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      The silent ones are the fiercest ones. He had heard that phrase numerous times since he was born. Those words assisted in carving out the unknown person that his cruel father predicted but couldn’t comprehend.

      Holding his backpack tight, Philip strode through the halls, calculating the next route to take to reach his locker. The three tall boys ahead of him hadn’t noticed his presence, but no doubt they would catch a glimpse of him before entering the class. He wanted to avoid getting upset, even as he recalled absorbing the harsh strokes from his father the previous night. Tears had streamed down his red face, but there was no strength left in him to wail.

      Discovering that there were no escape routes for him, he walked stealthily, eyes set on the locker, while ignoring the chattering of the boys. The other students who passed by, each talking with their mates, did not seem to notice what was revolving in his head. Reaching his foreseen destination, he opened his locker and searched for his rectangular box of pens. It was somewhere there; he knew it. Surprisingly, it wasn’t. There was this conviction in his mind that he had left it in the locker a day ago, but the reality was that it was nowhere to be found.

      For heaven's sake, he didn’t want to turn around and confront the boys behind him, because they might be innocent. Contained in that box was a pen, among other pens, the last gift his mother gave to him before she died. He carried it everywhere he went during each lesson and kept it in the locker whenever school had closed for the day. It was possible that someone broke into his locker and noticed the box, thinking something shiny was in it. His heart rate steadily climbed higher as he heard pronounced footsteps behind him.

      “Are you looking for this?” Wisdom’s voice resounded in Philip’s ears. He didn’t want to know what the boy was referring to, but he wanted to pretend to care.

      Philip turned at once and instantly felt the impact of the sturdy punch on his nasal ridge. His eyes went blank for a second, hidden from the brightness of the environment. The intense whistling sounds disrupted his hearing system. The red fluid that he despised seeing began to trickle down his nose. Withdrawing from Wisdom, he bent down to touch his painful nose with a shaky hand. Before he could soothe the injury, the heartless boy threw the opened box on the ground, and pens scattered.

      He watched Wisdom bend down and select that special pen from his mother. “This is it, right?”

      The world had stopped revolving for him at that moment when Wisdom dropped the pen on the floor and stepped on it forcefully, destroying the pen instantly. The other students had stopped to watch the drama; some giggled, and the others were silent. Their reactions didn’t bother Philip; he was aghast by the soft, cruel move made by Wisdom. Furious tears traveled down his eyes as he looked up at Wisdom. The other two boys wore triumphant smiles on their faces, filling Philip with profound hate.

      “Give it back,” Philip uttered. The fact that he actually meant it gave him the courage to take a step toward Wisdom with teary eyes.

      Looking shocked at the type of intimidation he was receiving, Wisdom let out a soft laugh. “What do you wanna do? Beat me up?”

      “Give it back.” The pain was real and driving him insane. Holding it within him was taking up too much space and energy. Not long after he uttered those words, Wisdom attacked with another punch. This time not on his nose, but in his belly. Though it didn’t have as much effect as the blow to his nose, Philip couldn’t resist the urge to cough up blood.

      “Say it again?” Wisdom spat out in a menacing tone. Philip had no doubt that if he dared say anything again, he might be the victim of a vicious group attack. Talking was not the way of his father; violence was.

      Notwithstanding the pain, Philip grabbed one pen that had rolled to his side and stood up, wiping leftover blood from his lower lip. Since words couldn’t be spoken, at least his actions could be heard. Recalling the lessons he had learned from his father about accurate hits, Philip lunged at Wisdom willfully and dug the pen into his eye.

      The loud screech from Wisdom didn’t move Philip one bit as he withdrew the pen and stabbed his right shoulder with it again. The teachers who had arrived screamed in horror as they separated the two, making him leave the pen in Wisdom’s shoulder. Blood splattered everywhere, especially as it flowed freely from Wisdom’s eye, even as he cried and tried to cover it.

      Take him to the principal’s office now! The head teacher bawled. Philip hated that they chose to send him to the principal’s office while offering their special attention and care to a bully. At least he didn’t regret anything, and he didn’t care if they sent him to the juvenile detention center or expelled him from the godforsaken school.

      When the male teacher led him into the principal’s office, it felt like stepping into a world of asinine statements. “You, of all people, have just desecrated the school ground. You’ve already cost us our image, Philip,” the principal said, standing and approaching him. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

      Philip held his breath, determined not to say a word to the man.

      “Have you suddenly become mute?” The principal’s eyes were wide open, as if ready to beat someone to death, but Philip kept his mouth shut. In addition to the unwarranted attack he had received from Wisdom, the principal slapped him across the face with considerable force. “I won’t send you to juvie, but I will make sure news of your actions here reaches other schools. Your father will surely be pleased with the killer he’s raised.”

      Philip felt the burning sensation on the side of his face where he’d been slapped, but speaking up wouldn’t solve anything. Being a killer was better than being treated like a weak victim.
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      David Hayes sighed as he sat down. The workload that afternoon wasn’t overwhelming, but an intangible burden weighed heavily inside him. Standing up, he moved to the window and marveled at the view. An unsettling premonition settled in him, a dread that misfortune would soon befall his family.

      “Mr. David,” Mina, his personal assistant, called.

      “Yes, Mina?” He turned to face her after closing the window.

      “Your daughter…” she began.

      “Don’t mince words, Mina. What is it?” David interjected sharply, feeling no need for patience.

      “I received a call from someone at her college. They said she fainted during her lesson.”

      David caught his breath, struggling to remain composed. “Prepare the car.”

      “Yes, sir.” Mina left promptly. As she departed, David swiftly dialed a number on his phone.

      His drive to the hospital was a blur of distressing thoughts. Once there, he hurried to his daughter’s bedside.

      “Her body temperature was extremely high when she arrived, and her breathing was irregular. We’ve managed to stabilize her. When she was admitted, her condition was grave,” the doctor informed.

      “What do you think is wrong with her?”

      “We’ve run tests, but they’ve revealed nothing. The symptoms are evident, but the cause remains elusive.”

      David nodded, brushing a hand over his daughter’s forehead. “Thank you, doctor.”

      “My pleasure, Mr. David.” The doctor departed, softly closing the door behind him.

      David gently held his daughter’s hand, kissing it before setting it by her side. Memories of her birth surged. She had been born in a dire circumstance; her mother died just before her birth. Doctors had performed an emergency procedure to save her. Being alive and well inside her deceased mother was nothing short of a miracle. From that moment, David had lavished her with unparalleled love and protection.

      “You’ll be alright,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      Later, back at home, David slumped into a chair in his expansive living room. His past pursuits of wealth and romance flashed through his mind. After the tragic loss of his wife, his sole focus shifted to their daughter. The immense love he felt was mirrored in the opulence of his living room, adorned with portraits and fragrant flowers. Though he had initially planned a simpler abode, he had built a grand duplex, all for his daughter. Yet with all his riches, he was powerless against this mysterious ailment.

      “Prepare my bath,” he instructed a servant, who nodded and scurried off.

      Recently, David had been reluctant to seek a cure for his daughter's condition. Now, however, it was imperative.

      A disturbing dream startled him awake. It was the same nightmare he had endured for two weeks, each more vivid than the last. Disregarding these visions wasn’t an option; they were part and parcel of his seer's gift. He was compelled to seek solutions.

      Recalling an unfinished conversation with a man from another city, David grabbed his phone and dialed.

      “Where can I find him?” David inquired, pressing the phone to his ear.

      “Why do you want him? The guy isn’t human,” a voice replied skeptically.

      “I believe he has the answers I’m seeking. I can’t continue like this, Tyler.”

      “Alright, I’ll connect you. But remember, you asked for this.”

      “Just send the information quickly,” David responded, hanging up. Desperation colored his thoughts; he didn’t care about the nature of his informant, only the knowledge they possessed.
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      Philip set his sniper rifle on the base at the edge of the building and donned his gloves. Prepared to take another step toward satisfying his compulsion, he was determined to execute flawlessly. He held the sniper gently and peered through the scope. A woman and man emerged from a car. Just as he was about to shoot the man, a child stepped out. The mother took the boy's hand as the father swiftly moved away, seemingly angered.

      Philip withdrew from the scope momentarily and exhaled, then refocused on the man. Once the mil-dot reticle settled on the target, he calmly pulled the trigger. Swiftly redirecting to the woman, he fired again. From his vantage point atop a seven-story building, he heard the boy's cries. The driver shielded the boy, while guards surrounded the victims, firing indiscriminately. The commotion was such that Philip barely noticed the car's departure.

      Firing at the now aimless guards, Philip packed away his rifle, frustration evident on his features. The boy had been his primary target. After securing his equipment, he retrieved his phone.

      "The boy escaped," he informed the person on the other end.

      "Then pursue him," the man ordered.

      Disconnecting, Philip stowed his phone and sniper case. An intense desire to complete his mission consumed him.

      Upon entering his car, his phone vibrated. Irritated, he ignored the call. When it buzzed again, he answered, "Yes?" The engine roared to life as he turned the key.

      "Someone wishes to speak with you, Browne," the male voice relayed.

      "Who?"

      "The owner of Vision Hayes Company."

      Steering the vehicle into motion, Philip mused aloud. "What could such a magnate want with me?"

      "That's for you to discern," the caller replied. "When can you meet?"

      "Next week. There's a matter I must attend to."

      "Very well."

      The call ended as Philip approached a red light. The owner of Vision Hayes was known for his integrity and relentless pursuit of wealth. While the man's reputation was well-known, the identity of his sole offspring remained a mystery. Philip respected the man's ability to shield his child from the public.

      However, Philip held no reverence for life, young or old. With nothing to tether him or spark affection, he operated without restraint, challenging societal expectations.
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        * * *

      

      Philip walked into a store, wandering to see what he might purchase. He hoped to find a reliable vacuum cleaner and perhaps a fragrant laundry soap to wash his clothes, leaving them smelling fresh. Body sprays made him smell appealing, but he wanted his clothes to contribute to that allure. As he browsed household items, an odd sensation overtook him. He felt an unusual pull when someone brushed past.

      He glanced over his shoulder, trying to identify the passerby but found no one. His attention snapped forward when a child's voice reached his ears. Holding an adult's hand was a familiar child. Philip recognized the boy instantly, but the man was a stranger. As an assassin, keen observation was vital. The night the child had been taken, Philip had memorized the driver's face. This was a different man, and something was amiss.

      The child seemed content, likely due to a new toy the man had purchased. Philip couldn't understand why the boy appeared so comfortable with an unfamiliar person. But then it hit him: the boy knew the man. They exited the store, Philip tailing discreetly.

      For a while, Philip moved stealthily, then took cover behind a car, observing them approach another vehicle. This wasn't the same car from the kidnapping night. This one was sleeker and pricier. Philip wondered who could afford such luxury. The man paused at the car door, leaned down, and whispered something to the child, who listened intently. Moments later, they headed back to the store.

      Philip trailed closely until they reached the men’s restroom. The man and boy entered, and after a pause, Philip followed. He needed to know why he'd felt that unusual pull. Mere seconds after entering, a forceful tug hit him, followed by a powerful punch. Reeling, he then felt a knife penetrate his abdomen. The blade dug deeper, intensifying his agony. Retreating swiftly from his attacker, Philip spotted the lifeless boy, mouth sealed with tape. The villain had smothered and strangled him.

      Philip gently pulled out his own knife from his pocket and held it with such determination that one would think he was ready to kill and cut the man into pieces. As soon as the man came nearer with his knife, Philip’s iris turned red, and he threw the sharp blade at him. Struck in an unusual place, the man stepped back and spread out his hands. His knife dropped to the ground, and he felt blood dripping from his face to his hands. He felt Philip’s knife digging further into his eyeball, reaching his brain. With a groan, he pulled out the bloodied knife from his right eye and threw it to the ground, then lunged at Philip with powerful force. Both were at a disadvantage, having sustained wounds in critical places, and Philip was acutely aware of this.

      He blocked every attack with his hands and managed to dodge a few blows. When he saw an opportunity to strike, he took hold of it, punching the man in the wounded eye. Then, gripping the man’s neck, he pushed with such force that the man collided with the washbasin's ceramic. The basin shattered from the impact, and heavy shards fell onto the man's face. Moaning in extreme pain, he tried to rise, but when two knives plunged into his chest, he collapsed and died instantly.

      Philip wiped traces of blood from his lips and clutched the spot where he'd been stabbed. The pain was so intense he could barely stand, having already endured much during the fight. Looking at the boy, he felt desolate. A complete stranger had killed the child. Nothing made sense to Philip until he noticed the tattoo on the man’s right hand: a green skull.

      “Damn it,” Philip murmured, settling onto the tiled floor and closing his eyes for a moment. He didn’t know what lay ahead, but one thing was certain—if the people with the green skull tattoo were involved, then the entire city was in grave danger.
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      Ava Hayes was set to return to college after recovering from a recurrent illness that always threatened her life. She looked at herself in the mirror as she put on her watch. The mirror could only reflect her beauty, not her thoughts or her heart. At nineteen, she felt an immense burden within. The reminder of her physical situation was a constant presence. Remembering her limitations, she turned away from the mirror, knowing that all her efforts to be deemed acceptable by society were likely in vain.

      She was driven to college by the family chauffeur, who had worked for her father for many years. This man was like a close friend to her, someone she could confide in whenever troubled. Most times, even without speaking, he could discern her sadness. His name was Mr. Ken.

      "Mr…Mr…Ken, did you ever have any friends in college?" she asked, her voice faltering. Often, she wished she could speak without the impediment, but dark thoughts didn’t always hold sway over her.

      “Friends… I had some, but not many,” Mr. Ken replied with a gentle smile. She could feel his gaze on her, and she felt a little warmth.

      “What about a girlfriend?”

      “I didn’t have one until after college, when I started working in a coffee shop. That’s where I met the woman of my dreams.” Their eyes met in the rearview mirror. Ava sensed he knew the motivation behind her questions. “Ava, you’re one of the most attractive young women I know. Any sensible young man would be lucky to be with you. Don't rush things. The right person will come in time. You don’t need a multitude of friends to belong. Just one true friend can be enough.”

      Ava contemplated his words. At first, she didn't agree, but upon reflection, they resonated with her. The truth, though hard, was there. She didn’t resent her father, but she didn’t want the loneliness he bore.

      “Time for lessons, Ava,” Ken interrupted, pulling her from her reverie.

      “Thank you, Mr. Ken,” she said, her gaze lowered as she exited the car.

      “See you later,” he called out, waving as he drove away.

      Now alone on the college grounds, Ava saw other students with their friends. Keeping with her usual manner, she entered the building, eyes cast downward. She had come to appreciate the ground, the shadows of students, and the way her own shadow shifted. It allowed her to see without truly seeing.

      Upon entering the classroom, she took her seat in the second column, row fifteen. She wanted to blend in, to fade, but knew she wasn’t truly invisible. As she settled, a girl named Cindy Harred entered, the chatter of her and her friends catching the lecturer’s attention. He smiled at Cindy before returning to his lecture. Rumors swirled about Cindy and the lecturer, and while they remained unproven, the connection seemed palpable.

      Ava pondered why the lecturer didn’t regard her in the same way. Some knew of her wealthy background, including him, yet he never displayed an interest. As she was lost in thought, her phone buzzed.

      “Is there a problem, Miss Hayes?” the lecturer inquired.

      She looked up, flustered. “You appear disinterested in my lecture.”

      "N-no, I—" she began, but he cut her off.

      “It might take all day for you to complete a sentence. Let’s continue.”

      She heard Cindy's muffled laughter, joined by the giggles of her friends. As always, Ava bore the insult, managing a strained smile. To her, the frequent taunts and jeers only served to affirm her existence, though they also underscored her feelings of worthlessness.

      After the class, she sat down for a moment and waited for everyone to leave. She picked up her phone to view the message. It was from her father. He wanted to know how she was faring in class, and she responded positively. Her dad was a caring person—she couldn't deny that fact. He was always there to help her out whenever she was stuck or felt uncomfortable in a situation.

      “I will be away for a few days. So, for tomorrow, Ken will take you out for a party, just this once, and then he'll bring you back by 10 p.m,” he texted.

      Ava smiled when she saw the text. She responded with evident joy. All she had wanted was to experience the outside world, and he had finally granted her wish. His last message to her was “Be careful.” Then he went offline. With that, she stood up and left the class, a smile lighting up her face.
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        * * *

      

      “So your father told you about having a little bit of fun today, right?” Mr. Ken said as he guided Ava to the car. She could tell from his stare that she found her attractive, though he didn’t voice it.

      “Yes. How many days is he going to be gone?” she asked.

      “Three days. He’ll be back in two,” Mr. Ken replied, opening the door for her. After she settled in, he walked to the driver’s side.
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