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Chapter 1 
GIGI

Gigi revved the engine of her old, trusty car. She cranked the window down halfway. Backbone straight, she adjusted her grip on the steering wheel. She focused, bent on reaching her destination, setting her sight on it like a bullseye, having practiced this a million times in her mind—visualizing this moment, every second in slow motion, her mind obsessed with it.

She took one last look in the rearview mirror, fixing her hair and touching up her lipstick. A girl’s gotta look good on this special day. She had picked the spot. No negotiating or backing out now.

Taking in a deep breath, she held it for a brief second, then let it out with a satisfying swoosh.

If her hands were free, she would have been pummeling her chest like Tarzan and making that high-pitched, savage cry. She smiled, picturing Tarzan swinging across the treetops, traveling with exhilarating speed on the canopy highway of the jungle. She allowed herself this final indulgence before pressing on the gas pedal and speeding down the deserted highway, heading straight toward the concrete wall of the curved underpass.

She tightened her grip on the wheel one more time.

At the last moment, an instant before the crash, the wall looming, Gigi’s survival instinct kicked in. The tires screeched. Then metal scratched concrete, scraping the front corner and the left side of the car, ripping off the side mirror as she turned the wheel in a desperate attempt to save herself, the car careening one way, then jerking back, before coming to an abrupt stop on the grassy strip on the other side of the highway. The car fizzed as it expelled its final breaths.


Chapter 2 
DR. KITE

A white van pulled up beside the car and two men jumped out, rolling a gurney. They put Gigi, still unconscious, on the stretcher. One man went back to grab her purse, scooping up the contents which spilled in his hurry. He looked around, eyes darting everywhere, keeping a wary watch on the road for vehicles. The other, a taller man, checked her pulse before placing a call on his cell phone.

“We found her.” He listened and nodded. “Uh-huh… through the tracking device in her microchip… we’re on our way.”

The van sped away, leaving no trace. It raced into the city and to a warehouse docking area, disappearing into the dark hollows of the building as the doors swung closed behind it.

The two men wheeled Gigi into a room where a man dressed in medical scrubs was waiting. With his stereoscopic eyepiece, he could be mistaken for a dentist.

“Dr. Kite, she’s all yours,” the taller man said. He watched as the doctor carefully examined Gigi, then made a slit in her upper arm, removing a microchip encased in a clear capsule.

“What have I done?” said the doctor as he stared at the chip.


Chapter 3 
DR. KITE

Gigi had never been suicidal before. Her death wish, propelling her toward an extremely violent end, only came after he implanted this new mind control chip. Did it malfunction, triggering an out-of-character suicide attempt?

Kite looked at Gigi stretched out on the table. We gave you perfection, how could you not want that? No disease, no malfunctioning organs, every cell optimized and in perfect working order.

And she would never have to worry as long as the microchip was inside her. She was a lucky one. Every healthy cell programmed to copy and regenerate on a timetable, every sick cell targeted to die. It was his masterpiece.

He conducted hundreds of scientific experiments, working tirelessly until he successfully developed his products. Gigi had been implanted with one of his three earlier prototypes. That original microchip needed an enhancement, long overdue, so they called her in last week to implant a new second-generation, upgraded model with mind control and a tracking device.

If only, this time, they could control the mind. The body they could now fix—not just for cosmetic reasons, but to cure people who were ill like Gigi, destroying the defective cells and replacing them with healthy ones. Once he perfected this microchip, he would have riches beyond imagination. How many people? Millions, no billions. Why, he’d even offer different grades of this microchip to make it more affordable. He could almost hear the people clamoring for it.

He touched Gigi’s face. She had been cleaned up, every trace of the near-crash removed. He sighed. The upgraded mind control chip he’d implanted—he had been so close to the ultimate success. But he wasn’t there yet. What went wrong today? Had it tried to make Gigi do something against her nature? Did she suppress or override its mind control? Was the chip ineffective or defective? With a shrug, he turned, walked across the room to retrieve Gigi’s original chip from storage, then re-implanted it in her arm.

The taller man wheeled Gigi down the hall and into a vast room filled with drawers. He slid her into an empty cabinet and rolled it shut. On the keypad next to it, he selected the “Regenerate” button.


Chapter 4 
LILLY

They let Gigi sleep. And sleep well she did that night, undisturbed in the hard cocoon of her drawer, kept warm and quiet, accompanied by the soft hum of the equipment. Nothing was left to chance that might stand in the way of optimal recovery for Dr. Kite’s patients. Especially Gigi. Tonight was a tough night, with Kite worrying about Gigi again. Her actions and movements were becoming more erratic since he implanted the new upgrade a few days ago. She wasn’t as careful about making good choices, getting out of control. Something was going wrong with the new chip, so he’d secretly rescued her and healed her from the accident, because he didn’t want her to know.

When he was in medical school, he was a bright-eyed idealist. He wanted to be the next great healer. He wasn’t the most brilliant scientist in the world, but he had other talents—an astute mind that seized upon a chance discovery, and the drive and persistence to succeed. Before that, he had an interest in electrical engineering. After earning a bachelor’s degree in that field, Kite worked as a test engineer in the wireless microchip and biomedical industries. His combined interest led him to this project. It took him twenty-two years to do it, to make changes, refine, improve, and test this new chip technology. Now, he thought, it’s close to the finish line.

As he pulled out of the warehouse, Kite nodded to the guys. He could hear his mother’s refined voice saying, “Be nice to everyone.” Driving in the quiet of the evening relaxed him. What happened to Gigi shook him up. Needing time to think, unwind, and relieve some of the tension his body still carried from the day, he headed into the parking lot of Duggers—his favorite restaurant where he felt like, and was treated like, royalty.

“Good evening, doctor,” said the hostess, flashing him a warm smile she reserved for special customers.

“Good to see you, Sally,” said Kite. Leaning closer he murmured, “I, um… I’ve been busy and don’t have a reservation for tonight. Perhaps you could get me a seat?”

“Your usual place?”

“Yes, please.”

Sally picked up a menu and led the way to his table. She thought it was empty, but as she approached, it was clear a woman was sitting there, alone. Sally turned around, facing Kite. “Oh, I’m sorry…”

Kite glanced at the woman, fighting his disappointment. “That’s all right. You can seat me at the other table.”

Sally looked relieved but sought his assurance. “You’re sure that’s all right? I’ve never seen you at another table. This is your lucky table, as you always say,” she gushed, a nervous squeak in her voice.

“Tonight is this lady’s lucky night,” Kite said with a gracious wave.

The woman at the table watched him. A trace of a smile flickered across her face.

He gave her the briefest nod, holding her glance for a moment longer.

“Well in that case, let me share my luck,” the lady said. “Would you like to join me?”

Her invitation caught him by surprise. He was still ruffled, but his well-bred exterior betrayed no such thing. He gave a slight bow in thanks before extending his hand. “Dr. Kite, at your service.”

“I’m Lilly Cooper.” They shook hands.

“Ms. or Mrs., may I ask?” Kite said as he pulled back the chair to sit across from her.

“The former Mrs. Cooper. Perhaps you know my ex-husband, Frank Cooper?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“He introduced me to this place. We used to come here often. It was popular in the day. It’s farther now, since I’ve moved, but I still come here on occasion.” She paused. “But Frank stopped coming,” she added.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Oh no, not at all. I’ve had my peace and quiet while I enjoyed my meal. This is perfect timing—I’ve just ordered coffee and dessert.”

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here,” said Kite as he leaned forward and spoke with friendliness in his naturally deep voice, determined to have a good evening. “Today’s my lucky day. I appreciate your generosity in sharing your table with me.”

“I believe in luck, Dr. Kite,” cooed Lilly. “I need all the luck I can get.”


Chapter 5 
GIGI

Gigi woke up with a slight headache. It was dark. She tried to remember where she was and what she was doing. She touched her face. Lying in the darkness, she reached out with her fingers to explore her surroundings. She pushed against a hard surface, feeling its smoothness. She panicked, thinking she was in a coffin. This can’t be happening! Calm down, she chided herself.

Last night, Gigi had tossed and turned. Her body craved rest, but her mind stayed wired up, even knowing she was safe at home, in her own bedroom, on her bed. Her mind was running, trying to get away, fighting to stay awake, dreading the terrifying nightmare that had presented itself for a few nights in a row since she got the upgraded microchip. But, despite her efforts, she eventually fell into an uneasy rest. Something wasn’t right.

She went over the events now, trying to recall, to bring back a memory. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t remember. That irked her. Wanting to retrieve a piece of her memory which may be the key to unlocking the mystery of what happened, she closed her eyes to concentrate. She was in her car, checking herself in the rearview mirror. Sometime after that it became fuzzier. It had to be important. Racking her brain to think hurt.

She checked the rest of her body, reaching as far she could. She was all there, no missing parts or limbs. She wiggled her toes and moved her legs and arms. To be sure, she pinched herself. Ouch. Sure felt that.

Bits and pieces flashed in front of her eyes—the looming concrete wall, the interior of her car, her foot slamming on the brake, the loud screeching, and then nothing more. Well, something must have happened, but she didn’t die. Was she in a car accident? A fender bender? But she wasn’t in pain, and she wasn’t hurting. No broken bones. Now c’mon Gigi, think. Try and remember as much as you can. She vaguely recalled someone looking at her, soft murmurs, and being transported in a vehicle.

So what was this place? There didn’t seem to be a latch of any kind on the inside she could push or pull. She could hear something whirling. Gigi strained, hoping to gain a clue of her whereabouts. Relief flooded her as she realized she didn’t die in fiery flames or an injury so bad that inflicted broken bones, crushed vital organs, or left her paralyzed. What had she been doing? She was determined to find the answers.

As Gigi pondered what to do next, she heard a spraying sound and felt a cooling mist. In a panic, she pushed hard, trying to get out, fearful of being gassed to death. There was nowhere to escape. Gigi put her hand over her mouth, pinched her nose, and held her breath. But that didn’t work. The mist began filling the space, covering her, and she finally succumbed to sleep, a deep slumber.

Her body regenerated, cell by cell.


Chapter 6 
DR. KITE

When morning came, Kite was up early, a habit he had acquired during his early years in medical school when he worked long days and was on call through the night. Sleeping late was a luxury he only allowed himself on rare occasions, even to this day. He had received a text during the night and approved the administration of a mist to help Gigi sleep as her body regenerated overnight. It was in her best interest. Anxious to see her, he rushed back at the break of dawn.

Kite smiled. Today was turning out better than he ever imagined. As soon as he arrived, he checked on Gigi. If they hadn’t gotten to her within minutes, she may have died from her injuries. She was lucky to be alive and under his watchful eye. The microchip he’d inserted last night, her original one, appeared to work fine. Satisfied with her quick recovery through the night, he approved her release. He made final preparations, calculating how much time remained before she’d wake up. Then he summoned the two men who had brought her in yesterday.

They worked efficiently, putting Gigi back in the white van along with her purse and driving to a hotel parking deck nearby. They half-dragged her into the elevator and hit the button for the lobby floor. As soon as the elevator doors opened, they propped an almost-awake Gigi between their arms and carried her to a chair out of sight of the security cameras. In the few minutes remaining before she woke up, they made her comfortable while standing in front of her, blocking any inquisitive glances. The timing was perfect, the crowd of guests checking out keeping the hotel staff busy. The taller man made a call to Kite.
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The doctor was in fabulous spirits. He called himself a doctor, but if anybody checked, they wouldn’t be able to find his medical degree or license. In truth, Kite didn’t even finish medical school. He dropped out midway through his fourth year. In his mind, he was still a doctor, and thought he had every right to call himself one. Nobody had ever questioned him, or his credentials. In his white coat, he exuded authority and confidence.

He passed by the monitor room. All the lights were green, the rows of screens lit up, one for each of the sleeping bodies in the cabinets, the new people brought in each night. The next morning, they’d be rotated out, released back to the world once he’d examined them. These were people they found passed out on sidewalks, lost travelers—anyone not likely to be missed for a few hours.

They had a fake taxicab that trawled the city at night, picking up rides. But as a rule, only single passengers. Most of the time, the riders were too drunk or high to be aware of what was happening. They could barely talk or walk. The overnight stay was just a precaution, in case of an adverse reaction to the microchip. If that occurred, then Kite would remove it. The person was released, and nobody was any the wiser.


Chapter 7 
GIGI

When Gigi didn’t come home, Rex was up all night, worried. It was so unlike her not to call if she’d be late. He drove to her favorite spots and scouted around. He looked for her car in all the places he could think of. His calls went straight to voice mail. She never picked up or called back. He grew more frantic as the night faded and the first light announced a new day. By then, Rex was so tired he nodded off while he was driving. Several times he startled himself, jerking awake before almost running into another car. It was pointless to keep going. Surely she’d be home by now, he thought, while driving back to the apartment.

Seeing no signs of her dashed his hopes. He headed inside to catch a quick nap, knowing he wouldn’t last through the day otherwise. Rex placed another call to her cell phone and left a frantic, semi-coherent message before crashing on the living room sofa, falling into a deep sleep.

The alarm on his cell phone startled him. He had set the timer to wake him up at 9:30 a.m. Yawning loudly and stretching, he turned it off and got up to make a pot of coffee. While it was brewing, he took a quick shower. Four hours wasn’t enough sleep, but the shower refreshed him.

Rex poured a large cup of coffee and sat down to make a list of all the places he had checked already. He tried hard to think of where else Gigi might have gone. It troubled him. This was so unlike her. He placed a call to the office to let them know he wasn’t coming in. He liked having the flexibility of being a part-time reporter. As long as he turned his assignments in on time, they left him alone.

Organized and methodical, he crafted a plan including people to call—her friends, family, their mutual acquaintances, anyone who might know where she could be. He called her cell phone again, counting the rings before he left her another message. “Hey, this is Rex, call me please. I’m worried. Where are you?”

He went to the kitchen and refilled his cup. Hearing his cell phone jingle with her special ring tone, he rushed back to grab it, spilling hot coffee on his jeans.

“Hello…”

“Oh, Rex…”

“Gigi? Gigi! Where are you?”

“Rex, please come and get me.”

“Where? What happened?”

“I… I need your help,” she pleaded. “Please hurry. I’m at Hotel Seven.”

“On my way,” said Rex as he ran out the door, car key in his hands. “I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

“Okay, I’m inside the lobby.” Her phone chirped. “I need to charge my phone. My battery’s going to die at any minute. Got to go.”

Rex drove as fast as he dared, mouthing a silent prayer of thanks for the light traffic and hoping he wouldn’t get a ticket. He could tell that Gigi wasn’t her usual self; she sounded different, maybe even a little scared. That was weird. Rex’s impatience matched his speed, his imagination running wild. Where had she been? What happened to her?

Relief was replacing the worry that caused so much angst the night before. His whirling emotions also brought out his feelings for Gigi, and Rex realized they ran deeper than he thought. Well, they were roommates and got along fine. No, cross that out, they were more than just roommates. They were best friends. Countless times they helped each other out, and laughed and cried together over the years. They had both dated other people off and on, and in between joked about their nonexistent sex life after their relationships fell through. She’d cried on his shoulder and confided in him. He sought her opinion when he had girlfriend troubles. They had been through so much over the years, staying together as friends while boyfriends or girlfriends came and went. So he knew her pretty well, and he felt sure she knew him.

Rex pulled up in front of Hotel Seven just in time. He didn’t see her outside, so he parked and ran into the building to find her. Heart pounding, he panicked when he didn’t see her right away. As he scanned the lobby, he spotted her—sitting in a far corner next to the electric outlet she was using to charge her phone.

She jumped up when he rushed across. “You’re here!” she shouted, a smile replacing the worried look on her face.

He reached out and wrapped his arms around her, slowly swaying from side to side while hugging her, not willing to let go just yet.

“Gigi, are you all right?” he finally said, pulling back to inspect her.

Gigi nodded. She looked disheveled, her clothes crumpled. She raised her hand, flipping back her hair. “I’m fine. Just a little sore, that’s all.”

He held her again, rubbing her back gently. “Look, we need to go now. I’ve got my car parked in front.”

She yanked her charger from the wall socket and grabbed her purse. “I could do with a shower and a change of clothing.”

On the way out, he maintained protective contact, guiding her by the elbow toward his car. “Maybe I should take you to the hospital, get you checked out first?”

She glanced at him, mumbling, “I don’t know… I think I’m okay.” She patted her arms, chest, and legs. “I’m all here and in one piece.” She added, “I promise I’ll let you know if I need to see a doctor.”

Rex didn’t want to make a fuss. Not here. Not now. They got into his car and he sped straight home.

While Gigi jumped in the shower and freshened up, Rex made breakfast and brewed a fresh pot of coffee. He searched in the refrigerator and found a carton of orange juice, knowing how she liked a little glass of OJ with her breakfast. By the time Gigi finished and got changed, breakfast was on the table.

“Thank you,” squealed Gigi as she hugged Rex again. “It smells so good.”

Rex was hungry too, he realized, as his own stomach growled. They sat down and ate, not bothering to talk while they gobbled down the eggs and hash potatoes. Satisfied, Rex pushed his plate out of the way and leaned back in his chair.

“So, tell me what happened,” he said.

“I don’t know how much I remember. It was so odd.” Gigi hesitated, searching for the right words. “I think I did something horrible.”

Rex waited, knowing she would tell him eventually and it would all come out, piece by piece. That’s how they shared and communicated with each other. He let her have as much time as she needed. “I worried about you all night,” said Rex. “I kept calling you.”

Gigi swallowed, then continued. “I tried to ram my car into a wall. Swerved at the last instant averting a full impact.”

“You did… what?”

“I’m sorry, I remember little of what happened after that.” She frowned. “I was out… I thought I was, or maybe I dreamt I was laying in a coffin or container.” She stared into space trying to recall. “I mean, it was fuzzy. If I’d heard your phone ring, I would have answered.” Taking another sip of coffee, Gigi repeated, “You know I would have answered. Maybe I passed out or something like that, and I didn’t hear it? That would be a plausible explanation.”

“Let’s assume that you were unconscious, or out of it after the accident. That may explain why you couldn’t remember or didn’t hear the phone ring,” said Rex. “So what happened when you did wake up? You called me, right?”

“I think so. I heard my phone ring and it woke me up. I must have passed out on the chair in the hotel lobby. When I saw your number on the screen, I called you right back.”

“Gosh, does that mean you were out for a long time?”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“So is your car at the hotel?”

“I don’t know where my car is.”

“Well we should go back over there and look around for it.”

Rex drove straight to the hotel parking deck, grabbing a ticket before entering. Crawling at a snail’s pace, they looked and checked every vehicle. As they rounded the curve to the exit booth, it became clear that Gigi’s car wasn’t there.

Finally, Rex suggested widening the search, circling the hotel, combing every side street. This took longer than they thought. They finished by noon, no closer to finding the car than they were in the morning.


Chapter 8 
ELLEN

Ellen was late when she rushed with her new dress and accessories out of the boutique. She was still pissed at the smooth-talking saleslady encouraging her to try on everything, making suggestions if something didn’t work out. Drove her nuts! She wanted to scream and yell, “Don’t be so pushy!” She knew the kind. No matter how she looked in the dress, the woman always said, “Ooh, I love this one, it looks great on you.” Ugh.

Ellen wasn’t fooled, knowing full well how she looked. She’d endured cruel taunts for most of her life about her weight, but they got uglier as she got older. Mean, hurtful remarks like, “get that through your fat skull,” “fat ass bitch,” “you’re better off stepping in front of a bus.” The bullies from the playground grew up, but they never changed inside.

She’d had to escape from the saleswoman. Worn out and exasperated, Ellen made a quick selection—a stylish dress catching her attention, but one she knew was too small—just to get rid of the woman. It wasn’t an easy way out—an expensive choice, definitely hard on her pocketbook.

The rush-hour traffic was horrendous. Cars inched along, creeping and crawling. Ellen had no patience, tapping her fingers on the wheel as she looked around, waiting for the light to change. To her left was another shopping strip. A sign caught her eye. Eve’s Alterations. On impulse, she flicked her turn signal, waving to the man driving his truck toward her in the opposite lane to catch his attention. She flashed her cutest smile. He smiled back and stopped, letting her make the turn.

Men liked Ellen if all they could see was her pretty face.

Ellen parked, grabbing the bag with her new dress. Clutching the undersized garment, she had to admit how much she liked it despite it being the wrong size, so much so that she’d fantasized wearing it and showing off at her cousin’s wedding. Ever since she got the invitation in the mail, she was obsessed with the thought of going back home looking good, damn good. The hometown girl is not looking frumpy. She’d show up at the wedding and dazzle everyone. Okay, that was just wishful thinking. She reluctantly dropped the dress back in the shopping bag. Maybe, if this seamstress was worth her salt, she could look stunning.

A bell announced her entrance as Ellen opened the door.

“Hello. Anyone here?” said Ellen, peering inside. It was a plain room with a counter, a cash register, and a curtained changing room.

“Wait a minute, be out soon,” a female voice called from the back.

“Okay,” Ellen shouted. Waiting, she glanced around and saw two displays on the wall—the business license and another cheap frame with a mounted dollar bill. It was considered good luck to save the first dollar bill earned, rather than spend it. No other decorations graced the walls. It was what she expected. Alterations was what she came here for, not some fancy interior decorating.

The curtain was pulled aside, and a diminutive, dark-haired woman appeared.

“Hello,” she said with a smile. “You come here.”

“Hi, I’m Ellen. You are Eve?”

“Eve.”

Ellen held up her new dress, flaunting it. The vivid deep blue, the V-neck, the hand-beaded lace bodice, and the three-quarter length sleeves were dazzling.

The seamstress gestured Ellen closer, then made a circle with her finger. “Turn around please.” She held up the dress to Ellen’s back, measuring with her well-trained eyes. It didn’t take her more than a second to realize the dress was about two to three sizes smaller. She stared at Ellen and said, “You like this dress?”

“Oh yes, very much,” Ellen said, nodding emphatically. “I’m planning to wear it to a wedding.” Ellen had lost thirty-five pounds already, coming down three dress sizes. But still at one fifty-five, she had a ways to go. Her goal of losing another thirty pounds before the wedding now appeared hopeless, along with fitting into this gorgeous size six dress.

The seamstress handed the dress back to Ellen. “Okay, I know what you need.” She opened a drawer behind the counter, picking up a brochure to show Ellen.

“What’s this?” Ellen asked.

“This is for a special lady like you,” Eve said.

“Tell me what it is.”

“You look…” Eve said, handing her the brochure.

Curious, Ellen’s eyes scanned the contents.

“This brochure, it’s not about the sewing alterations,” said Ellen. “It says, ‘Instant body slimming for the look you desire.’” Her eyes skimmed to the price column, but all it said was MARKET PRICE. It looked like a Chinese restaurant menu. “How much is the market price?”

“Which one you want? See here,” said Eve as she pointed to the three choices. “Option A, Size 6, in the middle Option B, Size 8, and on the right Option C, Size 10. You pick.”

“I don’t understand. I thought ‘alterations’ is for the dress—or a blouse, pants, suit…” She paused.

“No alteration dress, alteration your body to fit dress.” Eve pulled out a tablet. “Let me show you.” She scrolled through a series of photos labeled “Before” and “After”—each having a silhouette of a body next to the dress. The only thing that changed from “Before” to “After” was the size of the person.

Ellen felt a chill run up her back as she realized what Eve was showing her. The photos showed the size of the person had been altered—not the dress.

“How do you get smaller to fit into the dress?” Ellen was interested, although perplexed at the same time.

Eve said, “No operation.” She scrolled to the page with the three options. “You pick one.”

Curious to see where this was going, Ellen played along, entering the size of her new dress. Option A appeared with the text, “Are you sure you want Option A, Size 6?”

Ellen touched the YES button. Then, the page displayed an appointment time for that evening with an address.

Eve went to the back room and returned with a printed sheet for Ellen. “All done.”

“Do I pay you now?”

“No pay me. When you go to appointment.”

Ellen looked at the slip. The date and time was tonight at 8:00 p.m. That left just enough time to get a quick bite at the drive-through. She grabbed her dress, hurrying out.
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