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1 - George

George groaned, rubbing his watery eyes. But it was still pitch black. He turned his head left, right, and back again, but nothing changed. It was pitch black all around him. This was strange, because he always had an alarm clock and a night light on his bedside table to the left. He reached out his left hand and gently touched the cabinet. Sure enough, there was the cabinet, but no alarm clock or bedside light. The top of the cabinet was flat and smooth, with nothing at all on it. 

George suddenly heard the door to his bedroom being unlocked and opened with a loud bang. A bright light from the open doorway lit up the room, blinding him. Just as he was trying to adjust, a ceiling light above his head came on. He quickly closed his eyes and shielded them with his hands. His mind was racing to figure out what was happening, but all he could keep repeating to himself was his name, “George Sims,” over and over again. Finally, his focus returned to the door. He cautiously opened his eyes. 

“Morning Rick. It is nearly time for breakfast. The diary is on the bedside table to your right. I will be back in ten minutes,” an expressionless female voice called before the door shut again.

George was puzzled; maybe he had gone to a friend’s place for the night and somehow had fallen asleep in his bed. The odd thing was he didn't know anybody called Rick, or Nick for that matter. George had absolutely no recollection of how he had ended up in somebody else’s bed. Somehow his mind was empty of any recent events that could have led to the situation he found himself in. George slowly removed his hands from his face and let his eyes adjust to the light being on. He did not recognise the ceiling or the light. The white ceiling in this room was lower than what he had expected, and the light came from a single lightbulb. His bedroom ceiling at home was white too but much higher, and his room had a beautiful chandelier with five lightbulbs. Most of the lightbulbs had never worked, but the chandelier was pretty, nevertheless.

George remembered buying the chandelier in a second-hand shop and installing it before his then-wife, Kelly, was due to arrive back home. Until that day, Kelly was always very punctual. Her life seemed to run like clockwork. At five in the morning, she would get up and disappear into the bathroom. Exactly one hour later, Kelly would leave the house with their daughter Samantha without re-entering the bedroom or saying goodbye. To the dot at eight in the evening, they would reappear, Kelly with a big smile on her face, giving George a fleeting kiss on the cheek before vanishing back into the bathroom. Samantha would already be sleeping when she was a baby or, as she got older, lock herself into her bedroom as soon as they arrived home. By the time George had eaten his dinner, Kelly had somehow silently gone to bed. George would go to bed shortly afterward, quickly falling asleep alongside Kelly. That was their daily routine even at the weekends. George knew that something wasn't right but somehow could not get his head around doing something about it. It wasn't like he was unhappy or bored with his life at home; work was busy enough.

The chandelier was George's way of trying to disrupt Kelly's routine. He was hoping that she would see it and things would somehow, magically evolve, but Kelly never saw it. George had installed it the same day that Kelly had walked out to live with her new toy boy. Kelly would not have liked it anyway. She never noticed anything George did or bought. Only days earlier, George had given Kelly a new bank card. Not even that elicited a reaction from Kelly, but then she managed to withdraw most of their funds after moving in with that no-good Flo Bastion. It was days later that George suddenly realised that Kelly had taken Samantha too, and he realised that maybe he wasn't the best husband and dad after all.

Cautiously, George looked around the room. Everything was white: his bed, the furniture, the walls, the door, and even the curtains. He slightly turned to his right and carefully lifted up a black leather-bound diary from the cabinet. He opened it and started reading, ‘My name is Rick Van Donk. I am at Sandcastle Hill retirement village near San Francisco. I have to get dressed before the nurse returns. She will take me to the breakfast room. I will have time to read this diary afterwards. Better keep moving. PS: The receptionist is called Daisy. Leave her alone!’ George was pretty sure that he wasn't Rick, but he also knew his own handwriting. Maybe he was undercover, he thought, but why, and who was Daisy? Still, he returned the diary and decided to get ready for the day.

By the time the nurse returned, George was set to go for breakfast. Nothing made sense to him, but in his daze, he decided it was best to have something to eat first and then read his diary later. Surely there must have been a mistake. Most likely, this was all Kelly and Flo’s doing. George was sure of it. The two of them were trying everything to get their dirty hands on George’s property portfolio. Not that he was rich per se, but the properties he had inherited were worth a few million if sold to the right developer. Kelly had tried to make him sell it ever since one of her friends had pointed out that they were sitting on a gold mine, but George was not interested in cash. The properties were all that reminded him of his childhood, and the rent he earned from them kept him going. George’s job as a private investigator kept him busy, but it didn’t generate lots of money. He was still waiting for his big breakthrough, a case that would earn him fame and fortune.

“Time to move on,” the nurse called to George through the open door.

As soon as George had reached the door frame, the nurse started walking away from him, and he had to quicken his steps to keep up with her. They walked along a white corridor towards an open space with a round counter in the middle. Everything was white except for the young woman sitting on a white office chair in the middle of the small island. She was facing a computer screen as the nurse and George were approaching her from her back. George recognised her instantly, Lisa, but remembered the final diary entry he had read, 'The receptionist is called Daisy.' He and Lisa must be undercover at Sandcastle Hill. George couldn’t remember why, but he was sure everything would become clearer after breakfast.

George watched the nurse walking past the desk and turning left towards another corridor, but he felt a pull towards the receptionist sitting there looking at the screen and talking into her headset. Lisa looked out of place sitting on the little island in the middle of the room. She was the only colourful dot George had noticed that morning. Her purple hair seemed to scream a welcome to George, but even without turning, he knew that somebody was approaching her. Before George managed to touch the rounded counter island, Lisa had predicted his presence and held up a board behind her. She didn’t even turn around or stop talking into her headset. It took George a few seconds to realise what she was doing. George stopped walking and froze to the spot. He carefully read the message, ‘Follow the nurse!’

George looked to his left and saw the nurse opening a door and entering a room without looking back or waiting for him. After a short sprint, George managed to enter the room just before the door softly closed behind him. The nurse was already impatiently waiting in front of an empty desk, and George obediently followed her, sitting down on a chair on the opposite side. He was tempted to have a good look around, but the nurse was already holding a round, white pebble close to his lips.

“Take this and swallow it in one gulp,” she said. “No tricks, or you will be punished.”

George dutifully opened his mouth wide, and the nurse placed the pebble onto his tongue. Suddenly, there was an ear-splitting noise from the other end of the room. All eyes turned towards a tray with breakfast bowls that had crashed to the ground. George jumped up, gasping with his mouth wide open, and dropped his white pebble onto the floor.

Panicked, George dived for the little white blob that had landed next to the nurse’s shoe. He crashed onto the floor and rolled onto the nurse’s feet. Quick as a flash, the nurse took a step backwards, screamed, “Security!”, and stood on George’s white blob that now was stuck under her shoe. She then kicked him in the head.

By the time George was carried out of the room on a stretcher, he had a black eye, a broken rib, and was out cold. First, they knocked him out with a baton to the head and body and then gave him a strong tranquiliser. Two big security guards carried him straight back to his room, laid him on his bed, and restrained him before they left and shut the door. The receptionist, Daisy, watched on in confusion as George was carefully whisked past her desk. She was more than curious about what was going on with George but pretended not to notice and kept calm, talking into her headset. She decided to wait until later that night after her shift ended to find out what had happened to George.

The Sandcastle Hill Retirement Village had security cameras everywhere. Lisa knew all their locations and had figured out how to access the recordings a while ago. Luckily, the security protocol wasn’t too rigorous, and it was easy for Lisa to get into the security feed. Of course, it helped that Lisa had a first-class mentor in George, but he wasn’t much of a spy master now that he was tied up to his bed. Hopefully, he wasn’t in that situation because someone had figured out that he was an undercover detective and not a real patient. If that was the case, Lisa’s position was no longer safe either.

2 - James

James was trying his best to get rid of the screen background on his computer. It was a picture of a woman standing on a hill with a forest in the background, mountains, and sky in the distance. There was a small, stylist signature, 'Stella' printed in the bottom right corner, on the picture. James thought it might be the photographer’s name, but he decided it suited the young woman too. Strangely enough, he had never installed the background, and he had no idea how it had ended up on his computer. Since no one else ever used his computer, there was no other way to explain it; someone or something had remote access to his computer. James wasn’t really worried nor did he really want to remove the background. He wasn’t sure why he was so drawn to Stella, but he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Did he know her in real life?  He was sure he would remember if that was the case.

It wasn’t the usual kind of picture he used as his background, but he found Stella hypnotising, beautiful, and very different from the usual people he interacted with. Stella’s eyes were mesmerising, and James felt a strong connection with her. Maybe it was Stella’s seclusion that attracted him to her. But there was something about her that felt a bit off. She wasn’t alone in the photo; there was a hand visible, slightly touching her arm. James found the hand quite intrusive and at one point thought about editing it out of the photo, but he couldn’t find a way to do it. It was like his own computer blocked him from accessing the file.

A knock at his shed door brought James back to reality. He quickly turned off the monitor and called, “The door is open, come in!”

James was surprised to see his sister gingerly enter the room and quickly glance around, “She looks nice. Is she your girlfriend?” 

James felt his face burning up as he slowly shook his head and looked back at the monitor. He quickly pressed the button on the monitor again and watched as the background once again slowly faded away.

“James, I need your help,” Lisa calmly declared.

Since Lisa moved out of their family home, she and James rarely saw each other. However, she couldn’t think of anyone else to ask for help. Most people found James awkward to interact with, but she knew he had a sharp mind and could see solutions nobody else realised existed. 

After all, James and Lisa were twins who spent nearly twenty years together, even sharing a bedroom. As little children, they invented their own language, a mix of sounds and gestures, and would drive others crazy by not learning to speak properly. They understood others well but didn’t see any need to please them by conforming to their norms.

It wasn’t until they went to school that Lisa started to make new friends, while James spent more time with books. As Lisa became more socially involved, James interacted with the world through his computers. 

“James, George’s tied on a bed and I’m not sure how to help and get him out. Can you take a look at the video stream and let me know what you think?” Lisa placed her laptop on James’ desk, showing the security feed from the retirement village.

As James moved his hands rapidly across the laptop keyboard, Lisa found herself unable to comprehend the screen’s erratic flickering. Her gaze drifted to the girl on James’s screen, which had inexplicably flickered back on. The girl was young and beautiful, yet there was something peculiar about her facial expression – a mix of horror and peace that Lisa had never seen before. 

Lisa looked down at the ground, feeling a strange sense of familiarity yet unable to recall where she had been. It was as if she had been pulled into the monitor, only to be jolted back to reality when James called her name, “Melissa?” James and her mother were the only two people who ever used her real name, while everyone else referred to her as Lisa.

Lisa looked back at her brother still hunched over her laptop as he calmly explained, “Melissa, George is the bait. They want you to go in and save him. Luckily you parked down King’s Lane or they would know where you are at the moment. Do you want to talk to Amanda?” xxx

Lisa wasn’t too surprised at James’ revelations about George but she did wonder how he knew about her car. Lisa couldn’t think of an Amanda and how she would be involved. Before she managed to ask him she heard a voice coming from her laptop. The screen was mainly black but she noticed a dark shape slightly moving.

“How did you manage to hack into my laptop? Wait a minute, you are James. Is Lisa at your place? Of course she is, after all you are on her laptop and her car isn’t parked too far from your Mum’s place. Lisa, can you hear me?” Lisa could clearly hear a young woman talk to her. She had no idea who this Amanda was or how she was linked to her case or her laptop. Lisa was concerned that Amanda seemed to know her rather well and she herself had no idea who Amanda was. She wondered if Amanda was part of the trap too but surely James would not have established the link if that was the case. Somehow James must have figured out that Amanda was the answer to rescue George.

“Hello Amanda, nice to hear you. I guess we both want to save George without falling into a trap,” Lisa cautiously remarked.

“Yes, George has indeed managed to get himself in a bit of a pickle. It didn’t help that they wouldn't give him his meds after they returned him to his room and so he started to remember who he was and blurted out your plan as soon as they interrogated him. It was lucky that you had already left by then or you would be tied up too,” Amanda casually explained.
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