintenance update into the hospital’s network. For the next fifteen minutes, all system logs will show routine diagnostics. Any motion alerts will buffer before upload.”

“Good,” Mason said. “We go in clean, out cleaner.”

Marin’s voice cut in from the Helix Lab, smooth but firm. “Bring me live telemetry from the kiosk. The band I have here is still giving me partial patterns. If I can sample a clean signal in real time, the Helix Inversion Coil will have a proper template.”

Charlotte glanced down at the padded case between her boots—the prototype’s first functional module. Its coils pulsed faintly under etched sigils, no bigger than a lunchbox but warm with potential. She found herself gripping the handle harder than she meant to.

“Stay focused,” Mason said without turning. “We’re ghosts today.”

The SUV merged into the hospital’s parking structure, its AR windshield dimming automatically to match the shadows. A discreet entrance led to staff corridors, badge-locked but without cameras inside. Sparrow sent a pulse through the vehicle systems; the door locks clicked in sequence.

“Clear,” Sparrow murmured. “Guard on the far side. You have five minutes before he circles back.”

Charlotte breathed out and adjusted her jacket. The mirrored elevator doors at the end of the corridor reflected her face, drawn but sharp. She felt the whisper again—the writing sound, faint but insistent.

Mason opened the SUV door. “Let’s go.”

They moved as a unit, quiet shoes on tile, no wasted motion. Jaxson peeled off toward the service hallway to trace the emotional residue. Ayla drifted to the far wall, palm skimming the paint as if she could read a braille of ions. Charlotte carried the case, each step a steady drumbeat.

Ahead, the kiosk waited under soft light, a rectangle of brushed steel and mirrored panels, screen dark for the moment like a sleeping eye. Its edges were too clean, the reflections too perfect—like bait.

Charlotte set the case down and drew a slow breath. The air tasted of antiseptic and bottled calm. She reached for the mirrored surface, not to touch, but to see what would rise.

Charlotte knelt by the kiosk, letting the mirrored surface fill her peripheral vision without making direct contact. In the polished steel she saw the lobby behind her warped into ribbons of light and motion. For a heartbeat the reflections pulsed, not with the flicker of fluorescent bulbs but with a rhythm too deliberate—three quick, one long. Her pulse matched it before she forced herself to breathe differently.

Jaxson crouched a few feet away, fingertips brushing the tile at the kiosk’s base. His eyes went distant, the way they always did when he chased an emotional scent. “There’s a tether here,” he murmured. “Thin as hair. Like a spider line from every band back to this point.” He opened his palm and drew a slow spiral in the air. “It’s humming.”

Ayla’s voice was low. “The building’s current is feeding the kiosk. I can feel it pushing tiny pulses into the floor grid. It’s like a heartbeat for the walls.” She lifted her hand, sparks dancing faintly between her fingers. “Give me a sign if you want it muted.”

“Not yet,” Mason said from his post at the corridor corner. “We’re still on schedule. Sparrow?”

“I’m inside,” Sparrow replied, voice smooth from the comms. “The kiosk thinks it’s syncing a mindfulness library update. I’ve cloned its access and built a sandbox. You have a two-minute window before the next handshake.”

Charlotte opened the padded case on the floor. Inside, the first stage of Marin’s Helix Inversion Coil gleamed under the low light—two etched coils and a sensor cradle no larger than her palm. She eased the cradle out and attached a small disc with a sigil-etched cord trailing to a pocket battery. The disc’s edges shimmered faintly.

“It’s ready,” she whispered.

Jaxson looked up. “You sure you want to feed it this close? If it reads you—”

“It won’t,” Charlotte said. She slipped the disc against the kiosk’s base, careful to avoid direct skin contact. The disc latched with a soft click. A thin hum began, like two tuning forks trying to find harmony.

“Coil is sampling,” Sparrow confirmed. “I’m feeding Marin a live pattern now.”

Back in the Helix Lab, Marin’s voice came over the line, taut but excited. “I’m seeing it. This is cleaner than the band. Hold it steady for sixty seconds.”

Charlotte stayed still, palm hovering near the mirrored surface. In her mind’s edge the whisper returned, pen on paper, looping a line that never closed. Images flickered—a hospital corridor washed in blue light, rows of staff wearing identical bands, their faces composed but too still. She blinked and they were gone.

A soft beep in her ear. “Thirty seconds,” Sparrow said.

Ayla’s eyes tracked upward. “Power spike on the third floor. Something’s watching its own reflection.”

“Keep your hands ready,” Mason warned. “If anything changes, we pull.”

The mirrored surface rippled once, like a breath behind glass. Charlotte steadied herself. “Almost there.”

Another beep. “Pattern captured,” Marin said. “I’ve got a full signature. Bring the module back and I can finish the inverse wave.”

Charlotte detached the disc. The hum cut out. The kiosk’s screen blinked, then returned to its neutral glow: MINDFULNESS LIBRARY UPDATED SUCCESSFULLY.

“Window closing,” Sparrow said. “Guard will be back in ninety seconds.”

Jaxson rose from the floor, brushing his palms together. “Whatever it’s feeding, it’s getting stronger. Feels like a choir practicing before a concert.”

Charlotte closed the case. “Then we’ve just stolen their sheet music.”

They moved away as quietly as they’d arrived, fading into the staff corridor before the guard rounded the corner. The mirrored kiosk stayed behind, calm and bright, pulsing to a rhythm only it and its hidden master could hear.

The SUV hummed as it descended into the Warehouse’s underground bay, its tires whispering over polished concrete. Decontamination mist hissed over the vehicle in a pale cloud while Charlotte cradled the padded case on her lap. Even through the shielding she could feel a faint vibration, like a note held under water.

Inside the Helix Lab, Marin was already waiting with gloved hands and a clean workbench. She had cleared the main station for the incoming module, cables neatly coiled, sigil-etched clamps glinting in the overhead light. “Set it here,” she said. “I’ll keep it isolated.”

Charlotte placed the case on the bench and stepped back. Marin opened it with a hiss of seals and lifted the sampling disc as delicately as if it were an egg. “Perfect,” she murmured. “A clean imprint of the kiosk’s pattern. I can build the inverse wave with this.”

Sparrow’s human-shaped avatar flickered to life beside the bench, projected from a ceiling node—short dark hair, hands folded behind her back. “All telemetry archived. Orphic’s servers think the kiosk performed a standard update and nothing more.”

“Good,” Mason said from the doorway. “We can breathe for a second.”

Marin was already moving, laying the disc into a cradle lined with copper spirals. Screens lit with complex graphs: blue waves rising and falling like ocean swells. “This is their signature,” she explained, eyes flicking between the displays. “Synthetic calm layered over a subtle empathic push. It’s delicate—nothing brute-force about it. The bands train on this and then broadcast microbursts to reinforce it.”

Leora stepped closer, tilting her head to read the patterns. “It’s not a glyph in the traditional sense,” she said softly. “More like a grammar—repeating motifs nested inside one another.”

Sebastian reached out to touch the glass edge of the display, then thought better of it. “It feels like a song someone wrote to themselves. I keep hearing loss at the center.”

Charlotte stayed silent, watching the spirals. Her own gift tugged at the edges, showing quick impressions—an auditorium filled with silent people, a blue glow washing over rows of bands, a woman at a console with her eyes closed as if in prayer.

Marin tapped a control and the second screen lit with a red wave. “This will be the inverse,” she said. “Noise-cancelling for psychic waves. Once we finish the coil and calibrate it, we can broadcast neutral noise that interrupts the harmonization without harming the wearers.”

Sparrow folded her holographic arms. “I’ve flagged two more hospital kiosks that sync within the next twenty-four hours. We can collect additional patterns if you need them.”

“Maybe one more,” Marin said. “The cleaner the template, the more precise the inversion. But we’re close. Very close.”

Ayla entered the lab, brushing a faint spark off her sleeve. “Power grid around that hospital is still pulsing. Whatever they’re doing, it’s not just inside the kiosk. They’re running a current through the building like veins.”

“We’ll map it,” Mason said. “One step at a time. No overreach.”

Charlotte exhaled slowly. She felt the pull of the kiosk still in her bones, but also the shape of a plan forming. They were reading the tune before the concert started. She glanced at Marin. “How long to finish the coil?”

“Give me tonight and part of tomorrow,” Marin said. “With Sparrow feeding me live signatures and Leora helping with the grammar, we’ll have a working prototype ready for field test.”

Sparrow’s hologram flickered faintly, bird-shape for a heartbeat before returning to human form. “I can also impersonate Orphic’s fleet diagnostics longer now. Their security checks are lazy at night. If they ask, I’ll answer.”

Mason’s eyes were steady. “Then that’s our window. We keep them blind, you finish the coil, and we decide how to use it.”

Charlotte nodded. In the glass walls of the lab, she saw their reflections—her own face, Marin bent over the cradle, Sparrow’s flickering avatar—and, faintest of all, a blue spiral curling outward as if it were a living thing. It faded before she could be sure it had been there at all.

Night settled over the city again while the Warehouse hummed with activity. In the War Room the Helix table floated a ghostly map of Houston, dotted with faint blue spirals marking every Beta-band wearer Sparrow had identified. Lines of light pulsed between them, converging on a glowing node at the center of the map—the hospital kiosk they’d just sampled.

Mason stood at the table’s edge, hands braced on the glass. “This is their test bed,” he said quietly. “Three hundred people, all in critical jobs. If they lock those minds, they’ll have proof it works.”

Sparrow’s avatar appeared at his shoulder, eyes bright with live code streams. “Their next mass sync is scheduled for the safety conference at the Convention Center. Two days. They’ve invited every Beta user for a live demonstration.”

Marin entered with the sampling disc cradled in a padded tray. “I’ve built the core inverse wave,” she announced. “With one more clean capture tomorrow, the Helix Inversion Coil will be ready for a field test. We’ll be able to break their harmonization without frying the wearables or hurting the cohort.”

Leora leaned over the projection. “It’s all hidden in plain sight,” she murmured. “A product launch disguised as a wellness program. And no one notices because the calm feels good.”

Sebastian placed his palm against the map and shut his eyes. “The people inside it don’t know they’re humming someone else’s song,” he said softly. “But they’re starting to dream in blue.”

Charlotte stood back, letting their words flow. She watched the spirals blink on the table, each a living person’s life beating to a rhythm they hadn’t chosen. She thought of Jacob in the crosswalk, of Hope’s sketch of an open spiral. Her fingers curled against her thigh.

“Tomorrow,” Mason said, straightening. “We take one more sample and finish the coil. After that, we plan the op for the conference.”

Sparrow’s hologram tilted her head, expression thoughtful. “I can impersonate their firmware servers long enough to buy us a window at the event, but once we deploy the coil they’ll know we’re inside. We’ll get one shot.”

Marin met Charlotte’s eyes. “Then we make it count.”

Charlotte exhaled slowly. The whisper she’d been hearing since last night—pen scratching on paper—faded for a heartbeat, leaving only her own pulse. She reached out and touched the Helix table, just long enough to feel the map’s glow under her palm.

“We’ll read the last line,” she said. “And we’ll write our own.”

The spirals pulsed once in unison on the table, as if answering.

Hope’s studio smelled of graphite and ozone when Charlotte slipped inside. The walls were already papered with sketches she had made from the images Sparrow sent: the mirrored kiosk, the faint ripples, Jacob’s blank stare. But in the newest drawing a different shape was emerging — a mass of interlaced spirals rising like a tower, its base a band of clasped hands.

Hope didn’t look up. “I saw the map,” she murmured. “All those dots. It’s like someone’s building a lighthouse out of people.”

Charlotte crossed to the worktable, leaning on its edge. “We brought Marin a clean pattern. She says the coil will be ready.”

“That’s good.” Hope’s pencil darted, shading the tower’s core. “But the spiral’s getting taller every time I draw it. It’s reaching toward something above the page.”

Charlotte studied the drawing. Tiny lines radiated from the tower’s apex, faint at first, then bolder — like signals searching for a receiver. “Do you know what it’s reaching for?”

Hope shook her head. “Not yet. But it’s not just broadcasting calm. It’s waiting to harmonize.”

Charlotte felt a flicker of cold under her skin. “We’ll be ready before it does.”

She left the studio and walked the short hall to Marin’s lab. Inside, Marin was soldering the final connectors on a new coil assembly, eyes narrowed behind her safety lenses. The prototype sat open on the bench like a mechanical heart, spiraled coils glowing faintly.

Sparrow hovered nearby in her bird form, wings folded tight. She chirped a data string to Marin and then shifted back into human avatar, leaning on the bench. “Firmware portal still spoofed. They’ve scheduled a small sync for a children’s ward at the hospital in the morning. Perfect cover for another sample.”

Marin didn’t glance up. “Then we’ll take it. After that I’ll have the coil tuned.”

Charlotte stepped closer, hands on the back of an empty chair. “And the conference?”

Mason’s voice answered from the doorway; he had a folder of printouts under one arm. “Two days. Big stage, cameras, full Beta cohort. If they lock those minds on live feed, every government rep watching will think it’s a miracle.”

Marin set down her tool and rubbed her wrist. “A miracle they’ll want to buy.”

Sparrow’s holographic eyes glinted. “I can get you their floor plan. I can also run a false update across the Beta bands during the event — delay the harmonization trigger for a few minutes.”

“That’ll be our opening,” Mason said.

Charlotte looked at the glowing coils. In the reflection she saw her own face split by spirals of light. She imagined the auditorium filled with calm faces, the unspooling line of someone else’s song reaching for a high note. Her jaw tightened.

“We finish the coil,” she said. “We take one more pattern. And then we stop them before the concert begins.”

Hope’s voice drifted from down the hall, as if she had heard: “Bring me back a reflection.”
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