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Introduction

Dr. Lila Monroe wakes to the relentless, sterile glow of fluorescent lighting, the steady
beep of a heart monitor, and the unfamiliar weight of emptiness inside her mind. She
tries to sit up, her hands trembling, but her body feels foreign, disconnected—as if a
stranger has been living in it. The doctors’ faces hover above her like shadows,
obscured by concern and questions she cannot answer. Where is she? Why can’t she
remember? Her last memory is giving a lecture on hippocampal pathways to a cluster
of eager graduate students—that was months ago, according to the wall calendar, but
to Lila, it was only yesterday. Time has become a void, swallowing anything that might
tether her to reality.

She learns she has been unconscious for days, but it’s not the hospital stay that
terrifies her—it’s the chasm in her memory stretching back nearly a year. Fragments
surface in cruel flashes: a hallway drenched in red emergency lights, laughter that
smears into screams, the smell of something burning. None of it fits; the images are as
alien to her as the face she glimpses in the polished steel of her hospital bedrail—hers,
but gaunt and haunted. Why can’t she remember her own life? Why does her mother’s
voice, soothing but wary, tremble with relief and doubt in the same breath?

When the detective arrives, a chill settles into Lila’s bones. Questions pepper the
sterile quiet: Where was she on the night of the incident? What does she know about
the disappearance of her patient, Owen Carter? Every answer she gives only seems to
deepen suspicion. The officer’s tone is gentle but persistent, her words circling Lila like
a trap. Evidence, she is told, places her at the scene, traces her fingerprints on a blood-
stained door, her voice on desperate voicemails. But she remembers none of it; the
allegations land atop her panic, stoking the unthinkable: Could she be capable of
something monstrous without knowing it?

Her family and colleagues appear at her bedside, their concern brittle, glances
exchanged when they think she can’t see. Her younger sister clutches her hand but
withdraws when Lila asks about the missing time. Only her old friend—and former
mentor—Dr. Henry Forrester meets her gaze for more than a heartbeat, his questions
direct but coded, his warnings cryptic. Bits of her life flicker at the edge of her
recollection: heated arguments, covert meetings, a project she anxiously hid from
prying eyes. She senses betrayal everywhere, even within herself.

Lila’s mind becomes a battleground. Flashes of memory—some familiar, some utterly
foreign—intrude on her sanity. She can’t trust the images that surface, nor the people
around her. With each new day, she feels the narrative of her life shifting beneath her
feet, and the threat grows: every moment she fails to remember brings her closer to
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conviction—for a crime she cannot comprehend, much less accept.

As the walls close in, Lila resolves to uncover the truth behind her missing year. Is she
a pawn in a sophisticated ploy, or complicit in an unthinkable act? The search for

answers pulls her into a web where memory itself is suspect, and the greatest betrayal
may be buried in her own mind.
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CHAPTER ONE: Awakening in the Void

The stark white walls of the hospital room pressed in on Lila, mirroring the emptiness
in her head. She blinked, the fluorescent light a harsh glare on her still-aching eyes. A
nurse, a woman with kind but weary eyes and a name tag that read ‘Sarah’, had just
finished checking her vitals. Sarah’s voice was a soft hum, a reassuring backdrop to
Lila’s escalating panic.

“You’'re doing remarkably well, Dr. Monroe,” Sarah had said, a practiced smile on her
face. “Considering.”

Considering what? Lila’s mind screamed. The last thing she remembered was the hum
of the lecture hall, the scent of stale coffee, and the rapt faces of her students. She’d
been explaining the intricate dance of neurotransmitters, the fragile beauty of
memory formation. Now, her own memories were a cruel joke.

She tried to reconstruct the last few days, weeks, months. Nothing. Just a blank wall
where a year of her life should have been. It was like a chapter had been ripped from
her own story, leaving only jagged edges. Her career, her research into mnemonic
encoding - it all felt like something she’d read in a textbook, not something she’d
lived.

A small, silver-framed photo on the bedside table caught her eye. It was a picture of
her and her younger sister, Chloe, laughing on a beach, the ocean stretching endlessly
behind them. Chloe’s arm was slung around Lila’s shoulders, a genuine warmth
radiating from the image. But even looking at it, the memory felt distant, like a dream.

The door creaked open, and a woman stepped in. She was tall, with sharp features
and an almost predatory stillness. Her dark suit and severe bun spoke of authority.
Detective Anya Sharma, the name tag on her lapel read. Sharma’s eyes, the color of
slate, swept over Lila, assessing.

“Dr. Monroe, I'm glad to see you're recovering,” Sharma’s voice was low, devoid of
emotion. “We have some questions for you, if you're up to it.”

Lila’s heart hammered against her ribs. Questions. The introduction had already hinted
at a crime, at evidence. Her mind raced, grasping for something, anything. “Questions

about what, Detective?” Her voice sounded reedy, alien even to herself.

Sharma pulled up a chair, settling opposite Lila’s bed. She held a small, black
notebook, its pages pristine. “We're investigating the disappearance of Owen Carter,
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Dr. Monroe.”

Owen Carter. The name brought a faint tremor to Lila’s consciousness, a fleeting sense
of unease. He was one of her patients, wasn’t he? A young man with a unique form of
amnesia, a case that had fascinated her. But how long ago had she seen him? What
was the last thing they’d discussed? The fog in her brain thickened.

“Owen... he was my patient,” Lila managed, her voice barely a whisper. “Is he...
missing?”

Sharma’s expression remained unreadable. “He was reported missing approximately
three weeks ago. However, evidence suggests a more... significant incident occurred
about a year ago, around the time your memory loss began.”

A year ago. The chasm. Lila swallowed hard. “I don’t understand. What evidence? |
don’t remember anything from the past year.”

“We’'re aware of your condition, Dr. Monroe,” Sharma said, her voice still flat. “But our
findings indicate you were heavily involved with Mr. Carter, particularly in the months
leading up to his disappearance. Your professional relationship, we believe, became
something more complex.”

Complex? What did that even mean? Lila felt a wave of nausea. Was the detective
implying a romantic involvement? With a patient? The thought repulsed her. Her
ethical code, drilled into her through years of rigorous training, screamed in protest.

“That’s impossible,” Lila insisted, her voice gaining a fragile strength. “l would never...
my professional boundaries are absolute.”

Sharma raised an eyebrow, a hint of something resembling skepticism in her eyes.
“Your colleagues, Dr. Monroe, painted a somewhat different picture. There were
reports of late-night meetings, unusual levels of interaction with Mr. Carter outside of
standard therapy sessions.”

Colleagues? Who would say such a thing? Lila felt a prickle of betrayal. Dr. Chen? Dr.
Rodriguez? They were her friends, her trusted peers. Had they truly seen her behave
so unprofessionally? Or was this a deliberate fabrication, designed to undermine her?

“l can assure you, Detective, that is simply not true,” Lila said, her mind racing,
searching for any flicker of a counter-argument, any evidence to disprove the claim.

But there was nothing but the blank wall.

Sharma flipped a page in her notebook. “We have records of multiple calls between
your private cell phone and Mr. Carter’s, at unusual hours. And a significant
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withdrawal from your personal bank account, which aligns with Mr. Carter’s sudden
financial windfall around the same time.”

A financial windfall? Her bank account? Lila felt a cold dread creep through her veins.
She was meticulous with her finances. A significant withdrawal wouldn’t go unnoticed.
Unless... unless she truly had no memory of it.

“l... I don't recall any of that,” Lila stammered, her voice shaking now. The questions
were relentless, each one chipping away at her sense of reality. “Are you saying | stole
from him? Or that | was involved in some kind of scheme?”

Sharma leaned forward slightly, her gaze unwavering. “We’re saying, Dr. Monroe, that
you were the last person known to have seen Owen Carter alive.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. Lila felt the blood drain from her
face. Alive? The implication was horrifying. She wasn’t just being questioned about a
missing person; she was being implicated in a death.

“No,” Lila whispered, shaking her head. “No, that’'s not possible. | couldn’t...”

“Your fingerprints were found on a door at Mr. Carter’s apartment,” Sharma continued,
her voice flat, as if reciting a grocery list. “A door that, coincidentally, showed signs of
forced entry. And we have a witness who heard a heated argument coming from his
unit, followed by what sounded like a struggle, around the time of the incident.”

Lila’s breath hitched in her throat. Her fingerprints? On a door at Owen’s apartment?
She’d been there before, for sessions, but not in a year. And a struggle? A witness?
The pieces, disjointed and terrifying, started to assemble into a picture of a nightmare.

“l don't remember any of this,” Lila repeated, a desperate plea now. “l swear, | don't
remember.”

Sharma closed her notebook, a definitive click. “That, Dr. Monroe, is precisely the
problem.” She stood up, her gaze lingering on Lila’s pale face. “We’ll be back. You
have a lot to think about.”

As the detective left, the sterile quiet of the room felt even more oppressive. Lila
stared at the photo of Chloe and herself, the laughter now seeming like a cruel taunt.
The void in her memory wasn’t just an inconvenience; it was a gaping wound, and it
was quickly becoming a cage. She was trapped, accused of a crime she couldn’t recall,
her own mind the primary witness against her. A single, chilling thought solidified in
her panic: What if it was true? What if she really had done something terrible, and
simply couldn’t remember? The idea was more terrifying than any accusation, more
debilitating than any physical pain.
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