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​OVERVIEW

The Weapon's Choice is a psychological thriller that follows Brian Cooper, a 25-year-old man who awakens from a coma with complete amnesia, unaware that he was abducted at age 10 and subjected to 15 years of classified government experimentation designed to transform him into an enhanced weapon. The novel explores themes of identity fragmentation, trauma recovery, institutional abuse, and the struggle to reclaim humanity after systematic dehumanization. While the story contains significant violence and disturbing content, it is handled with psychological realism rather than gratuitous exploitation. The narrative focuses on Brian's internal conflict between his conditioned responses and his desire to be human, ultimately offering conditional redemption rather than complete healing.

The Weapon's Choice contains significant potentially triggering content but handles it with psychological realism and narrative purpose rather than exploitation. Violence serves the story's themes about dehumanization and the struggle to reclaim agency. The trauma is not romanticized or resolved easily. The ending offers hope without dishonesty—Brian chooses to keep trying, not because he's healed, but because he's loved.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Steady. Rhythmic. Insistent.

It pulled at him from somewhere far away, dragging him up through layers of thick, suffocating darkness. His eyelids felt like they'd been sealed shut with concrete. When he finally managed to pry them open, white light stabbed his retinas, and he squeezed them closed again with a groan that scraped his throat raw.

The beeping continued. Closer now. Right beside him.

He tried again, slower this time, letting his eyes adjust to the fluorescent glare overhead. Ceiling tiles. Water-stained and yellowing at the edges. He blinked, his vision swimming in and out of focus. Where was he?

He attempted to sit up, but his body refused to cooperate. His limbs felt distant, disconnected, like they belonged to someone else. Panic fluttered in his chest, a trapped bird beating against his ribs. He managed to turn his head to the right, the movement sending a dull ache through his neck.

A hospital room. Pale green walls. A monitor beside the bed was displaying numbers that meant nothing to him. An IV stand with a clear bag dripping something into a tube that disappeared beneath white sheets. He followed the tube down to his left arm, where it disappeared into his skin, held in place by medical tape.

His arm. He stared at it as if it were a foreign object. There were bruises there—deep purple and yellow—spreading from the crook of his elbow up toward his shoulder. Needle marks dotted his skin in a constellation of tiny wounds.

What happened to me?

The question echoed in his skull, but no answer came. He reached back into his mind, grasping for something but found only emptiness. A vast, yawning void where his memories should have been.

His breathing quickened. The beeping beside him accelerated in response.

Think. Think.

He closed his eyes and concentrated. There had to be something. A face. A place. A moment. But the harder he pushed, the more the darkness pushed back, thick and impenetrable as tar.

Who am I?

The panic that had been fluttering now thrashed violently. His heart hammered against his sternum. The monitor's beeping became frantic, matching his pulse beat for beat.

Wait. Wait.

One thing. There was one thing.

Brian. His name was Brian. Brian Cooper.

He clung to it like a drowning man to driftwood. Brian Cooper. At least he had that. At least he knew his own name.

But everything else? Gone.

He didn't know where he was. Didn't know how he'd gotten here. Didn't know what day it was, what year it was, or how old he was. The void in his mind was absolute, terrifying in its completeness.

He forced himself to breathe slowly, deliberately. In through his nose. Out through his mouth. The beeping gradually slowed. He opened his eyes again and took inventory of his surroundings with more focus.

The room was small, utilitarian. A single window to his left showed darkness outside—night, then. A chair sat empty in the corner, its vinyl cushion cracked and peeling. A small table beside the bed held a plastic pitcher of water and a cup. The door was closed.

He looked down at himself. Hospital gown. More bruises were visible on his arms, disappearing beneath the thin fabric. His hands looked wrong somehow—too large, too rough. These weren’t children’s hands. He flexed his fingers, watching the tendons move beneath skin that was tan and weathered.

Empty. Everything was empty.

How old am I?

Twenty? Thirty? He had no idea. He brought his hand to his face, feeling the stubble on his jaw, the shape of his cheekbones, and his nose. Trying to construct an image of himself from touch alone.

The door opened.

His body tensed instinctively, head snapping toward the sound. A middle-aged nurse, with tired eyes and graying hair pulled back in a ponytail. She glanced at the monitor, then at him, and her expression shifted from routine to surprise.

"Oh! You're awake." Her shoes squeaked on the linoleum as she moved quickly to his bedside. "How are you feeling?"

He opened his mouth, but his voice came out as a croak. "Where... where am I?"

"You're at Riverside Medical Center in Richmond." She reached for the water pitcher, poured some into the cup, and held it to his lips with a straw. "Small sips now."

The water was cool, soothing his ravaged throat. Richmond. Virginia? The name meant nothing to him.

"What happened to me?"

The nurse's expression grew cautious, professional. "What do you remember?"

"Nothing." The word came out hollow. "I don't remember anything. I don't know how I got here. I don't know what happened."

She studied him carefully, mentally cataloging his responses. "Can you tell me your name?"

The question hung in the air between them. His name. The only thing he had. The only piece of himself that remained in the wreckage of his mind. For a moment, he hesitated, some instinct he couldn't explain, making him want to hold it close, keep it secret. But what choice did he have?

"Brian." His voice barely rose above a whisper. "Brian Cooper."

The nurse wrote it down on a clipboard he hadn't noticed she was carrying. "Brian Cooper." She repeated it as if testing the name. "Do you know how old you are, Brian?"

His head moved side to side against the pillow.

"Do you know where you're from? Any family members we can contact?"

Another shake. Each question was a fresh reminder of the emptiness inside him.

The nurse's expression softened slightly, though her professional demeanor remained. "It's okay. You've been through a trauma. We found you three days ago—you were unconscious when the paramedics brought you in. No identification, no wallet, nothing. We've had you listed as a John Doe until now."

Three days. He'd been nobody for three days.

"Found me where?"

"Near the old industrial district off Route 5. You were..." She hesitated, her pen hovering over the clipboard. "You were in pretty bad shape. The doctor will want to examine you now that you're conscious. I'll page him."

She moved toward the door, and panic surged through him again.

"Wait—" His voice cracked. "What happened to me? Please. I need to know."

The nurse paused, her hand on the door handle. When she turned back, something in her eyes—pity, maybe, or concern—made his chest tighten. "The doctor will explain everything. Just try to stay calm, Brian. You're safe here."

Safe. The word should have been comforting, but it felt wrong somehow, like a lie.

She disappeared into the hallway, leaving him alone again with the beeping monitor and the crushing weight of questions he couldn't answer.

Brian Cooper. He repeated the name silently, repeatedly, like a mantra. It was all he had. Two words to prove he existed, that he was someone, even if he didn't know who that someone was.

He looked down at his hands again—a man's hands, not a boy's—and felt something cold settle in his chest. The bruises. The needle marks. The way his body felt was both familiar and foreign.

What happened to me? Where have I been?

And somewhere, in the deepest part of his mind where the darkness was thickest, something stirred. Not a memory. Not yet. But the shadow of one. The ghost of something terrible.

Brian closed his eyes and waited for answers he wasn't sure he wanted to hear.



Dr. Mehta returned twenty-three minutes later. Brian had been counting. Counting the seconds, the beeps of the monitor, the number of times the fluorescent light above his bed flickered. Anything to keep his mind occupied, to keep the panic at bay.

The doctor was younger than Brian expected—maybe late thirties, with dark hair starting to gray at the temples and tired eyes that suggested he'd seen too many cases like this. He carried a tablet and wore the kind of calm expression that medical professionals perfected when delivering bad news.

"Brian." He pulled the cracked vinyl chair closer to the bed and sat down. "I'm Dr. Mehta. I've been overseeing your care since you arrived. How are you feeling?"

"Confused," Brian said. His voice was steadier than he felt. "The nurse said you'd explain what happened to me."

Dr. Mehta nodded slowly. "I will. But first, I need to ask you some questions. Standard procedure for head trauma cases. Can you tell me what year it is?"

Brian opened his mouth, then closed it. The answer should have been immediate, automatic. Instead, there was only blank space. "I... I don't know."

"That's all right. Do you know where you are? What city?"

Another blank. "The nurse said Richmond."

"Can you tell me the last thing you remember? Anything at all?"

Brian hesitated, then asked quietly, "What year is it?"

Dr. Mehta's expression remained calm and professional. "It's 2015, Brian. September 2015."

The words landed like a stone in still water. 2015. The number meant nothing to him, but the finality of it—the confirmation that time had passed, that something had happened to him—made his throat tighten.

Brian searched the darkness in his mind, reaching for something, anything. But there was nothing. Just an endless void where his life should have been. "Waking up here. That's it. That's all I remember."

Dr. Mehta made a note on his tablet. His expression didn't change, but something in his eyes—a flicker of concern—made Brian's stomach drop.

"What about physical sensations?" the doctor continued. "Pain? Discomfort? Anything unusual?"

"Everything hurts," Brian admitted. "But it's... manageable. Like I've been in a fight. Or several fights."

"That's accurate." Dr. Mehta set the tablet aside and leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees. "Brian, you were brought here three days ago. You were found at the site of an explosion—a warehouse fire on the industrial side of the city. When the first responders arrived, you were unconscious, suffering from smoke inhalation, second-degree burns on your arms and back, three cracked ribs, a concussion, and significant bruising consistent with blunt force trauma."

Brian listened, trying to process the words. An explosion. A warehouse. None of it meant anything to him.

"The burns are healing well," Dr. Mehta continued. "The ribs will take time, but they're stable. The concussion is what concerns us most. You sustained significant head trauma—likely from debris during the explosion. That's what's causing your memory loss."

"Amnesia," Brian said quietly.

"Yes. Retrograde amnesia, to be specific. You've lost access to your autobiographical memories, your personal history, your identity, your past experiences. But your procedural memory appears intact. You can still speak, understand language, and perform basic tasks. Your brain knows how to function. It just doesn't remember who you are."

The words landed like physical blows. Brian felt his breathing quicken, his chest constricting. "Will it come back? My memory?"

Dr. Mehta's pause was an answer enough. "In cases like this, it's difficult to predict. Some patients recover their memories gradually over weeks or months. Others suddenly regain them, triggered by something familiar. And some..." He trailed off, but the implication hung in the air between them.

"Some never remember," Brian finished.

"It's possible. I won't lie to you—the severity of your head trauma makes this a complicated case. We've run CT scans and MRIs. There's no structural damage to your brain, which is good news. But the neural pathways that store your memories may have been disrupted. Whether they'll reconnect naturally or need therapeutic intervention, we simply don't know yet."

Brian stared at the ceiling, trying to absorb this. His entire life—twenty-five years, the nurse had said—was just... gone. Erased. And it might never come back.

"What about the explosion?" he asked. "Do you know what I was doing there? Why was I in that warehouse?"

Dr. Mehta's expression shifted—something guarded sliding into place. "The police are investigating. They'll want to speak with you once you're stronger. But Brian, there's something else you should know."

The doctor's tone made Brian's skin prickle. "What?"

"When you were brought in, you had no identification. No wallet, no phone, nothing. We only learned your name because your fingerprints were in the system."

"The system?"

"A federal database. Your prints were flagged immediately, and within hours, we had federal agents here asking questions." Dr. Mehta's voice dropped lower. "They wouldn't tell us much, but they made it clear that your case is... sensitive. They've been monitoring your condition closely."

Brian's mind raced. Federal agents. A flagged identity. An explosion with no explanation. "What does that mean? Am I in trouble?"

"I don't know," Dr. Mehta said honestly. "But I want you to be prepared. I am sure they will come to ask you questions. I am also sure you will have questions. A lot of them. And I can't promise you'll like the answers."

The weight of it all pressed down on Brian's chest, making it hard to breathe. He was a blank slate with a body full of scars and a past that apparently involved federal databases and explosions. What kind of person had he been? What had he done?

"There's one more thing," Dr. Mehta said, his voice gentler now. "We were able to locate a family member. Your father. He's been notified, and he's on his way here. He should arrive tomorrow morning."

Something flickered in Brian's chest—hope, maybe, or fear. He couldn't tell the difference anymore. "My father?"

"Yes. David Cooper. When we contacted him..." Dr. Mehta paused, choosing his words carefully. "He was shocked. He hadn't seen you in a very long time. But he's coming. He wants to be here."

Brian nodded, not trusting himself to speak. A father. He had a father. Someone who knew him, who could tell him who he was, what his life had been like. It should have been comforting.

But all Brian felt was a cold, creeping dread.



That night, sleep came in fragments.

Brian drifted in and out of consciousness, his body exhausted but his mind refused to rest. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw flashes—images that might have been memories or might have been dreams. He couldn't tell the difference.

A white room. Sterile. Cold. The smell of antiseptic.

Hands holding him down. He was small. A child. Screaming.

"Hold still. This will only hurt for a moment."

Pain. Sharp and bright, lancing through his skull.

Brian jerked awake, gasping. The hospital room materialized around him—the beeping monitor, the IV drip, the faint glow of the hallway light under the door. His heart hammered against his ribs.

Just a dream. Just a nightmare.

But it felt so real.

He forced himself to breathe slowly, counting the inhales and exhales until his pulse steadied. Then he closed his eyes again, trying to find sleep.

Running. His legs pumping, lungs burning. Trees blurring past.

Someone is chasing him. He couldn't see their face, but he could feel them—close, too close.

"You can't run forever, Seventeen."

Seventeen?

"You belong to us."

Brian's eyes snapped open. His body was drenched in sweat, the hospital gown clinging to his skin. The name echoed in his head—Seventeen—but it meant nothing. Just another fragment, another piece of a puzzle he couldn't solve.

He didn't try to sleep again after that. Instead, he lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling, and waited for morning.



David Cooper arrived at 8:47 a.m.

Brian heard him before he saw him—a low, urgent voice in the hallway, talking to someone. A nurse, maybe, or Dr. Mehta. The words were muffled, but the tone was unmistakable. Desperation. Fear. Hope.

Then the door opened.

The man who stepped inside was in his early fifties, with graying brown hair and a face that looked like it had forgotten how to smile. He was tall—maybe six-foot-one—with broad shoulders and the kind of build that suggested he'd once been athletic but had let it slip over the years. He wore jeans and a flannel shirt, both wrinkled, like he'd thrown them on in a hurry.

But it was his eyes that stopped Brian cold.

They were the same color as Brian's own—a deep, stormy blue—and they were filled with so much raw emotion that Brian had to look away.

The man stood frozen in the doorway, his hand still on the handle. His mouth opened, closed, opened again. No words came out.

"Mr. Cooper?" Dr. Mehta's voice came from behind him, gentle but firm. "This is Brian."

David Cooper took a shaky step forward. His eyes never left Brian's face, scanning every detail like he was trying to memorize it. Or maybe like he was trying to reconcile the man in the hospital bed with someone he used to know.

"Brian," he said finally. His voice cracked on the name.

Brian stared at him, searching for any spark of recognition. Any feeling of familiarity. But there was nothing. Just a stranger standing in his hospital room, looking at him like his world had just ended.

"Do I know you?" Brian asked.

The question hit David Cooper like a physical blow. He flinched, his hand gripping the back of the vinyl chair for support. For a long moment, he didn't answer. He just stood there, his chest rising and falling with shallow breaths, his eyes glistening.

"Yes," he said finally. His voice was barely above a whisper. "You know me. I'm..." He swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing. "I'm your father."

The words hung in the air between them.

Brian felt something twist in his chest—not recognition, but something else. Something deeper. An ache that had no name.

"My father," he repeated slowly, testing the words. They should have meant something. They should have sparked a memory, a feeling, something. But there was only emptiness.

David nodded. He moved closer, his steps hesitant, like he was approaching a wild animal that might bolt. When he reached the bedside, he stopped, his hands hovering uncertainly before falling to his sides.

"I'm sorry," Brian said. The words felt inadequate, but he didn't know what else to say. "I don't... I don't remember you."

"I know." David's voice was thick. "The doctor told me. He said you have amnesia. That you don't remember anything."

"I'm sorry—"

David's hand shot out, gripping his shoulder hard. "No." The word carried the weight of years of grief, regret, and acceptance. "This isn't on you."

But the way he said it—the tremor in his voice, the way his eyes couldn't quite meet Brian's—suggested he didn't entirely believe it.

Dr. Mehta cleared his throat from the doorway. "I'll give you two some privacy. Mr. Cooper, if you need anything, just press the call button."

David nodded without looking away from Brian. The door clicked shut, leaving them alone.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. David stood there, his hands clenched at his sides, his jaw working like he was trying to find the right words. Finally, he reached into the bag he'd been carrying and pulled out a thick photo album.

"I brought these," he said, his voice steadier now. "I thought... maybe they'd help. Maybe seeing pictures would..."

He trailed off, but Brian understood. Maybe seeing pictures would jog his memory. Maybe his brain would recognize what his conscious mind couldn't.

David sat down in the vinyl chair and opened the album on his lap. He turned it so Brian could see, his hands trembling slightly.

The first photograph showed a man—younger, with darker hair and fewer lines on his face—holding a newborn baby wrapped in a blue blanket. The man was smiling, his eyes bright with joy and exhaustion.

"That's you," David said softly. "The day you were born. March 15th. You were six pounds, eight ounces. You had a full head of hair, and you screamed for the first three hours of your life." He laughed, but it came out choked. "The nurses said you had a set of lungs on you."

Brian stared at the photograph. The baby's face was scrunched up, red and angry. The man holding him looked so happy. So proud.

He felt nothing.

David turned the page. More photographs. A toddler taking his first steps. A little boy on a tricycle. A child blowing out candles on a birthday cake, his face lit up with pure joy.

"That was your fourth birthday," David said, pointing to the cake photo. "You wanted a dinosaur cake. Your mother—" His voice caught. "Your mother stayed up all night making it. She wasn't much of a baker, but she tried. You told her it was the best cake you'd ever had."

"My mother?" Brian asked.

David's face crumpled. "She died after you went missing."

"I'm sorry," Brian said again, the words automatic and useless.

David just nodded and turned another page.

More photographs. A boy with a gap-toothed smile holding a baseball bat. The same boy was sitting on a man's shoulders at what looked like a carnival. A school picture—third grade, maybe—with neatly combed hair and a forced smile.

And then the photographs stopped.

The rest of the album was empty. Blank pages where more memories should have been.

David's hands tightened on the edges of the album. "You were ten," he said quietly. "The last picture was taken three weeks before you disappeared."

Brian's breath caught. "Disappeared?"

"You were walking home from school. It was a Tuesday. You never made it home." David's voice was flat now, emotionless, like he'd told this story so many times that the words had lost their meaning. "The police searched for months. They found nothing. No witnesses, no evidence, no body. You were just... gone."

"For how long?"

"Fifteen years." David looked up, his eyes meeting Brian's. "You've been missing for fifteen years. And then yesterday, I got a call from the police saying they'd found you. That you were alive."

The weight of it crashed over Brian like a wave. Fifteen years. He'd been gone for fifteen years, and he had no memory of any of it. No memory of being taken, of where he'd been, of what had happened to him.

No memory of the man sitting in front of him, looking at him like he was a ghost.

"I don't remember," Brian whispered. "I don't remember any of it. I don't remember you."

David's face twisted, and for a moment, Brian thought he might break down completely. But he held it together, his jaw clenching, his hands gripping the album so hard his knuckles turned white.

"I know," he said. "I know you don't."

Brian looked down at the photographs again. At the little boy with the gap-toothed smile. At the man holding him, so full of love and pride. He tried to feel something—any connection, any spark of recognition.

And there was something. Not a memory, but an echo. A ghost of an emotion he couldn't name. Looking at those photographs, at that man's face, Brian felt... warmth. Safety. Love.

But it was distant, muted, like feeling sunlight through thick glass. He could sense it was there, but he couldn't quite reach it.

And that was almost worse than feeling nothing at all.

"I can feel it," Brian said suddenly. His voice was rough. "I can't remember, but I can feel... something. When I look at these pictures, when I look at you. It's like there's something there, but I can't reach it."

David's breath hitched. "That's good. That's... that's something. The doctor said memories might come back gradually. Maybe this is the start."

But neither of them sounded convinced.

Brian's hands trembled as he reached out to touch one of the photographs—the one of him on his father's shoulders at the carnival. His finger traced the outline of the little boy's face.

"What was I like?" he asked. "Before. What kind of kid was I?"

David's expression softened, just slightly. "You were... You were good. Kind. You had this protective streak—always standing up for the smaller kids at school, always bringing home stray animals you wanted to save. Your mother used to say you had too much heart for your own good." He paused, his voice dropping. "You were happy. You were a happy kid."

Brian tried to picture it. Tried to imagine himself as that little boy, carefree and loved. But the image wouldn't form. It was like trying to remember someone else's life.

"And after I disappeared?" Brian asked. "What happened to you?"

David's face went carefully blank. "I looked for you. Every day for the first five years, I looked. I hired private investigators, put up flyers, followed every lead, no matter how small. I bankrupted myself trying to find you. And when the leads dried up, when everyone told me you were probably dead, I kept looking anyway."

"But you didn't find me."

"No." The word was heavy with fifteen years of failure. "I didn't find you. And eventually, I had to accept that you were gone. That I'd never see you again." He looked up, his eyes red-rimmed. "And then yesterday, my phone rang."

The silence stretched between them, thick with everything that couldn't be said.

Finally, David closed the photo album and set it on the bedside table. "I know you don't remember me. I know I'm just a stranger to you right now. But Brian, I'm your father. And I'm not going anywhere. Whatever happened to you, wherever you've been, we'll figure it out together. Okay?"

Brian nodded, his throat too tight to speak.

David stood up, and for a moment, Brian thought he was leaving. But instead, he moved to the window, staring out at the parking lot below. His shoulders were rigid, his hands shoved deep in his pockets.

"Can I ask you something?" David said without turning around.

"Yeah."

"Do you feel safe? Here, in this hospital?"

The question caught Brian off guard. He thought about the federal agents Dr. Mehta had mentioned. The flagged fingerprints. The explosion he couldn't remember. "I don't know. Should I?"

David turned to face him, and the expression on his face was one Brian couldn't quite read. Fear, maybe. Or determination. "I don't know either. But I'm going to find out. And until I do, I'm staying right here."

"You don't have to—"

"Yes, I do." David's voice was firm now, leaving no room for argument. "I lost you once. I'm not losing you again."



Dr. Mehta returned an hour later to check Brian's vitals. David stood by the window, watching silently as the doctor worked.

"How's he doing?" David asked when Dr. Mehta finished.

"Physically, he's healing well. The burns are responding to treatment, and the ribs are stable. We'll keep him here for another few days for observation, but barring any complications, he should be able to go home soon."

"And the amnesia?"

Dr. Mehta's expression grew more guarded. "That's harder to predict. As I explained to Brian, retrograde amnesia can resolve on its own or be permanent. We'll start cognitive therapy once he's stronger, but there are no guarantees."

David nodded slowly, his jaw tight. "What about the explosion? Have the police said anything about what he was doing there?"

"Not to me. But they'll want to interview him." Dr. Mehta glanced at Brian, then back to David. "Mr. Cooper, can I speak with you outside for a moment?"

David's eyes flicked to Brian, hesitant. "I don't want to leave him alone."

"It'll just be a minute."

Reluctantly, David followed the doctor into the hallway. But he left the door cracked open, and Brian could hear their voices—low and urgent.

"Mr. Cooper, I need to be honest with you," Dr. Mehta said. "Your son's case is... unusual. The federal agents who came here weren't just asking routine questions. They were very interested in his condition, his memory loss, and his prognosis. And they made it clear that they'd be monitoring his recovery closely."

"What does that mean?" David's voice was sharp. "Is he in danger?"

"I don't know. But I think you should be prepared for the possibility that Brian's past—whatever it is—might not stay buried. And when it comes to light, it might not be pleasant."

There was a long pause. Then David said, his voice low and dangerous, "If someone hurt my son, if someone took him and did something to him, I will find out who. And I will make them pay."

"Mr. Cooper—"

"I'm not leaving him. I don't care what the federal agents say, I don't care what his past is. He's my son. And I'm not losing him again."

Dr. Mehta sighed. "I understand. Just... be careful. For both your sakes."

The door opened, and David stepped back inside. His face was set in hard lines, but when he looked at Brian, his expression softened.

"Everything okay?" Brian asked.

"Yeah." David moved back to the vinyl chair and sat down heavily. "Everything's fine."

But the tension in his shoulders said otherwise.

Brian wanted to ask more, wanted to know what the doctor had said, what the federal agents wanted. But exhaustion was pulling at him, dragging him down. His eyelids felt heavy, his body aching.

"You should rest," David said, noticing. "I'll be right here."

"You don't have to stay," Brian said, even though part of him desperately wanted him to.

"I know." David settled back in the chair, crossing his arms over his chest. "But I'm staying anyway. I've got nowhere else to be."

Brian's eyes drifted closed. The last thing he saw before sleep took him was his father—this stranger who loved him—sitting in that cracked vinyl chair, keeping watch.

And for the first time since he'd woken up in this hospital, Brian didn't feel quite so alone.



When Brian woke again, it was dark outside. The room was lit only by the glow of the monitors and the faint light from the hallway.

David was still there.

He'd pulled the chair closer to the bed, and his head was tilted back against the wall, his eyes closed. But his breathing was too shallow, too irregular. He wasn't asleep. He was just... sitting there. Keeping vigil.

Brian watched him in the dim light, this man who was supposed to be his father. He tried to imagine what it must have been like—losing a child, searching for fifteen years, never giving up hope. And then getting that phone call. Finding out your son was alive, but broken. That he didn't remember you, didn't know you, couldn't even recognize your face.

It must have been like losing him all over again.

"I'm sorry," Brian whispered into the darkness.

David's eyes opened. He turned his head slowly, meeting Brian's gaze. "For what?"

"For not remembering. For not being the son you lost."

David was quiet for a long moment. Then he leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped together. "You are my son. Memory or no memory, you're still my son. And I don't care if it takes a day or a year or the rest of my life—I'm going to help you figure out what happened. We're going to get through this together."

"What if I never remember?" Brian asked. "What if this is it? What if I'm just... this?"

"Then we start over." David's voice was steady now, certain. "We build new memories. We figure out who you are now, not who you were. And we do it together."

Brian felt something crack open in his chest—something raw and painful and desperately hopeful. "Why? Why would you do that for someone who doesn't even know you?"

David's eyes glistened in the dim light. "Because you're my son. And I love you. That doesn't change just because you can't remember me."

The words settled over Brian like a blanket—warm and heavy and achingly real. He didn't remember this man. Brian didn't know him. But at that moment, he believed him.

And maybe that was enough.

"Okay," Brian said quietly. "We do this together."

David nodded, and something in his chest—something that had been fractured years—began to mend.

He settled back in the chair, his eyes never leaving Brian's face. And as Brian drifted back toward sleep, he heard his father's voice, soft and broken and full of love.

"I've got you, son. I've got you."

And for the first time in four days—maybe for the first time in fifteen years—Brian believed it.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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They moved him to a regular room the next day.

The transfer itself was an ordeal. Two orderlies came with a wheelchair—standard procedure, they said—but Brian's body had other ideas. Sitting up sent lightning bolts of pain through his ribs. His burned skin pulled tight across his shoulders and back, the sensation somewhere between itching and agony. When they tried to help him swing his legs over the side of the bed, his muscles screamed in protest.

"Easy," one of the orderlies said. "Take your time."

But there was no easy way to do it. Brian gritted his teeth and forced his body to cooperate, sweat breaking out across his forehead. The simple act of moving from bed to wheelchair left him trembling and breathless.

David appeared in the doorway just as they were settling Brian into the chair. His face went pale.

"Jesus, Brian—"

"I'm fine," Brian managed, though his voice was tight with pain.

"You're not fine." David moved to his side, his hand hovering uncertainly near Brian's shoulder before settling gently on the wheelchair's armrest instead. "Should he be moving this soon?"

"Doctor's orders," the orderly said cheerfully. "Movement helps with recovery. Keeps the blood flowing, prevents complications."

David didn't look convinced, but he followed as they wheeled Brian down the hallway. Brian caught glimpses of other patients through open doors—an elderly woman sleeping, a man watching television, a child with a cast on his leg. Normal people with normal injuries. People who knew who they were.

The new room was larger, with two beds—the second empty—and a window overlooking the parking lot. They transferred Brian to the bed with the same agonizing care, and by the time they left, he was exhausted.

David pulled the vinyl chair close to the bedside and sat down heavily. He looked like he hadn't slept in days—his eyes were bloodshot, his clothes rumpled, stubble darkening his jaw. But he was here. He'd been here every moment since he'd arrived.

"You should go home," Brian said. "Get some rest."

"I'm fine."

"You look like hell."

A ghost of a smile crossed David's face. "You should see yourself."

Brian tried to laugh, but it came out as more of a wheeze. The movement sent fresh pain through his ribs, and he winced.

David's expression immediately shifted to concern. "You need the nurse? Pain medication?"

"No. I'm okay." Brian settled back against the pillows, trying to find a position that didn't hurt. There wasn't one. "Just... tired."

"Then sleep. I'll be right here."

"You keep saying that."

"Because I mean it." David's voice was firm. "I'm not going anywhere, Brian. Not now. Not ever again."

The conviction in his voice made something twist in Brian's chest. This man—this stranger—had already lost him once. Spent fifteen years searching. And now he was sitting in a hospital room, keeping vigil over a son who didn't even remember him.

"Tell me something," Brian said quietly. "About before. About when I was a kid."

David's eyes brightened slightly. "What do you want to know?"

"Anything. Everything. I just..." Brian struggled to find the words. "I need to know who I was. Even if I can't remember it."

David was quiet for a moment, his hands clasped between his knees. When he spoke, his voice was soft with memory.

"You were fearless. That's the first thing I remember about you as a little kid. No sense of danger whatsoever. Your mother used to say you'd give her a heart attack before you turned five." He smiled, but it was tinged with sadness. "You climbed everything. Trees, fences, and the bookshelf in the living room. We had to bolt all the furniture to the walls because you'd use it like a jungle gym."

Brian tried to picture it—a small boy scaling furniture, fearless and wild. It felt like someone else's life.

"When you were four, you decided you wanted to be a superhero. Wore a cape everywhere for six months straight. Your mother made it out of an old red blanket. You refused to take it off, even to sleep." David's voice grew rougher. "You told everyone you were going to save people. That was your job. Saving people."

The words settled over Brian like a weight. A protector. Even as a child, he'd wanted to protect people.

"What else?" Brian asked.

"You loved animals. Brought home every stray you found. Dogs, cats, and once a raccoon that nearly gave your mother a heart attack. You'd cry if we couldn't keep them, so we ended up with a zoo." David laughed, the sound breaking slightly. "You had this way of looking at things—at people—as you could see right through to what they needed. Your mother said you had an old soul."

Brian absorbed this, trying to reconcile the image of that fearless, compassionate child with the broken man in the hospital bed. Somewhere between age ten and now, that boy had disappeared. Been taken. Erased.

"Do you think..." Brian hesitated. "Do you think that person is still in here somewhere? Or is he just... gone?"

David's eyes glistened. "I think you're still you. Memory or no memory, you're still my son. And we're going to figure this out together."

But the way he said it—the slight tremor in his voice—suggested he wasn't entirely sure he believed it.



The tests came in waves over the next three days.

Blood draws every morning. Physical therapy assessments that left Brian shaking and nauseous. Cognitive tests where they asked him to remember sequences of numbers, identify objects, and solve simple puzzles. He passed most of them. His brain worked fine—it just didn't remember anything about his life.

The MRI was scheduled for day three. They came for him early, before David arrived, and Brian felt a spike of panic at being alone. The technician was kind but efficient, explaining the procedure as they wheeled him down to radiology.

"It's loud," she warned. "But it doesn't hurt. Just try to stay still."

The machine was louder than loud. It was claustrophobic and deafening, a coffin that hummed, clicked, and banged around him. Brian closed his eyes and tried to breathe through the panic, but his heart raced anyway.

White walls. Bright lights. The smell of antiseptic.

"Hold still, Seventeen. This will only take a moment."

Straps across his chest, his wrists, his ankles. He couldn't move. Couldn't—

"Brian? Brian, you need to stay still."

The technician's voice pulled him back. He realized he was trembling, his hands clenched into fists. Sweat soaked his hospital gown.

"Sorry," he managed. "I'm sorry."

"It's okay. We're almost done. Just a few more minutes."

But those few minutes felt like hours. When they finally pulled him out of the machine, Brian was shaking so hard he could barely sit up.

David was waiting when they brought him back to the room. He took one look at Brian's face and immediately moved to his side.

"What happened?"

"Nothing. I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You're white as a sheet." David's hand found Brian's shoulder, his grip gentle but grounding. "Talk to me."

"The MRI. It just... it reminded me of something. I don't know what. Just a feeling." Brian's voice was unsteady. "Like I've been trapped like that before. Strapped down. Unable to move."

David's expression darkened. "Jesus."

"It's probably nothing. Just my imagination."

"Or it's a memory trying to surface." David's jaw clenched. "Whatever happened to you during those fifteen years, Brian, it wasn't good. I can see it in the scars, in the way you flinch at certain things. Someone hurt you. And when we find out who, I'm going to make them pay."

The intensity in his voice was almost frightening. Brian had never heard his father sound like that—protective and dangerous in equal measure.

"You can't know that," Brian said quietly. "You can't know what happened."

"I know enough." David's hand tightened on his shoulder. "I know my son disappeared at age ten and came back at twenty-five with scars and amnesia and the kind of injuries that suggest prolonged trauma. That's enough."

Brian wanted to argue, but exhaustion was pulling at him. The MRI had drained what little energy he had left. His eyelids felt heavy, his body aching.

"Sleep," David said, his voice gentler now. "I'll be right here."

"You keep saying that."

"Because it's true."

Brian's eyes drifted closed. The last thing he felt before sleep took him was his father's hand on his shoulder, steady and warm and real.



Physical therapy started on day four.

The therapist was a woman in her thirties named Lisa, with kind eyes and the no-nonsense demeanor of someone who'd seen it all. She assessed Brian's range of motion, his strength, and his balance. All of it was worse than it should have been.

"Your body's been through significant trauma," she explained. "The burns, the broken ribs, the muscle atrophy from being unconscious—it's all going to take time to heal. But we'll get you there."

"How long?"

"Depends on you. How hard you're willing to work, how your body responds. Could be weeks. Could be months."

Months. The word settled over Brian like a weight.

They started with simple exercises. Sitting up without assistance. Standing with support. Taking a few steps with a walker. Each movement was agony. Brian's legs trembled, his ribs screamed, his burned skin pulled tight. Sweat poured down his face.

David watched from the corner of the room, his expression carefully neutral. But Brian could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. He wanted to help. He wanted to take the pain away. But all he could do was watch.

"Good," Lisa said as Brian managed three shaky steps. "That's good, Brian. Now let's get you back to bed."

The return trip was worse than the walk. Brian's legs gave out halfway, and he would have fallen if Lisa hadn't caught him. David was there in an instant, his arm around Brian's waist, taking some of the weight.

"I've got you," David said. "Easy. One step at a time."

Together, they got Brian back to bed. He collapsed against the pillows, gasping, his entire body shaking. The simple act of walking ten feet had destroyed him.

"I'm pathetic," Brian muttered.

"You're recovering," Lisa corrected. "There's a difference. Your body's been through hell. Give it time."

But time felt like a luxury Brian didn't have. Every moment he spent weak and helpless was another moment he was vulnerable. Another moment he couldn't protect himself.

Protect himself from what?

The thought came unbidden, and Brian frowned. Why did he feel like he needed to protect himself? What was he afraid of?

"Brian?" David's voice pulled him back. "You okay?"

"Yeah. Just tired."

"Then rest. We'll try again tomorrow."

But as Lisa left and David settled back into his chair, Brian couldn't shake the feeling that something was wrong. That the danger wasn't over. That whoever had done this to him—whatever had taken fifteen years of his life—wasn't finished yet.



The nightmares came every night.

Brian would wake gasping, his heart racing, fragments of images burning behind his eyelids. White rooms. Needles. Pain. Voices he couldn't quite hear, saying things he couldn't quite understand.

And always, always, the number seventeen.

He didn't tell David about the nightmares. Didn't want to worry him more than he already was. But David knew anyway. Brian could see it in the way his father watched him, the concern etched into every line of his face.

On the fifth night, Brian woke up screaming.

David was there instantly, his hands on Brian's shoulders, his voice low and urgent. "Brian. Brian, it's okay. You're safe. You're in the hospital. You're safe."

But Brian couldn't stop shaking. The nightmare had been worse this time—more vivid, more real. He'd been strapped to a table, unable to move, while someone stood over him with a needle. And the voice—cold, clinical, devoid of emotion—had said, "Subject Seventeen is ready for conditioning."

"I can't—" Brian's voice broke. "I can't breathe."

"Yes, you can. Look at me. Look at me, Brian." David's hands framed his face, forcing eye contact. "Breathe with me. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Come on. You can do this."

Brian focused on his father's face—on the gray eyes so like his own, on the lines of worry and love and determination. He matched his breathing to David's, slow and steady, until the panic began to recede.

"That's it," David said softly. "That's good. You're okay. I've got you."

When Brian's breathing finally steadied, David released him and sat back. But he didn't return to the chair. Instead, he perched on the edge of the bed, close enough to touch.

"You want to talk about it?" he asked.

"It was just a nightmare."

"Brian—"

"I don't want to talk about it." Brian's voice was sharper than he intended. "I just want to forget it and go back to sleep."

David was quiet for a moment. Then he said, "You used to have nightmares when you were little. You'd wake up crying, and I'd sit with you until you fell back asleep. Sometimes I'd tell you stories. Sometimes we'd just sit in the dark together."

Brian looked at him. "Did it help?"

"I don't know. But you always fall back asleep eventually." David's expression softened. "You want me to stay? I can pull the chair closer, keep watch."

"You don't have to—"

"I know I don't have to. I want to."

And there it was again—that unwavering commitment, that refusal to leave. Brian didn't understand it. Didn't understand how this man could love someone who didn't even remember him.

But he was grateful for it anyway.

"Okay," Brian said quietly. "Stay."

David pulled the chair as close to the bed as it would go and settled in. "Try to sleep. I'll be right here."

Brian closed his eyes, and this time, with his father keeping watch, the nightmares stayed away.



By day seven, Brian could walk the length of the hallway with the walker.

It wasn't much—maybe fifty feet—but it felt like a victory. His legs still trembled, his ribs still ached, but he could do it. He could move under his own power.

David walked beside him, his hand hovering near Brian's elbow in case he stumbled. He didn't touch—didn't want to interfere—but he was there. Always there.

"You're doing great," David said as they reached the end of the hallway. "Better than yesterday."

"Still pathetic."

"Still recovering." David's voice was firm. "Give yourself some credit, Brian. A week ago, you couldn't sit up without help. Now you're walking. That's progress."

Brian wanted to argue, but he was too tired. The walk had taken everything he had. When they got back to the room, he collapsed onto the bed, gasping.

David helped him settle against the pillows, his movements gentle and practiced. Then he poured a cup of water from the pitcher on the bedside table and held it out.

Brian's hands shook too much to hold it steady. Water sloshed over the rim, spilling onto the blanket.

"Damn it," Brian muttered.

"It's okay." David took the cup back and held it to Brian's lips instead. "Here. Slow sips."

The gesture was so simple, so intimate, that it made Brian's throat tight. He was twenty-five years old—a grown man—and his father was helping him drink water, like he was a child.

"I hate this," Brian said when David pulled the cup away. "I hate being weak. Hate needing help with everything."

"You're not weak. You're injured. There's a difference."

"Doesn't feel like it."

David set the cup down and sat on the edge of the bed. "When you were six, you broke your arm falling out of a tree. You cried for about five minutes, then you wanted to go right back up. Your mother had to physically restrain you." He smiled at the memory. "You've always been stubborn. Always pushed yourself harder than you should. But Brian, this isn't about being strong or weak. This is about healing. And healing takes time."

"What if I don't have time?"

The words came out before Brian could stop them. David's expression shifted—something guarded sliding into place.

"What do you mean?"

"I don't know. I just..." Brian struggled to articulate the feeling that had been growing in his chest. "I feel like something's coming. Like, I'm not safe here. Like whoever did this to me isn't finished."

David's jaw clenched. "Has someone threatened you? Have you seen something?"

"No. It's just a feeling. Probably nothing."

But David didn't look convinced. He stood and moved to the window, staring out at the parking lot below. His shoulders were tense, his hands shoved deep in his pockets.

"David?"

"I need to tell you something." David's voice was low. "The day I was told you were brought here, two men came to see me. Federal agents. They asked a lot of questions about you, about your disappearance, about what I knew. And then they told me to stay away from you."

Brian's blood ran cold. "What?"

"They said your case was classified. That I couldn't see you, couldn't talk to you, couldn't be involved in your recovery. They said it was for your safety and mine." David turned to face him, his expression hard. "I told them to go to hell."

"Jesus, David—"

"They don't get to take you from me again. I don't care who they are or what authority they think they have. You're my son. And I'm not leaving you."

The intensity in his voice made Brian's chest tighten. "But if they're federal agents—"

"Then they can arrest me. I don't care." David moved back to the bedside, his eyes fierce. "Whatever happened to you during those fifteen years, whoever took you, they're still out there. And they're interested in you. That's why I've been here every moment. That's why I'm not leaving. Because I'll be damned if I let them take you again."

Brian stared at him, trying to process this. Federal agents. Classified case. Someone is still interested in him.

"Do you know who they are?" Brian asked. "The people who took me?"

"No. But I'm going to find out." David's voice was quiet but deadly serious. "I've been making calls, asking questions, digging into things. And when I find out who did this to you, Brian, I'm going to make sure they never hurt anyone again."

The promise hung in the air between them—dark and absolute.

Brian should have been frightened. Should have told his father to stop, to let it go, to stay safe. But instead, he felt something else. Something that might have been gratitude. Or relief.

Because for the first time since he'd woken up in this hospital, he didn't feel alone.

"Thank you," Brian said quietly.

David's expression softened. "You don't have to thank me. You're my son. Protecting you is what I do."

And in that moment, even without memory, even without recognition, Brian believed him.



On day nine, Dr. Mehta came with the test results.

He pulled the chair close to Brian's bed, his expression carefully neutral. David stood by the window, his arms crossed, his jaw tight.

"The MRI came back clean," Dr. Mehta said. "No structural damage to your brain, no tumors, no lesions. That's good news."

"But?" Brian prompted because there was definitely a "but."

"But the MRI showed traces of several unusual compounds in your system. It seems as if you have some eye surgery in your eyes and in part of your brain. Something else—a synthetic compound we couldn't identify. It's not in any database we have access to."

Brian's stomach dropped. "What does that mean?"

Dr. Mehta's voice was gentle but firm. "Brian, whatever happened to you during those fifteen years, it wasn't an accident. Someone was controlling you. Medicating you. And we need to figure out who and why."

David's hands clenched into fists. "Can you trace the compounds? Figure out where they came from?"

"We're trying. But the synthetic compound is sophisticated—military- or pharmaceutical-grade. It's not something you can get on the street." Dr. Mehta looked at Brian. "I've contacted the FBI. They're going to want to interview you."

"When?"

"Tomorrow. They're sending agents from their organized crime division."

Brian's chest tightened. Organized crime. Federal agents. Classified case. The pieces were starting to come together, and the picture they formed was terrifying.

"What if I don't remember anything?" Brian asked. "What if I can't help them?"

"Then we keep trying. Keep working on your recovery, keep hoping your memories come back." Dr. Mehta stood. "But Brian, I want you to be prepared. Whatever you were involved in, whatever happened to you, it's bigger than we thought. And the people responsible might not want you talking about it."

After the doctor left, David moved to Brian's bedside. His face was pale, his eyes dark with worry.

"We need to be careful," he said quietly. "If these people are as dangerous as it sounds, they might come after you. Try to silence you before you remember."

"Then what do we do?"

"We get you out of here as soon as possible. Get you somewhere safe. And we figure out who did this to you before they figure out you're a threat."

Brian looked at his father—this man who'd spent fifteen years searching, who'd defied federal agents, who was willing to go to war to protect him. And he felt something shift in his chest. Not memory, but something deeper. Something that felt like trust.

"Okay," Brian said quietly. 

David nodded, and something in his chest—something that had been fractured for two years—began to mend.

And for the first time since he'd woken up in this hospital, Brian felt like maybe—just maybe—he wasn't completely lost.

Maybe, with his father beside him, he could find his way back.

Or at least find a way forward.



They discharged him on day twelve.

Dr. Mehta wanted to keep him longer, but David insisted. The FBI interview was done that afternoon, and Brian was unable to answer any of their questions. 

David had brought clothes—jeans and a flannel shirt that were too big, hanging loose on Brian's frame. He'd lost weight during his time unconscious, and his body was still weak, still healing. But he could move. He could walk. That was enough.

They made it to the parking lot without incident. David's truck was old but well-maintained, the bed filled with tools and equipment. He helped Brian into the passenger seat, his movements careful and practiced.

"Where are we going?" Brian asked as David started the engine.

"Home. It's not much, but it's safe. And it has your bedroom where you can heal."

Home. The word should have meant something. Should have sparked a memory, a feeling. But there was only emptiness.

David must have seen something in his expression, because he reached over and squeezed Brian's shoulder. "It's okay. We'll make new memories. Starting today."

And as they pulled out of the parking lot, leaving the hospital behind, Brian felt something that might have been hope.

It was fragile and uncertain, but it was there.

And for now, that was enough.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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The two years that followed were quieter than either of them expected.

They fell into a rhythm without planning to—David rising at five-thirty to start the coffee, Brian emerging twenty minutes later with his shoulder already worked through its morning stretches. Breakfast was usually silent, comfortable, the kind of quiet that came from two people learning to exist in the same space without needing to fill every moment with words.

By seven, they'd be at the shop, and David would walk Brian through the day's work: an oil change on Mrs. Henderson's Civic, a transmission rebuild on the Garrett boy's pickup, brake work that required patience and precision. Brian's hands learned the tools before his mind understood why—the three-eighths socket fitting his grip like it had always been there, his fingers finding the tension points on a stubborn bolt without being told. David noticed but never commented, just watched his son work with something that looked like pride mixed with unease.

The town accepted Brian slowly, the way small communities always do with strangers. He was David Cooper's son, the one who'd been missing, the one who came back different. People were kind but careful, offering nods and small talk but never pushing too hard.

Brian learned their names, their vehicles, and the particular quirks of their complaints. He learned that Mr. Pacheco's truck always ran hot because he refused to replace the thermostat, that the Reverend's wife liked her oil changed exactly every 3,000 miles, and that Tommy Parker would try to diagnose his own problems on YouTube and inevitably make things worse. It was ordinary work, repetitive and grounding, and Brian found himself grateful for it.

But there were moments—standing in the parts store, surrounded by strangers, when his body would go rigid, and his eyes would track every exit—when he'd catch himself calculating threat assessments for people buying air filters.

Or nights when he'd wake at 2 AM, fully alert, his heart racing for no reason he could name, his hands already reaching for weapons that weren't there. David would find him sometimes, standing at the kitchen window in the dark, and he'd make tea without asking questions, just sit with Brian until the tension bled away.

They didn't talk about it. Didn't talk about the nightmares, or the way Brian could disassemble and reassemble an engine with unsettling speed, or the scars that didn't match any story the hospital had told. David had his son back, and that was enough. Almost enough. But sometimes, late at night when Brian was asleep, David would sit in his office and stare at the file he'd hidden in the bottom drawer—the one with the government seal, the one that mentioned a program, the one that made his hands shake when he read it—and wonder how long they had before the past came looking.

The morning sun slanted through the open bay doors of Cooper's Auto Repair, casting long shadows across the oil-stained concrete floor. Brian lay on a creeper beneath a 2015 Honda Accord, his left shoulder protesting as it always did—the torn rotator cuff that had healed but never quite stopped aching. His hands moved with practiced precision as he worked on the transmission, finding bolts without fumbling, applying exactly the right pressure.

"Hand me the three-eighths socket," he called out.

A moment later, his father's weathered hand appeared with the tool. "You sure it's the valve body?"

"Positive. The shift solenoid is fine. I can hear it in the way the transmission engages. It's the valve body—there's a blockage in the secondary circuit."

Even as he said it, Brian felt that familiar flicker of unease. How did he know that? This wasn't basic knowledge. This was a diagnostic skill that should have taken years to develop, yet his hands had known what to do before his brain caught up.

David crouched down beside the car. "You diagnosed that in what, five minutes? Kid, I've been doing this for forty years, and it would've taken me an hour of testing to narrow it down that far." There was pride in his voice, but also something else. "You've got a gift."

A gift. That's what his father called it. But to Brian, it felt more like an echo of something he couldn't quite grasp. When he worked on cars—or anything mechanical—his hands seemed to know what to do before his brain caught up. Like muscle memory from a life he couldn't remember.
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