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      A young man with the name Yeshua came to John the Baptist and asked to be baptized. The prophet, following the teachings of the Essenes at the Qumran Monastery, lowered Yeshua into the Jordan River. When the young man was lifted from the water, a glow fell about him. Many in the crowd bowed. Yeshua, humbled by the experience, asked the prophet, “What shall I do?”

      John placed a hand on the young man’s head and said, “You will find the answers to your questions in the Judaean Desert. You must go alone, eat no food, and drink only the water that the land provides.”

      Yeshua thanked the prophet and left the banks of the Jordan River for the harshness of the desert.

      For twelve days Yeshua wandered in the wilderness. He cast aside the temptations to return to his gentler and richer life as the son of a carpenter. On the thirteenth day, weak from hunger and little water, he fell to the ground and cried. The heat bore down on him, and he wondered if God had forsaken him.

      But a gentle hand lifted him up. A beautiful woman with the name Mary took him by the hand and led them to the entrance of a nearby cave. There they met a man in strange garments.

      Yeshua asked, “Who are you?”

      The mysterious stranger answered, “I am Mary’s guide and perhaps yours.”

      Lack of food and water clouded Yeshua’s mind, but not so much he didn’t recognize he was being tested. “Go on.”

      The strangely dressed man smiled. “I have three questions to ask you. First, if you are the son of God, turn these stones into bread so we may eat and be full.”

      Yeshua smiled back, for this was a simple puzzle and he knew the answer, even if he was starving. “It is written that man does not live by bread alone.”

      The stranger nodded. “If thou be the son of God, cast thyself down from the temple at Jerusalem: for it is written, ‘He shall give his angels charge over thee, to keep thee, and in their hands, they shall bear thee up, lest at any time thou dash thy foot against a stone.’”

      Again, Yeshua knew he was being tempted to prove his oneness with God, but he shook his head. “It is written thou shall not tempt the Lord thy God.”

      Once more the stranger smiled. He swept his hand across the rock face of the cave and pictures appeared. In these pictures, Yeshua saw the kingdoms of the world from Rome in the west to India and China in the east.

      The stranger declared, “All these things I will give you if you fall down and do an act of worship to me.”

      Yeshua stood and cried out, “It is written: ‘You shall worship the Lord your God and only Him shall you serve.’”

      The test taxed Yeshua, and he might have fallen, so weak was he from lack of food and water, but Mary caught his arm and helped him to sit. She and the mysterious stranger smiled down at him.

      “Welcome, Yeshua,” the strangely dressed guide said.

      Yeshua asked, “What are those strange garments?”

      The man replied, “They are from the future, from a people who also live in a desert, though different from this one, and search also for what you are seeking.”

      The guide waved his hand again, and the cave became illuminated. Greek symbols were etched on the walls. Yeshua recognized them from his teachings as the fundamental sounds of language and consciousness. The guide began a chant and Mary joined in, beckoning Yeshua to add his voice. The chant emptied his mind.

      In the silence that followed, the guide gave Yeshua a substance to consume then held up a Greek votive stone known as the Eye. Yeshua stared into the Eye, and the universe opened to him. Gentle hands laid him upon the floor of the cave.

      For a period of time, his body lay motionless as if he were dead on the rocky cave floor. When he awakened, he said, “I understand now; I died, and I have been reborn. I am the son of God just as all of us are God’s children and at the same time the same as me.” This is what Yeshua would preach to those who would listen. He was rich with new powers and capable of miracles.

      Mary and Yeshua, now united in a new heavenly love, stood before the guide. He blessed them both, and taking up a pen and papyrus rolled into a large scroll, he said, “I shall record all that has happened.”

      Two thousand years later, in 1947, the ancient scroll and Greek votive stone Eye were discovered in the mystery cave.
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            BEGINNINGS

          

          LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

        

      

    

    
      Sarah Davenport navigated the labyrinth of people and dazzling displays at the Las Vegas Convention Center immersed in the kaleidoscopic world of the Consumer Electronics Show. Every January, tech titans and visionary thinkers gathered at the turn of the new year to unveil the future. For Sarah, this was more than an ordinary commercial event—this place stirred haunting memories.

      Ten years ago, Sarah walked these halls with her father, Simon Ravensbach, shortly after her seventeenth birthday. He ran a booth promoting his revolutionary company, Psi-Vision, which used virtual reality to evoke transcendent experiences akin to moderate doses of psychedelics like LSD and psilocybin. The technology promised to unlock mystical states of consciousness, leading to profound self-discovery. Her father hoped she would follow in his footsteps, crafting the next generation of technological marvels. But something deeper drew Sarah’s heart—she was more concerned with the wellbeing of people than pushing the boundaries of innovation.

      Now, a decade later, the Psi-Vision booth loomed ahead, three times the size Sarah remembered. Her phone buzzed in her hand, pulling her back to the present. A flash of panic hit her—only ten minutes left until she was due backstage. She moved through the crowd with purpose, quickening her pace.

      As she reached the expansive hallway leading to the convention’s enormous auditorium, the crowd thickened, hundreds of attendees lining up for the awards ceremony honoring her father. Picking up speed, she jogged toward the backstage entrance, where a security guard checked her ID before ushering her inside. Sarah slipped through a maze of curtains and found herself in the opulent embrace of the green room, a sanctuary of calm before the storm.

      The lavish surroundings, from the deep crimson carpet to the gaudy overstuffed sofas and fully stocked mini bar, dwarfed her presence. The room overflowed with extravagance, offering a feast for the senses with elaborate canapés, expensive wines, and sophisticated coffees. Sarah couldn’t help but clench her teeth at the sight of such wastefulness.

      She turned away, eyes drawn to three massive screens broadcasting world news, while a smaller one showcased the charismatic emcee of tonight’s awards ceremony, entertaining the lavishly dressed crowd before unveiling the recipient of the prestigious Robert Bigelow Space and Aeronautics Achievement Prize.

      Across from Sarah, her father appeared unperturbed, his eyes closed as if in deep meditation. Oblivious to the ostentatious display intended to honor his greatness, a subtle, mocking smile played upon his thin lips. He found comfort in knowing his real achievement wasn’t in accolades, but in how his work advanced the field of Astronautics.

      The screens shifted to an advertisement for the upcoming Women’s Winter Cup Gymnastics competition, the first step in being selected for the Olympic team. Simon, opening his eyes for the first time since Sarah rushed into the room, glanced at the gymnasts and casually remarked, “That could have been you.”

      The words stung, reminding her of the injury that crushed her childhood Olympic dreams. A broken ankle sidelined her just as she reached her competitive peak. She narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. Her dad had never supported her Olympic ambitions. “I always wondered why you left everything to Mom and the trainers you hired.”

      “You needed social normalcy and a way to develop your superhuman physical capabilities. Someday, I hope to tell you why I kept so distant.”

      She was about to ask what he meant when a precognitive moment, a vision of the future, took over her mind’s eye as if on cue. They came to her as though from a separate source, like her mind was catching a satellite signal from beyond and commanded her complete attention. Sarah had experienced many of these second-sighted events over the course of her life and knew how to let them run their course.

      In this one, she saw herself with a man unknown to her, entering a cave. The walls of the cave shimmered, adorned with strange, glowing symbols. The two of them sat across from one another, their voices weaving a chant that echoed through the darkness. And then, as with so many of these visions, the cave, the symbols, and the mysterious man dissolved into a blinding light.

      Simon recognized that his daughter had moved into an altered state but had seldom witnessed it play out before. He waited calmly for the visionary interlude to end. The glazed look in Sarah’s eyes faded, replaced by an intense brightness as if she had experienced a satori moment. “Welcome back,” he said.

      She caught her father staring at her and nodded. She might have said more, but the sound from the television screens fell silent, showcasing the emcee, poised at the dais, commencing his introduction of the visionary Simon Ravensbach and the remarkable achievements that earned him the esteemed Bigelow Aeronautics Prize, second only to the Nobel in prominence.

      “Greater than a Nobel,” her father quipped, winking at her.

      Sarah returned his smile. “Do you have your speech ready?”

      Simon patted his coat pocket, retrieving a three-by-five note card filled with his barely decipherable scrawl.

      “That’s it?” Sarah chuckled, amused at the paucity of his speech.

      “Brevity befits greatness⁠—”

      “And captivates the crowd,” Sarah interjected, completing his sentence.

      “That’s my girl.”

      Curiosity sparked within Sarah as she questioned her father’s motive for summoning her backstage. “Why did you want me back here with you?”

      Simon’s lips pursed momentarily, erasing the smile from his face. “It’s quieter back here.”

      “Quieter?” Sarah’s keen ears detected a hint of uncertainty in her father’s usually composed tone.

      “You never know who’s in a crowd like that. Besides, we can retreat to my room at the hotel and enjoy a meal worthy of the name,” he remarked dismissively, gesturing disdainfully at the trays of party food provided by the Convention Center.

      She followed her father’s restless glance toward both entrances to the green room, one from the hall, the other from the stage, sensing his unease. “What’s wrong, Dad?”

      He smiled and shook his head, dismissing her misgivings. With a reassuring nod, he uttered, “Nothing. We’re safe here. Ezekiel is guarding the door.”

      Ezekiel Simmons, professionally known as Simon Ravensbach’s bodyguard and gopher, held a far more significant role in their lives than that. He was Simon’s confidant and right-hand man, instrumental in realizing the ambitious projects undertaken by the Ravensbach Creative Technology Group. Simon had often emphasized to Sarah the indispensable role of Ezekiel in bringing the Group’s ideas to the marketplace.

      The sudden disruption of a jarring crash near the green room’s hall entrance startled both. With the agility of a cat, Simon sprang out of his seat and swiftly made his way toward the stage entrance. His rapid movements defied his sixty-three years. As he reached the midpoint of the room, the curtains parted, revealing a figure clad in a black robe and wearing a golden mask resembling common depictions of Jesus of Nazareth.

      Without hesitation, the masked intruder brandished a pistol with sound suppressor and squeezed the trigger twice. The suppressed crack of each round exploded in Sarah’s ears. The sight of her father collapsing onto the carpet sent shockwaves through her being. Standing over him, the assailant aimed the gun at his head.

      Without thinking, Sarah hurled the Perrier bottle at the intruder, striking his wrist. The impact caused the pistol to spin out of his grasp, disappearing behind the sofa her father occupied only moments ago. The golden Jesus face fixed on her, its radiant brilliance masking the malevolence of the person hiding behind it. Sarah hardly dared breathe.

      A stage attendant called out from the stage entrance, “We’re ready for you, Dr. Ravensbach.”

      “Sic Semper Tyrannis,” the assailant said before running from the room the way he had come.

      Sarah moved to pursue him, but her father’s strained voice stopped her. “Sarah... no.”

      She sank to her knees beside him. “Daddy...” Her gaze fell upon the two crimson stains on his chest, and her speech dissolved into anguished sobs. Desperately rummaging through her jeans pockets, she retrieved her cell phone to call 911.

      “There’s no time, Sarah,” her father whispered hoarsely. “Listen carefully. We’ve been betrayed. You must escape. Remember these numbers... 1162413. Call General Deke Davidson—” His voice trailed off, and his eyes glazed over.

      The stage attendant entered the room. “Dr. Ravensbach?” She stopped, eyes widening at the bloody scene before her.

      Though deep down she knew it was too late, Sarah said, “Call an ambulance.”

      Watching the young girl punch 911 into her phone, Sarah was already contemplating her next move. You have to get out of here, she commanded herself. Her father’s last words “we’ve been betrayed” made that clear. The precog part of her mind confirmed she couldn’t be here when the police arrived. They’d ask too many questions. She had no doubt the man who shot her father was like her, special, a mutant.

      The attendant ran back onto the stage.

      Sarah stood, her world shattered in an instant. Her father had been gunned down right in front of her eyes, and now, every beat of her heart echoed the shot that killed him. Numb and on autopilot, she walked out of the green room, her movements mechanical, as if her body knew what to do even when her mind couldn’t. The corridor stretched before her like a tunnel of confusion, leading her back into the buzzing sea of the exhibition floor. People swarmed around her, oblivious to the storm raging inside her. She pushed through the crowd, her focus solely on the exit, her thoughts tangled in a haze of shock and dread.

      She collided with a young man—red hair, big grin—who seemed completely out of place in her dark reality. “Sorry. I slipped,” she muttered, her voice distant as she dropped her cell phone into his bag, an action so casual it barely registered. She didn’t wait for a response, her feet carrying her outside, where the world spun on as if nothing had changed. The colorful tents of the media companies felt like a surreal carnival, but Sarah had no time to dwell on them. Her instincts, sharpened by panic, guided her through the chaos toward the lane where buses idled, ready to whisk people back to their hotels.

      She scanned the buses, waiting for the right moment. When she saw one about to pull away, she bolted toward it, her legs moving with a speed born of desperation. “Hold up!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the noise. The door hissed open, and she climbed aboard, slipping into a seat as if it could shield her from the reality crashing down around her.

      Once settled, the flood of grief she had been holding at bay came rushing in. Tears blurred her vision, and she buried her head in her hands, her father’s final moments replaying in her mind, over and over, like a nightmare she couldn’t wake from. Grief turned to anger, and from that anger, a terrible thought surfaced, dark and cold. The people who had sent the assassin to murder her father wouldn’t stop. They wouldn’t rest. They would come for her.
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            ISAAC JOHNS

          

          TEMPE, ARIZONA

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Isaac Johns, a renowned Yale scholar of ancient Roman and Greek mysteries, sat at his desk early this Saturday morning amidst a sea of scattered notes and aged texts, preparing for his guest lectures at Arizona State University. Drawn window shades blocked out the bright September sun, allowing only two slivers of light to intersect on his immaculate desk, creating an eerie cross at its center. The beams of light fell upon a picture frame as though X marked the spot. Johns smiled at the picture of his wife, Helene, and then dragged his focus back to the subject of Monday’s seminar—the influence of Greek Gods in everyday Athenian life, a topic that had formed his successful academic career. This was the first lecture for a new book he was writing, and he wanted everything to go perfectly. His difficulty was in scaling his wealth of knowledge on the subject down to a basic, introductory class.

      The shrill ring of his phone broke his concentration. The Facetime notification revealed the ID of his former Princeton roommate, Zack Helm, a filmmaker. Though their fields of study differed, the two men had forged a bond through esoteric martial arts and a shared fascination with the arcane.

      Johns chuckled and tapped “answer.”

      Zack’s familiar face filled the tiny screen. Sandy hair now thinning, a few more lines etched onto his narrow cheeks since they last met a couple of years ago, Zack possessed an air of rugged resilience.

      “You look like crap, Isaac,” Zack teased, his gray eyes sharp as ever.

      “I was up most of the night. I get to deliver a lecture on Monday morning on the role of Mount Olympus in Greek daily life.”

      “Some people have all the luck.” Zack paused before a smile split his face.

      “What’s got you grinning like a Cheshire cat?”

      “It’s something big… urgent, man,” Zack’s voice crackled with excitement. “A project that has all the hallmarks of a blockbuster documentary series … secret locations … journeys to the mystical landscapes, like Sedona … Native American shamans … and best of all, we’ll be blindfolded.”

      “You writing a script for a movie?” Johns asked, amused by his friend’s intensity. It reminded him of their youthful daydreams of making a major archaeological discovery like Indiana Jones.

      “It’s the real deal, Isaac.”

      “And when are we supposed to do all this?”

      “We leave this afternoon with⁠—”

      “Today?” Johns interrupted. “Where the hell are you?”

      “In Phoenix.”

      Zack was here in town? The suddenness of the plan took him aback. “Whoa, old friend. No can do. I’m lecturing this semester at ASU, and⁠—”

      “When does the class start?”

      “Monday.”

      “Then you’re golden. Our odyssey will only take today.”

      Johns hesitated, contemplating his current commitments. “I understand your excitement, Zack, but I have responsibilities I can’t simply abandon.”

      Zack’s expression turned serious. “Isaac, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. This could launch me into the big time as a serious documentary filmmaker. Plus, the person funding me insists on having you along, otherwise, it’s no deal.”

      This aroused Johns’ curiosity but also his caution. Why would anyone insist on his participation? He was a scholar who combed through archives, not a digger unearthing relics of the past. Sure, he was in shape and loved the desert southwest, but⁠—

      He took a deep breath. “Why me?”

      “One word: Eleusinian.”

      Johns’ heart skipped a beat. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. The Eleusinian Mysteries had captivated him the moment he visited the ruins north of Athens. There, for nearly two millennia, from around 1600 BCE to 392 CE, devotees held ancient religious rites in honor of the goddess Demeter and her daughter Persephone. Johns’ studies ever since suggested these mystery practices were among the most significant in ancient Greece.

      Sweat broke out on Johns’ forehead. “Christ, is this for real?”

      “Yes, supposedly there are Greek inscriptions relating to the mysteries in a cave.”

      Johns wrestled with conflicting emotions, torn between his commitments and the potential knowledge he could gain. The central theme of the Eleusinian Mysteries revolved around the cycle of life and death, and the promise of rebirth and eternal life. The rites were closely guarded secrets, and initiates were sworn to silence about the details of the ceremonies. To have that kind of knowledge was something Johns’ academic heart longed for.

      He let out the breath he’d been holding. “Alright. Count me in.”

      Zack Helm’s face lit up like a little boy’s at Christmas. “Perfect. As I said, the whole trip will only take a few hours. By tonight, we’ll be kicking back in Tempe, drinking beers … maybe hit a jazz show in Phoenix. I’ll pick you up at noon. Oh, do you have a daypack?”

      “Just a briefcase.”

      “Go buy one. There’s a Dick’s Sporting Goods near the ASU campus. You’ll need it for water and food. Also, I need you to schlep some camera gear for me.”

      “Camera gear? Do I need a big pack?”

      “Nah. The gear is packed and ready.” Zack hit end call, and Johns’ cell phone screen reverted to the picture of him and his wife on their wedding day. He shook his head ruefully. Helene would have said yes in a heartbeat.

      The Eleusinian Mysteries, a tantalizing enigma of life, death, and rebirth, had eluded complete understanding for two thousand years. The possibility of their resurgence in North America bewildered as much as thrilled him. Johns pounded the desk. Papers scattered. Hastily, he picked them up and rearranged them.

      As the initial excitement faded, doubts assailed Johns. He threshed his graying hair. Though physically fit, the invitation to adventure in Arizona’s desert southwest made him feel like a fish in a tree. Whoever heard of Greek mystery schools in North America? The notion was as preposterous as turning lead into gold.

      Johns picked up his phone, intending to call Zack back and let him know he couldn’t possibly make it. His finger hesitated over the call button. His thoughts flashed to what Cicero had said about the Eleusinian Mysteries: “For among the many excellent and indeed divine institutions which your Athens has brought forth and contributed to human life, none, in my opinion, is better than those mysteries. For by means of them we have been brought out of our barbarous and savage mode of life and educated and refined to a state of civilization; and as the rites are called ‘initiations,’ so in very truth we have learned from them the beginnings of life and have gained the power not only to live happily but also to die with a better hope.”

      “What if the Eleusinian Mystery Schools have been resurrected here in Arizona?” Johns whispered to himself. Putting the phone down, he went to the window and threw back the drapes. Sunlight flooded the office. He gazed upon the Superstition Mountains. “It’s only a day,” he thought.
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            THE ACCIDENT

          

          PHOENIX

        

      

    

    
      Isaac Johns parked his Toyota Prius under the meager shade of an old, gnarled olive tree, the only respite from the sweltering heat in the mall’s sprawling parking lot. Black spots from the dark fruit stained the asphalt. Consulting his phone’s map app, he noted Dick’s Sporting Goods as the nearest camping equipment supplier.

      Johns locked the doors and headed across the blistering asphalt. Late September in Phoenix mocked the fall season, the temperature stubbornly hovering at a hundred even in the shade. Damn, but I miss New England. His mind wandered to the vivid fall colors of Connecticut’s forests and the invigorating, crisp air that cleansed one’s lungs with the spirit of autumn.

      Inevitably, his thoughts wandered to Helene. Autumn in New England was their favorite time of year. Amidst the rustic charm of the Mystic Seaport Museum, she proposed to him on October fourteenth, capping off a whirlwind courtship that blossomed in Rome. He had been leading a National Geographic tour of the Eternal City’s sacred sites when her deep, metaphysical questions, delivered in a warm southern drawl, caught his attention. Helene, fresh from earning her PhD in philosophy from Rice University, explored the intersections of phenomenology and Alan Watt’s teachings in her doctoral thesis. They spent the rest of the tour together, and later when he returned to the states, he discovered she lived in New Haven, where he would begin teaching in the fall.

      They married the following autumn. Fourteen more years passed since those idyllic days. Helene found success in New York City as a book editor and a pioneering podcaster. Her motto, “the blind shall finally see”—a nod to Plato’s allegory of the cave—became synonymous with her insightful approach.

      Johns’ brow creased as the memory threatened to pull him back to the day of Helene’s accident one year ago. With a Herculean effort, he warded off the despairing spiral of reliving her last hours in the hospital. He refocused on the present, on the shopping list Zack had texted—a daypack for bottled water, trail mix, and ten candy bars. He smiled; Zack’s penchant for calling candy bars “field rations” never failed to amuse him. Despite his sweet tooth, Zack maintained his health, defying logic.

      Doors whooshed open and Johns walked gratefully into the air-conditioned comfort of the sporting goods store. Large signs above the aisles advertised various products. He headed for the outdoor camping gear. On the way he passed by a rack of books. He glanced at the titles: Ansel Adams, Yosemite and the Range of Light; John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra; Henry David Thoreau, On Walden Pond. Woman and Nature by Helene Durham, his wife’s final book, caught his eye. Abruptly he stopped, narrowly avoiding a woman pushing a shopping cart behind him.

      “I’m … I’m sorry,” Johns stammered. His head hurt and the strength drained from his legs. He leaned against the rack and stared helplessly at a book on the top row—a collection of talks from his wife’s highly successful podcast Into the Unknown.

      He pulled the book from the rack. Helene’s photo dominated the back cover. Dark hair framed a narrow face with a prominent nose above thin lips and a strong chin. Her amber eyes and burnished copper skin complemented a Mona Lisa smile. Rather than a professional head shot, she had insisted on using the snapshot he took with his phone on their last wedding anniversary, mere weeks before the book’s release and her tragic bicycle accident. He swallowed hard. Helpless against the tidal wave of memories crashing over him, he drowned again in the last day of Helene’s life.
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        * * *

      

      The shrill sound of a phone cut through the quiet atmosphere of Yale’s SLB Lecture Hall. Johns looked up from his notes. “Whose phone—” He stopped as he realized it was his; he had forgotten to mute it. He glanced at the caller ID and his heart clenched—Yale New Haven Hospital. “That’ll be all,” he said, abruptly ending the class.

      Students looked around, puzzled. The lecture had fifteen minutes to go. A few filed down the steps toward the podium.

      Johns stared dumbfounded at the caller ID, which blazed like an alarm on the screen. He waved them away and answered the call.

      “Dr. Johns?” a sympathetic voice asked.

      He swallowed hard against the fear filling his body “Yes.”

      “I’m calling from Yale New Haven Hospital. I’m sorry to tell you your wife has been in an accident. She’s in the emergency room.”

      Johns rushed out of the lecture hall. At the hospital’s ER, he tried to bull his way past the admitting desk into the emergency area. The security guard stopped him, big hands gripping both shoulders with incredible softness. “Sir, I’m sorry. You can’t go back there unless you’ve checked in at the desk.”

      Johns fell against him. “My wife … where is she?” he pleaded, tears threatening to spill. The guard led him to the admitting desk and told the woman who Johns was here to see. She got up to go check, and the guard helped Johns to a seat in the waiting area. “Someone will come out to get you soon,” the young man said before returning to his post.

      An hour passed. People came into the ER, waited in line at the admitting desk to check in, and were directed to sit and wait for triage. Periodically, a nurse would come out from the back and call a name, but never his.

      At last, someone called his name. Johns leapt from his seat and hurried over to her. The dark-haired woman with wire-rimmed glasses was much shorter than him. She looked up with kind eyes. “Dr. Johns, please follow me.” She guided him to a glass-walled isolation room in the back of the ER. “I’m sorry,” she said and left him.

      On the other side of the glass door, his wife lay inert on the hospital bed hooked to a ventilator, a monitor with bright green lines on it, and several IVs. Doctors and nurses had done their best to cover up the worst of the accident, but there was no denying Helene’s condition. She looked impossibly small, as though much of the life had been sucked out of her, leaving a shrunken frame where a vibrant woman had once been. Machines on either side of the bed whirred and beeped, the displays with abbreviated medial jargon and numbers a mystery.

      The following hours blurred as Helene was transferred to the ICU. Time and visiting hours lost their meaning as Johns sat by her side, constantly talking to her, aware that hearing was the last sense to go.

      A slight, young Asian man in scrubs entered the room. His ID tag was flipped backward, furthering Johns’ impression that the medical staff were all anonymous drones. “Dr. Johns, I’m from the organ procurement organization. We’re terribly sorry for your loss.”

      “Helene’s not dead,” Johns replied, his voice tight with defiance.

      The doctor, or whatever he was, typed notes into the computer on the rolling stand nearby. “Sir, Helene will never wake up. Her heart is being artificially supported to keep her organs going, but her brain has ceased all activity.” He showed Johns the EEG reading and explained what the display indicated.

      Johns gripped Helene
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