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​PROLOGUE – THE BREAKTHROUGH
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HCRC – Neurobiology Wing, Phoenix
02:11 A.M.

The lab was the only thing awake in the desert. Rows of monitors murmured in half-light, their pale glow painting Dr. Mackenzee Roth’s face in alternating shades of fatigue and faith. Outside, the wind scraped the walls of the Helix Cognitive Regeneration Center—carrying sand that hissed like static against the metal siding. Inside, the equipment hummed with the uneven rhythm of an overworked power grid. The building wasn’t alive; it was simply tired.

Roth pressed the recorder’s red circle. A soft click cut through the hum—mechanical, familiar, merciful.

“Trial HX-1... terminated at hour thirty-two. No neural regrowth. Subject mortality due to glial toxicity.” Her voice sounded smaller than the room—professional, disciplined, but frayed at the edges. She clicked the recorder off. The sound echoed through stainless steel and exhaustion.

On the nearest monitor, a mouse froze mid-stride in its plexiglass maze. Its whiskers trembled once, twice... then stilled. The camera didn’t blink. Roth did. Another failure. Another line of text to archive. She opened the leather-bound notebook she never synced to the digital system—the only place she allowed herself to think without anyone watching. Ink met paper in a single word: why. She boxed it, added a notation beneath it—delivery vector? —and exhaled through her nose. Click. “HX-2... immune rejection.” Click.
“HX-3... cerebrovascular clotting.” The rhythm became ritual. Failure. Pause. Silence.
The posters on the wall mapped ten years of endurance— 2018 Lipid Nanoparticles, 2020 Targeted AV Capsids, 2022 Conference of Neurogenesis, the coffee rings on her desk mapped the same timeline in stains. Click. “HX-4... no viable pathways.” Click. “HX-5... mortality within four hours.” Click. “HX-6... synaptic silence.” Her pen slowed. She wrote: delivery possible ≠ therapeutic, and underlined it hard enough to dent the page. “Ending log,” she whispered. “For the record—persistence is the only cure for failure.” She clicked off the recorder. The building sighed—ventilation shifting, a relay settling somewhere deep behind a wall. Just old wiring running hot.

A yellow sticky note clung to the bezel of Monitor 3: Residual EEG post-necropsy — verify equipment. Someone had added underneath: not artifact? She peeled it off, studied the faint oil from a thumbprint, then placed it lower on the screen where only she would notice. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but she also didn’t believe in coincidences. The desert beyond the glass was pure black. She watched it until she could no longer tell where the sky ended and her thoughts began.



Dawn

Morning crept into the lab like hesitation. A pale, lemon-colored light climbed the east windows—promising heat instead of comfort. Roth sat with her back to it, the recorder beside a cup of coffee that had gone cold three hours earlier. Click. “Trial HX-7. Regrowth twenty-two percent. Short-term memory recovery in Subject M-21... for the first time, navigation restored.”

She tapped a keyboard. In the old footage, a mouse navigated its maze cleanly. It paused only once, then made the correct turn. When it reached the pellet, a younger Marcus Hale—still loud with optimism back then—let out a delighted laugh. For the first time in years, she felt something like hope touch her ribs.

Click. “HX-7 used dual-vector cassette. Regeneration plus anti-inflammatory regulator. Glial-targeted promoter. Limbic hyperexcitability days five through seven.” She hesitated, hearing what the clinical summary didn’t say. She opened the notebook and wrote: first honest inch of light and beneath it, Naomi: “a whisper of something we didn’t understand.”

Dust motes shifted angles as the sun climbed. Click. “HX-8. Primate model. Subject P-14 demonstrates object recognition. Synaptic density exceeding baseline.” The video showed a rhesus macaque selecting shapes. When it looked into the camera, recognition flickered—unmistakable, unnerving. Behind the footage, Naomi’s voice caught: “Look at that... it remembers.” Marcus answered from off-screen: “Vitals clean. Inflammation quiet.”

Roth leaned back. Wrote: possible overstimulation in limbic → review before next vector, (two underlines, then a third).

A second monitor displayed archival necropsy footage. When the EEG spiked—brief, red mountains rising from a flatline—the caption read: likely washout artifact. She didn’t press record. She also didn’t look away. Her email chimed. From: Richard Sloan Subject: HX-8 EUA Prep Body: Lead with cognitive endpoints. Omit necropsy noise unless asked. She moved it to a folder labeled: SLOAN – when I’m tired of being polite. 

Dawn became day. Heat climbed the walls.



HX-9

Two months later, the desert light had turned sharp white. The neurogenesis bay gleamed like a glass cathedral—ozone biting the air. Electrodes crowned the rhesus macaque like silver thorns. No one spoke at first. The hum of the equipment, the soft whir of the aging power grid—it was enough. Click. “Trial HX-9. Modified viral capsid. Self-tuning expression. Initiating neural regeneration sequence.”

On the monitor, neurons kindled—one, then another—until constellations spread across the cortex.  Data graphs climbed in perfect arcs. Marcus leaned forward, breath fogging glass. “Look at that loop—full synaptic integration.”

Naomi’s voice trembled with restraint. “No inflammation. Microglia behaving exactly as modeled.”

The macaque blinked. Reflexive. Baseline.
Then its arm lifted—slow, deliberate—and its fingers closed around the food pellet. It ate.
Roth whispered into the mic: “HX-9 demonstrates restoration of hippocampal integrity. The brain is repairing itself.”

They stayed silent—awed, terrified—while the animal rediscovered movement. No cameras. No applause. The moment belonged to them alone. Outside, the desert wind slapped dust against the glass, as if trying to get in.



The Hearing

Department of Health Auditorium – Washington, D.C.
Two Months Later

The room smelled of recycled air and the ghosts of old promises. Roth stood at the podium, bracing herself against the weight of bureaucracy. Slides bloomed across the wall—neurons in false color, timelines of failures turned stepping stones. “We have not slowed decline,” she began. “We have reversed it.” A murmur rippled across the panel. Questions followed—delivery vectors, inflammation markers, necropsy anomalies. She answered each with surgical precision.

Sloan sat behind the second row, smiling like a polished knife. Then: “Dr. Roth... how soon until a human cohort?” Fred Jacobs. Thirty-something. Exhausted in the way grief exhausts.

She met his eyes. “Six weeks.”

He swallowed. “My mother was diagnosed last year. Early stage. Some days she knows she’s forgetting. Those are the hardest.” Roth felt her stomach twist. He wasn’t asking for data. He was asking for mercy.

“Five patients,” she said softly. “Strict age window.”
“She’s sixty-eight.” Almost too quickly Fred replied. A coin spinning on its edge.
She nodded. “We’ll evaluate her.” He handed her a photo—Martha Jacobs, sunlight soft across her shoulders, rosary slipping through uncertain fingers. Roth slipped it into her folder.

Behind them, Sloan called out: “Dr. Roth—press wants a hopeful quote.” She ignored him. Some moments refused witnesses.



Hotel Room

Night

The room smelled of citrus cleaner and endless air-conditioning. Roth set the folder, laptop, and recorder on the bed like sacred objects. She sat. Let gravity have her. Click. “HX program history—addendum.” She spoke through exhaustion. “HX-1 through 6: delivery possible, not therapeutic. Microglial overactivation. Inflammation drowned what we tried to save.” A pause. “HX-7... first inch of daylight.” She traced an old report from HX-8 with her thumb. “HX-8... recognition restored. Post-mortem activity dismissed as artifact because sleep mattered more.” She continued, “HX-9... a self-tuning loop that refuses neuronal silence. Subcutaneous induction. Weekly oral catalyst. No surgeries.” She unfolded a printed email—Sloan’s directive again: Lead with cognitive endpoints; omit necropsy noise unless asked. She spoke softly into the recorder: “We’ll be asked.”

The photo of Martha lay beside her. Roth touched a bead of the rosary. “Five patients. Thirty-nine to sixty-nine. Martha Jacobs, sixty-eight.” A breath. A memory. A promise. “We’re going to do this carefully,” she whispered. “For the record... we are about to change everything.” Click. Outside, the city lights blinked like neurons too bright to sleep.
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​Intake
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Arthur McGill

The leased clinic didn’t look like history. It looked like a compromise. A single-story medical suite on the outskirts of Phoenix, squeezed between a dental practice and an imaging center, its sign still bearing the ghost outline of the last tenant. HELIX NEUROCOGNITIVE STUDY – TEMPORARY SITE was taped inside the glass with more optimism than design. The parking lot shimmered with late-afternoon heat. Inside, the air-conditioning hummed in the vents, cool and dry, smelling faintly of antiseptic and new carpet.

Dr. Mackenzee Roth stood in Examination Room 3 and made herself see it as a patient would. Standard exam bed. Two chairs. A mobile EEG cart. A monitor bolted to the wall. Between them, a small table with a stack of consent forms and a box of tissues. Clinical, but not cold. She’d insisted on the lamp in the corner and the framed landscape print above the chair. People needed to sit somewhere that didn’t feel like a verdict.

Leah Jackson adjusted the blood pressure cuff on the cart, humming quietly under her breath. The song didn’t have a melody so much as a rhythm, something gentle she seemed to pull out whenever she touched a patient’s chart.

“Room’s ready,” Leah said. “Vitals station calibrated. Crash cart checked twice.”

“Three times,” Beth Baker added from the doorway, one hand on her hip, clipboard tucked against her chest like armor. “If we’re calling this a Phase I trial, we follow hospital-standard intake, not startup improv.”

Her voice wasn’t unkind, just edged. Everything she said came out like it had already been argued and won somewhere else.

Roth didn’t rise to it. “We’re not dosing today, Beth. Pre-screen only.”

“That’s when people faint,” Beth said. “Needles. Old memories. Hope.”

Leah’s mouth tugged in a brief smile. “I’ve got juice boxes in the mini fridge for the fainting.”

“That’s not in the protocol,” Beth muttered, but she didn’t object when Leah straightened the blanket on the exam bed to soften the creases.

Naomi Chen appeared in the doorway with a tablet and two paper files, hair in a low knot, ID badge turned backward so it wouldn’t reflect in patients’ eyes. “Arthur McGill is checked in. He’s in the waiting area, working a crossword that apparently doesn’t deserve to exist. His words, not mine.”

Behind her, Marcus Hale leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, flipping through a printout of lab values. “Glucose, creatinine, liver function—he’s boring. It’s a relief.”

“Let’s keep him that way,” Roth said. She tapped the recorder in her pocket, reassuring herself with the solid weight. It had been with her through every version of the HX program; it was coming into this room, too. “Bring him in?”

Naomi nodded. “He’s ready.”

Leah opened the door to the hall. “Mr. McGill?” Her voice softened, carrying that warmth she seemed to reserve for anyone over sixty. “We’re ready for you.”

He walked in under his own power, tall and a little stooped, a man who’d spent a lifetime leaning over blackboards and seminar tables. Arthur McGill wore a pressed shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, and carried a leather messenger bag that had seen better decades. His hair was whiter than gray, combed with the precision of someone who remembered being vain about it. His eyes, behind wire-rimmed glasses, were sharp—until the focus slipped.

He offered his hand automatically to Roth. “Doctor Roth?”

“Yes. Mackenzee is fine.” Her grip was firm but not challenging. “Thank you for coming.”

“You made it sound compulsory,” he said wryly. “My neurologist said ‘opportunity.’ My son said ‘anything that buys another year of knowing my granddaughter’s name.’ So here we are.” He glanced around the room, taking stock. “Reasonable place to argue with reality.”

Leah smiled. “Let me get your vitals first, okay? We’ll just borrow an arm.” She guided him toward the chair without making it feel like direction.

Beth trailed them in, flipping to the first page of her intake checklist. “Arthur McGill, date of birth?”

“October twelfth, nineteen fifty-three,” he said. “You can check my driver’s license, but if I’m wrong about that, we might as well all go home.”

“Any chance you will need assistance with ambulation?” Beth continued, pen poised.

“If you mean, can I walk, yes,” he said. “If you mean, can I dance, that depends on the music.”

Marcus’s mouth twitched. Naomi hid a smile behind her tablet.

Leah wrapped the cuff around his arm with practiced ease. “You’ll feel a little squeeze.” She watched his face as much as the gauge. “Any dizziness when you stand up lately?”

“Only when grading,” he said. “Or when I realize my students are right and I’m wrong.”

“Blood pressure is one thirty-two over eighty,” Leah reported. “Heart rate seventy-four. Pulse regular.”

Beth wrote it down in neat block letters. “Respirations?”

“Sixteen,” Leah said. “No labored breathing.”

“Good,” Beth said. “We need a stable chassis if we’re going to tinker with the engine.”

Arthur looked at her, eyebrows lifting. “They teach you that analogy in nursing school, or did you workshop that in the parking lot?”

Beth smiled, tight. “I’m very good at my job, Mr. McGill.”

“So were my mechanics,” he said, “until they weren’t. No offense intended. Or taken, I hope.”

Leah shot him a conspiratorial look. “She’s better at her job when she’s proving people wrong.”

“Then this should be her masterpiece,” he murmured.

Roth moved closer, taking the empty chair opposite him, leaving the exam bed unused for now. The EEG cart waited in the corner; silver electrodes coiled neatly like question marks.

“Okay,” she said. “Today are evaluation and conversation. No needles beyond the blood draw you already had downstairs, no injections, no pills. We’re getting to know how your brain is working right now so we can tell if we’re changing it later.”

Arthur nodded slowly. “And if you’re breaking it instead?”

Naomi answered this time, voice calm. “That’s why we’re careful. We’re starting with people whose disease is at a moderate stage. Enough decline that we have something to measure. Enough reserve that if we help, they’ll feel it. And enough honesty from us that if we hurt, you’ll know it wasn’t casual.”

He watched her for a long second, evaluating more than her words. “You’re the one who sent the packet,” he said. “Dr. Chen.”

“Yes.”

“You underlined the risks section.” He looked faintly amused. “No one does that. Lawyers prefer small print.”

“I prefer informed consent,” Naomi said. “Sorry, it’s a quirk.”

“A useful one.” His gaze shifted to Marcus. “And you must be Hale. You wrote the methods section.”

Marcus blinked. “You read the appendix?”

“I tried,” Arthur said. “You buried the good parts in equations. I approve of the habit.” Then, with a shrug that looked more weary than theatrical: “Or I used to. Now I forget where the door to the habit is.”

Roth felt something tighten behind her ribs. Good. He’s still noticing. “You were a professor?”

“Advanced mathematics,” he said. “Topology, functional analysis, the kind of things you use to torture graduate students and reassure yourself you still exist.”

“How long did you teach?”

“Forty-three years,” he said. “Thirty full-time, thirteen emeriti. Or twenty-eight and fifteen? That’s been happening more. Long numbers. Durations. I know they’re important, but they blur.”

Naomi tapped a note on her tablet. “Any specific issues first? Memory for names? Places? Words?”

He looked down at his hands. The knuckles were knotted with age, but steady. “Names and paths,” he said. “Words I can sometimes cheat with. Put the right word vaguely in the air and people assume they know what you meant. But I’ve been walking down hallways I helped design and forgetting which office is mine. That’s... disorienting.”

“How long have you noticed that?” Marcus asked.

“Oh, years,” he said. “But we called it ‘being distracted’ then. ‘Having a lot on your mind.’ Your mind makes excuses for itself. It wasn’t until I introduced a colleague I’ve known for thirty years as ‘the woman from the thing’ that my son insisted we see someone in a white coat.”

“Any trouble with daily tasks?” Leah asked gently. “Cooking, paying bills, taking meds?”

“Bills, no,” he said quickly, then caught himself. “Well. Not yet. My son handles anything involving electronic portals and passwords now. The banks seem determined to prove that comprehension is a young person’s sport. I can still make an omelet. Whether I remember to turn the stove off afterward is... emerging data.”

Beth wrote that down, underlining once.

Roth glanced at her, then back to Arthur. “Any history of stroke? Head injury? Seizures?”

“No,” he said. “Just the usual paper cuts of academia. Frustration, sleep deprivation, too much coffee.”

“Family history of dementia?” Marcus asked.

“Grandmother,” he said. “But she was in her eighties, and everyone told themselves it was just age doing what age does.” His jaw tightened. “We didn’t have language for what was happening then. Just... ‘she’s slipping.’ I’m not interested in slipping. I’d rather jump.”

Leah’s eyes softened. Beth kept writing, expression unchanged. Naomi shifted the tablet to her lap. “We’re going to run a few tests, if that’s okay. Memory, attention, spatial orientation. Nothing you can pass or fail in a moral sense. Just... maps.”

“If I fall off the edge of the map,” Arthur said, “you’ll tell me?”

“That’s the promise,” Roth said.



The first tests were simple on paper and cruel in practice. Roth had written some herself, years ago, when dementia was still something she studied instead of something she tried to unwrite.

“Okay,” Naomi said, positioning the clipboard. “I’m going to read you five words. When I’m done, I’ll ask you to repeat them. Later, I’ll ask again. Ready?” Arthur nodded. “Apple. Train. Candle. Window. Chair.”

He repeated them without hesitation. “Apple, train, candle, window, chair.”

“Good,” Naomi said. “We’ll come back to those.”

They moved through orientation—date, place, the name of the current president. Arthur got the year right on the third try. The day of the week took longer. “These questions annoy healthy people too,” Leah offered, an apology built into the reassurance.

“Healthy people don’t doubt whether they’re correct,” Arthur said. “They just doubt your motives.”

“Fair,” Naomi said. Clock drawing came next. Nailed the circle. Misplaced one number. The hands he drew for ten past eleven both pointed vaguely up.

“Just tired,” he said, watching their faces as they recorded it. “You put a clock in front of someone and they think of broken time.”

“It’s okay,” Naomi said. “We’re not grading, remember?”

“Old habits die noisily,” he answered.

Roth rolled the EEG cart closer. The electrodes gleamed dully under the fluorescent lights. “This part looks more dramatic than it is,” she said. “I’m going to put a few sensors on your scalp to watch your brain’s electrical activity while you rest and do a few tasks. No shocks. No current going in. Just recording what’s already there.”

“Like office hours,” he said. “I sit, and someone else takes notes on what they think I meant.”

Leah laughed softly. “We’ll use less red ink.”

She parted his hair with gentle fingers, swabbing spots with cool gel before placing small metal discs. He flinched once, more at the cold than the touch, then settled. Beth checked the lead connections twice, tugging each wire with the care of someone who didn’t trust the person who’d plugged it in before her.

“Impedance is within range,” Beth said. “Channels one through sixteen are clean.”

“Starting baseline,” Marcus announced from the monitor. Waveforms spilled across the screen—alpha, beta, delta—rising and falling in layered rhythm.

“Eyes closed,” Roth instructed.

Arthur complied. For a moment, the room felt like a held breath. The only sounds were the faint hum of the A/C and the soft scratch of Beth’s pen. Naomi watched the screen, tracking microvariations with a practiced eye.

“Now open,” Roth said. “Good. Can you spell the word ‘world’ backwards for me?”

“D-L-R-O-W,” he said. No hesitation.

“Subtract seven from one hundred,” Marcus added. “Then again. Keep going.”

“Easy way or hard way?” Arthur asked.

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Both.”

“Hundred minus seven is ninety-three,” he said. “Then minus fourteen is seventy-nine, then sixty-five, then fifty-one, thirty-seven, twenty-three, nine, minus seven negative five.” He frowned. “No one ever asks for the negative numbers. They just assume you stop when the page does.”

“Do you do that in your head a lot?” Naomi asked.

“Used to,” he said. “Now I lose my place midway through. The staircase disappears.” He opened his eyes. “Today seems to have railings.”

Roth’s gaze slid briefly to the EEG strip. There it was—subtle slowing in the posterior leads, a hint of disconnection between front and back, like a city whose transit lines still ran but skipped stops without warning.

Naomi shifted the tasks to language. “Tell me as many words as you can think of beginning with the letter F. You have one minute. Go.”

“Function,” he said immediately. “Fraction, fractal, formal, finite, field, Fourier—sorry, that’s a last name, does that count?”

“We’ll allow it,” she said.

“Filter. Frame. Forget.” He stopped. Something flickered across his face—a momentary blank. The silence stretched two seconds too long.

“Take your time,” Leah said softly.

“Fire,” he added. “Forest....” Then his gaze drifted to the window. The hum of the air-conditioning seemed louder. “I had more, but they left.”

Naomi marked the time, noting the fluent start and the abrupt drop.

They cycled through the rest of the battery—story recall, visual copying, simple motor sequences. Some he aced. Some he stumbled. Once, when asked to remember the five words from the beginning, he managed three.

“Apple,” he said. “Train. Window.” He closed his eyes. “The others are there. They’re just... in the wrong room.”

“Candle and chair,” Naomi supplied gently. “You did remember some.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” he said. “That’s the point of the experiment, isn’t it? That I can’t do this without a prompter anymore.”

Roth powered down the EEG, sliding off the electrodes one by one. Leah cleaned away the residual gel with warm wipes, her touch respectful, almost ceremonial.

Beth totaled the scores on her sheet. “MMSE is twenty-one,” she reported. “MoCA nineteen. Moderate impairment.”

Roth nodded. “Consistent with his neurologist’s referral.” She looked at Arthur. “How are you feeling?”

“Like someone just underlined parts of me in red ink,” he said. Then, after a beat: “But also... relieved. It’s harder pretending nothing is wrong when you keep getting lost in your own kitchen.”

Naomi’s voice gentled. “It’s not a failure to have evidence.”

“It won’t matter if the evidence doesn’t change anything,” he said. “That’s the part I care about. Which brings us to your miracle drug.”

“It’s not a miracle,” Roth said. “It’s a tool. A gene-therapy platform designed to help your brain regrow connections it’s been losing. We’ve tested it in animals. We’ve seen real, durable improvement. We don’t know yet if that will translate to humans. But we believe it can.”

“And the cost?” he asked. “Beyond the lovely co-pay my insurance insists on?”

“Systemic inflammation,” Marcus answered bluntly. “Headaches, confusion, agitation. For some patients, no benefit at all. For a few, maybe decline accelerates. There are unknowns we haven’t even thought to list.”

Arthur watched him. “Why are you telling me that?”

“Because you’re entitled to every reason not to do this,” Marcus said. “And if you still say yes after that, we’ll know you understand what you’re stepping into.”

Arthur looked down at his hands again. They were steady on his knees. “I have a seventy percent chance of requiring full-time care within five years,” he said. “Those are my neurologist’s numbers, not mine. I have a hundred percent chance of forgetting my granddaughter’s birthday again if I live long enough.” He looked up. “I don’t like those odds. If your drug shortens the game but lets me play properly for one more round, I’m listening.”

Leah’s throat moved as she swallowed. Beth’s pen didn’t slow, but something in her face shifted, barely.

Naomi closed the file on her tablet. “We’re still reviewing candidates,” she said. “Five slots. No guarantees. Part of this is numbers. Part of it is... fit.”

“You’re deciding who’s worth the risk,” he said.

“We’re deciding who has enough to gain to justify it,” Roth corrected. “Who has enough reserve to withstand the stress, and enough decline that success will be measurable. It’s a cruel equation. We know that.”

He stood, a little stiffly, but without help. “Cruel equations,” he said. “I’ve taught those. I understand the arithmetic of triage.” He picked up his bag. The strap creaked. “If you select me, do me one favor.”

“Name it,” Roth said.

“Don’t tell me I’m brave,” he said. “I’m afraid. I’m just more afraid of the alternative.” He smiled, the expression crooked and tired and wry all at once. “Let someone else be inspirational. I’ll stick to voluntary guinea pig.”

Leah opened the door for him. “I’ll walk you back to the waiting room,” she said. “We’ll get you some water and go over the logistics with your son when he comes to pick you up.”

“Math department policy,” he said. “Never turn down free water.” He nodded once to each of them in turn. “Doctors. Ms. Baker.” Then he stepped into the hallway, the sound of his footsteps muffled by the carpet.

Beth watched him go; lips pressed in a thin line. “He’s high-functioning now,” she said. “But the tests don’t lie. He’ll need more support before the year’s out. Trial or no trial.”

Naomi exhaled. “Which is why he’s exactly the kind of person we’re here for.”

Marcus tapped the EEG printout. “Moderate posterior slowing, intact frontal executive circuits, decent verbal fluency. He’s in the disease window but not at the cliff edge. He’s a strong candidate.”

Roth didn’t answer immediately. She reached into her pocket, took out the recorder, and clicked it on. The red light blinked awake.

“HCRC HX-9 Human Trial – Pre-Screen Log,” she said, voice lower, the cadence shifting to the private ritual she’d built over a decade. “Subject ID provisional: M-2, McGill, Arthur. Age sixty-nine. Former mathematics professor. Independent in basic activities, impaired in higher-order tasks. Orientation mildly affected, executive function relatively preserved.”

She glanced at Naomi’s notes. “Scores: MMSE twenty-one, MoCA nineteen. Clock drawing mildly disorganized. Verbal fluency: good initial output with rapid drop-off. EEG shows posterior slowing, front-temporal connectivity still viable.”

She hesitated, then added what the numbers never could. “Affect: engaged. Insight: intact. Motivation: high. States risk understanding clearly. Expressed primary goal as preserving recognition of family, particularly granddaughter. Secondary goal: maintaining autonomy long enough to ‘choose his own exit,’ his words.”

The room was quiet except for the soft whir of the EEG cart powering down.

“Clinical impression,” she said softly. “Moderate-stage neurodegenerative disease, probable Alzheimer’s type with vascular contributions unlikely. Cognitive reserve still present. Emotional resilience sufficient. If enrolled, high likelihood of measurable change—positive or negative.”

She paused. The recorder caught a small sigh.

“Non-technical note,” Roth said. “Reminds me of my thesis advisor. And of my father the year before he stopped going to conferences. I am aware of the bias this introduces. I am also aware that if this program is going to mean anything, it has to work for men like him. Recommendation: provisionally approve for cohort, pending review with team.”

She clicked the recorder off. The red light died.

Naomi watched her for a moment. “You like him.”

“I recognize him,” Roth said.

Marcus tucked the EEG strip into a labeled folder. “Then let’s save him,” he said. “Or at least give him a better coin toss.”

Beth straightened her checklist. “Next patient is scheduled in forty-five minutes,” she reminded them. “We should reset the room.”

Leah slipped back in, hands empty now. “He asked if he could bring a book next time,” she said. “Said he thinks better with paper nearby.”

“Tell him yes,” Roth said. “If he makes it into the five, he’ll need something to hold on to.”

Leah nodded. “I already did.” She smiled, small but genuine. “He thanked me like I’d given him the cure.”

Beth snorted softly. “People will thank you for the chair you offer them on the way to bad news.”

“Then let’s bring them better news,” Naomi said.

Outside, the sun dipped lower, stretching shadows across the parking lot. Inside the rented clinic, the room reset itself: fresh paper on the exam bed, cables coiled, forms stacked. One man’s data filed under a provisional ID. One space on an invisible list quietly filled—M-2, Arthur McGill, candidate.

Four more to go.

​

Dana Ruiz

Pretrial Evaluation — Phoenix Satellite Office

The desert afternoon pressed its heat against the rented office windows, but inside the Helix pretrial suite the air felt cool and expectant—clipboards aligned, vitals station calibrated, interview table cleared. They were ten minutes into the day’s schedule when footsteps pounded down the hall.

A soft voice called, breathless and apologetic, “I’m so sorry—I’m late.”

Dana Ruiz appeared in the doorway, cheeks flushed from the warmth outside, leather satchel slung across her shoulder. Her dark hair, usually clipped neatly back, had worked itself loose in the rush. She froze upon seeing the entire evaluation team assembled—Dr. Roth, Dr. Chen, Marcus Hale, Nurse Leah Jackson, and Nurse Beth Baker—all watching her arrival.

Dana swallowed, then straightened. “My deepest apologies. I completely forgot my appointment was today.” She placed a gentle hand on her chest as though steadying the truth. “I was in the middle of teaching my second-period art class when it hit me. I arranged a substitute as fast as I could.”

Beth Baker leaned forward just slightly, her tone clipped. “We do keep a schedule, Ms. Ruiz.”

Leah shot Beth a quick warning glance—barely there, but enough.

Dana nodded earnestly. “I understand. And I’m very sorry for any disruption.”

Her sincerity softened the room—everyone except Beth.

Marcus stepped forward with a grin so disarming it nearly erased the tension. “Don’t worry about it. Yesterday I forgot I was cooking chicken and ended up cremating half my kitchen.” He shrugged. “We all lose track of time sometimes.”

Dana blinked at him... and then laughed. A warm, light sound that reached everyone in the room.

Naomi blinked in quiet surprise. “Well... that’s one way to make an entrance.”

Dr. Roth gestured to a chair. “Please, Ms. Ruiz. Sit. You’re fine. We haven’t started without you.”

Dana exhaled in relief and slipped into the seat, tucking her satchel beside her. “Thank you. I really do try to be punctual. My students would never let me forget it if I wasn’t.” Her voice carried a softness—a steady, understated calm that made the entire room feel less clinical.



Behavioral & Cognitive Interview

Naomi tapped her tablet. “Let’s begin with some routine cognitive screening, nothing invasive. Just talk to us the way you normally would.”

Dana folded her hands in her lap. “Of course.”

“Name and occupation?” Naomi asked.

“Dana Ruiz. I’m a middle school art teacher. I’ve been teaching for twelve years.” She smiled faintly. “Middle schoolers are terrifying, but they’re honest.”

Leah laughed softly. “You must have the patience of a saint.”

Dana tilted her head modestly. “They teach me more than I teach them.”

Marcus looked up from his notes, watching her with quiet curiosity. Something about her presence reminded him of a still pond—calm enough to reflect everything around her.

Roth leaned in. “When did you first notice changes in your memory?”

Dana hesitated, searching for the right words. “About a year ago. Little things at first—forgetting where I set my keys, misplacing lesson plans. I assumed it was stress.” She looked at her hands. “Then I started forgetting names. Not the students—I always remember them—but colleagues. People I’ve known for years.”

“And now?” Roth’s voice softened.

“Now...” Dana let out a slow breath. “I write everything down. My brain feels like it’s full of light, but the light doesn’t stay where I put it.” She smiled again, only slightly embarrassed. “And apparently I forget appointments.” Her attempt at humor wasn’t a mask; it was grace.

Naomi made a note. Insight intact. Emotional regulation strong.

Beth, arms crossed, added sharply, “Have you ever wandered away from home or become confused about where you were?”

Dana shook her head. “No. I still live independently. I drive, teach, manage my own schedule.” She paused. “Well... most of the time.”

Beth pressed. “Any aggression? Sudden mood swings? Depression?”

“No. I’ve always been fairly—” Dana searched for the word.
“—quiet,” Marcus offered gently.
She nodded. “Yes. Peaceful, I guess. My mother used to say I was born already whispering.” Leah smiled at that. Beth wrote something vigorously on her clipboard, lips pressed in a thin line.



Cognitive Testing

Naomi set a laminated card on the table. “We’ll do a quick memory sequence test. Repeat these five words back to me: ‘canyon, blue, sparrow, lantern, glass.’”

Dana repeated them smoothly.

“Now again after five minutes.” As Naomi continued with other tasks, Marcus observed Dana’s posture—upright but relaxed, not tense like most patients. Her eyes followed instructions easily. Her recall fluctuated slightly but never collapsed.

At the five-minute mark: Naomi asked, “The five words?”

Dana answered without hesitation. “Canyon, blue, sparrow, lantern, glass.” Marcus raised his eyebrows. Roth wrote a note: Early-stage. Too early?

Next Naomi placed a sheet of paper with intersecting pentagons. “Please redraw this.” Dana took the pencil. Her hand was steady. The lines were confident. The proportions were exact. Beth frowned. 

Marcus murmured, “That’s better than I would’ve done.”

Dana blushed. “Drawing is... kind of my whole job.”

Roth asked quietly, “Do you ever forget how to draw?”

Dana’s smile faded just a little. “Not yet.” A silence fell—not clinical, but human.



Input From Support Staff

Naomi whispered to Roth, “She’s functioning too well. At this stage HX-9 data may not be meaningful.”

Beth interjected without waiting for permission. “Her decline is minimal. It’s inefficient to include someone this early.”

Leah shot her a look. “Early intervention can matter. And she fits criteria.”

“Barely,” Beth snapped.

Marcus cleared his throat. “She’s stable, cooperative, and understands the risks. If we’re measuring responsiveness across a spectrum, she actually broadens the curve.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “Of course you would get attached.”

Marcus didn’t miss a beat. “She laughed at my cooking trauma. That makes her exceptional.” Dana smiled softly, not sure whether she was allowed to join the banter.

Roth finally raised a hand. “Let’s keep this professional.” Everyone fell silent—except Dana, who nodded politely as though the reprimand included her.



Physical Exam & Neurological Signs

Dana’s vitals were stable. Blood pressure ideal. Pupils reactive. Reflexes normal. But one detail stood out: Her resting heart rate was slightly lower than average for someone her age and condition.

Naomi noted it. “Calm autonomic baseline.”

Marcus added, “Or under-reactive limbic responsiveness.” Roth wrote: Unusual physiological calm → may influence vector expression.

Dana noticed their whispers. “Is everything okay?”

Roth gave a reassuring smile. “Yes. More than okay.” Beth scribbled something aggressively again.



Close of Interview

When the evaluation wrapped, Dana rose and smoothed her blouse. “Thank you all for your time. I’m sorry again for being late.”

Leah guided her kindly toward the door. “Don’t worry. You did great.”

Marcus called after her, “If you ever need someone to burn chicken with, I’m available.”

Dana turned, laughter dancing in her eyes. “I’ll keep that in mind.” When she left, the room grew noticeably quieter—as though her gentleness had been holding the air together. 

Beth huffed. “She is not advanced enough. This will skew our data.”

Marcus countered, “Or reveal a different part of the disease curve.”

Naomi sighed. “We’ll take it to deliberations. But she’s borderline.” Roth didn’t answer. She was staring at the door Dana had walked through. Her expression unreadable.



RECORDER ENTRY

Dr. Mackenzee Roth

Roth lifted the small recorder, exhaled, and clicked it on. “Pretrial Evaluation — Candidate Two: Dana Ruiz.” She paused, letting the silence shape her thought. “Patient presents with early-onset Alzheimer’s, very early stage. Cognitive function relatively preserved. Emotional regulation exceptionally strong. Insight intact. Motor coordination unaffected. Vitals stable.” Another pause. “Her diagnosis is younger than the others’. Decline is not yet steep enough to demonstrate HX-9’s primary therapeutic window.” A softer inhale. “But there is... something atypical in her baseline. A calmness. A neurological steadiness I can’t quantify yet.” She glanced toward the door again. “She may be too early for this trial. But I have not ruled her out.” Click. End of entry.

Elias Kwan

Pretrial Evaluation — Phoenix Satellite Office

By late afternoon, the waiting room had thinned to the kind of silence that made fluorescent lights sound too loud. Outside, traffic inched past in wavering heat. Inside, the Helix satellite office felt like an improvised sanctuary—temporary walls, rented furniture, and equipment calibrated to a level of precision the landlord didn’t deserve.

In the exam room, Leah checked the schedule. “Next is M-3. Elias Kwan,” she said. “Thirty-eight.”

“Thirty-eight,” Naomi repeated quietly. “Younger than Dana.”

“Data analyst,” Marcus added, flipping through the intake packet. “IQ testing puts him in the one-fifty range.” He whistled softly. “Somebody’s favorite nerd.”

Beth snorted. “High-functioning doesn’t mean compliant.”

Roth scanned the file. “Early-onset, three-year history, accelerated over the last nine months.” Her finger traced the neurologist’s notes: marked difficulty with working memory, task persistence, and consolidation; preserved verbal IQ; increasing anxiety related to awareness of deficits. She closed the folder. “Let’s see him.”

A knock at the door came right on cue, but not timidly. More like the rhythm of someone double-checking their own presence.

“Come in,” Roth said.

The door swung open and a man in a slightly rumpled button-down stepped in, laptop bag slung across his chest, badge lanyard still around his neck. He had the look of someone who’d come straight from a desk—creased slacks, faint coffee stain on his cuff, hair that had lost the morning’s attempt at neatness.

“Hi. Sorry, this is the right place, right? Helix pretrial evaluation?” He glanced at the equipment, then at the faces, and exhaled. “Good. Because I introduced myself to a janitor two doors down and I think I may have overshared my medical history.”

Leah smiled immediately. “You’re in the right room now, Mr. Kwan.”

“It’s Elias,” he said, dropping his bag gently by the chair. “Unless you’re billing me, then I answer to anything.”

Beth didn’t smile. “We’ll stick to Elias.”

He caught the tone, flicked a quick assessing glance her way, and then chose to ignore it. He turned to Roth. “You must be Dr. Roth.”

She nodded. “I am.”

“I watched your hearing,” he said, crossing to the chair. “Twice. Once live and once on C-SPAN, because I like to suffer. I thought you handled the questions well.”

“That was... generous of you to watch,” she replied.

“I have a lot of late nights,” he said. “And a data scientist’s idea of fun is watching people talk about statistics under bad lighting.”

Marcus grinned. “Then you’re in good company.”



History & Baseline

They let him settle. Elias sat on the edge of the chair like someone conditioned to move quickly if needed—but for now, willing to stay put. His leg bounced once, then again, a small metronome under the table.

Naomi started, voice gentle. “We’re going to go over some basic history first. Nothing tricky. Just tell us in your own words what’s been happening.”

He nodded, gaze flicking between her and the recorder on the table. “Sure. I’m thirty-eight. I work—worked—as a senior data analyst at a health insurance company.” He made a face. “Yes, I’m aware of the irony.”

“What kind of work?” Marcus asked.

“Risk modeling. Predictive analytics. Trying to guess what illness will cost the most money before the illness knows it exists.” He shrugged. “It was... fun, in a terrifying way.”

“Your file says you’ve always tested high cognitively,” Naomi said, checking her screen. “IQ around one-fifty?”

“One fifty-two,” he said automatically, then winced. “Sorry, that sounded obnoxious. It’s just... the number gets repeated in every consultation, like it’s a personality trait.”

Roth’s mouth twitched. “We’re more interested in how your brain works than how high it scores.”

He sighed, grateful. “Honestly, I used to like my brain. It was noisy, but useful. I could hold six variables in my head, see patterns before they made sense to other people, that kind of thing.” He tapped his temple. “Now it’s like the pattern shows up, and then... drops out. Like a song cutting off mid-chorus.”

“When did you first notice changes?” she asked.

He thought for a second. “Three years ago, I started rereading the same email three times and still missing the point. I thought it was burnout. Then I started opening the same browser tab, forgetting I already had it open. Then I... forgot to pay my electric bill three months in a row. My apartment went dark. I was sitting there with ten monitors and no power because I couldn’t follow through on one step.”

Beth wrote something, expression unreadable.

Naomi asked, “Any family history?”

“My mother’s side. Her father. But they always called it ‘hardening of the arteries’ because no one wanted to say Alzheimer’s.” His leg bounced faster for a moment, then stilled. “I did the genetic testing. Got the fun variant. High risk, early onset. Congratulations, you qualify for watching yourself slip.”

Leah didn’t hide the sympathy in her eyes. “That must have been hard.”

He nodded once, jaw clenched. “I cried in the parking lot, then went back to work and optimized a claims model. I don’t really have a middle speed.”

Roth said, “Your neurologist’s notes mention trouble with concentration and retention, but not language or reasoning yet.”

“Yeah. I can still solve problems. I just can’t hold the instructions long enough to solve my own. I’ll get up to make coffee and end up... I don’t know... reorganizing the spice rack for forty minutes and never actually drinking anything.” He gave an embarrassed smile. “I wrote my wi-fi password on my arm once so I wouldn’t forget it. In Sharpie. It stayed longer than the memory did.”



Cognitive & Language Testing

Naomi pulled out a standard list. “We’re going to test short-term recall. I’ll read some words; you repeat them back and remember them for later.”

He groaned in mock despair. “The dreaded word lists. Okay. Hit me.”

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready as I’m going to be.”

She read, “River, candle, bicycle, orange, mirror.”

He repeated smoothly. “River, candle, bicycle, orange, mirror.”

Naomi nodded and moved on to a different task. “I’ll ask for them again in a few minutes.”

Marcus leaned forward. “Tell me about your sleep.”

Elias huffed a laugh. “What sleep?”

“Insomnia?” Marcus asked.

“Chronic. I sleep about four hours a night on a good week. My brain has decided 3:17 a.m. is the perfect time to revisit every choice I’ve ever made and also redesign the Medicare risk algorithm from scratch.” Roth scribbled: Baseline hyperarousal. Overclocked.

Naomi switched tasks. “Can you subtract seven from one hundred, then keep going?”

He rattled off, “Ninety-three, eighty-six, seventy-nine, seventy-two, sixty-five, fifty-eight...” He paused, eyes narrowing. “Fifty-one... forty-four... thirty-seven...” He continued without error, voice flattening slightly as he concentrated.

“Good,” Naomi said. “Now spell ‘world’ backward.”

“D-L-R-O-W. Want it in binary too?” he joked.

Beth’s expression tightened. “Languages?” she asked abruptly. “Do you speak any other than English?”

“Mandarin and Cantonese at home growing up, though they’re rusty. Enough French to apologize to waiters properly. And restaurant-level Spanish—like, I can order a burrito and not embarrass myself, but don’t ask me to conjugate.”

“So... you wouldn’t say you’re fluent?” Beth pressed.

“In Spanish? No. Not even close. I barely passed the placement test in college. The only thing I remember is ‘¿Dónde está la biblioteca?’ and I haven’t needed a library in years.” He smiled, unaware of the shadow that sentence would cast much later. Naomi made a quiet mark: Baseline language set—no Spanish fluency.



Executive Function & Drawing

She slid a cube-copying test across the table. “Draw this shape for me.”

Elias took the pencil. His hand trembled once, just at the start of the first line, then steadied. The resulting image was precise, angles crisp, proportions exact.

Marcus tilted his head. “Nice.”

“It’s all vectors,” Elias said. “I used to doodle decision trees in meetings. Helps keep my hands busy so my mouth doesn’t say something career-ending.”

Naomi added, “Now I’d like you to draw a clock that reads ten past eleven.”

He hesitated a fraction of a second, then sketched the circle, placed the numbers correctly, and set the hands.

“Any problems with navigation?” Roth asked. “Getting lost? Forgetting routes?”

“Not yet,” he said. “I still remember how to get everywhere I’ve ever lived. I do... sometimes walk into a room and forget why I’m there. But that feels more like distraction than disappearance.”

“Any hallucinations? Hearing things that aren’t there?” Beth asked.

He frowned. “No. Just... noise.”

“What kind of noise?” Marcus asked.

He looked up, choosing his words. “Have you ever stared at a city from far away and heard that... layered sound? Traffic, distant voices, AC units, all blending into one hum?”

They all watched him now.

“It’s like that in my head,” he said quietly. “Not voices. Not anything telling me to do anything. Just... a constant hum of half-finished thoughts. Like standing next to a mainframe that never quite cools down.”

Naomi’s pen slowed. Subjective description of cognitive overload; no psychosis.

Leah, trying to keep it light, said, “That sounds exhausting.”

“It is,” he admitted. “Which is why I watched your entire advisory hearing at two a.m., Dr. Roth. Your slides were... peaceful. Ordered.” He gave a small shrug. “I remembered the shape of your graphs, even if I forgot where I put my keys that morning.”



Emotional Insight & Support

“Do you live alone?” Roth asked.

“Yes. No partner. My parents are in California; my sisters in Chicago. They call. My mom sends me herbal tonics that taste like regret.” He smiled faintly. “I’m more afraid of forgetting to call them back than I am of the diagnosis some days.”

“Any help at home?” Leah asked gently. “Friends, neighbors, anyone checking in?”

“I have a coworker who texts me when I miss lunch too many days in a row. And my landlord bangs on my door if packages pile up. But no formal caregiver, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Beth made another note. “Compliance risk,” she muttered.

Elias heard it. “I take my meds,” he said. “I chart them, actually. I built a whole custom app so I can’t miss a dose without getting three alerts and a passive-aggressive pop-up.”

Marcus brightened. “You coded your own adherence system?”

“Yeah. It seemed easier than trusting my frontal lobe.”

“That’s... impressive,” Marcus said. “You may have out-engineered half the tech we use.”

“Great,” Elias said dryly. “Maybe they’ll let me A/B test my own degeneration.”

Naomi’s expression softened. “That humor—has that changed? Gotten darker? Sharper?”

He thought for a moment. “I’ve always been like this. I just... use it more now. Otherwise, I’d scream.”



Internal Team Reactions

When the formal tasks ended, Elias leaned back. “So. How did I do? Do I win the prize?”

Leah smiled. “It’s not a competition.”

“Everything’s a competition,” he said lightly. “I’d just like to know if I’m losing slower than average.”

Roth closed the folder. “You’re functioning at a high level, but you’re clearly symptomatic. You qualify on age and diagnosis.”

“Which doesn’t mean he’s an automatic inclusion,” Beth said crisply.

Elias lifted his hands. “I’m right here, you know. You can say that to my face.”

Beth met his gaze. “Clinical trials are finite. We can’t help everyone. We choose the ones whose data will matter most.”

Something in his eyes cooled. “And I’m... what? Too messy?”

Marcus cut in. “You’re complex. Complex is useful.”

Naomi added, “Your patterns could teach us as much as your scores.”

He exhaled. “Okay. Just... don’t sugarcoat it for my sake. I live in numbers, remember?”

Roth nodded slowly. “We won’t.”

Leah stood. “I’ll walk you out, Elias.”

As they stepped into the hall, he glanced back at the team through the glass. For a heartbeat, he looked like he wanted to memorize them all—just in case.



Support Staff Impressions

Back in the room, Naomi let out a breath. “He’s brilliant. And brittle.”

“High reserve, high drop distance,” Marcus said. “If HX-9 works, he might show the most dramatic cognitive gains.”

“If it doesn’t,” Beth said, “he’ll crash the hardest.”

Roth didn’t disagree. “He’s at a pivotal point—self-aware, not yet lost in the fog. That’s where we said we wanted to intervene.”

Leah returned, closing the door behind her. “He’s scared,” she said. “He won’t say it out loud, but I can see it. He keeps his jokes lined up like sandbags.”

“Would he adhere to the protocol?” Naomi asked.

“He built his own adherence app,” Marcus reminded her. “If anything, he may over comply.”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “You’re all too attached already.”

Naomi shot back, “We’re allowed to care.”

“Caring clouds judgment,” Beth said.

“Indifference kills people,” Leah countered calmly.

Roth raised her hand and both nurses fell quiet. “We log the data, we log our impressions, and we deliberate.” She glanced at the spot on the table where Elias’s fingers had drummed an unconscious rhythm. “He’s likely in our top four,” she said. “But we’ll confirm after all five.”

Beth didn’t look pleased, but she said nothing.



RECORDER ENTRY

Dr. Mackenzee Roth

The room emptied. Roth stayed seated, the file open in front of her. She picked up the recorder, rolled it in her palm once, then clicked it on. “Pretrial Evaluation — Candidate Three: Elias Kwan.” Her voice was low, thoughtful. “Patient is thirty-eight years old with genetically confirmed early-onset Alzheimer’s. High measured IQ—one fifty-two—most likely reflects significant cognitive reserve. Current symptom cluster: impaired working memory and task persistence, preserved reasoning and language, subjectively reported ‘noise’ and cognitive overload.” She paused, seeing him in her mind’s eye—leg bouncing, eyes sharp, humor pressed into service as armor. “Functionally, he remains independent. Lives alone. No formal caregiver. Demonstrates remarkable insight into his deficits. Creates his own compensatory systems—digital adherence tools, externalized tracking. This is not denial. It is a highly intelligent person trying to outrun his own neurology.”

She flipped to the page noting his sleep. “Baseline hyperarousal significant. Four hours of sleep on good nights. Describes constant mental ‘hum.’ There is a risk that HX-9’s regenerative and excitatory profile could exacerbate this—potential for limbic overdrive, agitation, or, in worst case, excitotoxic injury.” Another breath. “However, if HX-9 can restore or stabilize his working memory, he stands to regain not just function but dignity. Data from a high-reserve early-onset case like his will be invaluable in defining our true therapeutic window.” A beat of honesty: “I am aware that I find him likable. I am logging that explicitly so it can be accounted for in deliberations.” She tapped the pen against the file once. “Provisional assessment: strong candidate. Include unless later data reveals disqualifying risk.” Click.

The recorder went quiet again, but Roth kept holding it a moment longer, thumb resting on the worn edge where the paint had started to fade. Then she set it gently atop Elias’s file and reached for the next one—Martha Jacobs.

Martha Jacobs

Pretrial Evaluation — Phoenix Satellite Office

By the time the door closed behind Elias Kwan, the late afternoon light had shifted into a warmer, quieter gold. It softened the edges of the room, dimmed the sharp reflections on the stainless steel, and settled across the files stacked neatly on Roth’s desk. Only one of those files wasn’t neat.

The folder labeled Martha L. Jacobs had been handled too many times. Edges worn. Corners softened. A photo tucked inside—creased, loved, touched repeatedly by someone’s thumb.

Fred Jacobs paced the hallway outside long enough that Leah opened the door herself. “Fred?” she said gently. “You can come in. She’s ready for you.”

Fred swallowed hard and nodded. He wore the kind of suit that looked borrowed from grief—pressed but tired, one size too tight around the shoulders. In his hand, he carried a small leather purse. Inside it, the quiet sound of rosary beads shifting. Not hers. His. He stepped aside as the nurse wheeled his mother in.



The Woman in the Chair

Martha Jacobs entered with the quiet dignity of someone who had once commanded rooms without trying. Her white hair was brushed neatly, pinned away from her face with a barrette shaped like a tiny rose. Her eyes—soft brown, once sharp—now drifted a little before settling. She smiled when she saw Fred standing beside her. But she didn’t say his name.

Leah pushed the chair gently into the center of the room. Roth, Naomi, Marcus, and Beth were already waiting. Martha blinked at the lights, then at the faces.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly. “I don’t know where we are.”

“That’s all right,” Roth said, her tone warm but steady. “You’re with us. And you’re safe.”

Martha nodded once, reassured by the certainty in that voice.

Fred pulled a chair close beside her. His fingers wrapped around hers, thumb sweeping absent circles into her knuckles.



The Interview Begins

Naomi crouched slightly so she was eye-level with Martha. “Mrs. Jacobs, we’re going to talk a little about how you’ve been feeling. No tests yet. Just conversation.”

Martha smiled faintly. “Conversation is good. I used to have so many of them.”

“What did you do before retirement?” Naomi asked.

“I taught second grade,” she said immediately. Then, after a pause: “I think. Yes. I remember chalkboards. Glue sticks. The tiny desks. I remember... music on Fridays.” She lifted her eyes to the ceiling. “We had dance breaks. The boys hated it. The girls pretended to hate it.”

Fred laughed quietly into the back of his hand. Roth watched closely. Semantic memory
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