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In negotiations, never split the difference.
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Chapter 1

Calm Before the Storm





The golden sun, hanging low in the sky, paints the Playa Blanca beach with warm hues of amber and gold. The scene is straight out of a postcard, with swaying palm trees casting dancing shadows on the sand. Vacationers, their skin kissed by the sun, lounge on beach chairs, their laughter mingling with the rhythmic symphony of crashing waves. 

Alexandra (Alex) Stone, a woman in her late 30s, reclines on a plush beach chair beside her partner, David Volpe, showcasing her athletic build. They share a moment of tranquility amidst the lively resort atmosphere. David, wearing a stylish white narrow-brim Panama hat, gazes at the horizon, captivated by the endless expanse of the ocean. Despite the picturesque setting, an undercurrent of tension lingers between them, unspoken but tangible. Alex steals a glance at David, his gaze fixed on the horizon, a distant look in his eyes that she can’t quite decipher. With her muscular arms, legs, back, and stomach defined beneath her beach attire, Alex emanates a sense of strength and athleticism.

“David,” Alex begins, her voice a hesitant whisper amidst the backdrop of crashing waves.

David, his eyes fixated on the distant horizon, responds distractedly. “Yeah, what is it?”

Alex inhales deeply, summoning her courage. “There’s something I need to tell you. It’s about...”

Before she can continue, David interrupts, his tone impatient. “Can it wait, Alex? I just want to relax right now.” He adjusts his Panama hat, lowering the brim over his eyes, a gesture he often makes when seeking to shield himself from distractions.

Disappointment flickers across Alex’s face. She swallows her words and forces a faint smile. “I’ll grab us some drinks,” she announces, her voice carrying a faint undertone of forced cheerfulness.

David nods, his eyes remaining fixed on the distant horizon. Alex, moving gracefully, gets up from her seat and makes her way through the crowd towards the busy pool bar.

With a blend of anxiety and frustration, Alex navigates through the bustling throng. The warm sand beneath her feet shifts, massaging her soles with comforting familiarity. The salty tang of the ocean hangs thick in the air, mingling with the tropical scent of sunscreen and coconut oil, enveloping her in a cocoon of seaside allure. Overhead, seagulls wheel and cry, their sharp calls piercing the rhythmic symphony of crashing waves. Intense anticipation twists Alex's stomach as she hurries through the bustling throng, the weight of unspoken words bearing down on her. It’s not merely tension between her and David; it’s the pressing need to impart something crucial.

Amidst a hive of activity, a skilled bartender crafts cocktails at the pool bar. His practiced precision seems instep with the backdrop of animated chatter and laughter. Alex zigzags through the thick, vibrant horde of vacationers, her eyes scanning the crowd for any telling faces and valuable clues.

Feeling uneasy, Alex requests two Piña coladas. She can almost taste the sweet, tangy flavor of the tropical drink on her lips, the frosty glass promising relief from the heat of the sun, a fleeting distraction from the storm of emotions raging inside her.

The glances and murmurs from some nearby men send shivers down her spine, raising goosebumps on her skin. Despite the unwanted attention, she remains focused on retrieving her drinks.

With two frosty glasses of Piña coladas in hand, Alex strolls back to her spot on the beach. Her steps quicken as she notices lingering looks from onlookers. Each stare feels like a silent verdict, a self-condemnation for what she perceives as her failure to maintain an open and honest relationship.

As Alex arrives at her beach spot, she scans the area, expecting to find David reclining in his chair, but he’s nowhere to be seen. Unease creeps over her as she watches the sun dipping towards the horizon, casting long shadows across the deserted beach.

“David?” Alex calls out, her voice marked with worry. There’s no reply.

Minutes feel like hours as time passes. There’s no sign of David. Alex’s anxiety mounts with each passing moment, her mind racing with a million possibilities. She clings to the hope that he’s gone for a walk, that he’ll return any moment now with a sheepish smile and an explanation for his absence.

“David, where are you?” she murmurs, her words carried off by the gentle breeze. As the tide retreats, all she hears is her own voice fading with no response. As vacationers retreat to their accommodations in the fading light, the outdoors empties, leaving Alex alone. Within her, a flicker of frustration ignites.

With a mix of concern and concealed anger, she whispers, “If you went up to your room without telling me, I’m going to be furious.”

Despite her repeated calls, there is no response, leaving only the echo of her own voice fading away like the retreating tide. With each passing second, Alex’s worry deepens, overshadowing the once-idyllic scene of Playa Blanca.








  
  

Chapter 2

A Dark Note





Alex pounds on the neighboring door where David is supposed to be staying, her knuckles rapping against the wood in a desperate rhythm. 

“David? David, are you there?” she calls out, her voice quivering with concern.

But there’s no response, just a hollow echo in the silent corridor, heightening her anxiety with each unanswered plea for reassurance. Frustrated and fearful, she proceeds to her own suite.

Moonlight filters through the sheer curtains, casting ethereal shadows across the opulent room. Each flicker of light intensifies the tension in the air, amplifying Alex’s trembling hand as she pushes open the door. Anticipation grips her chest in a suffocating hold, while her heart races with a sense of foreboding.

In the center of the king-sized bed lies a solitary cell phone, its screen illuminated in the darkness like a harbinger of despair. Beside it, an incongruous sight: a crumpled note, seemingly out of place, a silent messenger of chaos.

Alex crosses the room with hesitant steps, her breath hitching in her throat with every movement. The weight of impending doom hangs heavy in the air as she reaches for the note, her fingers trembling with apprehension. The paper feels fragile beneath her touch, as if it might disintegrate at any moment.

She unfolds the note, her heart pounding in her ears like a relentless drumbeat. The words, scrawled yet laden with terror, sear into her consciousness:

Alex, they’ve taken me. They want 5 million dollars within 2 days. Don’t call the police. I’ll be okay if you follow their instructions. -David

The message hits Alex like a sledgehammer, shattering her world into a million fractured pieces. The weight of it presses down on her chest, making it difficult to breathe as panic threatens to engulf her.

Intense fear blurs Alex’s vision, tears welling up in her eyes as she clutches the note to her chest, her body trembling with uncertainty. She collapses onto the edge of the bed, the mattress yielding beneath her weight as she struggles to anchor herself amidst the storm raging within.

For a moment, Alex’s paralysis grips her, the sheer magnitude of the situation too overwhelming to comprehend. But then, with a fierce determination burning in her chest, she pushes herself to her feet. She cannot afford to falter now. Every fiber of her being screams for action, for resolution.

With trembling hands, Alex reaches for the cell phone, her fingers fumbling as she attempts to unlock the screen. The device feels heavy in her palm, a lifeline tethering her to a world teetering on the brink of oblivion. She tries unlocking the phone multiple times, but each attempt ends in failure, the screen remaining locked. As the seconds tick by, her anxiety intensifies, a knot forming in her stomach. Frustration mounts with each unsuccessful attempt, the weight of David’s situation pressing down on her like a suffocating blanket. She feels helpless; trapped in a nightmare with no escape. She clutches the phone in a tight grip, her hands trembling with intensity as she takes a shaky breath. The realization that she’s no closer to finding David only serves to deepen her despair, a sense of hopelessness settling over her like a shroud.

Rising to her feet, Alex’s resolve hardens, her jaw set with unyielding determination. She knows she must act with purpose and urgency if she is to have any hope of saving David from the clutches of darkness. With a steely look and a pounding heart, she storms out of the suite, ready to confront the nightmare head-on.








  
  

Chapter 3

Race to Rescue





The resort sprawls under the moonlit sky, its design a delicate dance of open-air pavilions and cascading gardens, blending indoors and outdoors like a dream. Alex sprints through the labyrinthine corridors, her footfalls echoing thunderously against the mosaic tiles, each step a frantic pulse in sync with her racing heart. The moon casts an eerie glow over the scene, illuminating the twisting paths and hidden alcoves with an otherworldly light. 

In the resort’s heart, a lone figure stands beneath the canopy of stars, his silhouette stark against the backdrop of swaying palms and rustling foliage. Alex charges toward him, breath hitching in her throat, her voice a desperate plea.

“I need to find the manager,” she says, urgency lacing her words.

The man turns, rugged features etched in the moonlight's soft glow. His name badge, visible in the dim light, identifies him as the manager. Despite the chaos, his voice remains steady.

“I’m the manager. What’s the matter?”

“It’s urgent. My friend has been kidnapped,” Alex blurts out, her words spilling out in a rush.

Concern flickers across the manager’s face before he regains his composure. He motions for Alex to follow him to a secluded alcove, shielded from the night’s prying eyes.

“Kidnapped? Are you certain?” he asks, disbelief lacing his voice.

Alex’s hands tremble as she retrieves a crumpled note from her pocket, the paper whispering secrets as she unfolds it with shaking fingers.

“I need access to your security footage,” she insists, her voice barely above a whisper.

She thrusts the note toward him, its ominous message a chilling reminder of the nightmare that has befallen their sanctuary. The manager’s eyes widen in shock as he reads the words, his breath catching beneath the weight of the revelation.

Tension thickens the air as Alex waits, her heart pounding like a drumbeat of desperation. Each second stretches into infinity, teetering on the edge of the unknown.

With a solemn nod, the manager leads Alex toward the security hub, their footsteps echoing in the silent corridors. They embark on a perilous journey to uncover the truth and reclaim their haven from encroaching shadows.

As they reach the security room, anticipation grips Alex. What will the tapes reveal? The answer lies within, a clue that could lead them closer to finding her friend—or deeper into the abyss.








  
  

Chapter 4

The Ticking Clock





In Martinez's back office, the soft glow from the computer screen illuminates Alex's determined expression as she scrutinizes the security camera footage. 

“Look,” Alex points at the screen, “there he is, on the beach, riding off with those two horsemen. But why would he leave without telling me?”

Martinez watches the footage, then turns to Alex. “Maybe he just went for a joy ride. People do that all the time.”

“That makes little sense,” Alex retorts, frustration clear in her voice. “Not with that note I found. Someone took him.”

Martinez shuffles to a nearby desk. His fingers tremble as he dials a number on the phone, his face marked with urgency.

“It’s Martinez from the Playa Blanca resort. We have an emergency. Send the police,” he whispers into the receiver, his voice strained with tension.

“What’s going on?” Alex demands, her voice sharp with alarm and anger.

Mr. Martinez freezes, his complexion draining of color. “Yes, there’s been a kidnapping. A guest, David Volpe, is missing. Please, we need help now,” Martinez stammers, his tone tinged with desperation.

“The note explicitly said not to involve the police! You’re risking David’s life,” Alex accuses, her voice quivering with frustration.

“I didn’t know what else to do. I panicked. I’m sorry,” Martinez admits, his expression queasy with guilt.

They share a tense silence before Alex takes charge.

“Help me comb through the footage. Look for any detail that is out of the ordinary,” she commands, her voice resolute as she leans closer to the computer screen.

Minutes later, as they huddle over the monitor, the door bursts open. Detective Ortega strides in, flanked by two uniformed officers. His gruff voice fills the room, demanding answers from Martinez.

“There’s been a kidnapping. David Volpe, this woman’s friend, is missing. We were checking the security camera footage,” Martinez explains, his nervousness evident under the detective’s scrutiny.

“Step aside, ma'am. This is a police matter,” Ortega commands.

Before Alex can protest, the abandoned cell phone on the desk rings. She answers, activating hands-free mode.

“Listen carefully. You have less than 2 days to deliver the money or your precious David will pay the price,” a distorted voice warns from the other end.

“How am I supposed to do that?” Alex retorts, her voice calm and direct.

 “Stop the negotiation bullshit, Alexandra Stone,” the kidnapper counters with icy indifference.

“How do you know my name?” Alex questions, her breath catching in her throat.

“We have our ways,” the voice replies in cryptic tones, sending a shiver down Alex's spine.

With her strategy laid bare by the chilling response, Alex steels herself.

“If I agree, where do you want me to drop off the money?” she asks, her voice steady despite the turmoil inside her.

“That’s better. Go to the front entrance of the Pedro Mandinga Rum Bar, in Old Town, Panama City. Once there, I will phone you with further instructions,” the kidnapper dictates.

Ortega snatches the phone from Alex's grasp; his expression hardened with resolve. “We don’t negotiate with terrorists,” he declares, his tone resolute.

The line goes silent. Alex's eyes flicker between Ortega and Martinez, a mix of fear and frustration clouding her features.

“What have you done?” she whispers, her voice drowned out by the barely growing tension in the room.

Ignoring her plea, Ortega turns back to Martinez. “We gotta show these criminals who’s boss,” he asserts.

“Well, congratulations. You just put David’s life in even more danger,” Alex admonishes, her voice dripping with accusation.
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