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New York City

November 12, 3:14 AM

Parker Mitchell jolted awake, heart racing and breath shallow, trapped between reality and nightmare. Darkness filled the apartment, heavy and silent, punctuated only by the soft hum of the city beyond the glass windows. His eyes slowly adjusted, confirming familiar surroundings: his tidy bedroom, his carefully arranged bookshelves, the orderly silence he'd built around himself.

Still, something felt deeply wrong.

He sat up, rubbing a palm across his face, damp with sweat. The dream—the fragments of it—lingered stubbornly, disjointed images slipping away before he could fully grasp them. He remembered only flashes: sterile white walls, a flickering fluorescent bulb, someone murmuring something softly, rhythmically. And eyes. Cold, unblinking eyes that seemed to peer directly into his thoughts.

Parker shuddered involuntarily.

“It’s nothing,” he whispered to himself. Lack of sleep, probably. He’d been working long hours again, diving into financial reports and endless numbers, drowning himself in structure. A neat, predictable life, deliberately crafted. His therapist had called it coping. Parker called it survival.

But tonight felt different. The dream, or whatever it was, had left a residue he couldn't easily shake. He stood up, pulling a sweatshirt from the back of a nearby chair and slipping it over his head. Outside the window, Manhattan glowed softly, a muted wash of lights that should've been comforting. Instead, he felt strangely vulnerable, exposed, as if the walls that protected him had grown transparent overnight.

He paced slowly to the kitchen, flicked on the dim light above the sink, and poured himself a glass of water. As he drank, Parker caught his reflection faintly mirrored in the window. He stared for a moment, the man looking back familiar yet oddly detached—dark hair, tired eyes, sharp features softened by confusion.

Then another fragment of memory surfaced, rapid and fleeting:

A hand gently gripping his shoulder, a voice whispering close to his ear:

"He’s ready."

Parker dropped the glass. It shattered violently on the tiled floor, water and shards scattering around him. He staggered back, breathing hard, his pulse suddenly hammering louder in his ears.

He forced himself to remain calm. It was only exhaustion. Sleep deprivation. Stress. He knelt, mechanically picking up glass fragments, one by one, his fingers trembling.

Yet, no matter how he tried to dismiss it, the whispering voice lingered like a shadow at the edge of his consciousness, softly mocking his carefully constructed life.

He returned to bed, eyes fixed uneasily on the ceiling. As he lay there, Parker made himself a quiet promise. Tomorrow, he would call Dr. Brenner. Maybe schedule another therapy session. Reinforce the structure. Rebuild normality.

But even as he reassured himself, an unsettling thought crept in, colder and deeper than the November air outside his window:
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New York City

November 12, 7:05 AM

Parker Mitchell adjusted the knot on his silk tie, scrutinizing the mirror for imperfections. His reflection stared back, composed and orderly—exactly the way he preferred his life. He slipped into his charcoal suit jacket, buttoned the middle button with practiced precision, and took one final glance. Perfectly controlled. Nothing out of place. Nothing to suggest the restless night he'd endured.

Yet, behind the façade, he felt uncertain—uneasy.

He walked purposefully through his minimalist apartment, grabbing his leather briefcase and keys from the countertop by the door. A glance at the kitchen floor caught his attention. He'd meticulously cleaned up the glass from last night's broken cup, but for some reason, he couldn’t shake the memory of its shattering echo. A subtle tension tightened his jaw as he stepped outside.

It was early November, and New York was cloaked in gray skies and brisk wind, leaves skittering along sidewalks beneath the hurried steps of commuters. Parker moved quickly, weaving through the familiar crowds. He usually enjoyed the morning energy of the city—thriving on the predictable rhythm of humanity around him—but today it felt intrusive. Loud. Chaotic.

By the time he reached his office building on Wall Street, he was desperate for the calm routine he relied on to anchor himself.

“Good morning, Parker,” the receptionist greeted cheerfully. “Coffee’s fresh if you need it.”

He nodded politely, forcing a smile. “Thanks, Hannah. I’ll grab some later.”

Inside his corner office, Parker closed the heavy glass door behind him, finally feeling insulated from the outside world. He exhaled slowly, savoring the silence. The walls here were his sanctuary, lined with neatly arranged books on market analytics, behavioral economics, and psychology texts that spoke more of his need for structure than any real intellectual passion.

He settled into his chair, activating the multiple screens at his workstation, and let his eyes drift methodically across rows of numbers and flashing graphs. This was comfort—structured data, clearly defined parameters. Here, he felt in control again.

After a few moments, a knock interrupted his concentration.

“Come in,” he said, eyes never leaving the screen.

David Sloan, his junior analyst, stepped inside hesitantly. David was bright, young, and eager—but lacked Parker’s meticulous sense of order.

“Sorry to interrupt,” David said cautiously. “But there’s someone here to see you. She says she knows you personally.”

Parker glanced up sharply, momentarily confused. “Who?”

“A Dr. Sarah McDavid,” David answered, glancing nervously back toward reception. “She said it was urgent.”

The name triggered a flicker of confusion in Parker’s mind—familiar, yet distant. “Did she say why?”

David shook his head. “Only that she needed to speak privately. Seemed pretty insistent.”

Parker hesitated, unsure why a faint anxiety stirred in his chest. After a moment, he nodded curtly. “Send her in.”

Moments later, Sarah McDavid stepped through the door, quietly closing it behind her. She looked around his office briefly, taking in every detail with an intensity Parker found strangely unsettling. Her dark brown hair was shorter than he remembered—though he wasn’t entirely sure how he remembered her at all. She wore a long, gray wool coat, her expression serious, dark eyes intense yet wary.

“Parker,” she finally said, voice soft. “It’s been a long time.”

He stood slowly, shaking her outstretched hand, noticing the subtle tremor in her grip. “I’m sorry, Dr. McDavid, but—”

“Sarah, please,” she interrupted gently. Her eyes held his gaze, searching for something. “You really don’t remember me, do you?”

He hesitated, uncomfortable under her scrutiny. “I’m afraid I don’t. Have we met professionally?”

She smiled faintly, but her eyes carried sadness. “In another life, I suppose you could say.”

He gestured politely to the seat opposite his desk. “Please, sit down. How can I help you?”

Sarah sat carefully, glancing toward the glass door, clearly nervous. “I’m not sure you can help me. But maybe I can help you.”

His eyebrows rose slightly. “I’m not sure I follow.”

“Have you been having trouble sleeping lately?” Her voice dropped to nearly a whisper. “Dreams, perhaps. Fragments you can’t quite piece together?”

Parker tensed visibly. He straightened in his chair, suddenly defensive. “I’m sorry—why exactly are you here, Sarah?”

She hesitated, glancing away before her eyes returned to him with newfound resolve. “Because I know you. I know exactly who you are—who you really are. And I know about the dreams you’re having because they’re not dreams. They’re memories.”

He felt a sudden chill crawl down his spine. “Memories of what?”

Sarah took a slow breath. “Of something that never should have happened. Something I was part of, years ago. Something very dangerous. I’m here because it’s happening again. People are in danger—including you.”

Parker stared at her, skeptical yet strangely shaken. “Look, Dr. McDavid—Sarah—I think maybe you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She rose suddenly, leaning across the desk slightly. “You don’t have to believe me now. But listen carefully: They will come for you eventually. And when they do, you won’t have long to act.”

“Who?” Parker demanded sharply, his pulse accelerating. “Who will come for me?”

She backed away slowly, toward the door. “The people who made us forget. I just had to warn you. Be careful, Parker. Please.”

And then she was gone, leaving him staring blankly at the empty doorway, pulse racing, certainty fracturing like brittle ice beneath his carefully ordered world.

He sank back into his chair, struggling to make sense of what had just occurred. Sarah’s words echoed through his mind like distant thunder, stirring a confusion that felt disturbingly familiar. A name, a face, a moment hovering just beyond his reach. A flash of memory:

A sterile room. A chair. Soft voices whispering behind bright lights. A gentle hand on his shoulder.

Parker clenched his fists tightly, breathing deeply until the trembling stopped. He glanced again at his monitors, blinking numbers still obediently waiting for analysis. But something had shifted. His carefully built illusion of control had cracked, and the world suddenly felt dangerously uncertain.
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Columbia University – Psychology Department

Eight Years Earlier

September 8, 10:15 AM

The polished hardwood floors of the psychology lab gleamed softly under the bright, clinical lighting, reflecting an atmosphere of pristine sterility. It smelled faintly of disinfectant and something else, something Parker Mitchell couldn't quite place, clinical yet unsettling. He sat quietly on a metal folding chair, his slender frame stiff and awkward, eyes darting nervously around the small testing room.

Opposite him, Dr. Sarah McDavid tapped her pen rhythmically against a clipboard, observing him with quiet curiosity. She was in her early thirties, attractive but professionally reserved, dark brown hair neatly pulled back, eyes sharp yet compassionate behind thin-framed glasses. A young research assistant hovered discreetly near a bank of computers in the corner, her attention fixed anxiously on Parker.

"Are you comfortable, Parker?" Sarah asked softly, her voice gentle, almost maternal.

He nodded hesitantly, unable to hold eye contact. The fluorescent lights overhead buzzed faintly, filling the awkward silence between them.

Sarah smiled warmly, attempting to reassure him. "This won't be difficult. We'll just run through some exercises, okay?"

"Yes," Parker murmured, shifting nervously. He felt her gaze on him, analyzing, probing. Every encounter like this drained him. His entire life had been spent navigating a world that often felt alien and disconnected, never quite understanding how to fit himself comfortably into it.

Sarah leaned forward slightly, speaking gently. "I'm going to think of an object, Parker. I want you to tell me what comes to mind. No rush, just relax."

He closed his eyes obediently, breathing carefully, concentrating on the quiet hum of the room, the distant murmur of voices in the hallway. Gradually, images flickered, hazy at first, like shadows on a wall. Then clearer.

"An apple," Parker said softly, opening his eyes in surprise at the clarity of his vision. "A green apple."

Sarah glanced at her notes, briefly startled. She'd clearly expected something, but his precision caught her off guard. "That's good, Parker. Really good."

He opened his eyes, studying her carefully, cautious hope filling his expression. "Did I get it right?"

Sarah hesitated briefly, then nodded, intrigued. "Yes. Let's try another one."

Again he closed his eyes, brow furrowing slightly. A stronger feeling surged forward this time, powerful and intrusive: doubt. She was doubting him, doubting the legitimacy of this entire experiment. He felt a sudden wave of anxiety, a tightness in his chest.

"You're thinking about whether I really did it," Parker said, eyes still shut. "You're worried you gave something away without realizing it."

Sarah's pen froze mid-tap. Her eyes widened involuntarily, startled that he had picked up her subtle inner skepticism. She glanced quickly toward the two-way mirror behind her, aware that others, important observers, were watching closely.

Parker opened his eyes, concern etched across his young face. "I'm sorry," he whispered, sensing he'd made her uncomfortable.

Sarah shook her head quickly, recovering composure. "No, no, Parker. That was impressive. Can you describe how you felt that?"

He hesitated, then replied softly, "I could feel your doubt. It was like... a cloud. Dark blue. Heavy."

A long pause stretched between them. Sarah jotted something hurriedly onto the clipboard, her pulse quickening with excitement. This boy was the real thing, extraordinary, precisely the kind of candidate Dr. Cannon was looking for.

She offered another warm smile, gentler this time, masking her own conflicted thoughts. "Let's do one last exercise."

Parker nodded quietly, eager for her approval, eager to prove himself worthy of acceptance.

Sarah placed her clipboard on the table and leaned forward, quietly meeting his eyes. "This one might feel different. Just let whatever comes naturally happen."

He nodded, eyes flickering shut once more.

This time it was intense, immediate, overwhelming. Emotions flooded into his mind, rushing faster and faster. Anxiety, ambition, determination—but beneath all that, a current of discomfort, guilt. Fear. And something else—something deeper, darker, carefully hidden.

His eyes snapped open suddenly, wide with alarm.

"What is it, Parker?" Sarah asked, leaning forward urgently.

He stared at her, breathing heavily, confused and frightened. "You’re afraid," he murmured. "You’re afraid of them."

Sarah paled visibly, glancing nervously toward the mirror again. She swallowed hard, regaining her composure quickly. "Who am I afraid of?"

He shook his head, voice barely audible. "The people behind the glass."

An icy silence gripped the room. Sarah involuntarily glanced again at the mirror, her throat tightening, mind racing. She could almost feel Cannon’s cold, analytical gaze piercing through the glass, dissecting her performance as much as Parker’s abilities.

"Very good," Sarah managed finally, struggling to keep her voice steady. "We're done for today."

Outside the observation room, Dr. Reed Cannon folded his arms thoughtfully, a gaze locked on the young Parker Mitchell through the two-way mirror. He stood beside Ronin Archer, who observed silently, hands folded behind his back, cold eyes betraying nothing.

"He’s exceptional," Archer murmured flatly. "Almost dangerous."

Cannon nodded slowly. "But highly responsive. His desire for acceptance makes him malleable. The perfect asset."

"And Sarah?"

"She's hesitant," Cannon replied carefully. "Idealistic, but ambitious enough to cooperate."

Archer turned slowly to face Cannon, his eyes narrowed. "Ensure her continued cooperation—or replace her."

"Understood," Cannon responded quietly, heart sinking slightly as Archer exited without another word. The door clicked shut behind him, leaving Cannon staring uneasily at Parker through the glass.

In the testing room, Parker looked down at the floor, trembling slightly, uncertain why he suddenly felt afraid. Sarah reached forward instinctively, lightly touching his hand.

"You did great," she said reassuringly, attempting to convince herself as much as him. "We'll see you again soon."

He stood awkwardly, smiled hesitantly, and left the room. Alone, Sarah exhaled shakily, unsettled by her own complicity. She’d once believed her research would change the world for the better. But tonight, she wondered if she had willingly opened a door she could never close again.

On the other side of the mirror, Archer watched Parker exit the room, his cold eyes narrowing slightly. He addressed Cannon quietly, his voice devoid of empathy:

"Prepare him. He’s exactly what we need."

Cannon stared ahead, silent, nodding obediently as a chill raced down his spine.

He knew exactly what came next.
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Manhattan, Financial District

November 12, 8:12 AM (Present Day)

Parker stared blankly at the Bloomberg terminal, numbers and data streams cascading across his screens. Normally, this rhythm comforted him, a steadying influence amid chaos. Today, it felt meaningless—almost sinister.

“You alright, Parker?”

He startled slightly at David’s voice. The junior analyst stood at Parker's office doorway, holding a thick binder of quarterly reports, concern evident in his young, eager face.

“Yes,” Parker said quickly, forcing calm. “Just tired. Didn’t sleep well.”

David nodded slowly. “You look exhausted. You sure you don’t need anything?”

Parker forced a weak smile, shaking his head. “Just tired. It'll pass.”

David hesitated briefly, then shrugged. “Okay, boss. Just let me know.”

When David disappeared back into the office maze, Parker rubbed his temples, frustration building. He was losing control, something he couldn’t afford—not here, where everything depended on structure and precision. Since Sarah McDavid’s bizarre visit the previous day, everything felt increasingly out of balance.

He stared absently at his screens, attempting to immerse himself again in data. But his mind drifted. He remembered her frightened eyes, her urgent warnings, the unsettling sincerity in her voice. She’d seemed so sure, as if she knew him—truly knew him—in ways he couldn’t explain.

But how?

He struggled to recall clearly. The edges of his mind blurred each time he pressed for answers, memories slipping through his fingers like sand. Therapy had taught him to manage anxiety and confusion through structure, discipline, logic. But now, logic was betraying him.

A sudden flash of fragmented memory pierced his consciousness again:

A white, sterile hallway. Two men in dark suits escorting him gently yet firmly. A voice, soft, controlled, whispering: "Your life will matter, Parker. You will help protect people. You’ll feel connected. Accepted."

He shook himself, the memory dissipating rapidly. He felt nauseous. Had Sarah triggered this? If she was telling the truth, how much of his own past was a lie?

He stood suddenly, needing air.

Outside, the crisp November wind bit sharply against his skin, and he welcomed the shock. The city bustled obliviously around him, a living organism unaware of his unraveling. Parker moved mechanically down Wall Street, passing suited professionals hurrying to lunch meetings, phones pressed urgently to ears, disconnected and absorbed.

A taxi horn blared suddenly, jolting him back to reality. Parker stumbled, catching himself on the arm of a passerby.

“Hey, watch it!” snapped the pedestrian irritably.

Parker stepped back, heart racing, breath quickening. The stranger’s annoyance flowed into him like a sharp jab, almost audible in his mind. He shook his head, disoriented. He hadn’t experienced anything like this for years—not since childhood.

He hurried forward, shoulders hunched, seeking refuge from the sensory overload. Reaching a nearby coffee shop, he stepped inside, grateful for its anonymity and warmth. Yet even here, sensations and emotions of others crowded him uncomfortably. Anxiety. Anticipation. Sadness. Hope. Each emotion whispered softly, urgently, through the background chatter.

What the hell was happening to him?

He slipped into a small booth in the corner, shielding himself momentarily from the sensory assault. Leaning his forehead against cold glass, Parker struggled to steady his breathing, shutting his eyes tightly.

A clearer memory burst through his consciousness:

A young Parker, maybe sixteen, strapped to a chair in a sterile, bright-white room, wires connected to his temples, lights flashing rhythmically before his eyes. Sarah’s soothing voice somewhere in the background, reassuring yet strained:

"You're doing fine, Parker. Just focus on the patterns, forget everything else."

He jerked upright, trembling. It felt too real—more vivid than any dream or hallucination he’d ever known. He pulled his phone out quickly, scrolling frantically until he found the number:

Dr. Brenner, Clinical Psychologist.

His thumb hovered hesitantly over the screen. Brenner had guided him carefully for years, stabilizing him, providing order to his world. But could Parker trust him now? Had Brenner always known something Parker hadn't?

The phone vibrated in his hand before he could dial. An unknown number flashed on the screen. Anxiety shot through his chest, tightening painfully.

He answered cautiously, voice uneven. "Hello?"

The voice that answered was crisp, professional, yet subtly threatening.

"Mr. Mitchell, I trust you're feeling well."

His heart hammered against his ribs. "Who is this?"

"You don't remember me. Let's keep it that way. A word of advice—stop digging. You're valuable to us exactly as you are. Don't force us to reconsider your position."

The line disconnected abruptly. Parker lowered the phone slowly, numb. The sense of panic was overwhelming now, suffocating.

Whoever they were, they knew exactly what he was experiencing—down to his resurfacing memories.

They knew him better than he knew himself.

His breath came short and fast as he stood abruptly, nearly knocking over the table. He rushed out of the café, eyes scanning faces around him, paranoia now fully consuming him. Parker felt watched from every angle, every reflection, every shadow.

Suddenly, nothing felt safe.

He hailed the nearest taxi, climbing quickly inside, hands trembling as he whispered his home address. As the cab pulled away, he glanced behind, certain someone followed, hidden amid the masses on the sidewalk.

But who?

And why?

He sank back against the seat, chest tight with fear, knowing he was spiraling into darkness. The structure of his carefully ordered life was rapidly collapsing.
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