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By 
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I. 

Amanda pressed back against the wall. She flexed her hands around the wooden 

handle and then gripped it tight, like a lefty about to swing for the fences. In the dim 

hallway she could hear Keith's nervous breath. His arm brushed against her and she 

adjusted her grip on the axe. He should be doing this, she thought. The man is 

supposed to be stronger, braver. Plus, Keith played ball in high school, so he had more 

experience with that sort of thing. But of course, he couldn't do it. How could she be 

sure he wouldn't hesitate at the last moment? And of course, there was the matter of his 

arm. 

Keith's right arm ended abruptly in a bloody wad of rags tied with her scrunchy 

wrapped twice around his forearm, about three inches short of where his wrist used to 

be. Did it bother him, she wondered, having the axe head float in front of him? Was he 
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shaken at all by the sight of the implement that had severed his hand? Did the smell of 

his own blood on the steel wedge turn his stomach? 

The sound of footsteps around the corner displaced her questions. There was 

only one way out of the basement, and that was back the way they had come. They had 

to go through him if they wanted to get out alive. They had one chance, and it rested in 

her hands. She listened intently to the muffled scrape of his steps as he neared. She 

tensed her arms and steeled herself for the strike. 

“Amanda,” Keith whispered. 

“Shhh,” she snapped back. 

A second later, “Babe,” he whispered. 

Amanda turned to him. “Shut up, God damn it,” she hissed. She turned back 

away from him. The scientist's footsteps stopped and there was only the sound of 

Keith's breathing and her pulse in her ears. Then the steps continued, getting louder. 

“It's no use,” the scientist said. “You can't escape. This is the only way out, and I have a 

gun.” His steps got louder. “So you may as well give up.” 

He was almost upon them. Keith had blown their cover and would have to pay. 

Hopefully, it wouldn't be the scientist doling out his punishment. The scientist's shadow 

slid across the floor. The oval of his head and then the flare of his shoulders. He was 

almost there. Amanda tightened her grip on the axe and leaned back away from the 

light, winding up, waiting for the precise moment. She smiled. Aim for his neck, she told 

herself. Aim for his neck. 

The scientist's unsteady hand, gripping the gun, drifted past the corner. Amanda 

swung hard with the axe as his body came into view. 
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II. 

Amanda swung the axe up with all her might. If she had been playing baseball, 

she would have missed any pitch other than a hanging breaking ball. Fortunately, she 

wasn't aiming at a baseball, but at the scientist's neck. She missed that, too. Overshot it 

by a good five inches. Lucky for her, the man's head was right there to take the hit. She 

got full extension and felt a satisfying crunch as the axe head buried itself in the 

scientist's face with a thick hollow whunk. The scientist fired a shot up toward the ceiling 

as he fell backward to the floor. Amanda watched him twitch for a second, to make sure 

he was down for good. She reached out for Keith. 

“Come on,” she said, grabbing his sleeve. “Let's go.” 

Keith stumbled around the corner after her. He stopped to gawk at the scientist, 

who had a growing puddle of glistening black around his head. 

“Oh, Jesus,” he gasped. 

Amanda crouched beside the body, careful not to step in the blood, and took the 

small revolver from its hand. There was a good chance she would need it before long, 

and the scientist sure wasn't going to miss it. A sharp pain stabbed at the back of her 

right eye. She flinched, but tried to ignore it. She stuck her hand in the scientist's pocket. 

“You're robbing him?” Keith accused. 

“I'm looking for his keys,” Amanda said. 

“What for? We need to get out of here. I need to go to a hospital.” 

“We might need them,” Amanda said. She had to get back into the scientist's lab, 

and soon. Once the cops showed up, the place would be a crime scene and she'd 

probably never get what she needed. 
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“We don't need keys to get out,” Keith whined. “I just want to get to a hospital 

while they can still fix this.” He waved his bloody wrapped stump in front of her. Amanda 

looked at the gun in her hand but had a better thought. 

“He might have locked the door.” 

“The door...” Keith said, as if he couldn't remember what had happened five 

minutes earlier. 

Amanda resumed rummaging through the dead man's pockets. “The door to the 

lab? Our only way out? Remember, it's where you dropped your hand,” she said. Her 

fingers made contact with metal and she withdrew a small ring of six keys. She gripped 

her fist around them and jumped to her feet. 

“Come on,” she said, hurrying Keith along, trying to push him around to face 

away from the dead man. 

“Don't push me,” Keith offered weakly. 

“Then go,” Amanda urged. Or you'll really see me push, she thought. 

Finally, Keith turned and moved up the corridor toward the lab. “I can't believe 

you killed him,” he said. 

“I had no choice,” she said. “It was him or us.” She was pretty sure that was true, 

though the scientist may have let Keith go free. 

Once around the corner, Amanda ran toward the lab. She tried the knob but it 

was locked. After a few keys, she found the right one. Keith approached as she pushed 

the door open. Even in the dimness, she could see where Keith's hand lay in a splotch 

of blood on the floor, next to the counter where she had used a knife to finish the job 

that the axe had started. 
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Amanda put a hand up to Keith's chest as he entered the lab. “Why don't I get it 

for you? It might be easier. Just head out and I'll catch up.” Keith had freaked out and 

dropped the appendage, but all she cared about was getting him out of the lab as 

quickly as possible. 

“No,” he said, exhausted. “I want to.” 

Damn, she thought. “We should wrap it in something,” she said. “Let me look 

over here for some paper or something.” She hurried over to the scientist's desk. There 

was a splash of blood across it, where Keith had been trying to open the drawer and 

she had- 

“What are you two doing here?” a stern voice asked. 

Amanda looked up at the security guard standing in the doorway across from 

where they had come in. He reached over and flipped the light switch. Seeing Keith's 

arm, he gripped the revolver on his waist. “Would you all like to explain yourselves?” 

Keith stepped toward the guard. 

“Let me,” Amanda said, reaching for the dead man's gun, tucked in her pants by 

the small of her back. 

 

III. 

“He chopped off my arm,” Keith said, holding up his stump, stepping between 

Amanda and the guard. Amanda let out an angry breath and left the revolver tucked in 

her pants. 

“Who did?” the guard asked. 

“The scientist.” 

“The old guy? Are you sure?” 
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“What do you mean?” Keith lowered his arm. 

“You got a good look at him?” 

“Well, no. Not really.” 

The guard looked at him, incredulous. “A sixty-eight year old man grabbed the 

fire axe from the hallway, used it to chop off your hand, and you didn't see him coming?” 

“It was dark,” Keith said, fidgeting. “I was trying to jimmy the lock on his desk to 

get his notes, to see what the hell he had done.” He glanced at Amanda to back him up, 

but she simply gazed back. “I looked up and saw a white coat and the glint of metal 

coming down on me. I put up my arm and the axe chopped into it. Otherwise, it would 

have been...” Keith's expression blanked. 

“It would have been what?” The guard asked. 

“Right in my face,” he said. He looked over at Amanda again. She tried to look 

like she didn't understand the significance. 

“It seems rather extreme that a man who has been with this company for over 

thirty years, and won countless awards for his research, would attack you with an axe 

just because you're digging around his desk.” 

“Well, that's what happened,” Amanda said. The guard looked at her with 

distrust. Keith stared at his stump, which he cradled. “Maybe you could call for an 

ambulance, before it's too late to sew his arm back on.” 

The guard gazed at her, nodding slowly. “Sure. Sure. But I think I should put in a 

call about this guy with the axe.” 

“That won't be necessary,” Keith said. “He's dead.” 

The guard looked to Amanda for confirmation. She nodded. 

“He's in the back hallway,” Keith continued. “You can't miss him.” 
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“I'm gonna check this out,” the guard said, moving across to the door. “You two 

stay here.” He disappeared out the door. 

Amanda worked inconspicuously at opening the desk drawer. “You'd better get 

your hand,” she said, hoping to divert Keith's attention from what she was doing. She 

had unlocked the drawer and gripped the keys in her hand. She pulled the drawer open 

a crack and closed it. “I think there's something here you can wrap it in.” She took a 

section of newspaper from the rectangular steel wastebasket by the desk.  

Keith walked over to the desk. She held the paper out to him, but looked directly 

at her. “Give me the gun.” 

“What?” 

“The gun,” he said, holding his hand out. “I know you still have it, so give it to 

me.” 

“You're nuts. I'm not giving you shit,” she said, dropping the newspaper. 

“Just give it to me,” he insisted. 

“You're in no condition to hold a firearm.” 

“And you are?” 

His comment struck her like a slap, and she recoiled. “What the fuck does that 

mean?” She could feel her rage starting to get the better of her. She took a shaky step 

back and Keith moved toward her, around the desk. She held her hand out, waving. 

“Don't,” she said. “Get back.” 

“Not until you give me the gun,” he said, closing in on her. 

Amanda clenched her fist around the keys, trying to resist the urge that flooded 

through her like electricity. She grabbed the gun from behind her and jammed it into 

Keith's gut. 
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IV. 

“You want me to give it to you?” she hissed. “Do you really?” 

Keith grabbed the barrel of the gun. “You won't shoot me,” he said. “Not with the 

guard right outside.” 

She stared up into his face. He was fighting back a smile, so pleased with how 

he had outfoxed her. The rage jolted her like lightning. She fought to control her 

breathing. Her hand relaxed and the gun slipped away from her. Keith let himself smile 

as he held the gun behind his back. 

“Now come on,” he said, gently. “Let's get in that drawer before the guard comes 

back.” 

Amanda gazed up at him. He was bright and pale and  clear as if standing under 

a spotlight. She jangled the keys in her hand, flipping them until she had one pinched 

between her thumb and index finger, sticking out like a tiny jagged blade. She smiled 

warmly. 

She punched him then, in the neck. Two, three, four quick jabs. The key tore 

through his skin, leaving a hole in his windpipe the size of a quarter. She lunged at him, 

hooking two fingers in the wound and tearing it wide open. Keith sucked in a hoarse 

gasp. He staggered back, knocking into the desk, sending the dead man's gun clattering 

across the floor. Blood streamed from his neck and he pressed a hand against the 

wound. 

The shock on his face infuriated her. Did he truly not see it coming? Did he really 

have no idea what was going on? Pathetic. Absolutely pathetic. 
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Keith slumped back against the array of framed pictures on the wall. His 

expression softened as his strength faded. Amanda saw then a glimmer of what she 

had loved about him. He had such compassion, such kindness. 

Regret welled within her and bubbled to the surface, pushing away the rage. She 

tried to fight it –the flush of warmth in her cheeks, the dampness in her eyes. She'd 

rather be angry than weak, but watching the softness, the dullness, overtake her 

boyfriend's features was too much. 

Keith slid down to the floor, not even able to raise his arms in defense, though he 

continued to try. He made an effort to speak, but only spat blood. His head lolled and 

his eyes dimmed. Amanda dropped the keys and kneeled beside him. She held his 

head in her hand and stroked his cheek. 

“Oh, sweetheart, look at you,” she choked out. “It wasn't supposed to be like this. 

We were supposed to be together until the end.” She looked into his fading eyes. “I 

could have made you just like me. That's why I brought you here, so you could be like 

me and we could be together for all time. If only you hadn't...” 

Keith's eyes went blank and Amanda could tell that he was gone. She touched 

her lips to his forehead. Delicately, she closed one eyelid, then the other. Gently, she 

set his head back against the wall. She stared at him for a moment, smoothed his hair, 

then got to her feet and turned her back on him. 

She had to get the notes.  

The drawer opened easily. In it, a small stack of the scientist's papers. Manila file 

folders, spiral-bound notebooks, a fan-fold dot matrix printout, a variety of loose pages –

torn from notebooks or journals or whatever. On top of the pile was the target of her 

search --a thin file folder with a tab that had her name on it. 
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V. 

Amanda flipped open the folder and on the inside cover, a picture of her smiling 

stared back. That hadn't been so long ago, she thought, touching her fingers to the 

Polaroid. She pushed up her sleeve and looked at her arm, at the small grouping of 

needle marks along her bicep. A tight line of four reactions, each roughly the size of a 

nickel. The first had faded and was almost gone. The most recent still an alarming red 

and clustered with small bumps. The dead man had said to expect that. 

He had said that the drug would inhibit fear, that it was being developed for our 

men and women in uniform. It had done that. To be sure, she no longer feared anything 

and looking back, she could not believe the extent to which fear had crippled her in the 

past. It was the single greatest inhibitor of human progress. But that was all to change, 

once the drug they had given her was widely available. 

Opposite her photo, a sheet clipped to the top of the dossier declared 

TRIAL STATUS: TERMINATE.  

After six weeks, and a full set of injections, the subject has 

begun to experience unexpected side effects. While certain 

physiological discomforts had been anticipated, such as 

vertigo, nausea, sensitivity to light, there are signs that the 

subject's behavior is becoming erratic and unpredictable. 

There is a real possibility that the side effects of the drug will 

cause the subject to become unmanageable... 

There was more, but she didn't need to read it. She knew all about the side 

effects. What had really surprised her, though, had been the side effect that the dead 

man hadn't warned her about. He may not have even been aware of it, and she wasn't 
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about to tell him. She had become immortal. Perhaps not truly immortal, only time would 

tell if that were the case, but indestructible. She could feel it. 

But she had to get out. If she could make her way out of the lab, with her dossier, 

nobody would ever know about her secret. The FDA wouldn't approve human testing of 

the drug, so her trial had been strictly off the books. All knowledge of it had died with the 

scientist, other than what was in her file. 

Amanda glanced down at Keith. He wasn't supposed to end up like that. He was 

supposed to be like her. But if he had seen the file, he would have balked. He probably 

would have turned against her. If she had modified him first, though, he would have had 

no choice but to accept her as she was. She closed the folder and wedged it into her 

pants, where the dead man's gun had been. It stuck up across her back, but with her 

shirt pulled over it, nobody would notice. 

Across the room on the right was the door leading to the exit. There was a short 

hallway that connected to the larger one that ran the length of the building. From there, 

she could take the stairs up to the ground floor and out. Nobody had ever paid any mind 

to her leaving before, and surely wouldn't now. 

Across from that door, on the left side, was the door leading to the old corridors 

and the disused storage areas. It was through that door that the security guard 

emerged, sweaty disgust clear on his face, like maybe he had just puked. He held his 

hand out. 

“I need...” he started. His eyes locked onto Keith, slumped against the wall with a 

river of blood from his neck to his pants. The guard's eyes bulged. He pointed at 

Amanda. 

“Don't move,” he commanded. “Stay right where you are.” 
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Amanda leapt up onto the lab counter. She walked sideways along it, slowly, 

keeping her eyes on the guard. He drew his gun and pointed it at her. 

“I said stop, God damn it!” 

Amanda smiled and tensed up. She flexed her fingers and moved toward him. 

--END— 
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