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BOOK ONE OF THE SINNER SERIES


 

B A N A P S H A  




This book ends on a cliffhanger. This dystopian fiction is not for everyone as it contains graphic violence and deals 

with dark themes.  

You can find the complete/detailed list of potential 

triggers on my website. 

 

https://www.authorbanapsha.com/books 

 

Kindly read through these thoroughly and PLEASE keep 

your mental health above everything else. 




N o t e   T o   R e a d e r s :  

 

Dear Reader, 

In this book you may notice some differences in font 

sizes and a few repetitions throughout the story. Please 

note, these are intentional and not errors. (I will let 

you figure out the intention for now. *winks*)  

This journey is through and into the minds of our 

main characters.  

 

Now, the question is: Whose mind do you like more? 

Whose mind would you want to own?




Dedication: 

 

To all the kids who never got the affection they deserved.  

I hope you find your Frank. 
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T h e   E l u s i v e   E s c a p e  
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Present day 

[image: ]

 

I truly regret not ending her that day.

“But she’s a kid.”

That was my excuse two years ago… Not anymore.

I am the reason she is alive. Her life was in my hands. She was at  my  mercy. I  let  her  live. I  made  that  choice.  It’s  me  who  she should thank for the air she breathes.

I don’t care anymore.

I’ve found her.

And now, I will kill her.

I will kill her like she did them.



B a n a p s h a  

 

She will regret leaving that token. It will prove to be the worst mistake of her life. I will make sure of it.

She  will  pay. I  won’t  rest  until  I  carve  her  heart  out  of  her breathing body.

I was the one counting; last time we met. Now it's her turn.

I’m gonna make it count. 
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2 years ago

3:13 AM, Tuesday.

A dark rainy night in Peoria, Illinois, USA.

Air thick with petrichor, and silence filled with secrets.

 

Someone broke into my house.

Thank God my family isn't home.

But how? My security systems are top-notch. Who could get past that?

I was in my office.

In  my  three-story  mansion,  my  office  is  located  on  the ground floor. The walls are lined with luxurious artwork, that my  wife  painted,  and  framed  certificate  showcasing  my educational achievements. My wife loves her art and I love to flaunt the proof of my talents.

There  is  a  man-sized  couch  beside  the  door,  in  case  I decide to sleep in here. My desk is in the center of the office, facing one large window big enough to let the moonlight light up the entire room, even during twilight.

On my desk, I have my computer centrally placed, with a pen  stand  and  a  diary  on  the  right,  and  my  water  bottle  and coffee on the left. My desk has a drawer on the right, in which I have a few classified files – two to be precise – and one gun, reasons obvious.

Through the enormous window, right in front of my desk, I can clearly see the raging storm outside. Raindrops attacking my  wife’s  beautiful  rose  garden,  and  flooding  my  daughters’
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T h e   S i n n e r   a n d   T h e   S c a r r e d  

 

trampoline.  I  know  for  sure  my  girls  will  be  mad  when  they return.

I am wearing my black jeans and a loose fit light gray t-shirt. The plan was to change for the night after I finished this thing I have been working on. And here I am now, in my office, at  three  in the morning,  staring  out  the  window trying  to  find footprints in the wet mud. Nope, no sign. If there ever even were any,  the  rain  probably  washed  them  away.  Whoever  it  was, chose a good day. Actually, night.

I  was  working  on  my  computer,  wearing  my special glasses. On something that is classified, related to some other things  that  are also  classified,  due  to  something  in  my possession right now, also, yes, classified.

That  is  when  I  felt  it.  Something  strange.  A  gut  feeling. Eyes on me.

I  listened  carefully  and  guess  what?  Footsteps,  soft  and discreet. But I heard them.

If my daughters were home, I would have believed it was one of them. They like to scare me when I work at night. But they are not here. They are nowhere near here.

I checked the surveillance. Nothing. I also put the gun on me, just in case.

If someone is here for the reason I think they are, I won’t think twice before I shoot. I'll worry about the body later.

Right now, I am standing right in front of my office door, listening carefully for anything.

Anything at all.

I slowly open the door, and take a step out into the main hall.

I will have to search this entire place. Oh man…

It  is huge,  with  high  ceilings  and  a  big,  beautiful chandelier, the dim warm light of which would make me want to  sleep;  if  it  was  on.  The  walls  are  lined  with  splash-proof wallpaper  and,  of  course,  my  wife's  artwork.  The  flooring  is marble, with a soft white carpet under the couches. An imported glass table surrounded by authentic Malaysian wood chairs.

That reminds me, I skipped dinner today…
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B a n a p s h a  

 

Now I wish I hadn’t.

There  is  a  TV  further  into  the  hall,  with  Italian  leather couches in front of it, making it the perfect sitting lounge.

I am tired right now. Very tired. I wish I could just relax. But I can’t. I have work, and oh, someone just broke into my house. 

There  are  also  these  beautiful  antique  sculptures  that my wife chose for the hall, which are placed strategically all around to  enhance  the  beauty  of  this  house  and  to  make  it  feel  like home. Yet, I hope whoever broke in is here for these sculptures and not what I think they are here for.

The sculptures, or the paintings, anything but not that.

I try to look for something, but I can’t. At least not at all times.  But  as  the  thunder  strikes,  the  room  is  lit  for  a  split second.

I look around when I can, but nothing. Not a thing out of place.

Just as I turn to go back inside, I sense movement again.

I immediately turn on the thermal scanners in my glasses and  start  scanning  the  room,  left  to  right.  But something  was waiting for me. Someone was.

The moment I turn my head right, the thermal scans show me an orange fist. And before I can do anything about it, the fist hits me hard in the face, making me stumble.

While I am still trying to collect myself, I get another one. This knocks my glasses right off my face.

Now I could either count, or make it count.

I receive a punch in the ribs.

Okay,  I  can’t  see  where  these  blows  are  coming  from. Matter  of  fact,  I  can't  see  anything.  Meanwhile,  whoever  is charging at me seems to be knowing exactly what to do. And when. Counting it is.

…

Three in the face, two to the gut, four to the ribs, and one hard  kick,  again,  in  the  gut.  I  fall  hard  on  my  bum.  I  start crawling  backwards  away  from  whoever  this  is.  I  make  it  far enough. I hope I did. Whoever this is, they are fast.
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T h e   S i n n e r   a n d   T h e   S c a r r e d  

 

I think I broke my nose. I can feel blood running down my face. My blood. I can smell it. It’s in my mouth. A salty metallic liquid. Yep, that’s definitely coming from my nose.

I feel it in a lot of other places too and I don’t know where most of it is coming from. But I do know it’s all mine. I never got a chance to hit whoever did this.

“Kai, lights!” I command as I take out my gun, prepping it to shoot.

Oh, Kai is my personal assistant, by the way.

He is an A.I.; he is safe. A friend designed him, I perfected him.

The lights go on and there she is… A small skinny girl; I did not expect to see. Dressed in all black. And gloves. She is covered top to bottom in all black and I will assume her entire outfit  is  padded,  even  her  gloves.  Because  there  is  no  way  a child  was  hitting  me  that  hard  and  not  getting  hurt  in  the process. She looks fine to me. It’s got to be padded.

This is also why I couldn’t see her; I still can’t, properly. I think it’s a uniform? I am not sure. Her long dark brown hair, tied securely out of her face. My blood dripping from her fists. A look of determination in her big brown eyes. My gun pointed at her, obviously.

Obviously?

“Oh, God,” I think out loud. I can’t seriously be thinking about shooting a kid!

Well,  good thing  I  don't  get  time  to  think. She  kicks  the gun right out of my hands and punches me in the face again.

“Give  me your  hand,” she  demands  before  pulling  out  a heavy-duty knife.

Something tells me, she is not asking for my hand to shake it, she wants to cut it off. She literally wants to take my hand.

And I think I know why.

What I do not know is, why a teenager would want it? It’s the  classified  thing  in my  possession.  A  kid is  here  to  take  it, and my hand apparently.

I get up, still thinking about what to do. I cannot hurt her. She looks almost my girl’s age.
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B a n a p s h a  

 

She  swings her  knife  at  my  hand  and  I  pull  it  out  of  the way. The knife drops to the floor. She looks at me as if I stole a billion  dollars  from  her  and  punches me  in  the gut.  It  was  so hard  that  I  lose  my  balance  and  stumble  back  a  little.  She quickly steps ahead and strikes the bottom part of her palm in my  chest.  I  recoil  again, she  does this  again.  And  again.  And again. And again. 

I am bleeding from my face. Mouth? Nose? Both? I don’t know.  But  with  every punch  or  palm  strike  I  get,  more  blood leaks  out  and  drips  down  my  face.  So much  so,  that my light gray t-shirt is turning a shade of scarlet.

I  am  playing  defense  here.  Between  being  beaten  and protecting  my  hand,  I  don’t  really  have  time  to  think  about striking a  child.  Any  adult  I  could  have  dealt  with,  but  her? Nope. Not in a million years.

A) She is a child.

B) She fights like an adult.

My morals are really trying to go underground or fly out of my mouth, and down into the abyss.

I catch another one of her punches. Which was again right in my face. She tries to swing her knife at me again. I hold that very hand and turn it around to trap her in.

Finally, a break, I haven't bled so much in my life. I hope—

Wait, did I say break?

No. 

She flips me over and onto my beautiful glass dining table! Now my back is covered in broken glass! I try to move, and the tiny pieces of glass dig deeper into my skin, making me wince.

Ow!

Can  you  even  imagine  how  much  it  hurts?  Falling  on  a marble floor on top of broken freaking glass!

I can’t even move my back. Every time I move the glass pieces stuck in my skin move with me. I can feel each and every single piece as I move even a little bit. But I have to. Or I lose a hand.

As  I  roll  on  the  floor  in  pure  agony,  some  of  the  glass falling  out  making  way  for  more  blood  to  get  out,  she  starts,
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T h e   S i n n e r   a n d   T h e   S c a r r e d  

 

“Give me,” but then, she looks at me as if she regrets what she’s done to me.

Like she does not have words to finish the statement she started, or she doesn't like the next word she is gonna say, which is ‘hand’ by the way.

She is completely still right now. That gives me time to sit up, at least.

For some reason, my back is burning. It’s so hot, it burns. My own blood dripping down to the other wounds, and man, it burns! 

I shut my eyes close tightly. Trying to block out the pain and somehow, I push myself up through the pain. I need to be on my feet. I open my eyes to look at her.

And  just  like  that,  all  the  essence  of  humanity  I  saw  is gone.

“Hand!” she screams before trying to kick me in the face.

I  have  taken  a lot  of  punches  in  the  face  today.  I  am not taking a kick too. And the way her punches made me bleed, I don’t even want to think about what this kick might do.

I catch it. I pull. She falls to the floor with a loud thud. I did not expect that at all!

“Kai, TN-3 now!”

God,  I  have  never  yelled  at  my  boy  like  this  ever.  But everything hurts and this… kid is hurting me more!

TN-3 is a tranquilizer. Why? Classified.

I try to give it to her, but she kicks it right out of my hand as she jumps back up. Just like she did my gun.

And we are back at it again. A weird sequence of kicking and  punching  and  those  palm  strikes  she  does;  while  I  try  to block  everything  through  the  immense  uncontrolled  bleeding and unbearable pain.

I cannot feel my back at this point. Most of the glass is out, but the larger pieces stuck did enough damage. They caused me enough pain to numb it all. I know this will hurt like a mother— A lot. A lot later on.

There is something seriously messed up with this kid. She is  almost  non-humanly  fast.  And  the  combat  skill?  She  has
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B a n a p s h a  

 

either  been  fighting  since  she  was  an  infant,  or  a  Kung  Fu master’s spirit strolled its way into her body.

Although I am not trying to hurt her, even if I were, I’d lose… maybe.  She  is  a  kid;  I  can’t  even think  about fighting her.

“Give  me  your  hand!”  she  screams  in  my  face  as  she pushes me into my wall.

My back!

There was enough to numb it all, right? No. She is giving me more!

She keeps applying pressure and I can feel that one large piece of glass digging deeper into my back. Blood oozing out of the wound as the glass keeps sliding into my skin making my wound bigger and deeper.

I roar in pain as I push her hard, but she barely flinches. She  staggers  back  a  little  and  looks  at  me  with  those  deathly eyes. The rage in them is terrifying.

She gets ready to throw her next punch, but right before it meets  my  face,  she  stills,  again.  In  the  middle  of  my  living room.  The  same  look  of  remorse  on  her  face.  The  humanity. And  pain  in  her  eyes.  All  the terrifying  rage  was  gone.  Just agony, and guilt…

I am hunched forward, breathing heavily. Looking at her through  my  eyebrows.  Everything  hurts,  and  I cannot  stand straight. I can’t keep doing this. I will lose. She will successfully take my hand. And she won’t get what she wants. It will be a waste.  I  will  lose  my  hand  for  nothing.  I could  tell her  that  if she would give me one second.

Okay, more than one.

I try to straighten up, I groan. I can’t. I will lose.

And when she doesn’t get what she wants… She might kill me.

I might die today. 

I am breathing heavily. I sigh, then look at her.

She is looking down. She reaches forward to fist my t-shirt and pulls me forward. I wince as I move, accepting my fate. But
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T h e   S i n n e r   a n d   T h e   S c a r r e d  

 

then she pushes me towards the dining chairs, not looking at me at all.

“Fight. Back.” She grunts as if she is struggling.

Those  words  fled  her  mouth  like  they  were  being  held prisoner;  like  it  took  a  lot  of  strength  to  say  those  two  small words.

Don't get me wrong, but those two words were enough for me. Also, I think the kid wants me to hit her with a chair. And really, I don't have an option. So, with a loud howl, I gather up all the strength I have left, I pick up a chair and I swing. I hit this  very  stiffly  standing  kid  in  the  head  with  one  of  those imported Malaysian wood chairs.

I  didn’t  really  want  to  hit  her  so  hard,  but  I  did.  Call  it instinct.  The  chair  broke.  Pieces  of  it  and  splinters  flying everywhere. I close my eyes to prevent any of those getting into my eyes; hurting me anymore than I already am. I open my eyes to look at her and… she fell limp.

She fell… limp?

I mean, I did hit her in the head pretty hard, but the kind of fight she was giving, I didn’t think it'd work. I was expecting a lot more here… anyhow… 

I sit down and finally catch my breath, it felt like I inhaled oxygen after decades of separation. Never knew breathing felt so good.

I look at her as she lies unconscious, looking so innocent. Despite all the blood on her, she still looks pure, at peace. Not a single drop of crimson on her dusky skin is hers by the way.

My  body  hurts  a  lot  less  too.  Just  knowing  I  will  get  to keep my hand, and my life, really took away most of my pain. Or maybe it’s the blood loss. I am still breathing heavily. And every time my chest moves in and out, that one piece of glass goes in deeper, and my blood increasingly oozes out.

I groan as I reach back to get that son of a gun out.

I can’t freaking— oh, I got it. I got it. But now I need to pull it out. Damn it. Okay in 3, 2, and—

Ow! 

 

16



B a n a p s h a  

 

I feel much better. I am still breathing heavily, but glass is no longer piercing my internal organs with every breath. I can—

Oh, shit—

I panic as I look around.

I hope to God she didn't get any of the blood on my wife’s white  carpets.  That  would  unleash  a  demon  I’d  rather  have trapped.

Thank Christ! 

The carpets are clean. We managed to keep the fight on the marble floor. That will be easy to clean. My shirt? Not so much. Guess I am throwing away one of my favorite shirts.

I  need  to  know  why  she is  here.  I  mean  I  know,  but  not entirely.

“Kai, get me a first aid kit and some duct tape.” I breathe.

Not entirely sure he heard me but— Oh wait. He did hear me. The stuff is here.

Now, if it were an adult, I would have asked Kai to give me  a  rope,  hard  rope,  and  maybe  a  knife;  to  torture  whoever broke in. But I don’t wanna hurt the kid. That is the only reason why I am bleeding so much.

Not like I want to hurt other people. Sometimes the ends justify the means. I am not a bad person, but I am one hundred percent sure, whoever wants that thing, and is willing to steal it, is a very, very bad individual.

Also, you see, what I want to do is entirely different from what I should do.

I  want  to  tend  to  my  wounds,  and  chug  some  Ibuprofen down, but I should take care of the person who caused it. The child who caused it. I will duct tape her and take her to the vault. I should fear it, maybe. What if she gets up? Finds what she is here to find? And escapes? But no.

A) She won't be able to escape. And I can interrogate her about this… situation from a safe distance. And,

B) She won’t find it because it is not here. I have it in my possession, yes, but it is not here.

I groan as I grab the tape, and first things first, I join her feet together.
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T h e   S i n n e r   a n d   T h e   S c a r r e d  

 

“Won’t be able to kick me now kid,” I mutter.

Then I crawl to her hands and as I am duct-taping them, I spot it. Her uniform. And oh, dear lord, she works for VIGOR. It has the VIGOR logo on it.

And her badge.

Sin.

Is that her name? Her codename? 

How  low  can  Hugh  go?  He  is  hiring  kids  now?  And sending a child on this extraction mission?

God, he really sucks!

“You’re trouble kid... in trouble too,” I mumble as I get up, to take her to the vault.

Getting up was a task, how, in the name of the lord, am I going to take her to the vault.

I bend down to pick her up.

If I can’t pick her up, I will drag her there… No. That will hurt more. I can—

I did it. I picked her up.

She is in my arms and she is so light. I thought this would be hard considering I still have to deal with all my open wounds. But she is just too light.

How can someone so light hit so hard? My whole body is aching.  And  she  looks  so  innocent  while  she  is  passed  out. Cannot believe I got my butt handed to me, by a kid this young!

[image: ]

 

After  I  leave  her  in  the  vault  I  come  back  up  to  ‘lick  my wounds.’ Well, not really, I am going to try to fix the damage.

Hugh really is in deep crap. Really. I officially hate him.

Hugh Green is the creator/founder of VIGOR.

VIGOR,  in  the  eyes  of  the  public,  is  a  crime-fighting organization. But really it isn't.

This thing, that I have, is a weapon.

Know what? Scratch that. That is classified.

But  if  Hugh  gets  his  hands  on  it,  if  anyone  wrong  gets ahold of this, it will be really bad.
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It was an unfortunate stroke of serendipity. An experiment gone  wrong.  So  then,  it  was  my  responsibility  to  keep  it  on higher shelves—

I– I was trying to use a metaphor…

Never mind. 

Hugh asked for it once. He did not give me a good enough reason why, so I refused, and he left me alone. Or so I thought. I should have known it was the silence before the storm.

And  now  he  is  sending  kids  after  me.  I  mean,  how desperate could one be?

I genuinely won't be surprised if this kid turns out to be a robot. She most certainly was fighting like one. It is either that, or she is some alien warrior.

I am done patching myself up and… I think I am ready to face this ruthless kid again. I’m not ready, but I’m as ready as I can be.

Let's go interrogate the tiny cyborg.

I get up fighting the agony I feel all over, and go down to the vault—

The door is open! Why is it open?

I remember closing it. It can't be opened without me.

What? How could this be possible?

I rush inside, ignoring everything I feel, and see the exact thing I feared. Literally feared.

She was gone.

 

19 

[image: ]



F R A N K  

 

 

About Seven Months ago

1:11 PM, Friday

A  cold  gloomy  overcast  day  in  North  Carolina,  USA.  Air  thick with tension, terror, and dark hope.

 

Funny  how  things  change.  I  remember  the  time  when  I  was planning to torture and eventually kill Sin.

Now  here  I  am;  with  a  few  others;  planning  to  save  her from a monster. A monster who took my girls. The monster who has Sin.

Amara Singh, aka the VIGOR agent Sin, known by all, but also  none.  Her  reputation  is  known.  But  not  her  face. No  one alive  has  seen  the  face  behind  the  name.  It  is  known  in  the criminal world, if you see Sin’s face, you die.

Sins follow the sinner wherever she steps foot.

For a long time, I believed it was someone else. A killer. A psychopath. Someone capable of killing a child. My child.



B a n a p s h a  

 

A  few  years  ago,  I  got  a  letter  from Sin,  stating  my daughter is dead. No reasons, no explanations, no other clues. Just one line. One single line. 

Scarlett is dead, sorry for your loss.

I assumed it was from whoever did it, taunting me. Why else would someone give me just one cold sentence about my daughter’s death?

When Scar died, I was shattered. I needed answers, but I didn’t know where to get them from. I looked. I kept looking. But I didn’t find anything.

What I did find was the truth behind my wife’s death. My wife  didn’t  die  on  a  mission.  She  was  killed.  It  was  a strategically  planned  murder.  That’s  when  I  learned  the  truth about  VIGOR.  And  how  it  was  all  connected.  My  wife, VIGOR, and Scar…

My  wife,  Layla,  was  in  the  CIA,  working  undercover  to expose an organization.

I  didn’t  know  anything  about  her  work,  it  was  all classified.  Our  house  was  a  dungeon  of  classified  files.  After her and Scar’s death, I looked.

The organization she was supposed to expose was VIGOR.

A few months after my wife died, my daughter was taken. I somehow didn’t make the connection back then. Still wish I did. My Scar could have lived.

I spent the last six years trying to find Sin.

I wanted to know what truly happened to my daughter.

I found Amara and assumed she was the successor. I was ready to kidnap this kid and to get my answers. No matter what.

But then I found out, there was no other Sin.

Annabelle  Saltzman  called  me,  to  set  up  a  meeting  the other day. Ironically, it was the day I planned to kidnap Amara.

I was skeptical at first. I thought Annabelle was a decoy, and  that  Hugh  knew.  He  knew  that  I  was  after  his  prized possession.  But  I  decided  to  meet  anyway,  just  to  hear Annabelle once, or maybe to use her as bait.

She  told  me  the  whole  story.  I  didn’t  believe  her.  Why would I? This could all have been a part of Hugh’s big plan. But
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it  wasn’t.  Annabelle  had  been  keeping  an  eye  on Sin herself. And  I  was  sloppy.  I  let  my  emotions  guide  me,  and in  that,  I didn’t clean up my tracks well. She had photos of proof. Photos of me. Photos of me spying on Sin.

She  had  proof  of  my  spying.  And  good,  solid  proof. But she  didn’t  bring  enough  proof  of  her  own  innocence,  and independence. It took her a long string of words to prove to me that she was not working with, or for, Hugh.

She  told  me  a  lot  of  things.  About  herself.  Her  life  at VIGOR.  Her  relationship  with  my  daughter,  and  her ‘killer.’ That was the day I realized that Sin, or Amara, is actually not willingly  working  for  VIGOR  at  all.  I  didn’t  believe  her immediately, but eventually I did.

Somewhere, I always knew there was something off about this  kid;  when  I  was  stalking  her.  Something  about  her  was always just… Different. The way she did everything… How her movements were always so robotic… I should’ve known.

She  has  a  device  called  a Mind  Modifier surgically embedded in her brain. It controls her physically. She does what it tells her to do.

And who tells it what to do? Hugh Green.

This piece of information just fueled the fire already inside me.

After all, the fire of revenge burns brightest when fueled by the tears of a mourning father.

And  my  pain  has  only  increased  as  the  truth  keeps unfolding.

Imagine  having  no  control  over  your  own  self.  Losing control  of  your  own  body,  your  own  skin  and  bone,  and  your own goddamn will. I can’t. And to think Scar probably had to go through that.

No fucking way.

From what Annabelle told us, it’s horrible. But no one here has  experienced  it.  Everyone  here  is  unaware,  as  to  how  they will help Amara after getting that thing out of her head.

It took my friends a long time to figure out how to do the surgery.
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My  friends,  Gabriel  Altman  aka  Gabe,  a  doctor,  and Sebastian  Filo  aka  Fill,  a  science  enthusiast,  did  all  the  brain work.  They  are  still  not  entirely  sure  that  the  procedure  will even work. But they are willing to try.

And so am I.

That is why we are all here; me and my friends, Annabelle, and Archer Hall, at this warehouse. All of us dressed casually, except  Archer.  While  we  are  all  in  plain  jeans  and  simple  t-shirts, this boy is wearing black pants and a white shirt. He was even wearing a blazer, but he left it in his car. He came directly from “some official business.”

Archer was the one who found this place too. It’s a dismal place in an abandoned industrial district in Greensboro, NC.

The  worn-out  exterior  proves  just  how  neglected  it  has been. Which makes it perfect for us.

The entrance has a heavily rusted gate, which won’t swing open without creaking. It’s our code red siren.

The rays of the warm sun struggle to penetrate through the dirty,  dark  windows,  creating  a  cold  eerie  shadow  across  the concrete  floors.  Flickering  dim  light  bulbs  hang  from  the ceiling, doing nothing to properly brighten the emo area.

I  can  see  many  doors,  to  several  corridors  leading  into absolute fucking oblivion.

Except one.

Surrounded by the dirty dimly lit area, there is one room that is clean and purposeful.

The  walls  inside,  still  broken  and  crooked,  but  clearly visible in the brightly lit room. A stainless-steel operating table in the middle of the room, with a soft white cotton sheet on top. A thin white pillow on one end, all sterilized.

The surgery bed is surrounded by all the necessary medical machinery and equipment.

There  is  a  stainless-steel  cart  of  surgery  tools,  which  is outside the room right now.

Gabe said he will be sterilizing it once before he brings it in. Then once again, after it’s in, before the procedure starts.
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Fill has set up his work desk with his computer and papers, right  in  front  of  Amara’s  surgery  room.  The  papers  are  just elaborated  reports  of  how  her  brain  chip  works.  And  its blueprints… I think.

Then there is Archer Hall, a VIGOR agent. The guy who promised me information about my child.

I need to know what went down with her. What she had to go through…

He is supposed to tell me more about Scar, ‘as soon as he finds out himself.’ He better make it quick, ’coz I ain’t waiting on him. He isn’t the only one who can get me what I want.

As  soon  as  Amara  recovers,  I  plan  on  taking  all  my answers from her. She did send me that note, didn’t she? From what I know, she was the last one to see Scar alive. I will get what I want, either through Sin or Red.

Archer is called Red, at VIGOR.

VIGOR has a lot of agents, whose code names are said to put a new meaning to their respective words.

Sin is supposed to be the combatant of sins. And Archer? Archer is supposed to clean up the red, where red symbolizes blood.

There are a few more kids working at VIGOR without their consent. They didn’t know what they were going to do once in, and probably still don’t.

Ironically enough, their names are a nod to what these kids specialize in. Sin, for example, is someone who has committed the most sins, she is the finest at brutality, and Red spilled the most red, his ledger is dripping. And at such a young age…

I don’t know how people believe Hugh when it comes to these  names.  Everyone  working  in  the  organization  has  a villainous codename, right out of the comics I read growing up, and yet people believe they are here to help.

Well, maybe the tagline does it.

VIGOR: New Meaning to Old Words.

Archer  is  different.  He  is  the  only  one  who  somehow managed  to  gain  Hugh’s trust. So  much  so,  that  Hugh  Green
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sees  Archer  as  his  own.  I  think  Hugh  even  went  as  far  as officially adopting Archer.

If  you  go  looking  for  Archer  Hall,  you’ll  find  nothing. Every record you find of that face will be in the name of Archer Green.

Hence, he remained without a chip in his brain.

Amara… is special. She is my ticket to put an end to all this.

Archer might be the most trusted, but Amara is the most useful.

She is expensive.

If you need her for hire, you need to have bundles of cash to give up. She is the best agent he has.

And I am taking that away from him. For Scar.

Everyone is here to save a child; I am here to avenge my own.

Currently, we have sent Renata to meet Amara.

Renata  was  Amara’s  caretaker  for  a  few  years  after  she was shot  in  the  head,  which  is  when  Hugh  put  the  device  in Amara.

Hugh liked her work. So, she was kept around to take care of all the kids, and cook and clean for them. Mainly Amara. I am told she needed special care. I’m not sure what that means.

She was fired a few days ago. We don’t know why. But Annabelle  saw  an  opportunity  in that,  and  we  were  all  called here to help.

Renata  will  be  keeping  Amara  busy  for  a  while;  I  don’t exactly know what we are doing in that time. All I know is that Archer will be doing the necessary. I don’t like being in the dark so much. I used to control everything in my army days. Now, I am merely part of the plan… Not sure how much I like it. What I  do  know  is, that  Renata  won’t  be  joining  us  here. She  will disappear after the meeting, so, Hugh can’t hurt her after Amara suddenly goes missing.

I don’t know the whole plan, or what my or my friends’ role is in it. Except the surgery, that’s all Gabe and Fill. I still got no job.
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I had a plan, with a role in it. But the boy didn’t like it very much.

“What's the plan?” I ask out loud, to no one in particular. I need to know.

“Hugh  is  aware  of  everything  happening  to,  or  around, Amara. I can use his technology against him. I will plant a doubt in his mind using her,” Archer replies.

I won’t say that I fully understand what he said, but I think I am getting it.

“What does his tech have to do with this?” Gabe speaks.

“Something to do with the chip,” Fill gives a half answer.

Under normal circumstances, I might find it funny how Fill is acting as if he understands everything Archer just said. I still don’t completely understand it, but Fill does? He is a scientist, yes.  But  we  all  know  almost  nothing  about  what  Hugh  has cooking. And here he is acting like he knows everything. I don’t know who he is trying to impress.

“Correct. The mind modifier has turned Amara’s mind into a  computer,  of  sorts,  turning  all  her  memories  into  accessible drives. Hugh can access those drives whenever he pleases.

“Her modifier is old, worn out. So, if he tries to access the drives while she is awake, it might cause a malfunction and shut down. That can be painful for her, yes, but that’s a small price she will have to pay for her freedom.

“In  the  small  window  we  get,  where  Hugh  is  surfing through  her  mind,  I  will temporarily  disable  her modifier  and bring her here,” Archer adds simply.

Aging is a natural process, yeah? Well, not just for us. It works on machines too. I always thought aging to be my biggest setback.  Never  knew  the  concept  would  prove  to  be  such  an asset. Give me such leverage. I am getting my chance at Hugh’s head because a machine is too old to work.

I won’t lie. I am still not used to this idea. It’s like he is talking  about  an  android.  A  real  machine.  But  he  is  talking about  a  person.  And  there  are  more  like  her.  More  people. Humans. But they are all like robots, waiting for a command.

 

26



B a n a p s h a  

 

Most people working for Hugh probably don’t even know what they are doing. Or where they are. I don’t even know if they know who they are. Amara didn’t. I watched her for a long time. I saw her giving out her name to people. Sin V, is what she called herself.

Hugh  even  took  their  names  from  them.  He  took everything that made these people human.

Where’s the humanity in that?

Then again, we are talking about Hugh Green.

Luckily, I will end him soon enough.

VIGOR apparently helps people in need. It is believed that these  children  who  Hugh  took  in  were  all  orphans.  Hugh supposedly  helped  these  children;  he  taught  them,  fed  them, gave them a roof over their heads. He helped orphans. Orphans. My daughter wasn’t.

I went under the radar after she was taken. I planned to stay in  the  shadows,  out  of  sight,  and  find  whoever  took  her.  I thought if I stay out of sight, I will have the element of surprise when I finally do find who took her. And my chances of saving my daughter will be better. I thought by disappearing, I will be able to save her. I thought I could find her. I could save—

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t save her but going off grid saved my life. Hugh definitely would have tried to make my daughter a real orphan to sell the story.

And as far as I know, Archer and Amara weren't orphans either. I don’t know if—

“How  will  you  know  if  or  when  he  does it?”  Annabelle breaks me out of my chain of thoughts.

“I  have  seen  him  do  it  enough  times  to  know  when,” Archer says.

Something tells me he isn’t telling the truth. Or maybe he isn’t telling the whole truth. There is more. He knows more than he speaks.

“Alright next?” I inquire, in hopes that he’ll spill.

“After  I  bring  her  here,  it’s  all  up  to  Gabriel  and Sebastian,” he responds, nodding towards my friends.
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Archer is sharp with his words. He speaks less but makes believe enough is said.

Know  when  I  spoke  less  during  my  days  in  the  army? When I was holding information. Speaking less is the best way to not leak secrets.

“We’re all good then. I’ll call Renata. You go ahead and do your part. We’ll be ready for ours,” Annabelle said.

I don’t think anyone else caught on. I look at Gabe, who is already  outside  the  designated  operation  room,  back  at sterilizing his surgery equipment, getting ready for the surgery. And  Fill  is  already  back  at  his  desk,  right  next  to  Gabe,  face towards us, on his computer. As far as I can see, I am the only one who doubts this guy. And by the way he is looking at me right now, I think he knows.

“Yes, okay,” Archer agrees, then he turns to me and adds, “I  am  not  sure  about  exactly  what  will  happen,  but there  are only  two  possibilities.  She  will  either  forget  everything  and have to start over again, or she remembers everything.”

She has to remember everything. I need answers.

“And in the second case, she will act out... it will kill her. Keep her alive, please?”

I nod.

I have to.

I need her alive if I am to do what I want.

I need her alive if I am to avenge my Scar. 

I  look  at  him,  and…  I  think  whatever  it  is  that  he  isn’t telling us, is bad; for him. I never told my boys if I was gonna do something reckless.

“What about you?” Annabelle asks. And just by the way her voice leaks concern for this kid, I am sure he isn’t hiding anything from me and my friends, but from Annabelle, and only her.

“No one mentions me. She should not know I helped,” he states.

That’s absurd. Why doesn't he want her to know that? This boy is confusing me. I don’t like it.

“That’s not what I meant,” Annabelle retorts.
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“I am not done yet. Every plan I come up with is in my file!  I  will  leave  when  I  find  a  new  way,  and  finish  the job.” With this, Archer walks out with no further explanation.

These two have something going on. They are doing a lot more than they tell us. It’s like they know an entire language but only tell us a few specific words. We don’t have any life threats from them, that I am sure of. But when you work with a team, everyone deserves to know what’s happening.

“What?” I ask Annabelle.

“What ‘what’?”

This isn’t an answer. Perhaps I am reading too much into the situation, but she is either exceptionally clever or not very bright.

“What was he talking about?” I ask again, trying to bring more authority to myself.

“He  has  been  planning  to  kill  Hugh  for  a  while,”  she responds, shocking not only me, but my pals too.

As soon as she said this, Gabe was by my side in no time, and  Fill’s  wide  eyes  were  looking  at  us,  not  his  computer screen.

“And why hasn’t he done it yet?” Gabe asked.

“Because  Hugh  always  knows,”  Annabelle  replied, perplexing me even more.

What the hell are these two up to? You can’t tell me Archer is trying to kill Hugh, and on top of that, he knows it! And still trusts him enough to have him as his right-hand man? What the fuck is going on?

“And yet he is his left hand?” Gabe said.

And  with  that,  Fill  is  back  at  his  computer,  just  simply working,  like  he  does  not  give  two  fucks  about  this conversation.  Just  a  few  seconds  ago  he  was  so  gripped,  and look at him now. Unbothered.

“Left hand?” Annabelle asks.

“Someone real important to your work,” Fill says, without even looking up from his screen. My boy is trying to act cool, is he? What the—
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“Right hand. And yes, he is,” Annabelle says, answering Gabe’s question, and somewhere even mine. But wait…

It is idiotic. Hugh would never make such a blunder when it comes to his own safety. As I look at Annabelle, I see there is more.

Annabelle  looks  at  us,  and  no  questions  asked,  starts explaining.

“Hugh doesn’t know. But he knows it is possible.”

She looks around and sees just how clueless we still are, except  Fill,  who  I  believe  is  still  acting  cool,  and  continues, “You know the Potential Detector tests?”

I do. We all do. This started even before me. Maybe even before my father. I don’t really know when.

Every child was made to take a kind of quiz as soon as they developed basic quiz taking skills. This was usually before the kid turned 2. It was a simple questionnaire with basic questions, like  what  flavor  of ice-cream  do  you like,  and  why? Or  what your favorite food is, and why? Which was supposedly going to reveal the said child’s potential. What kind of an adult will they  be  in  the  future.  Will  they  be  a  logical  thinker  or  an emotional  one.  Things  like  that.  The  government  had  this program  put  in  place  because  this  way  they  could  apparently ‘help’ parents plan their child’s future accordingly.

“Well,”  Annabelle  continues.  “Hugh  has  these  A.I.s designed  which  use  those  tests  and  give  him  a Potential Detector  Graph.  Which  are  further  converted  into  detailed reports  that  basically  tell  him  what  a  particular  person  can single-handedly do.

“Hugh  knows  everything  Archer  does  and  can  do.  If  he doesn’t know exactly what, he knows it’s this or that.”

“How did you know about these reports?” I ask my mind out.

Archer might just be smarter than I thought.

“I  tried  killing  him  a  few  times.  But  he  was  always  one step ahead. Then I asked Archer if he could do some digging. After which he found this out. Whatever I did was in my report.
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Everything I have ever planned is in my report. Every thought, every action. Everything is there.

“Even for Archer. His reports showed a probability of him turning on VIGOR. Or partnering with me. Or rescuing Amara. Which are all true.”

“How  did  he  outsmart  Hugh?”  Gabe  asked.  Suddenly gaining Fill’s attention too.

“The short answer will be, he didn’t.”

“And the long answer is?” Fill asked, now fully involved in the conversation. And is shocked for some reason.

“It wasn’t Archer’s plan, so it wasn’t in his file. Renata and I solely came up with it. Archer hacked into Hugh’s A.I.s and created a Potential graph for Hugh. Hugh tried to test Archer a lot  of  times.  But  we  were  always  prepared,  all  thanks  to his technology,” Annabelle explains.

“So, two people made the plan, and a third executed it. It couldn’t  have  been  in  any  of  your  files.  That’s  genius!”  Fill beamed, for some reason.

I don’t know why he is so excited right now. It's not like he  figured  it  out.  Or  for  that  matter,  designed  the  tech  which was outsmarted. Scientists, I almost scoff.

“Where is this ‘Potential Graph… Report’?”, I ask.

It's a reasonable question. If it is someplace approachable, my next step would be to go there and extract it for safekeeping, so that Hugh doesn’t end the world when he finds out about it.

“It’s with Renata,” Annabelle answers. Before I could say anything, she continued, “I need to go right now to empty out Renata’s apartment. It needs to be done before Amara gets here. Renata will be the last person Amara meets before she gets out. Hugh will chase all leads to get back his best asset, and Renata will be the number one suspect. Even the smallest clue can lead Hugh to Amara. And that’s not something we want.”

I  nod.  She’s  right.  The  best  thing  that  can  be  done  is, keeping Hugh in the dark for as long as we can.

When Amara gets here, and Gabe and Fill get the chip out of her brain, she will need a while to recover.
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But after she does, we all will have to go off-grid for a few weeks, maybe even months, and hopefully, Hugh doesn’t give up on trying to get her back.

That would give me the opportunity to threaten to kill her, which will draw him out and I will revel in killing him instead.

After that, I can start a new life away from all this mess. Having avenged my daughter, I can grow old and die in peace.

And with any luck, I can keep the kid alive until then.
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I am standing outside Amara’s VIGOR allotted house.

And I'm about to do an immensely perilous task.

We  all  live  in  the  area.  We share  one  portion  of  land,  in Charlotte, North Carolina, extremely close to the headquarters. Identical houses, not far from each other.

My task is to carry an unconscious girl to my car, which is parked in the combined parking lot. I also have to make sure we are noticed by none.

I have numerous potential safe corners in mind. All I must do is move from one to another. Then finally my car. Easy? We shall see.

We  all  own  the  same  kind  of  houses.  I  have  visited everyone  many  times  in  their  living  spaces,  with  or  without notice, so, I remember each and everything about them.

The houses are compact, featuring an uncannily simple yet practical exterior, blending into the surrounding community.
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Upon  entering,  one  is  met  with  a  cold  living  space. Literally,  and  figuratively.  The  interior is  modestly  furnished, without  any  ‘unnecessary’  luxuries.  Natural  light  filters  in through the windows. The air-conditioners counter the effects of the warmth created by it.

Kitchens are compact, with storage space for ‘essentials’ only, and are pre-equipped with appliances for daily needs.

The  bedrooms  are  simple,  with  minimum  furniture,  one bed,  two  side  tables,  and  one  closet.  Just  for  fulfilling  the purpose of a good night's sleep. A large window faces the bed, with blinds that automatically open along with the first light.

The  living  room is  a  small  and  uninviting  space.  Lightly furnished  and  brightly  lit,  with  one  sofa  and  two  armchairs surrounding a round coffee table.

A  small  shelf  is  strategically  placed,  to  keep  VIGOR employees  alert  and  aware,  where  usually  one  would  like  to keep the entertainment unit. This shelf contains task reports yet to  be  submitted  and  future  mission  files;  which  are  usually delivered in place by me.

The  drawers  of  the  shelf  contain  weapons  that  are  to  be carried by VIGOR officials, soldiers, and agents, before leaving for work.

I  came  into  Mara’s  house  and  made  some  necessary changes while she was with Renata.

I also planted a microphone to ensure she does what I want her  to  do,  and  a  device  in  her  house.  The  device  is  an  EMP Jammer, which will disable her modifier, temporarily.

This wasn't the original plan. The original plan jeopardized multiple lives, perhaps too many for my appetite.

The  plan,  you  may  ask,  is  it  safe?  Yes,  for  the  others  at least.

I might just have made a deal with the devil, allowing him to bid on my entire being. For her.

I am still going forward with it. Am I being reckless? … Maybe. But it's the only choice I have.
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I didn’t tell Anna because she would never let me do this. She  cares  a  lot  for  us  all.  Amara,  me,  our  friends  at  the headquarters, and Scar…

This is a moment Anna and I had been waiting for; for so long.

Finally, Amara will be free. All I need to do is deliver her to Gabriel and Sebastian, and let them do their job.

Mara will thereafter be free.

I haven’t stopped blaming myself, for how I left her alone when  Scar  died.  That  was  the  time  when  she  needed  me  the most.  But  I  had  no  choice.  I  had to  do  it then.  It  was then  or never.

Or maybe I did have a choice and I made the wrong one.

Scar, Scarlett Franklin, Ben Franklin’s daughter. She was taken  by  Hugh  at  6,  trained,  and  killed  at  7.  Mara  was  her supervisor, watched her die, and then watched her get blown to bits. Or at least that’s what I have heard.

Scar and Amara were given a mission when they were 7. It was supposed to be an extraction mission. We used to go on a  lot  of  such  missions  as  a  part  of  our  education.  Hugh  was smart in using us, no one would expect children coming to steal important articles.

It was supposed to be simple and go smoothly, but Hugh had other plans, as he always does.

The goal was to shoot Mara somewhere near her head, so she passes out, allowing Hugh to fit the Mind Modifier in her head and slowly start using it. He wanted Mara to be the first modified one. Or MO1 as he likes to say.

That is what he calls them all. She was MO1. It pains me to see my friends like this. To call them MO1, MO2, MO3, and MO4. People turned to alphanumerics. Minds to machines.

Now, when I look at my friends, the first thing in my mind is their MO number and not their names. I recognise my friends with  numbers  because  humanity  was  a  weapon  Hugh  never gave  us.  Giving  them  these  names,  took  away  what  little humanity they had left.
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Hugh had his best sniper on the job. He didn’t want any mistakes. But mistakes were made.

Once they arrived at the location, they were attacked. As the sniper shot, Scar took the bullet right in the femoral artery and bled out, saving Mara.

I  don’t  know  exactly  how  everything  unfolded,  nobody does.  We  were  only instructed  to  prepare  to  receive  a body.  I realized  there  was  nothing  I  could  do  to  save  my  friend.  The chaos  at  the  headquarters,  before  they  were  even  back,  was uncanny.

That’s when Anna told me I had a choice to make. I could either be there for a friend, or rid them of Hugh, for good.

I chose.

I  thought  killing  Hugh  was  more  important  than  being there for a friend.

The moment I saw Scar’s body, I went to Hugh, and told him, “I don’t wanna end up like her. I want to work for you. I know what you do.”

He  just  looked  at  me  for  a  few  moments  with  a  smirk; something no one has ever seen him do; then said, “Okay.”

And  that  was  it.  From  that  day  on,  I  have  been  working with him; for him; trying to find ways to execute him. Give him, if not more, then just as much pain as he has caused me and my friends.

We were friends, Scar, Mara, and I. We spent most of our time together. We spent all our free time together. In the brief moments  fate,  or  Hugh,  granted  us,  we  etched  memories  that time  cannot  erase.  Though  our  time  together  was  fleeting,  its impact was eternal. I still remember our conversations.

We  pledged  to  always  be  there  for  each  other.  I  haven’t been. Until now.

I  couldn’t  stand  watching  what  he  was  doing to  Mara.  I knew he was going to kill her soon. He didn’t want to, and he wouldn’t, not physically, but everything he had been putting her through… she  was  starting  to  resist.  I  knew  she  didn’t  have long until one wins over the other.
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Either  she  wins  and  the  modifier  blasts  in  her  brain, resulting in her inevitable death, or the microchip wins, and we all  lose  Mara  forever.  She  becomes  an  actual  robot,  with  no emotions, no mind, and nothing of her own. Merely a tool for Hugh to exploit.

Mr. Brown’s extraction mission was her last straw.

She  has  done  worse,  been  through  worse.  But  that  was when I saw how overflown her jar truly was.

That  thundering  night  was  the  first  time  when  I  had  to carry her back to the HQ infirmary. She was unresponsive, and woke up after days. That was when I realized the level of pain she was enduring. How badly she wanted it to be over.

Hugh has to reboot her chip very often after that.

Now, it’s time. Time for me to help my friend.

I am sitting in her house, waiting for her to come back.

When she does, she stumbles with her lock aggressively.

It’s been a while and she hasn’t gotten her lock yet. She bangs on the door hard. Tries again and gets it.

As she unlocks the door and walks in, she sees me but says nothing. She is wearing a regular casual outfit here at VIGOR. Black pants and a white t-shirt with flat leather boots. When off duty, most people wear this.

Mara doesn’t look away from me. She keeps looking at me and walking further into her house. She sighs and sniffs. That is when I see her. Her eyes are swollen and red.

She has been crying for a while.

Maybe she was resisting again. When she does, her head hurts.

No… This isn’t that. This is different. She is looking at me, I don’t see her. She is still under. I can see it in her eyes.

Usually,  I  am  here,  like  this,  to  deliver  a  message  from Hugh. Not today. He can be watching us right now.

Before she says anything, I ask.

“Where were you?”

“What are you doing here?” she asks back.

I don’t know what this is. Why was she crying?

“You didn’t answer my question,” I argue.
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I am acting like my usual self. As if I came here, as usual, for work. I am faithful to Hugh and him only.

And  I  wish  to  push  her  boundaries  if  I  am  to  do  what  I must.

“Neither did you,” she retorts. She isn’t resisting; why was she crying?

“I asked you first.”

She gulps, realizing I made a valid point.

“None of your business.”

“Yes, it is my business.”

Her  brows  furrow.  She  tilts  her  head.  She  is  perplexed. Good.

“How so?”

“I was going through my task reports. You know what I found? Your file. Your task report in mine... And one of mine missing.  So  now  tell  me,  where  were  you?”  I  speak  with smugness,  which  annoys  all  four  of  my  then  friends.  The modifiers do that to them.

With  the  tone,  it’s  what’s said  that matters.  Everyone  is terrified  of  Hugh,  and  despite  my  dishonesty,  I  did  just wrongfully accuse her of theft.

I  notice  her  expression  change.  She  takes  a  deep  breath, head straight, gulps, and is now avoiding eye contact. She isn’t annoyed anymore. She is worried. She is afraid.

“Where I was is none of your business because I did not do it.”

She is  giving  me  short  answers  now,  and  trying  to  avoid the situation. She doesn’t want me to investigate further. I know of her innocence. I don’t know why she doubts it. Now, Hugh certainly does.

Good for my plan.

“I never said you did… Someone took one of my files and replaced  it  with  yours.  Believing,  for  some  absurd  reason,  I wouldn’t notice. What a shame I did. Now, if you didn’t do it, I think you should be concerned as to who did.”

“Why  should—  Why  should  I  be  concerned?”  she stammers.
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She suddenly looks disoriented. She is trying to keep her head up, trying to stop it from falling. But avoiding eye contact. Rather,  she  is  trying  to  keep  her  eyes  from  rolling  back  to whites. As if she is about to pass out, but is trying to keep herself awake. Pearls of sweat are dripping down her neck, and there is a slight tremble in her hand. She clenches her jaw, trying to stop whatever  is  happening  to  her  physically,  except…  she  can’t stop it. Because…

Hugh.

He is in her mind. And I don’t have long.

“Because  I  lost  a  file.  An  important  one.  Yours  was  in place of it. Who do you think is going to face the consequences when I report this issue?”

“I didn’t do it,” she says with a little more authority in her words. And she makes eye contact.

“Why should I trust you?”

“I did not do it.”

“I think you did.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Should I really trust you?”

“Yes!”

She is restless.

Good, now I need water.

“May I get a glass of water?” I ask quietly.

“What?” she asks with a furrowed brow and a tilted head.

“Water. Please,” I say with a smug smile.

She looks me up and down, sighs, and then leaves.

She will be getting a glass of water for me, but I believe I have exacerbated her frustration enough for her to require it. I know Hugh is watching and scrambling through Mara’s head, so  I  should  act  like  I  am  searching  too.  I  start  looking  in  her cabinets and drawers.

Mara  returns  with  a  glass  of  water  and  is  looking  at  me with a questioning look. Understandable.

“I told you I didn’t do it,” she says in a low voice.

I  leave  without  looking  at  her  or  the  glass  she  held. Hopefully, she drinks it. It's not crucial to my plan. But if she
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faints  before  I  disable  the  modifier,  she  won’t  be  in  much discomfort.

As I am walking out, I get one last look at her to confirm whether Hugh is surfing through her memories or not. He is.

On  my  way  out,  I  activate  the  jammer  to  disable  her modifier. Temporarily.

“What the hell?” she mutters before consuming the entire glass. Now, I only have to wait about a minute before—

Oh, she is falling. 

I  rush  back  inside  and  catch  her  right  before  she hits  the floor. That was close.

Simple, right?

If I were to listen to Ben, we would have had to kidnap her while going to save Renata, which would have risked the lives of Renata, Ben, and Gabriel. I just did a three-for-one. 

Now, it’s time for the most difficult part of my plan.

[image: ]

 

Mara is in the surgery room. She was given a better medical-grade sedative; she is ready for the surgery. We are all waiting for Anna. She said she will be here soon. She just had to clear out Renata’s apartment.

What is taking so long?

I  don’t  know  how  long  the  anesthetic  will  last.  And  by now, I am sure Hugh knows.

The  headquarters  are  certainly  dealing  with  a  crisis  right now.

I should go check on Anna.

What if Hugh caught her?

Mara  is  gone.  Anna  was  supposed  to  be  at  Renata’s apartment. There is a fair chance Hugh got her.

“We  should  start  the  procedure.  Waiting  any  longer doesn’t go in our favor anyhow,” Sebastian suggests.

He is right. As much as I know Hugh, he is distressed right now.  Mara  is  gone  and  I  am  not  there  either.  I  know  what  is
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waiting for me when I finally get back. I have to go back soon, but I need to find Anna before I do.

If Hugh has her, I need to get her out before I face Hugh. He  will  have  his  most  trusted  man  torturing  the  ex-trainer  he caught,  who  also  happens  to  have  information  about  the disappearance of his best agent. I won’t be the one torturing her. I can’t.

“Annabelle  said  she  will  be  here  before  we  start.  What could be taking so long?” Gabriel says.

That is precisely what’s bothering me. She said she would be here; she always stays on her word.

“I don’t know, but we need to get on with this right now! Hugh probably has all his A.I.s working on that particular chip,” Sebastian fumes, pointing at the surgery room. “And I am pretty sure by now he knows it’s not a system fault and he has been hacked. So, when I say right now, I mean right the fuck now!” he yells.

There is no need for him to be this furious. But he is not wrong.

“Sebastian’s right. You both go on. I will look for Anna,” I announce before walking towards the door.

I look towards Ben without turning around completely. “I will not return, Ben. I should stay away. She should not know I was involved,” I say to him with a nod.

He nods back in agreement and understanding.

“And it's Frank,” I hear him say as I go to leave. “Go on you  two.  Make  it  work.  Get  us  a  girl  back,”  he  says  to  his friends, as I exit.

Hopefully, we get the girl back.

[image: ]

 

I am driving to Renata’s house right now. I am near the area where Mara and Renata were supposed to meet. It’s just around the corner. There are a lot of cars here.

Strange. 
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Ever since VIGOR took over, traffic has been a long-lost tradition. I shouldn’t, but I am going to use the small amount of power I have because of VIGOR.

The moment I turn my sirens on, my way is cleared at the drop  of  a  hat.  I  see  a  lot  of  official  VIGOR  vans  and  one ambulance.

Oh god, please not Anna.

I  drive  haphazardly,  panic-stricken,  around  the  vehicles and see a crowd. VIGOR agents surround a spot.

The spot.

The spot where Mara and Renata were supposed to meet.

I quickly get out of my car and run over to them. I flash my badge in the face of everyone trying to stop me and finally, I am in.

Blood.

A lot of blood.

There is a pool of blood. Whose is it?

Not Mara’s.

Anna? Renata?

No. No, no.

I need to know what happened here.

“Your presence is requested—” someone says to me as I fight  my  way  out  of  the  crowd.  I  need  to  maintain  the  cold composure.

“Noted,”  I  coldly  respond  as  I  get  in  my  car  and  drive away, to a quieter place.

I need to be alone to check the camera footage of the area.

I  park  and  get  my  laptop  out. Because  of  my  position  at VIGOR, I always have access to all camera footage.

I  pull  out  the  live  feed  and start  rewinding it.  I  press  the button for a little too long and see the café.

Multiple  people  are  sitting  outside  with  their  morning brews in hand. Cafe-goers are walking out, holding their to-go cups. It wasn't hard for me to spot her in the crowd.

Mara is sitting at a table, probably waiting. Renata walks in, and that’s when I hear something.
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It’s a VIGOR signal sound, no one can hear it except us. Usually, when we have to begin a mission, this is the code we use.

Mara clearly heard it too. She starts looking around. Then she slams her hands on the table and leans towards Renata. She is using our interrogation tactic.

Did she forget Renata?

Hugh removed Renata from Mara’s memory so soon?

It’s only been a few days since he dismissed Renata.

Renata  says  something  that  makes  Mara  relax.  That’s good. Mara remembers Renata.

There are too many conversations here. I can’t pick on this one.

Then I hear something else, it’s an abort code.

What  the  hell?  What  is  this  mission  that  I  didn’t  know about?

Soon Anna’s car passes by.

Anna? Renata? Anna? Renata?

Renata  and  Mara  get  up;  they  are  about  to  leave.  Mara walks away. She turns back to face Renata with a smile on her face.

Renata? Anna? Renata? Anna?

Bang!

Mara’s bright smile diffuses into a pale shock.

Blood splatters from Renata’s neck as it takes impact from a bullet.

A VIGOR sniper shot her in the neck.

No.

The force of the bullet makes her fall to the ground. Blood oozing out of her neck as her hands reach up to hold her wound.

One  of  her  hands  stays  tightly  wrapped  around  her  neck while the other reaches out to Mara as if calling her to hold it. Mara runs towards her, sits down, and replaces Renata’s hand with her own. She is trying to put pressure on the wound. She is desperately trying to hold the blood in.

Oh, no…
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From what I see, Renata has been shot in the carotid. She won’t make it.

Renata  reaches  up  to  touch  Mara’s  face  leaving  bloody smears on her cheek. Mara looks at Renata with tears in her eyes as she tries to keep her alive. Renata’s hand slips from Mara’s cheek down to her hands, and Renata hands Mara a folded piece of paper.

Just  as  Mara  gets  a  hold  of  the  paper,  Renata  starts coughing.  Her  mouth  now  filling  up  with  her  blood.  Blood coming out of her wound and from her mouth. She is choking on her  own  blood. The  fits  of  coughing  slowly  stop,  and Renata’s eyes start fluttering close. Mara doesn’t know what to do. She wants to save Renata but she also knows she can’t. She holds Renata’s still-bleeding neck. She is still putting pressure on  the  wound.  The  same  wound  that  killed  Renata.  Mara  is trying to save the dead. She is trying to bring the dead back to life.
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