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Blood trickling down my throat wakes me. Through my blurred vision, I see lights surrounding me. My head stings. My neck hurts. My hands bleed from cuts, and broken glass coats me like a second skin. I smell something burning, breaking through the fresh air in swirls.

I slump back in the seat. The door opens and someone pulls me free from the mangled car. I see the smoke now, rising from the engine, now crushed into a horse-shoe shape around the massive tree. Leaves and bark blanket the remaining section of the hood. Disoriented, I understand very little of what happened. I’m even less aware of what’s happening now. Each passing second I slip further from the present and deeper into a dreamlike state. I blink, lazily. It feels good to keep my eyes shut.

My vision becomes cloudy. I’m too tired to care. Too tired to fight it any longer. I lose myself in the weariness. I let it envelop me.

I wake with start and immediately find the air thick with a rotting smell and hard to breathe. I see lights all around me. Bright lights, not like before. I see dark walls and a series of windowless doors. I’m inside of a hospital of some sort, being pushed a gurney made out of a solid material. Hard rubber maybe. Or maybe a slab of thick wood. Maybe just worn carpet over a metal table with squeaky wheels.

I can feel tight metal straps against my wrists and ankles keeping me in place as I struggle to sit upright. I can do nothing.

A face appears close up. My vision is still blurry, too much to make out the other’s features, aside from the tan skin and the short brown hair. A smooth hand brings a small device onto my face, dabbing it from one spot to the next quickly. It’s like a small, noiseless vacuum. I don’t mind it.

I make quick eye contact with her, as I believe the dark brown eyes are female. I want to talk, I want to ask what happened and find out where I am, but I can’t speak. It hurts to even try. The desire leaves me almost instantly. The desire to do anything at all leaves. I sleep again.

A terrible pinch in my left forearm wakes me suddenly. It stings! I can move little; the straps are tight. I’m alert now, in a room. Lights and devices are everywhere. People surround me; more rush by. The look they give me is uncomforting; some offer pity, some disgust. Their eyes give away too much. I wonder what is wrong with me. My features must be badly damaged. Why else would they stare in such ways? They make me feel vulnerable and self-conscious. I begin to fear the worst. Something is horribly wrong and no one has said what. Voices flutter in and out like lights flashing in deep fog. Still no one speaks of my condition.

I see the shot coming this time, a long needle, a silver fluid injecting into my arm. It hurts. They all watch me. I feel tired again. I see the blackness close in on my vision, slowly washing away everything. I see less of their curious eyes. I see only the impenetrable dark.

I dream, I think. I see a beautiful woman with sad eyes, standing in the daylight by a boy and a girl. I cannot speak to them; I cannot hear their voices. The sky turns grey, their faces and bodies are slowly erased away, as if they are smoke in the wind, vanishing along with everything else.

The talking wakes me. The room is now less bright; only a few faces crowd the bed. Someone is doing something to my hands. They still hurt, but also feel strange. Someone fixes my pillow, straightening my head, talking soothingly, asking questions maybe. I’m not sure if it’s directed to me or not.

A man hovers over me. He’s old, tan like the other, with a bald head. He holds a small light, shines it into one eye, then the other. It’s bright! I turn in response, but the old man is persistent. The light shuts off and I look up to see the old man’s tan, smooth face smiling, eyes seemingly happy. I stare into the black pools looking back at me and suddenly remember the old man in the road. Was this him? Could it be?

Then suddenly I remember the crash. Images form with blinding speed, disappearing faster than they came, one after another, changing with a blink. But then someone jabs me with a needle and the pain steals my focus. The twinge from that rakes my body thoroughly. My feet feel cold now, fingertips numbing. So cold! My stomach begins to churn wildly, violently.

The old man reappears—not smiling anymore—talking. There is a gleam in the old eyes—very intense. I’m not sure that the old man is friendly anymore. I’m suddenly frightened by him. Others walk out of the room, leaving us alone. The old one continues for a few seconds, and then moves out of my sight.

I rest in bed, feeling strange. It’s indescribable. My head slides into a dizzy spin. At first, I hate it. But after a few moments I give in and it takes me. Somehow it eases the pain.

As my eyes begin to close, I try to think of where I am. I cannot gather a thought though. I have no answer to anything.

My eyes shut closed.

“See you soon,” the old man’s voice whispers very close to my face, chilling me. I can almost feel his lips against my ear.

His words echo through the blackness I slip into.
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Doctor Barton walked through the hall with his head bent towards the floor, his eyes narrowed to thin slits, and his breathing deep and hard. Beads of sweat line his high forehead up into his receding hairline. What was left up there is brown and kept short for a dozen of reasons. One of which was his need to fit in, to not stand out any more than usual. No need to draw attention where it was not wanted, he thought. Not with so many prying eyes, so many suspicious stares.

The trust was wearing thin on both sides of the coin.

He passed by a small group of doctors and nurses, who all kept fixed eyes on him. Barton made no eye contact. His eyes would reveal too much. It was better for his colleagues to not know what he was thinking; better for everyone if his wolfish smile remained out of their thoughts. He unbuttoned his white lab coat, loosening the collar around his neck, finding the night air in the halls to be humid and thick, almost unbreathable. Even after all this time he had not grown used to it.

All this time.

His hands balled into tight fists, his glare turning cold and bitter.

But he had never really set his mind to get comfortable, to get used to how things were. He had focused on doing the one thing he was brought in for, and then the life promised afterwards.

A promise denied ten times over.

Barton was a doctor—the best neurologist one could hope for. The doctors he worked for, however, lacked his experience in the field. Due to this, he was important to them. He was a necessary item that they could not afford to lose. They placed him between a rock and a hard spot, really giving him no other option but to work for them. It was supposed to have only been a few years time, they said. It was the beginning of a thousand lies.

The time for him to leave was arriving. He clenched his jaw tight, grinding his teeth as he thought how naive he had been when it all had started. One thing led to another; one year passed into several. Time had slipped away quickly. And soon the dreams of tomorrow were chased away by the demons of reality.

No more. Not after tomorrow.

The contract had long expired. He had been promised a leave years ago, but there was always one more test, one more change that he had to create for them. Something was always conveniently delaying his departure. The end is almost near, they promised. Just a few more patients, they urged. We need you still, they begged. Time and again, he gave in and stayed. But his growing urgency to move on was noted, and they came to another agreement on a final patient number. It wasn’t as speedy as he would have wished, but it was settled nonetheless.

That patient arrived two days ago.

One more time.

One more test.

I’m done.

I’m going home.

Barton would oversee the procedures on the last patient as planned, give them what they asked, what they bargained for, and that would be it. The deal paid in full. Then he was free.

The notion excited him. He could barely hide it from filling his eyes. It had been so long since he was free of the tedious work, free of the criticism, the speculation and paranoia. Free of them.

The doctors never really accepted him, not fully. His judgments were always under scrutiny, always an eye watching. It was as if they were expecting him to fail them. As though they knew there would be a time when the protocol would be tossed aside so nonchalantly; as if his mere presence jeopardized their projects.

They are smart.

Doctor Barton smiled as he rounded a corner and came to a door, entering at once. Inside the lab were tables holding vials and tubes with colored liquids, some bubbling, some moving strangely, some steaming. Others were just dark and still. Cabinets lined one side of the room, DNA charts plastered to their doors. Diagrams of the human body’s muscle groups were scattered on the tables, notes and hand drawings plastered them. It was a scientist’s room, where calculation and risk were equal. So were success and death.

An old man stood working against one of the tables on the far side of the room. He turned as Barton walked over towards him. “It went well, I take it.”

Barton wiped the excitement off his face. He stood across from Doctor Whitmere, watching him pour his solutions into other liquids. “As expected.”

Whitmere looked up from his work to meet Barton’s eyes, just for a second, and then went back to work. “Good. I was worried.”

“There’s no cause for it. He was brought in quickly and administered at once. I will check on him shortly, of course. But all will be well. Initiation is not a concern anymore.” Barton stated flatly. His voice was like thunder compared to his counterpart’s.

“It is you that I worry about,” Whitmere returned.

Whitmere stopped working, setting his cylinder-shaped vials into holders. He was tall, standing slightly hunched, but his wire frame was misleading. He was powerfully strong and moved with fluency and agility. His slender hands were wrinkled faintly, the skin smooth and delicate, but the grip was firm like iron. His eyes were a dark brown, as were the small spots on his bald head.

“Why?”

Whitmere said nothing, he just stared into Barton’s eyes. Barton held his gaze, refusing to break away or back down. He wasn’t intimidated by Whitmere and enjoyed letting the other know. Barton was nearly twice as thick as the old man, with hands large enough to grasp the other’s neck easily.

After a few seconds, Whitmere pointed to a long flask. “I have a new serum I need to test.”

“As you well know, my last patient is here, already underway.” Barton kept his poise.

“Darryl? Was that his name? I don’t recall.” Whitmere smiled.

Barton shrugged. It was a game that the old man played to see how close to the patients he had become, how attached, how closely he interacted. Barton knew the game well. Knowing the patient’s name would reveal a side of him that they wanted destroyed. It was something that he had fallen for only once.

“He’s just the end digit in a very long number.”

“Bring him up to phase two tomorrow. I want his memory tested.”

“The patient,” growled Barton, “is initialized. I’m done here. You know that.”

Whitmere gave him a look as though Barton had missed something entirely. He sighed. “You must see the patient through to completion, Barton. That is what we agreed.”

“That is not what I agreed!”

“Do not be angered. You will have your liberation soon enough. But right now, I need you to finish-”

“No!” Barton was furious. It was happening again.

Whitmere raised a hand to calm him. “I know you must be angry. But you know the rules.”

Barton thought about choking the old man to death. He had dreamt about it, envisioned it for so long now that it was a taste in his mouth and he was starving to feed. He could wrap his hands around Whitmere’s scrawny neck and squeeze until his palms met.

At that point, he almost leapt across the table and did so. But that would close and seal a door for good.

“I need you,” Whitmere said.

Barton knew the old man was manipulative, but this time it wasn’t going to work.

“I am tired of your need of me.” Barton took control, as he was so fond of doing. “This is my last patient. I will do what I can for you, but then I am leaving. Your promises will not be enough to keep me this time.”

In the seconds that followed, Barton saw the shift in Whitmere’s eyes. It was like watching the light at the end of the tunnel turn black. Barton felt trapped, helpless once again.

“We shall see.”

Barton swallowed hard. He slowly walked around the table, standing close to Whitmere. “There’s nothing left to see.”

“I have a new serum to test. I need it to work. And in order for it to be successful, I need you. I wish it were otherwise, but I have been given my orders.”

Barton wanted to scream, wanted to run around the lab and break everything he could, wanted to see it all burn, wanted to inflict a pain so terrible on the other that he would never recover. An ache began to form in his heart; everything hurt at once. Breathing became difficult.

“It could take years for it to work,” he growled.

“We are breaking ground on new developments. You’ve shown us so much. Your talents are irreplaceable.” Whitmere placed a hand gently on Barton’s shoulder. “We can do more than just tissue alterations and memory displacements. Our nanomachines can be anything. We are unlimited. Think about that for a moment. Think about what we’ve done already. The blood cells, the membrane. We are unlimited. Stay. Stay with me and let’s create together. You are invaluable to us. But you already know that.”

“You can’t keep doing this to me,” he whispered coldly.

“I don’t intend to.” Whitmere held his gaze.

“Why should I believe you?”

“Because I can speak to the Council and inform them that you are no longer needed. I can convince them that it is time for you to leave us. And they will listen to me.” Whitmere smiled sadly. “No one here wants you to keep you against your will, doctor.”

Barton hesitated. “What’s stopping me from walking away right now?”

“Can you?” Whitmere knew he had him right then.

Barton broke eye contact.

“Just one more.” Whitmere promised. “Then I will give you exactly what you want.”

“When?” He kept his gaze on the floor.

“She arrived with the male. A young woman. She will be the last. I promise.”

“Your promises seem to lack something,” Barton shot back.

“Not this time.”

“If you break your promise, bad things will happen.”

They were quiet for a moment. No one moved. The tension could be felt between them. Whitmere’s face held nothing of what he was thinking. Barton’s told everything.

Then suddenly it ended. Barton smiled as if nothing was wrong. Have your moment, old man. You don’t have many left.

“Settled then.” Whitmere’s smile was not genuine. It was professional. “It won’t be as bad as you think, old friend.”

Barton turned, walked out the door and down the hallway with his fists balled into rocks and his face flush with boiling anger. Once in his lab, he unleashed a nightmarish scream then pounded his fists into a table until it was dented beyond repair.

Whitmere’s words echoed in his mind. He didn’t believe any of them. They would never let him go; they had never intended to. He was trapped.

He spun and wildly flailed his arms into vials and liquid filled tubes, watched them shatter, watched the liquids mix and begin to steam, watched it eat through the paper it had spilled on. Within seconds the paper vanished in a hissing vapor.

Barton felt as if his life was the paper. He would do as the old man ordered. One last patient.

The corners of his lips tugged upwards. He might kill the doctor after all.
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The bed was hard and uncomfortable. It felt no better than a metal table. It certainly was not meant for relaxing. The room was dark, and silent, save for the low steady hum of the tall, square machine beside him. A white sheet covered his body from the chest of his dingy white T-shirt down to his ragged ankle-socks. His arms rested on top of his blanket, his fingers twitched involuntarily. Dark hair coats his arms, almost hiding the dried blood covering the dozens of scratches. His brown eyes lazily opened, half aware of someone watching just beyond the fog swirling his peripheral vision. The drumming in his head was still present, aching like nothing he’s ever suffered. It was getting worse, even though they said it would lessen two days ago. He struggled to swallow against the dryness invading his mouth and throat.

His body ached through and through. It was more than just the pain from being in the car accident. This was deep internal damage. Things inside his body were not functioning as they should. He could feel something was amiss. But so far, all the doctors could tell him was that the accident left him injured in more ways than the amnesia.

“Who’s there?” Darryl asked, his voice like glass scratching a chalkboard.

Darryl balled his fists to push himself upright but the dizziness washed away his will and his eyes closed against the pain. Through his own groaning he could decipher footsteps. But he was still too tired to open his eyes fully, too hurt to care enough to make the effort. Sleep was coming again.

The side of his bed moved slightly. Darryl felt a hand brush down against his arm and warm exhale against his neck. Who’s there? Make the pain stop. Please help me. But he couldn’t talk. He didn’t even try.

There was slight movement against the bed, but Darryl was already beginning to drift. Another shot? Another pill for the pain? But he felt nothing penetrate his skin, and no one pulled his jaws apart to make him swallow the pills they give twice a day.

“See you soon.”

The voice whispered in his ear softly. It was deep; a man’s voice. It had come to him yesterday, he remembered. It spoke words of comfort, but the tone was anything but.

Darryl fought the drowsiness as best as he could, inched his eyes open far enough to barely make out a dark form walking to exit the room. He stopped struggling, drained from the effort. He closed his eyes in despair.

The dream came instantly.

He stood in the bedroom of a familiar house. It was dark out. The room had no lights. A woman whimpers. Her painful sobs filled the silence. He called out to her, but saw no one in the swirling darkness. He caught whiffs of her perfume in the air, strangely felt her presence close, just out of reach, and her crying only seemed to deepen each time he called out to her. Louder and louder he yelled, yet still he saw no one.

Darryl awoke with a start. His body shivered, laced in a cold sweat. The sheet underneath him was soaked. The sheet that once covered him was now lying on the floor. His eyes opened wide. His breathing was short and rapid.

The dream was real, he thought. Lying in bed now, still seeing the dark room, still overwhelmed with the terrible ache, he fought to discover who she was. He knew her; he recognized her scent. His fingers grabbed the sheet as he struggled to picture her. It was pointless. Even in his dreams his amnesia ruled.

Yet even so, he knew that he was the reason for her pain. There was no mistaking that. Whatever it was, it was his fault.

He swallowed hard. He tried to convince himself that it shouldn’t matter so much. He blinked it away and allowed his body to recover from the heartache.

It was just a dream. It wasn’t real.

But it was hard to convince himself of that when it was the same dream every time his eyes closed.

Darryl noticed the room was dark. The only light came from the hall, shining through the window. There were no clocks, nothing of which would tell him the hour. It was early morning, he thought. But it didn’t matter.

Time might as well be standing still.

Darryl sighed wearily. He was wide awake now. He turned to glance up at the machine monitoring him. Its murmur was low. He could barely make out its dark form, hidden in the shadows like Death watching over him, waiting patiently. The doctor had told him that it was monitoring his brainwaves. The rest of what they had said was a blur, a mess of fragmented words and slurred syllables. Darryl had been too drugged at that time to remember most of what had happened when he arrived. Everything happened so fast, he thought.

He lied in bed and didn’t bother falling back asleep. He wished only to put some of the puzzle pieces in order. He had been there for two days now. The first day was a wash; the second not much clearer. He had been in a car accident, one of them had said.

The older doctor. Or was it the younger one, the one with the bitter eyes?

Darryl frowned, angry with himself for not being able to remember even that. But the look in the younger doctor’s eyes was unforgettable. He held a look that made Darryl believe there was much more at work behind his expressionless face.

Darryl tossed and turned. Trying to get comfortable was a painstaking process that proved fruitless. Lying in the desolate silence, feeling abandoned by the world, he pushed aside his fears that he would remain this way forever. Amnesia was funny like that. It can wipe away everything you knew about yourself and make you start life completely over; discovering yourself anew; making you a new you. Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe not. But the choice had not been his.

He thought back then, suddenly remembering something that had passed between the doctors. It was an argument they were having about his amnesia. One of them thought he would never remember anything ever again. But the tone in his voice made it not sound upsetting. The other said Darryl needed more care and that he should be the one watching over Darryl.

Darryl thought back hard. Everything was in such a blur. He had been drifting in and out of sleep, hearing bits and pieces of conversations. Everything had been in a wash, swirled together in a dream-like haze.

Darryl groaned, mad again at himself for not being able to even know if what he thought he had heard was true. He could have been half-asleep, half-dreaming, contorting the reality with his imagination. It was hard for him to trust what little he remembered. And trying to think only make his head throb even more-so. He had hit his head on the steering wheel hard enough to have knocked him out, and the headache from it still had not lessened. It was the reason why he couldn’t remember, they told him. He could have not been wearing his seat belt and went flying through the windshield and been killed, they reminded. But at the moment, Darryl couldn’t tell which was the lesser of two evils.

God, why can’t I remember?

He closed his eyes, praying that the pills they gave him would help him remember something.

The spinning came abruptly, as it so often did, and Darryl drifted into slumber.

The light shining in his eyes woke him. A doctor stood over him, the old one, the one with the friendly eyes and gentle voice. “Hold still. Just checking your pupils.”

Doctor Whitmere kept the small flashlight shining in his eyes for a few seconds longer then shut it off. He smiled. Somehow it brought peace to Darryl.

The room was well lit now, with the hall beyond filled with daily commotion as doctors and nurses conversed in passing.

“How am I?” Darryl’s voice was still sore. He watched the bald doctor move away to stand beside him, nodding with a slight smile.

“I think under your circumstance, everything will work out in time. You’re a young man; your body will heal quickly.”

“It doesn’t feel like it, doctor.”

“For now it shouldn’t. It’ll lessen soon enough; the healing will begin.” Whitmere turned from Darryl to check the machine next to the bed. Pushing a series of buttons, reading what the monitor gave him, the doctor nodded to himself in satisfaction.

Whitmere turned to Darryl, finding his patient struggling to rise. “Easy, Darryl. Lay down, relax. When your body is ready to move, it will.”

“Maybe you’re right,” he groaned.

Darryl did as he was told, resting back on the bed, sighing at the strain it took.

“I’ll have some food brought in,” Whitmere said. “Darryl, your body has undergone a drastic change. The crash left your body unable to respond to...well, a lot. The road will be long, and very hard.”

Darryl’s eyebrows bunched together. “I can’t just—”

He began coughing. The pain from that nearly made him cry.

Whitmere frowned. “This is what I’m talking about. You’re trying to do things that your body is not ready to do.”

Darryl rubbed his throat gingerly. His cough settled. He remained quiet.

“In a day or two, you’ll be better. I promise. But until then, all you need to do is rest.” Whitmere was quiet for a moment, before adding, “The mind is a wonderful thing. Precious. Capable. Defeatable. But in the end, it’s like everything else human—it can be made anew.”

With a pat on the shoulder and a smile, Whitmere turned and walked out the door. Darryl stared at the door long after the doctor left. It was going to be hard to accept any outcome that didn’t involve his memory returning.

After a short while, the door opened again. A tall man with a stern look entered, pushing a cart towards the bed. He handed Darryl two orange pills and a cup of water. Darryl obediently took the pills and drank what he could. The male nurse exited without comment.

Darryl frowned at his cart of food.

He suddenly wished that he wasn’t so hungry.
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Her hair was dirty blonde and shoulder length, pulled back away from her face. She slept quietly. Her face was sparkling in a few places due to the dust of broken glass. New patients often arrived with traces of an accident evident.

She was young, he thought. Mid-twenties, youthful, vibrant, cute. She had an active lifestyle. Her muscle tone was prominent; she carried very little body fat. A jogger, he wondered. He was pressed close to her; her scent was surprisingly warming to him. His right hand held the injection gun, his left hand reached out and brushed against her forehead in through her hair. It was something that he had seldom done before. Never to a male patient. He had no reason for it, though he was compelled nonetheless.

Doctor Barton stopped himself right then. He was getting too carried away. It wasn’t good for him to speculate on the lives of his patients. Whether he was right about them or not.

Adelle stirred gently, reacting to his touch. Barton flinched, drawing his hand away from her, studying her movements carefully. He wondered how much she remembered. Would she be any different than the male? Than any of the others?

Stop it!

Catching himself again, he acted quickly. With one fluent motion, he jammed the needle into her forearm and shot the injection solution at once. His face turned angry then. But it was done. And she was the last.

Adelle’s body began to quiver, slightly at first, then abrupt and thrashing. Doctor Barton stepped back. It would end soon, he knew. But first the solution had to run its course. And it was never pleasant; not even to witness.

“In a few days, this will all be forgotten.”

Adelle’s blue eyes shot open then, full of pain. They stared deep into Barton’s, forcing him to step further back, to look away from the terror he saw there.

“What’s happening?” Adelle cried. “Make it stop!”

Barton was caught off guard. As he began to speak, her body stopped moving, her eyes closed again, and she remained silent. A few seconds later, he moved in close again. Her breathing seemed to be normal. Her skin color continued with its rather pale complexion. She would be fine.

Good, he thought. Now there would be no reason for Whitmere to send him another patient. With this one, and the male, both requiring another series of injections, his work would be finished in the day.

Let’s get this over with.

Darryl awoke with a stinging sensation in his left bicep. Alert at once, he looked up to see someone walking away from him.

“Wait,” he called out.

Doctor Barton turned before reaching the door. He didn’t bother hiding his displeasure in doing so. “Go back to sleep, patient.”

“What is your name?” Darryl asked, shrugging off the other’s icy glare.

“I am Barton.” Barton almost smiled. No one had ever asked him his name. It felt weird saying it aloud.

“Doctor Barton, what day is it? What time is it?” Darryl pressed on through the pain. “I have a few more questions, if you can stick around for a moment.”

Barton’s sympathy had died long ago. “The next few minutes for you will be extremely painful. I suggest you relax your mind and keep your questions.”

Barton no sooner reached for the door when Darryl’s anguish erupted. His painful groans spewed like lava from a volcano. Through his crying, he begged Barton for help. Barton walked out the room.

Darryl’s hands clenched his blankets tight. His chest lurched upwards, his head tilting back, his mouth wide open. Nothing imaginable could feel worse. A few seconds was all he could take. His eyes closed, forcing the tears to streak down his cheeks.

Barton stole through the hallway like a shadow fleeing the sun light. He was excited, but more so, he was determined. His feet hit the floor with a vengeance, moving directly for Whitmere’s lab.

He rounded a corner quickly, and there was Jean. She was one of Whitmere’s assistants, the only one to ever treat him fairly.

“Where’s the fire?” she asked. She had seen him first, before he tried to slow his approach.

“Sorry, Jean. My mind is elsewhere.”

Barton stopped beside her. She was as tall as he, slim, with short brown hair and a fiery stare, stern and captivating at the same time. But when
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