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Chapter 1

The Echelon
Corporation. Dallas, Texas

Nicolas Sheridan
placed the tip of the gold-plated ballpoint pen against the paper
on the line above his name. The sun streaming in from the large
boardroom windows reflected off the pen’s surface, making him
squint. The pen was an heirloom, the one significant item his
father had left him, other than a mountain of debt and one
worthless patent.

But Nicolas had had the vision to develop
that patent, market and expand upon it until now, twenty years
later, he had taken himself from nothing to the CEO of an
entertainment corporation that had not only cornered the market of
virtual reality environment gaming, but was poised—with this recent
buyout—to make the leap into even more lucrative applications.
Aerospace, nautical, biotech, energy, agriculture. It was all
opening up for them now.

All thanks to that one patent that no one
else wanted, an idea from a man who died penniless and broken, a
man whose wife had left him to care for their only son by waiting
on tables and sleeping in a rented room above an illegal strip bar.
It hadn’t been much of a life for a young, impressionable boy, but
as Nicolas looked away from the pen and stared out the window
overlooking downtown Dallas, he knew that any other path would
never have brought him to this pinnacle of achievement.

“This is it, gentlemen.” He signed the buyout
agreement with an exaggerated flourish, set down the pen, then
stood up and cracked his knuckles. He took off his Armani silk
jacket, handed it to an aide, and slipped into the rugged leather
jacket offered in its place.

He reached inside the coat pocket, retrieved
a pair of Ray Ban aviator glasses and hooked them in the place of
the tie he had unraveled and tossed aside.

That settled, he reached over the table and
shook the hand of the narrow-faced, impeccably dressed man who had
just finished gathering up the papers.

“I trust,” Sheridan said, “after ten years
without so much as a coffee break, I can now go on a vacation that
lasts longer than a weekend? And not bring my goddamned
Blackberry?”

Echelon Corp’s vice president, Gregory
McCormack, took the hand and shook it just as vigorously. His black
curls, slick with gel, remained in rigid position as his slate-gray
lupine eyes flashed in hungry excitement. “I’d say you’ve earned
it. We have everything in hand here, and this merger—”

“Hostile takeover. Call a spade a spade,
Gregor.”

“Whatever. EdgePlay is toast. Their hit
titles are ours, and by this time next week, two hundred designers
are suddenly going to find themselves with a lot of free time on
their hands.”

A little uncomfortable at the mention of
impending layoffs, Sheridan shook it off and forced a slight grin.
“Well, maybe now they’ll finally get to play the games they helped
create.”

Gregor chuckled as he stacked the papers and
reached for the gold pen. “In the meantime, we now own seventy
percent of the virtual gaming industry. Go on. Have some fun.”

The intercom buzzed, and a flat screen
flashed with a young woman’s face. Phoebe Norelli, Sheridan’s
assistant, appeared, polishing her glasses while chewing gum. She
had jet black hair with blue highlights along the side; thick
bifocals that only accentuated extremely sensual dark olive eyes;
full lips and a single dark freckle on her left cheek, one that
lifted as she smiled.

Sheridan turned to the screen. “Is my car
ready?”

“All set,” Phoebe said, “but there’s a teeny
little snag. Lisa—your wife—is on line four.”

Gregor smirked knowingly as Sheridan groaned.
“Tell her I just left. And I’ll call her from—”

“London. Got it, and don’t worry, I’ve got
you covered. Oh, and Darlene will meet you at the airstrip in Grand
Cayman in six hours, where your catamaran awaits. Should be smooth
sailing.”

Smiling in anticipation, Sheridan slipped the
sunglasses onto his head, pinning back his not-yet thinning head of
rust-colored hair. Before turning to leave, he reached across the
table again and snagged his gold pen from Gregor’s shirt pocket.
“And that comes with me, pal.”

Gregor blinked, still staring at the pen as
if he didn’t want to give up anything, any part of this success.
“Sure thing. Sorry about that, boss.”

Sheridan slipped the pen into his leather
coat pocket. Glanced around the office once more as if saying
goodbye to a dear friend, then made for the door. “Well then.”

But Phoebe’s voice came back at him. “Oh, and
I probably shouldn’t even mention it, but that guy from the
Colonial Landmark Foundation is here again.”

“Oh god,” Gregor moaned. “Don’t bother him
with this now.”

But Sheridan never broke stride as he opened
the doors. “Persistent bastard. What is it, five times this month?
Fine, he can ride the elevator with me.”

Gregor met him at the doorway, papers to the
new company pressed to his chest in a fond embrace. “Don’t even
think about work, Nick. Just enjoy yourself. And Darlene.”

Sheridan affectionately slapped him on the
back before he went out into the lobby, nodded to Phoebe, then
motioned for the bookish man seated by her desk to follow him.

 



Chapter 2

As the silver-plated
elevator doors whisked shut, Sheridan reached into his pocket for
his iPhone and opened the Aviation Weather app to check for the
forecast south of Dallas. He wanted something to do to act
disinterested in front of this guy, who was overtly nerdish and
seemed entirely uncomfortable in a gray suit too big for him;
patches of sweat had formed under his chest and refused to dry and
even his bifocals were fogged up. The man freed one of his hands
and rubbed back his natty brown curls, and then cleared his
throat.

“Sir, Mr. Sheridan. I’m Henry—”

“—Jenkins, yes I know.” Sheridan didn’t
bother to look up. “A very persistent employee of the National
Landmark Foundation. Actually, employee is an unfortunate
word choice, and I apologize. You’re their Chief Funding Manager
and Preservation Comptroller. Of Houston, by way of
Philadelphia.”

Jenkins balked. “You’ve done your homework.
I’m impressed. And more than a bit honored.”

Sheridan rolled his eyes as he scrolled down
to check the weather for the Caymans. “Don’t be. I learned all that
from Google just in the time it took you to get out of your
chair.”

Jenkins blinked at him.

Sheridan smiled. Phoebe had actually sent him
an instant message summary, a dossier on Jenkins just moments ago,
but he wasn’t going to let on to this guy.

“Come on,” Sheridan said as the elevator
started to descend. “You only have thirty-one seconds until these
doors open, and then I’m officially on vacation. So talk fast. What
can I do for you?”

Jenkins straightened up and started digging
inside his leather satchel for a folder stuffed with pages. “Sir,
the Thanobry Chapel was built in 1846 by Hiram Thanobry, a former
Benedictine monk-turned wealthy landowner. It later served as a
refuge for the town during the Mexican-American War, where six
Texas Rangers withstood a force of more than twenty enemy soldiers
for two days.”

“Got it,” Sheridan said, glancing quickly at
the photo in Jenkins’ satchel, depicting an early Spanish-style
mission building, stone walls, arched entranceway and a bell tower.
“So it’s like the Alamo’s little cousin. What’s the problem?”

“It needs major renovations. It’s falling
apart and we can’t keep up the taxes on the land.”

“Government assistance? Seems like something
they’d be all over.”

Jenkins shook his head. “Budget cuts.”

“Lot of that going around. So, Mr. Jenkins,
apart from the fact that I’m stinking rich, the big question is:
why me?”

“Because, sir, Thanobry is only three miles
from your Warwick mansion, and I figured since it’s basically in
your backyard . . .”

“Never even noticed it. Sorry, in case you
didn’t do your research and Google me, I spend almost
twenty-four-seven prowling around virtual reality environments of
my own design, admiring the views and playing God. I don’t get out
much, and when I do, I prefer to enjoy this world’s scenery from
the air.”

But sir, if we can’t secure private funding,
I’m afraid—”

The doors opened. Sheridan put away his
iPhone and stepped into the sunlit lobby. He lowered his
sunglasses. “I’m afraid your time’s up, Mr. Jenkins. Good luck with
that chapel thing.”

After a moment, the doors closed on Jenkins,
hugging the satchel to his chest, looking down at his shoes.

 



Chapter 3

At the Cessna’s
controls, Sheridan smiled contently, gazing out the window at the
landscape as he steered south. He took a deep breath, and then
exhaled as he pictured the world below. For the first time, I
actually feel like I’m above it all. He released the stick,
smiling with the excitement of just letting go, giving up
control.

For the first time in years.

It felt good. Damn good.

He reached into his jacket’s side pocket and
let his fingers settle on the gold pen.

Dad. I’ve done it. Thanks to you. Thanks to
your dreams. I—

Suddenly, the plane jolted hard. A lurch,
then a stutter. If he’d been in a car, Sheridan would have stopped
to look for the rolling carcass of some animal he must have
flattened. But this? He grabbed the yoke, tried to level out, but
there was no response. The plane shook again, then in complete
indifference to his efforts, it tilted and dropped to the
right.

On the instrument panel the dials started
spinning. An alarm light went off. Sheridan pulled the stick but
nothing happened. He reached for the radio.

“Mayday, Mayday! Echelon-4 not responding.
Mayday!”

The nose angled down and the land rushed
upward, the whole view spinning madly. He punched the control
panel, flipped a switch and managed to steady the angle of descent
slightly, but the plane was still dropping.

He looked out the side windows: left, then
right, and his blood went cold. Both engines dead.

Twisting in the seat, he glanced over his
shoulder toward the parachute. No other choice.

He unhooked himself and lunged for it. But as
soon as he let go of the yoke, the plane dropped and sent him
tumbling back, slamming off the passenger chairs and the side of
the cabin.

Bruised and bleeding, he caught hold of a
lever and steadied himself. He scrambled a few more feet, reached
the chute and yanked it free; but as he tried to fit it on, he
noticed the frayed straps, cut clean apart.

“Oh God, no.”

Holding on to a seat in desperation, his legs
flailing out behind him, he looked helplessly out the cockpit
window as the forest of dry, twisted trees rushed up to meet
him.

Lisa, I’m so—

Impact, then:

BLACK.

Until . . . a
beautiful emerald glow.

It starts as a pinprick, then expands. Now
there’s a tunnel. Spinning, kaleidoscopically. And a brighter light
in the distance.

Moving into the tunnel, the walls spin with
amazing colors and images. Faces and figures appear. A crowd of
dozens, then hundreds, reaching out, smiling, frowning, waving,
crying, laughing . . . At the end of the tunnel, two shadows wait
patiently in a rectangular doorway of blindingly beautiful green
light.

Closer now, they raise their hands. But it’s
a motion of denial.

“Go back.” A booming yet somber voice,
vibrating through the tunnel’s walls.

He shakes his head in confusion. “I don’t
understand.”

Over the figures’ shoulders something takes
shape in the light: what looks like a city, gleaming with colors
from some unspeakably beautiful spectrum, throbbing in tune with
joyously transcendent music.

“Back. You’re not prepared . . .”

And all at once the shadows dissolve and the
green walls crumble as if aging thousands of years at once, and all
the joyous colors from that angelic city’s palette are sandblasted
away, the dazzling hues exploding, merging into—

 



Chapter 4

—White.

Stark white walls; a ceiling flooded with
brighter lights.

A monitor: a flat green line and a constant
tonal sound.

From the ceiling, looking down as if
disconnected, floating.

The surgeon took off his bloody gloves and
two nurses, equally bloodied, bowed their heads and backed away as
the sheet was rolled over the body.

Finished, the surgeon let out a sigh. “Time
of death, One-fourteen. Sorry people. This guy was a true fighter.
Most people don’t even have a heartbeat after a plane crash. This
one lasted two hours. Don’t blame yourselves.”

The closest nurse raised her voice. “His
wife’s in the waiting room. With someone else who said he was a VP
or something.”

The point of view shifts, sliding through
the walls, into:

The waiting room, where Lisa Sheridan sat,
rocking and hugging her shoulders. Her eyes, normally light hazel
and warmly alive, were reddened and stained with fear. She held a
crumpled wad of tissues to her lips, and didn’t care that they came
away red, smeared with lipstick and what was left of her makeup.
She looked sickly and overwhelmed with emotion; and in a clingy
black blouse and polished shoes, she was only missing the funeral
veil to complete the look.

Gregor stood beside her, head down and
motionless like an Aztec statue waiting for its sacrificial
offering. “Lisa, I know this is a terrible time, the worst, but if
the news isn’t good, we need to act fast to make sure your
husband’s company is in good hands. I’ve called the lawyers.”

Lisa looked up at him,
mouth open, at a complete loss until the surgeon walked in. He hung
his head, opened his mouth, but didn’t need to speak. Lisa dropped
the tissues, covered her face and let out a deep sob.

Back in the OR, on
the monitor screen, the flat green line continued, until . . .

A spike, small at first. The nurse turned,
startled.

Another spike.

On the ceiling, the view looking down again
at the sheet over Sheridan’s head, blood stained from underneath.
And then, trembling as if someone angrily shook the whole scene,
until—

A rush forward, then down, blasting through
the sheet, into the mouth and—

The nurse dropped her instruments, the
monitor beeped insanely and the flat green line launched into
hectic motion.

And Sheridan’s eyes flew open and he cried
out as if he was being reborn.

 



Chapter 5

In the recovery
room, Sheridan sat up in bed, grimacing as a pretty young nurse
pulled the tube from his nose. Still groggy, disoriented, he tried
to smile. “How am I doing?”

“Not bad, Mr. Sheridan. Almost looking human
again.”

“Not bad, you mean, for a dead man.”

“Oh you’re not dead.”

“Despite what the doctor said?”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I heard him. Time of death,
one-fourteen.”

The nurse shook her head. “You must be
mistaken. The morphine maybe, or just dreaming. It happens.”

“And a tunnel! People waiting for me,
greeting me, judging me. And—wait, who’s that?” He desperately
peered over the nurse’s shoulder to see the man silhouetted in the
doorway. The newcomer was wearing what looked like a doctor’s coat,
except it was gray, and buttoned up close to the neck. His
hair, a perfect gray to match his coat, was slick and combed back.
And he had a clipboard held in both hands.

The nurse craned her neck, looking behind
her.

Sheridan tried to sit up farther. “Hey, doc!
Come in, I have questions.”

The nurse turned back to him. “Mr. Sheridan.
There’s no one there. Please lean back.”

Sheridan looked at her like she’d been taking
too much of her own meds, then glanced back to the doorway.

It was empty.

He shook his head, hearing a strange buzzing.
Then he noticed his skin—it felt suddenly clammy, wet and
chilled.

The room blurred as he fell back onto the
pillow and everything returned to tumultuous black.

 



Chapter 6

As the curtains
moved with a gentle breeze, Sheridan opened his eyes and saw a dark
shape, a figure in the light. He nearly cried out in desperation.
He was back, in the tunnel. Back!

But then he saw the blinking lights outside
the window as the shape moved.

Lisa.

She left her position in front of the view of
downtown Dallas, and returned to her seat at her husband’s bedside.
Without noticing he was awake, she reached for a book on the table
and opened to where she had left it.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered.

Lisa gasped and dropped the book.

They stared at each other for a long moment
until she finally reached over and took the hand weakly offered,
the fingers reaching for her under the tubes pumping saline into
his system. She let out a deep sigh, then after a strained moment
of contact, pulled away and poured him a glass of ice water.

He gratefully accepted it as she leaned over
him, her soft auburn curls falling over her red-lined eyes. She
placed the glass against his lip.

After a sip that turned into several gulps,
he drained the glass. “I’m sorry,” he said again, this time with
more energy. And meaning.

She set the glass down and looked back toward
the window. “For still being alive, or for lying to me?”

Sheridan closed his eyes. “Her name is
Darlene. And . . . there have been others.”

Lisa nodded, head down, hair concealing her
expression. “We can talk later. Just rest.”

“No. I need to tell you. You didn’t deserve
this.”

She wiped her eyes then straightened up.

“I’ve known, Nick. Guessed, at least. You’ve
always preferred your fantasy worlds to this one.”

“Lisa, I know I don’t deserve another chance,
but just . . .” He opened his eyes and met hers. “I don’t know
what’s happened to me, but I know that I saw you there, saw what
I’d done to you. And I didn’t like it.”

She frowned at him. “What are you talking
about?”

“I can’t explain it. You’d think I’m
crazy.”

“Let’s change topics then,” she said, her
voice drizzling with bitterness. “Gregor’s been a rabid dog in your
absence. When your plane went down, it was like he couldn’t get
control of the company fast enough.”

Sheridan sighed. “How long was I out?”

“Five days. They say you’ll be able to walk
again, but with a cane at first. You’ll need a lot of therapy.”

He set his head back in the pillow, and let
the realization sink in. “All in all, not a bad trade for still
being alive. Will you . . . stay with me? Help me back?”

She almost gave a thin smile, but it vanished
into a business-like frown. “I’m not promising anything, but . .
.”

“But you’re not saying No.”

She took his hand again, and this time it was
a more natural motion, and his fingers closed tightly around
hers.

“Five days. Jesus. I can’t wait to see how
much damage Gregor’s done.”

When she took her hand away, Sheridan took
the chance to glance around the room. Over a nearby vacant chair,
he saw his leather jacket, badly ripped along the left sleeve.

At least that survived too. I wonder if—

As if reading his mind, Lisa reached down,
picked up her book and showed him what she was using as a
bookmark.

His eyes lit up. “My father’s pen! You found
it.”

“Still in one piece,” she said, waving it
before him. “That’s a good sign, right?”

He let out a long sigh and fought off a dizzy
spell. Then he returned to thinking about business. “Can you get
Phoebe here first thing in the morning? I need to set up a
conference call with Gregor ASAP. Otherwise I’ll have to drag
myself out of here.”

A familiar surgeon in a white coat appeared
in the doorway. Young, Indian.

“Not a good idea, Mr. Sheridan. Got to keep
you here a few more days at least.”

Sheridan struggled to sit up. “Hey doc.
Where’s the other guy? The one with the gray coat and the white
hair?”

The doctor frowned. “Don’t know anyone on
staff with that description, and I’m your attending. Do you
remember—?”

“Dying? Yes. And I do remember you. Saw you
working on me, taking off your gloves, calling the time of
death.”

The doctor shook his head. “Not possible. You
were clinically dead. No brain functionality.”

“So how did I come back?”

“It happens. Occasionally, but we’ve seen
this. A delayed reaction to our life-saving efforts in the
operating room. We jumped the gun calling your death, that’s
all.”

“But I saw things. A green sun, people. A
city.”

The doctor smiled and shook his head sadly.
“There’s a lot of literature about what you’ve gone through. Some
people call it an ‘NDE’. A Near Death Experience. Consensus is that
it’s similar to a powerfully lucid dream. That’s all. In response
to a mortal trauma, the brain releases chemicals that stimulate
your neuro-cortex, resulting in a flood of images akin to dreams.
It may be an evolutionary paradigm to help us deal with the
finality and pain of death.”

“I heard music too.”

“Harps, I take it? Maybe you also saw little
winged angels? Or dear mom and dad in a tunnel?”

Sheridan looked away, met Lisa’s questioning
eyes before she gathered her nerves and turned on the surgeon.
“Doctor, please.” She reached out for Sheridan’s hand again. “My
husband’s not crazy. He’s been through something profound.”

The surgeon held up his hands defensively.
“I’m not saying he’s crazy. But while the NDE experience is valid,
it’s irrational to think it’s anything other than a biological
reaction to the most extreme scenario.”

“I can’t agree with that,” Sheridan said,
almost snapping at him. “I know I saw you, right down to those
mismatched blue and green socks you were wearing under your
scrubs.”

“My what?” He looked down. “How could you
know that?”

Sheridan ignored the question. “But I’ll
agree to disagree. If you let me out of this prison soon.
And if you get me a steak for god’s sake. A twenty-four
ounce porterhouse, rare.”

The doctor picked up a clipboard.

“Can’t make any promises, but you’re
recovering ahead of schedule. I think a steak is definitely in the
realm of possibility. As to leaving here? Maybe two more days?”

After the doctor left the room, Sheridan
leaned back and stared at the ceiling light, which faded and
blurred and then reappeared for a moment in an emerald haze . .
.

As he drifted off, he realized something.
Lisa was still holding his hand.

 



Chapter 7

Feeling strange to
be dressed so casually in khakis and navy golf shirt, Sheridan
eased himself from the wheelchair into the backseat of his waiting
limousine. The discharge nurse, a pretty brunette with clear blue
eyes, leaned in and handed Sheridan a hospital-issued cane.

She added a playful smile. “I imagine you’ll
want to be getting yourself a nicer one of these. This was the best
one I could find. Black aluminum alloy shaft, brass collar, and
look here—the knob is made of real petrified wood!”

Sheridan managed a genuine smile. “I may just
keep this one, miss, as a memento.” He held it and deftly spun it
around with his fingers until Phoebe leaned over and slammed the
door shut, effectively putting an end to the nurse’s flirting.

Placing a Bluetooth device in her ear, she
handed a matching one to Sheridan. “You know who, on hold since
they wheeled you out of your room.”

Sheridan rolled his eyes in annoyance as he
fitted the device into his ear. “Hey, pal. Got your card, Gregor,
but the flowers were a bit much. Didn’t know you felt that way.” He
smirked at Phoebe, who tried to look professional, but couldn’t
hold back a chuckle.

A minute later, as the limo merged into
traffic on the I-30, the conversation turned. “I hear you, Gregor,
but you’re not hearing me. I’ve changed my mind.” A pause. “No,
we’re not canceling the merger, we’re just not going to take such
deep cuts. We keep their developers, just reassign them to other
projects. And we keep some of the managers. The good ones, not
those wastes at the top though, they can still hit the road.”

He stared out the window as the sun dipped
slowly below the skyline. He spoke, and his voice sounded
disconnected, even to himself. “Yeah well, have finance rerun the
numbers. You and I both know we inflated the savings and sales
assumptions to get our funding. It’s too late for the banks to do
anything about it now and I’m not backing down. Find a way to make
this work without canning two hundred people.”

He reached to his ear and shut off the
device, then looked back to Phoebe.

“Jesus, that guy is wound up so tight.
Doesn’t he have a girlfriend?”

Phoebe sighed. “I think he might be dating
Darlene now that you’re out of the picture.”

“Good for him.”

Phoebe leaned back. “So, what other deviltry
can I do for you today, sir? I must admit it’s refreshing to have
you back. Working for Gregor was like having—”

“—a root canal?”

“I was going to say a full body cavity
search.”

“Ouch. Listen, there is something you
can do.”

“Name it, and make it juicy. I’m bored.”

“You need a challenge, and I apologize that
for the past three years I’ve largely ignored your skills.”

Phoebe blushed.

“So, let me make it up to you. Starting now,
you’re my research assistant; you’ll answer only to me, and your
first assignment is something . . . a little unusual.”

“Freakier the better. Unless you want someone
killed, then I may not be your gal. Although, I know people . .
.”

Sheridan stared out the window as they left
the city behind and rolled out into the waiting desert, where the
sunset painted the distant hills with broad strokes of deep
violet.

“What do you know about Near Death
Experiences?”

Phoebe tensed noticeably. “More than most,
I’d guess. My brother had one.”

“Really?” Sheridan was shocked to find
someone else so quickly.

“So he claims, after a car accident ten years
ago. I almost lost him. After that, I read everything I could about
it.”

“Tell me.”

“It’s a global thing, reaching across
religious and cultural barriers. People who come back report
similar experiences, not just what they’d expect to see if they
were Christian or Buddhist or whatever.”

Sheridan nodded. “So score one against the
biology-psychology explanation.”

“Right. But what I find real interesting is
the way people who have had them are changed. Take my brother. He
did a one-eighty. Went from being a punk stoner who couldn’t give a
rat’s ass about anything, to making deans-list the next year,
volunteering all over the place, and actually not being such a dick
to me.”

Sheridan’s eyes had lost focus. He was
staring out the window toward something on the horizon.

“So, boss. What’cha want me to do about this
NDE thing?”

Sheridan blinked. “You say it’s global,
right? People all over have been experiencing this?”

“For centuries, hell maybe as long as Homo
sapiens have become ‘sapient’ or whatever. It’s a part of our
makeup.”

“Got it. So here’s what I want. Start a
database. Locate these people. As many of them as you can find. I
don’t know how, exactly.”

Phoebe pulled out her laptop and started
taking notes. “I do. There are support groups in most cities.
Forums online. Conventions every year, newsletter lists, all kinds
of stuff.”

“Good. Create a functional database, then
cross reference these people and try to pick out the most
believable cases, and then . . .”

“What?”

“I want to understand these phenomena. Study
it, get to the bottom of what I experienced.” He paused. “I can’t
live with something I don’t control and can’t comprehend. And I
can’t do this myself.”

“You want to form a team?”

“Call it an initiative. The Lazarus
Initiative, maybe.”

“Nice biblical ring to it.”

“And to start, pick people who are local, or
willing to relocate. I want a mix of professionals and regular
folks, but throw in some of the sciences.”

“I get it. Kind of like your standard Star
Trek ‘Away Team’. A doctor, a scientist, an engineer, some
muscle.”

Sheridan nodded, blinking now as the
tower-like structure on a hill came into focus. It appeared,
standing like a beacon and catching the last violet-orange rays of
the dying sunset.

“Driver, slow down.” He pointed to the
mission-style chapel. “Take us there.”

Phoebe craned her neck and narrowed her eyes.
“What’s there? Oh is that the—?”

“Yeah,” Sheridan said. “Get me that charity
guy on the phone.”

“What’s his name?”

Sheridan continued staring as the mission
dimmed and shadows overtook its façade. “Jenkins. Henry
Jenkins.”

 



Chapter 8

Inside Echelon
Corp’s top floor penthouse, Gregor McCormack paced back and forth
in front of the windows. Behind him, a bald man sat uncomfortably
in a straight-backed chair. Despite his large stature and athletic
build, he was sweating, breathing heavily having just run up the
stairs so as not to be noticed taking the elevator.

Gregor stopped and turned. “Donovan. You
realize what Sheridan’s doing right now, don’t you? What this means
for us, for Echelon?”

Marcus Donovan shrugged, but beads of sweat
continued to spill down his cheeks. “I tried. The plane crashed. He
survived. Don’t know what else to tell you.”

Gregor clenched his fists. “And now he’s
backtracking on everything I had him committed to. For god’s sakes,
the guy’s a walking disaster waiting to happen. How the hell am I
going to fix this? How are you going to fix this?”

“Don’t you think I should lay low?”

“I think you should do the job I paid you
for! This company is about more than Sheridan’s petty games and
play worlds. This is about power, and so much more. You have no
idea what’s at stake.” His eyes glazed over as he stared back out
the window, down to the vast expanse of buildings, cars and
people.

“All right,” Donovan said, finally catching
his breath. “I’ll try again. Just hope he’s not a cat with eight
more lives.”

 



Chapter 9

Sheridan leaned on
his cane as the wind whipped dust and sand around his body. He and
Phoebe looked up at the bell tower and the cracked walls, the
pigeons perched in vacant windows. The wooden door creaking on its
hinges. A buzzard landed on the edge of the bell tower and stared
down at them, hungrily.

The last rays of the sun faded, and as if on
cue, the limo’s headlights automatically turned on behind them,
casting their long shadows over the stucco masonry.

“Thanobry Chapel.” Sheridan announced. “Let’s
go inside.”

They made their way through the doorway and
encountered dust everywhere, caught in weak shafts of light
slanting down from the windows. Sagging beams, hanging iron
chandeliers. Scaffolding behind the crookedly-angled stone altar,
and a tarp covering the whole back wall.

Phoebe was fumbling at
something behind the door. “Let’s hope they at least had enough
money to pay the last electric bill.” She flicked the switch and
the chandeliers lit up, along with the smile on Sheridan’s
face.

At the rickety iron
spiral staircase, Sheridan came down slowly, using his cane as he
glanced toward the door, where Jenkins had just appeared, out of
breath and still clutching his leather satchel to his chest like a
security blanket.

“Ah,” said Sheridan. “Mr. Jenkins, good of
you to come.”

Jenkins glanced around, noticing Phoebe
sitting at one of the wooden pews with her laptop, apparently
taking notes while looking about the chapel. “I admit, Mr.
Sheridan, I was surprised to get your call. But not as surprised to
actually see you in here.”

“You were right, Jenkins. This place is a
mess.” Sheridan pointed with his cane, holding the petrified wooden
handle and aiming around the chapel. “In addition to needing a
lock, it could use a complete upgrade to the plumbing and the
electrical systems. Sandblast these walls and bring out the artwork
that I can barely make out behind those tarps. And let’s see, a
satellite dish, a bank of servers over in this corner. Two fifty
inch monitors here, a kitchen in there.”

Phoebe started typing faster, catching all
his notes.

“I’m sorry,” Jenkins said. “I’m
confused.”

Sheridan leaned on the cane and gingerly
stepped into the dust on the main floor. “I have two questions for
you, Jenkins. You ready?”

“Uh, yeah. I guess.”

“One: including the stuff I just mentioned,
how much do you need to fix this up this joint?”

“Well, our last estimates ran at around. . .
.eight and a half million.”

“You’ll get ten. Secondly, and this is
important Mr. Jenkins. Do you believe in an afterlife?”

“Excuse me?”

“Something after this, after you kick the
bucket, shuffle off your mortal coil. Do you believe there’s—”

“A heaven?”

Sheridan closed his eyes for a moment. “Or
something. This is a chapel, right? Holy ground, a sturdy
respite for meditation and prayer? A place to contemplate eternal
mysteries.”

“What are you asking? If I believe in
something after this? Then yeah, I guess so. But, did you say
you’re going to give us ten million?”

“Yes, and additional amounts for annual
upkeep. But there’s a catch.”

“A catch?”

“It’s got to be done fast, within a month.
And after that, you can still show it off as a national treasure
and everything, but I want to use this place.”

“Use it how?”

“I feel something. This chapel . . . I don’t
know. Somehow it drew me here, called to me. And now I just know
this is it.” He looked at Phoebe and smiled, but then felt his
attention drawn to a door beyond one of the pillars, and felt an
odd feeling about it. Shuddering, he turned back to Jenkins. “This
is where I’ll work. Where our team will meet.”

Jenkins scratched at his curly head. “Well,
I’m completely confused, and astounded. But if you’ll do what you
say, I can’t see a problem with setting up an office for you
here.”

Sheridan stamped his cane against the floor.
“Perfect!” He smiled and turned in a wide circle, admiring the
view, picturing it as it would soon look with his renovations.

“Then, let’s get to work.”

 



Chapter 10

Two days later.

Sheridan returned
from the table they’d been using to keep their coffee, donuts,
pizza and today—an extra-large bucket of barbecued spare ribs.

“What’s wrong with this picture?” he asked,
limping with a coffee pot in his free hand so he could refresh
their mugs.

Phoebe looked up from running several systems
at once, cross checking massive lists and comparing photographs
between two large monitors. “Oh, sorry boss. But coffee server
wasn’t on the job description.”

The interior of the chapel was already
changed significantly, but the back wall, beyond the dais, was
still covered with scaffolding and tarps, and several workmen
toiling at the higher levels. A statue had been restored above the
altar, secured to the wall: an angelic figure holding a sword
aloft.

Sheridan sat across from Phoebe at a table
littered with barbecue-stained napkins, bones picked clean. He bit
into another juicy rib as he went through lists on his laptop.

“This is weird.”

“You’ll have to be more specific,” Phoebe
said. “Just about everything I’ve looked at this past week could
fit that description.”

“This is the sixth time.” He scrolled back,
then pulled up a hardcopy file, flipped through pages. “Seventh,
actually, where someone after having an NDE claims to have been
interrogated by a ‘man in a gray lab coat’. White hair, strange
gray eyes.”

“Oh, I remember that. No one ever listed a
name.”

“I saw him, I think, in my room. When I was
just coming out of it. Called to him, but got no answer.”

“So, what’s so weird about it? Maybe he’s a
resident or something.”

“For all seven of these cases? They’re all
from different hospitals. Two are from Texas, but the others as far
away as Oregon and California.”

Phoebe stared at him while snapping her gum.
The angel above looked on impassively. Then, the door opened.

A man in a tie, blue suit coat, jeans and
cowboy boots appeared, taking off his sunglasses. He reached into
his pocket and pulled out a badge.

“You’re a hard man to find, Mr. Sheridan.” He
looked around the chapel, carefully walking around the debris so
his boots didn’t get scuffed.

Sheridan wiped his lips with a napkin. “Well,
find me you did. And you are?”

“Detective Jonah Wells, Dallas PD.”

“To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“We might want to talk privately. Perhaps
outside?”

Sheridan licked barbecue sauce off his
fingers, then grudgingly reached for his cane.

“Whatever it is, I assure you, I’m probably
innocent.”

“In my experience, no one’s truly
innocent.”

Phoebe stood up quickly.

“Wait, did you say Jonah Wells?”

“Yes. Who are you?”

“She’s my assistant.” He turned back to
Phoebe, then, quietly: “What’s up?”

Phoebe moved closer with her clipboard.
Talked softly. “Well, sir. I recalled the name because of my cursed
photographic memory. I’m not sure why he’s really here, but it
might be more than coincidence.”

“What do you mean?”

She paged through the printouts. “Yep. He’s
on the list. Number seven-hundred-eighty-four.”

Jonah stood on this toes, trying to get a
look. “The hell are you two talking about? What list? I’m here to
discuss the plane crash, and some disturbing evidence
suggesting—”

Phoebe held up a hand. “Two years ago,
Detective. You were shot, right?”

Jonah’s hands formed into fists. “Now how the
hell do you know that?”

“Hang on, detective.” Sheridan looked at him
with newfound interest. “You were shot?”

Jonah just blinked at him as Sheridan limped
closer.

“Tell me, did you . . .die?”

Jonah took a step back, waving his hands.

“What the hell? How did you know—?”

“Newspaper reports of the incident. They
interviewed your partner, who probably said more than he should
have at the time. He was distraught, but…” She turned aside. “Boss,
just to be safe here, maybe we shouldn’t say any more.”

Jonah fumed. “Maybe you should call a damn
lawyer. Or start talking. Fast.”

“Please. Come in, sit.”

Jonah stepped in closer, but didn’t sit. Just
glared at them.

“I just have one question,” Sheridan said,
breaking the uncomfortable silence. “When you were dying or dead,
or whatever . . . what did you see?”

Jonah stared at him, swallowing hard.

His eyes blinked and he
saw it all again.

He pursues a
suspect around a corner. He turns, and there are two of them in the
shadows. Waiting for him.

They open fire.

Next, he’s lying on his back, blood pooling
up through the holes punched clear through his vest. His eyes close
and—

A light beckoning in the gloom. It looks
like the moon in a starless sky, seen through an emerald lens.

Jonah finds himself on a misty shore of a
placid sea—where STARS are glimmering in the waves.

He turns around and around and calls out,
but makes no sound.

The moon flickers, dims, and then only the
glittering pinpoints in the sea remain.

He wades into the water, but finds that it’s
turned to glass. His feet glide over the surface. He falls, then
kneels and tries to reach inside and grasp the stars, but his
fingers won’t penetrate.

Crying, he lays flat on the surface and
pounds at it with his fists. Punches, scratches, claws, and then—it
all shatters and he’s back—

—In an ambulance.

He gasps, screaming and coughing out blood
as a medic holds him down. Injects something into his arm that
calms him and stabilizes his blood pressure.

The medic breathes a huge sigh. “Jesus, I
thought I lost you. Welcome back, officer.”

The ambulance driver
looks in the mirror, relieved, but in the passenger seat, a
familiar-looking older man with gray hair and a matching lab coat
is there, observing closely.

Sheridan stroked the
two-day growth of stubble on his chin. “Interesting, and unique.
Not the typical tunnel, waiting figures or judgment scenario.”

Jonah looked down at his boots. “Oh, I felt
judged all right. Like everything, all the bad stuff I had ever
done, was clear as day. And I sensed I was, I don’t know. Found
wanting. The light going out. The barrier . . .”

Jonah blinked, and composed himself. “So, are
you going to tell me what this is all about?”

“Yes, but in a moment. First . . .” Sheridan
leaned in close. “What’s this about the plane crash?”

 



Chapter 11

A half-dozen
research technicians stood in a huge, circular white room,
experimenting with virtual reality simulations. They wore goggles
and gloves, connected by wires to a collection of servers and
computers.

Upstairs, Gregor watched all this in an
adjacent glass-windowed office. Behind him, two lawyers in dark
suits sat at a table, poring over documents. Let’s get this over
with.

Gregor stared past his own reflection,
watching the techs move in place; it looked like they were aiming
weapons, ducking and firing. “Well? Give me good news,
gentlemen.”

One of the lawyers cleared his throat in a
raspy throttle. “I think you’re on solid ground, here, what with
Sheridan’s inexplicable behavior after his recovery, his
inattentiveness, his sole focus on whatever it is he’s doing out at
that chapel.”

“That’s the key,” the second lawyer said. “If
you want the approval of the board and the shareholders in removing
their CEO, you’ll need proof that Sheridan is acting in opposition
to the good of the company.”

The other added: “Or at the very least, that
his sanity has been compromised.”

“But we don’t have to go that far. Let’s keep
it high level, in terms everyone can sympathize with. The man was
in a plane crash. He’s not recovered, and may never fully recover.
In order to move forward, we need someone competent at the
helm.”

The first lawyer nodded. “It would be best if
we could get him to see this for himself. Agree to a consulting
role only, and transfer the reins.”

Gregor shook his head. “He’s too pig-headed.
No, we need to do something more drastic. If you need evidence,
then evidence we’ll get.” If Donovan fails again, that
is.

The door opened and two men in military
uniforms entered. The lawyers immediately packed up and offered up
their seats on their way out as Gregor drew the blinds.

“Thank you for coming, gentlemen. Now, let’s
get down to business.”

 


tmp_31884c103584aa57fc813badfcaaaf99_3AoOyF_html_259944a6.jpg





tmp_31884c103584aa57fc813badfcaaaf99_3AoOyF_html_1c63e56f.jpg





tmp_31884c103584aa57fc813badfcaaaf99_3AoOyF_html_2fa786b5.jpg
SAVILE SAKMYSTER





tmp_31884c103584aa57fc813badfcaaaf99_3AoOyF_html_728ee056.jpg
c@rlﬂuz
LIRS





cover.jpg
STEVEN
SAVILE SAKMYSTER





