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Chapter 1​​



An Unlikely Ensemble​​


Somewhere in the world

Hope faded from the air like light from the downing Sun.

There was no way out. Ojoré’s frail and bruised body was trampled under the weight of the menacing beast. The brute was massive. Hungry and murderous, it vanquished his thin frame.

The pressure on his chest felt like a bench press he could not lift. Gasping for air, he held onto the hyena's neck while it tried to dig its canines into him. The animal's claws scratched his skin, opening elongated wounds that oozed blood.

Ojoré withered by the second. It seemed as if the hyena sucked all his energy through its ravenous mouth.

This is it; this is my final moment. I am going to die.

Scenes from the past flashed in his mind. His brain could not think straight.

Ojoré turned his face away from the hyena's champing mouth and saw several bubble-like objects floating across the vast landscape.

Giant bubbles floating in the air? Am I going mad? 

Mist transuded from the bubbles and lingered a few feet above the ground.

"Aaaaaahh," Ojoré shouted. His grip on the hyena waned.

I can't hold it any longer. 

Finally, he closed his eyes, let go of the hyena's neck, and waited for its teeth, for the pain, for his flesh to be torn apart.

But no such thing happened. Ojoré didn't feel a thing on his neck or any part of his body for that matter.

A blinding flash of white light shot toward him from the bubbles.

Am I dead? There was no pain. There is no pain. 

He blinked his eyes a few times. It made the light bearable. His vision cleared. The light's source glided toward him.

His eyes narrowed to focus on it. Wait a minute, it's a person. 

A humanoid figure slowly drew close. As it approached, an outline of a beautiful, curvy woman came into focus. Her presence filled the surroundings with misty vapors of fragrance. Sometimes it had floral notes with hints of jasmines, pine roses, plumerias, and kewras. Other times it smelled of musk and sandalwood and vetiver. She had skin that dazzled as if embedded with tiny jewels. Her attire was magical, unworldly; he had not seen a fabric like that before. It appeared as though water was woven into clothes. When she sauntered, the dress twisted, swirled, and more mist diffused the fragrance into the sultry air. It was heavenly. She appeared to walk into a slow catwalk, carrying the dress elegantly.

Her smile soothed, healed, energized. Ojoré could feel the strength return in his arms. Her eyes stared into his. There was no struggle, no hyena, no pain.

Angel? 

Suddenly, the next second, she picked up a rock and… Slam! She banged it on his head.

"Aaaaaah!" he screamed. Pain soared through his skull. It felt as if his brain was going to explode.

It knocked him out of his dream.

For a moment, Ojoré was in shock, unable to comprehend that he was awake. But when he did, he composed himself. It was not the first time he had had this particular dream. The woman had visited his dreams over and over again, although the story in the dream changed every now and then.

As Ojoré slowly regained consciousness, a faint melody hit his ears. This was immensely confusing.

The pain made it hard to concentrate. Where am I? 

He opened his eyes gently, and his vision went from blurred to clear as he blinked. The room was dimly lit. The ceiling behind the cobwebs was made of stone, while a dull and dirty tube light flickered above him, adding to the gloom. It looked like a basement with small windows at the top of the walls, protected by iron bars to prevent anyone from entering or leaving. They were covered with thick plywood sheets to block light, allowing little sound to pass. Though covered from all sides, the room was big. The air smelled stale and damp with hints of mold, stone, and dust.

Drums, lots of cheering, and clapping. The melody seemed to come from outside through the plywood-covered windows.

In the next second, he shouted, “What? Noooo—” He found himself lying on a hospital bed, a transparent tube injecting a clear solution into his arm from an intravenous bag hanging on his bedside.

Was I in an accident? I can't remember anything. This doesn't seem like a hospital. 

Ojoré took a deep breath. He tried to remember everything about what had gotten him into this situation. He tried to move his limbs, but nothing happened. The only thing he could move was his neck. Everything below was numb.

Panic struck like a terrible hangover. It pushed his mind to the next level of paranoia.

The head side of Ojoré’s bed was lifted a little on an incline. He slowly lifted his neck to look at his body. His arms and legs were restrained with chains and tied to a thick iron bed.

The pounding in his chest intensified. He could not understand what was going on. He tried to move his limbs vigorously and exerted all the strength he could muster, but nothing worked.

"Where am I? What's happening to me?" Ojoré shouted in his rhythmic Kenyan accent.

No answer.

"Who is doing this? Why have you chained me? Help! Someone, please help!"

Silence.

A few seconds later, a male voice spoke. It seemed to come from the opposite side of the room and had a sing-song Finnish accent. "Calm down. It'll only make it worse," the voice said. "You're not the only person in this room. Look around."

In his panic, he failed to notice the other occupants in the room, who were all in the same predicament.

"None of us can move our limbs either,” the Finnish voice said.

This time, he lifted his head and looked clearly at his surroundings. Five iron beds in the room were fastened to the floor, strong and sturdy. One big bed—about two feet longer than a standard California king but as wide as a twin—sat beside him, while the other three twin-size beds were in front. Additionally, the beds were restrained to the wall through heavy-duty iron chains. At the end of this basement were stairs made of stone that went upward, leading to an old but solid-looking iron door.

Ojoré turned his head. An enormous man occupied the big bed next to him. He was tied with more chains than the others and seemed deep in sleep. He lifted his head as much as he could. The three men in front of him seemed to be of average height as compared to the one beside him. All were injected with IVs as well.

"You're the last one to wake," the man from Finland said.

"Why can't I move my arms, my body? What's happening to me?"

"I don't know," the man replied. He had ash-blonde hair, almond-shaped sky-blue eyes, and a small nose on a round face. He was on the center bed in front of him. "I gained consciousness only a few hours ago."

"Why are we kept like this?"

"We don't know," the man on the opposite left side bed lifted his face, wearing an equally tense expression. His accent had minor tones of Chinese. Parts of his silky black hair fell over his narrow eyes. He had a slender nose over an oval-shaped face.

Ojoré still kept on asking questions. "Were we in some kind of medical emergency? Why have they chained us?"

"Does this look like a medical emergency to you? Not a single bit. If it were, they wouldn't have put chains on our bodies." The Finnish man jerked his neck to point out the shackles on his body. "We all have the same questions."

The intensity of music in the background increased, followed by the intensity of clapping. They all listened carefully, expecting to find some clue about their captivity. A few seconds later, the symphony reached its climax. Cheers and shouts followed. A few minutes later, everything died down, and all they could hear were muffled voices.

"Help!" Ojoré shouted. "Somebody, please help us!"

The others followed suit. "Help us, please," one by one, they screamed.

Silence.

Everyone lifted their heads and looked at each other in expectation, waiting for something to happen. They hoped someone would come running and explain what was going on.

However, much to their disappointment, no one came. They continued to wait silently for several minutes, staring at each other.

"Where are we? Is this still Nairobi?" he asked.

"Nairobi?" the man opposite to him said. "The last I remember, I was in Kourtane… Finland."

Ojoré did not speak.

"I'm Aarno, Finnish." The wrinkles on Aarno's forehead constricted. "What about you guys?"

"Ojoré," he replied. "Last I remember, I was in Nairobi, Kenya. I'm from there."

"Liang," the man on the opposite left bed from Ojoré replied. "Chinese. I was in Shanghai last; that's what I recall."

"I'm Diego," the man on the opposite right side spoke for the first time. "From Brazil." He coughed a little. "I had just arrived in Old Trafford, England. But now, where we are, I do not know." He had a thick Paulistano accent, which sounded nasal, crisp, and fast. He had dark, curly hair, a chiseled jawline with prominent cheekbones, and prominent eyes. Ojoré had not seen a man more handsome than him.

Ojoré glanced at the enormous man beside him. "Where's he from?"

"No idea," Aarno replied. "He was awake for a few seconds, murmured something, then passed out."

“D… D… Darren. F… from the USA." The man creaked his eyes open. He struggled with every word he spoke. "Was in H…Houston last. C…came back to senses before y'all, and by senses, I …m…mean only my f…f…freaking face." His midwestern accent was sturdy and sharp. He had a wide and pronounced jawline, thick eyebrows, a broad nose, and prominent eyes. His long hair was golden blonde, while his skin was rough with a hint of tan.

"Aaaaahhh." Darren stretched the muscles on his face wide as he finished, trying to induce some movement in his arms. But he was just as incapable as everyone else in the room. "Tried to get up for hours. Screamed at this goddamned ceiling until I passed out."

"Where do you think we are?" Ojoré asked

"Anywhere," Aarno replied. "We could be anywhere in the world. Look at us. All of us are from different countries."

"Not just different countries, different continents," Liang added.

Silence hung in the room like the smell of a rotten egg. No one liked it, but no one had anything to say. Their minds tried to make some sense of this information.

Liang broke the silence. "Think about this, why are five people from five different continents restrained, drugged, and held in this freaking room?" He deliberated on each part of the question as he spoke, as if to make it sink into everyone's head. His question, however, was silenced by the squeaking of the metal door. Their heads turned in the direction of the sound.

A man wearing a long white coat entered. Standing about five feet seven inches, he was skinny, with shiny copper hair, blue eyes, and a freckled face. A stethoscope hung around his neck.

He plodded in Ojoré's direction, came to a halt next to him, and pulled out a small wooden hammer from his coat pocket. Ojoré’s eyes fell on his right thumb, which was more tanned than the rest of his hand, dark brown from the thumb joint to the nail.

The man slid aside the bed sheet that covered Ojoré's legs, exposed his knees, and tapped the right knee gently with the hammer. On seeing no reflex action, he looked satisfied.

“Hey! Who are you? What are you doing to us?" Ojoré shouted. "Where are we?"

The man did not answer but repeated the same procedure on his left knee.

"He's asking you something, dimwit!" Darren's voice echoed.

The man ignored them. He tapped everyone's knees one by one and confirmed the lack of reflex action.

"Why are you holding us?" Darren shouted. He tried to move, free himself, and get out of there. Nothing worked. "Goddammit, answer the freaking question."

Silence.

"Please," Ojoré pleaded. "Please, tell us what's going on."

The man stopped. He considered for a while. Finally, after a few long seconds, he spoke in a thick accent. "I can't tell you anything, mate. I'm here against my will, just like you all are." His voice had that unmistakable Australian twang.

"Don't kid the hell with us," Darren screamed as loudly as his weakened throat allowed.

"Are we in Australia?" Liang asked.

"Sorry, I really can't say anything. My hands are tied."

"Please, tell us something," Ojoré pleaded. "Anything, please."

The man in the white coat darted toward the stairs to avoid more questions, held the doorknob, and paused. He stared at the knob for a few seconds as if pondering whether to speak. At last, he turned around. "Mr. Odingá, Mr. Heikkinen, Mr. Li, Mr. Swanson, Mr. García." He looked into each one's eyes as he addressed them. "I'm sorry, but the only thing I can tell you right now is that—"

"Is that what?" Ojoré asked, not waiting for him to finish.

The man swallowed, looked at them, and suddenly looked away. He stared at the floor as he spoke. "All of you have been taken hostage,"—he stumbled on his words—"and from what I've been through here, I can tell only this—you will be here for a long, long time."





Chapter 2​​



Connecting Dots​​


The man in the white coat closed the door behind him. Two metal ceiling fans made a rhythmic clunking sound as they recirculated the damp air through the massive basement. The boarded windows at the top of stony walls allowed neither light nor freshness inside. The faint melody that came through them earlier was gone, too. The sharp, antiseptic odor of the spirit that the man rubbed onto their limbs replaced the smell of dirt and dust from the stone-tiled floor.

The five hostages—Aarno, Darren, Ojoré, Liang, and Diego—stared at it for a long minute, dumbfounded.

Panic struck the room like a bullwhip.

"Ungh!" Darren labored all the strength he could muster, trying to move. The drugs repressed his sizable biceps, beefy thighs, and girthy calves, which he often relied on for strength and attitude. The redness in his bulging eyes showed his rage. "Let me go, you piece of shit, let me go." He bellowed toward the ceiling. "I swear—I swear you'll regret this when I get out of these shackles."

The other four hostages tried to get up, but the only thing that moved was the muscles on their faces.

"Help!" Ojoré shouted. His prominent brown lips quivered as words left his mouth. His dark skin shone from the sweat that rolled down his forehead from his black curly hair. “Please help us! Please let us go.”

“Oh meu deus. Oh meu deus, taken hostage? Why?” Diego screamed. Despite the hospital gown and the screams coming out of his mouth, Diego looked handsome. His perfect, white teeth shined as his chiseled jawline, and cheekbones showed the struggle on his face. "What do we do now? What do we do?"

"Who are you people?" Liang shouted. The veins on his slender neck protruded through his fair, smooth skin. His dark brown, silky hair fell here and there when he shook his head. "What are you going to do to us?"

Their voices circled the basement like winds from a ceiling fan. But none were answered. They kept staring at each other in search of answers.

Aarno was the only one who composed himself from the shock. We have to think ahead. He waited for the commotion to pass, for others to finish expressing their fright. "Friends, calm down. We are not going to gain anything if we panic." He waited for a few seconds. "The real question is what they want from us."

"I don't understand," Liang said. "Who are they? And why would they take us hostage?"

"Money, I'd say," Ojoré replied. "Most abductions are for money."

Aarno nodded. "I agree, but why five people at the same time? And from so many different countries."

"I'm the son of an ordinary farmer," Darren added. "We ain't no millionaires."

"I'm no rico either,” Diego said. “It cannot be money. If they are after money, they wouldn't have kidnapped me."

"Well, count me with you and Darren, Diego," Liang added.

Aarno kept quiet. The eyelids on his sky-blue eyes did not move as he concentrated hard on the question. "Then what can it be?" he said.

"Revenge?" Diego suggested.

"But how? We don't even know each other. I don't recall crossing paths with you folks anywhere. How could it be revenge? We have nothing in common. Besides, I never wronged anyone for them to seek revenge."

"The more I think about it, the more I wonder…" Liang said. "Is there something that connects us? Something that makes us valuable to them?"

"Or something that threatens them," Darren added.

"We don't know who they are," Ojoré said. "How do we find the reason? And as Aarno said, we don't know each other. What can possibly be common between us? We are not from the same parts of the world, let alone the same country."

Silence seized the room like a fire takes wood. It felt as if the light from the flickering tube lights had dimmed some more, and the color of stone on the walls, pillars, and arches appeared darker than before.

"Maybe if we know more about each other, we can connect the dots," Liang suggested. "Find a common thread that links us all."

"That's a good start," Aarno concurred. "We should talk about our backgrounds, our lives."

"I agree," Diego chimed in. "Who wants to go first?"

No answer.

"Liang, as it was your idea, why don’t you go first?" Aarno asked.

Liang waited for a few seconds. "I'm not sure where to begin, what to tell."

"Do you remember how you were abducted? What were you doing that day? Anything?"

"I remember, but only faintly. Maybe I'll remember more as I tell."

"Great, let's hear it."

Liang closed his eyes and sighed. After a long pause, he began his story.





Chapter 3​​



Liang Li​​


Hostage 1 

Shanghai, China

Liang Li and his companion Sun stood waiting on the sidewalk next to the Chinese-style archway of the Yuyuan market on Renmin Road. Liang sported dark blue jeans, a black t-shirt, and a brown jacket. A grey backpack hung behind his shoulders. Sun looked stunning in her white thigh-high dress, which hugged tightly to her slender hourglass figure, displaying a generous amount of cleavage. She held a sky-blue denim jacket in her right arm. Her waist-high hair was silky black, her skin smooth as a baby's, and her pink lips soft like rose petals.

The weather was delightful: no clouds, good sunlight, and no rain. It was a haze-free day with clear skies.

"How about these guys?" Sun nudged her head toward a group.

"No, we need someone who is visiting for the first time, someone alone." Liang gazed ahead. "Never try this con on a group."

"How about this one?" Sun pointed her eyes toward another tourist.

"Good. Foreigners are easy. But look closely, this is not his first visit."

"How do you know?"

"Experience and intuition." Liang smirked. "Look at his body language; he's not looking at a map or phone, not asking for directions, not taking pictures. "

Sun stared at the guy.

"Does he look nervous, confused? Is he over-courteous to everyone on the street?"

"No, he looks confident."

"Exactly. He seems like someone who knows his way around the city."

“Suǒyǐ, bù qù.” Sun nodded.

They surveyed the crowd around them.

The streets around the Yuyuan Garden were swarmed with shoppers and tourists. Everyone who visited Shanghai, whether for business or pleasure, paid a visit to the pristine garden located in the heart of Shanghai's old city neighborhood. This was especially true of foreigners.

The 16th-century garden housed many ancient cultural relics—wooden furniture, Buddha paintings, wood-carved dragons, stone-carved lions, scarlet tassel decorations, jade sculptures, and ginkgo trees. Small ponds inside its walls were packed with orange-colored koi. Visitors watched as the tangerine fish rushed toward the latest piece of crumb touching the water's surface.

Surrounding the garden was the Yuyuan bazaar. The aroma of local cuisine rode the air. There were dumplings, steamed buns, meats on sticks, ice cream, and countless other snacks.

"Try this." Liang bought two sticks of roasted chicken, handed one to Sun. Sounds of bargaining between vendors and shoppers, sellers advertising their products, and music from street performers surrounded them.

"Hěn hào chī, delicious." Sun ate from the stick. She gazed at a street-side vendor showing off an attachment made of small wheels, which, after fastening to shoes, transformed them into roller skates. "That's awesome."

"Shh, concentrate."

"Why are we here? We're unable to find anyone." She dumped the meatless stick in the nearby trash can. "There are tourists inside; let's go in."

"Patience, Sun. It becomes more difficult and obvious inside. Trust me. This is the best spot. You'll find out why soon."

After about ten minutes, a big bus halted on the opposite side of the road. It was the dedicated Yuyuan Garden stop on the red route of this open-top, hop-on-hop-off bus that ferried tourists all around town. After offloading, the bus left. Visitors waited at the traffic light to cross the road toward the archway at the entrance of the bazaar.

"Look over there," Liang whispered. "One of them is our catch."

He studied the approaching lot one by one. There was a family of four, then a group of friends, a couple, and a single man. Liang eyed the last. Short and beefy, he wore shorts, a half-sleeve shirt, a hat, and sneakers. A DSLR camera hung from his neck through a broad belt with a bold Nikon written over it. An expensive-looking pair of sunglasses shaded his eyes.

"That's our guy, the one by himself." Liang tilted his head gently in that direction. "Do you remember what to do?"

"Shì." Sun nodded.

"Good. Let's get started."

The man crossed the street, halted, and began taking pictures of the archway. After a few clicks, he returned the cap to the lens and walked again.

"Excuse me, sir. Would you take a picture of us together?" Liang extended his phone.

"Absolutely." The man picked up the phone and snapped a few pictures of Liang and Sun while they posed. Drops of sweat slid from his broad forehead onto his chubby cheeks and over to his double-chinned neck as he moved and extended his arms to capture the best frame.

"See if they look good," he said, returning the phone.

"Yes, they're excellent. Xièxiè."

"You are welcome."

"I'm Liang, and this is my friend Sun. We're visiting Shanghai from Beijing. What's your name?"

"Doug."

"Where are you from, Mr. Doug?"

"Umm, St. Louis, USA."

"Oh, from America. Welcome to China. Is this your first time?"

"Yes, arrived just yesterday." Doug smiled an awkward smile.

"Sun and my first time in Shanghai too."

Sun grinned at Doug. He smiled back.

"If you are going to the Yuyuan Garden, you’d better wait,” Liang said. “It's very crowded right now. We were just in there; it took us about one hour at the ticket counter. I suggest you wait for some time till there are fewer people."

"It's all right. I've nothing else to do. My bus has left.” Doug extended his arm toward the bus stop. “It won't be back for thirty minutes, so I'll wait in line."

"Well, we are going to a tea performance. It's close to here. Why don't you join us?" Liang said with a wide smile.

"What's a tea performance?" Doug narrowed his eyes curiously.

"It's where they let you taste all the different traditional Chinese teas."

Doug considered for a few seconds. "Well, I don't want to intrude on your time together. It's all right. I will go by myself to the garden."

"No, no, you wouldn't be intruding. It's not every day we get to make friends with foreigners. Please join us, I insist," Liang said and waited eagerly for Doug to take the bait.

“I don’t know, man.” Doug hesitated.

“Please, Doug, I insist as well.” Sun tilted her head a little and smiled her widest smile.

"If you insist.” There was a hint of blush on Doug’s pink cheeks. “Where's the tea performance?"

Liang pulled his phone out and pretended to look it up on the map. "It’s close from here. Straight on this street and then a left.”

The three of them walked through the archway to the sidewalk and continued on the street toward the Yuyuan bazaar.

The bazaar and its streets were full of traditional Chinese architecture buildings - wooden walls painted in blackish red, glazed clay tiled roofs with pointy edges curved toward the sky. The buildings sparkled spectacularly at night, with lights running along the edges of roofs and walls. Countless souvenir shops were harbored inside. Laughing Buddha statues, beautifully carved wooden dragons, Chinese opera characters, and other objects peeped out from their glass exhibits. Also displayed were Chinese jewelry, silk dresses, and teapots so delicate they seemed they would break with the slightest touch of a finger. Rows of scarlet lanterns with golden laces hung from ropes running along the streets, adding a festive ambiance to the entire area.

"To be honest, I'm overwhelmed. Trying to navigate through a new town and unable to communicate in Mandarin is intimidating." Doug jumped over a puddle of water. "Having a native Mandarin speaker like you guys showing me around is a godsend. Thank you."

"It's our honor." Liang smiled. "So, what do you do in America?"

"I'm in sales, here on business," Doug said. He removed a handkerchief from his pocket.

"We are students at Beijing University."

"Oh, good. What do you study?" Doug wiped the sweat on his face.

"I'm studying English, and she is studying Physics." Liang paused to step over another puddle of water. "That's why I can speak English."

"Yeah, your English is excellent."

The street was packed. The three of them dodged the passersby coming up to them from everywhere.

"Thank you. Her English is not so good, so she's too shy to talk to you."

"That's all right. I don't speak Mandarin either." Doug smiled at Sun. Sun’s soft lips broke into a cherubic smile that displayed her perfect teeth.

After a long walk, the three entered a small shop. The panels of the saloon door swung several times around their hinges behind them before closing. There was a reception desk opposite it, beside which was a narrow hallway. On either side of the hallway were small booths. The saloon door, reception desk, booths, and other furniture were made from oak and stained a deep maroon. The hostess behind the reception desk had short black hair, a round face, and a small nose. Her petite frame was covered with a scarlet Qipao gown. She bowed, led them inside a private booth through a sliding door, and asked them to take the bench on the opposite side behind a table. They crammed into the small bench, with Liang sitting in the middle. On the tabletop, a black metal teapot sat over a small gas stove through which vapors puffed out. Several glass jars holding various types of teas lined the rack shelves on the booth's left side.

As they assumed their seats behind a wooden table, Sun asked questions through Liang's translations about life in America and reciprocated with Chinese customs. Almost all things translated by Liang, as coming from Sun, were compliments.

A few minutes later, a tea pourer entered the chamber and slid the door behind him. He wore an off-white cotton tunic and trousers with a round Tang cap that matched his tunic. A thin tapering mustache occupied the center of his oval face. Wearing a blank expression, he spoke in Mandarin.

"He is talking about the history of tea in China," Liang translated.

The tea pourer began his performance by placing a frog statue in the front and pouring hot water over it.

"That's supposed to be the tea god. We must thank him by offering him the first tea before we start. It brings good health."

Doug stole a glance at Sun. She grinned, batting her eyelashes as if she were interested.

The tea pourer pulled out six different types of clear jars from the rack and placed them on the table. Each contained a different kind of tea. He put four small China cups in front of them, opened the first jar, scooped some tea, and added it to the teapot. The delicate teacups resembled something similar to shot glasses in size but had detailed artwork framing their sides. He poured hot water over it and let it brew. After a few minutes, he poured the tea into the cups and handed them to the three. Liang showed Doug the correct way of holding the cups.

"After you, my friend. Ganbei!"

Doug gulped. It was refreshing and relaxing. The tea pourer described the benefits of this tea, and Liang translated them for Doug. One after another, they tasted all the different kinds of teas on the table.

“Nǐ xiǎng mǎi nǎ zhǒng chá?” the tea pourer asked with lazy eyes.

"He is asking whether we'd like to buy any tea," Liang told Doug.

"I'll go with Jasmine," Doug replied. He closed his eyes to take in the crisp aromas of brewing teas.

"Green for us," Liang said, looking at Sun.

The tea pourer went inside and brought two sealed packets. Sun spoke to him in Mandarin. He went inside again and brought another one. Sun handed the packet to Liang.

Liang placed the packet in front of Doug. "She wants to gift you this tea."

"Are you sure?” Doug asked Sun.

She nodded. Doug smiled and bowed.

"Shall we ask for the bill?" Liang asked

"Sure." Doug nodded.

The tea pourer left to fetch the check. Liang, Sun, and Doug meanwhile exchanged emails and phone numbers. The tea pourer returned and presented them with the bill. Liang looked at it casually, as if it were nothing, and passed it on to Doug.

"It's a custom not to let the lady pay. Is it all right if we both split it?"

Doug was still looking at the number. It was 2500 RMB.

"Umm, about three hundred and fifty dollars. Wow! That’s quite expensive." The smile on Doug’s face vanished while the lines on his broad forehead became prominent as he struggled to come to terms with the amount.

"Yes, but that's what it costs. Besides, you are taking tea with you as well."

Sun looked and smiled at Doug uninterrupted. Dough glanced at Sun, then handed his credit card, still unable to digest the number. Liang paid in cash.

After settling the tab, the three left.

"Let's take you to the ticket counter," Liang said as he pocketed his receipt.

Doug followed the two. The crowd increased on the streets of the bazaar as they treaded past the oncoming people.

It took them about fifteen minutes to reach the ticket counter of the Yuyuan Garden. There was no line at all. "See, I told you to wait. Now, there is no line," Liang said with a smile.

Doug did not complain about the cost of the tea performance again, but he did not smile either.

"Sorry, but we can't accompany you inside; we already visited in the morning," Liang said. “Enjoy the garden.”

He and Sun waved, turned around, and walked in the opposite direction. In seconds, they disappeared into the crowd, leaving Doug behind them, staring in confusion.

Rushing through the same street they had taken before from the tea shop and passing by the same shops they glanced at on their way, Liang and Sun returned to the tea shop.

"And that's how it's done." Liang counted their share of cash from the owner as they stood in the back alley next to the rear door of the tea shop.

"But I played my part well, too. Remember, he was into me. That's why he paid the money."

"Ya, ya, whatever, but it was my plan." He smiled. "Now tell me, how do you want to spend it?"

"I always wanted to go on that cruise by the river. I have seen people go there but have never been on one myself.” Sun put on the denim jacket she’d carried in her arm, pulled out a scrunchy, and tied her hair. She held Liang by his arm. There was excitement in her voice. She stared at the clear, blue sky as she spoke. “I want to enjoy tonight."

"My lady, tonight, all your desires will be fulfilled."

They both kissed.

❦

Dusk lights on the futuristic Shanghai skyline appeared like jewelry on a bride.

The metal, glass, and concrete jungle dazzled with reflections of copper and gold. As the Sun dipped, city lights popped to life. Sun and Liang stood in line to board the cruise, which sailed across the Huangpu River, offering prodigious views of the riverfront. With its aluminum railings and blue-white lights, the cruise terminal looked marvelous.

It was packed. Some came here to wine and dine in the backdrop of the magnificent ambiance, while others wanted to sail for the fresh breeze.

Sun and Liang dressed fashionably. Liang wore a black tuxedo that he had stolen by conning a man from a dry cleaner. Sun wore a beautiful shiny, black, one-piece satin dress which was stolen in a similar manner.

"Top deck, fast; let's take the best spot before it's gone,” Liang whispered into Sun’s right ear.

In one minute, they reached the top deck. Sun stared at the artificial turf on the desk’s floor and multicolored lights that ran all across the taffrail in amazement. “Wow," she whispered, “it’s wonderful.”

"Wait here." Liang went inside. Minutes later, he returned with two beers. "Ganbei!" He raised his glass. They emptied their drinks.

"Today's count at the tea shop was ten, the most in months." Liang grinned. “I think the tea shop is way better than the traditional medicine shop. It is harder to con tourists by getting them to buy fake herbs. Glad we’re not doing that anymore.” He rested his back on the taffrail. "Tonight, we have a lot of money to spend."

The boat sailed onto the calm waters of the Huangpu River. The night sky was clear with twinkling stars.

Sun closed her eyes and untied her hair. Liang turned around, rested his elbows on the taffrails, and sipped from his glass. The gentle breeze caressed his face, taking the day's tiredness with it. The beer and the vibes set the mood. The buildings along Huangpu's banks lit up one by one, the water majestic with reflections.

Liang kept buying more beers one after the other.

After half an hour, the cruise made a U-turn for the terminal. Halfway down the route, the captain announced, "Ladies and gentlemen, in about one minute, the Oriental Pearl Tower lights will be illuminated. So be ready with your cameras."

Liang and Sun pulled out their phones, ready for the pictures.

The tower dazzled from bottom to top. Flashing colors with fancy patterns filled the night sky, and it appeared as if the entire Shanghai skyline had been transformed into one gigantic discothèque, with music on the cruise ship complementing the display.

"It's amazing, I have never seen anything like this," Sun said. "Oh, Liang, I love you so much."

"Anything for my love." They kissed.

The light show played for several minutes.

"I hope it never ends," Sun said as the cruise retreated toward the terminal.

"Don't worry, the night is still young."

Liang and Sun disembarked the ship with many pictures and a lot many beers in their bellies.

"Where are we going next?" Sun asked as she held Liang’s arm on their way toward the taxi stand.

Liang kissed Sun again. "Okay, beautiful, let me show you the time of your life."

They took a cab to a five-star hotel on the Bund, one of the city's most popular areas. As it halted, a neatly dressed doorman opened the cab door. "Welcome," he greeted.

Sun scanned the glass building along its length. Liang read the expressions on her face. "Don't worry, we won't spend our hard-earned cash on this. I have a way,” he said.

Receiving his tip, the doorman rushed to open the lobby door. "Thank you," he said.

Liang nodded a privileged nod. They entered the lobby. It was tall, like an atrium, with huge, circular pillars and a shiny, beige granite floor. Beautiful, golden chandeliers hung from the ceiling with warm yellow lights.

Liang turned toward Sun and sat her on a plush upholstered chair near a corner. "Wait here, I'll be back in a second."

"But—" Sun moved uncomfortably on the edge of the chair.

"Trust me, I've been here before." Liang turned to face the lobby. “Where was the housekeeping staffroom?” He scanned the area. “There.”

Slow and stealthy, he walked toward the housekeeping staffroom. Making sure nobody was watching, he slid inside and waited. A lady walked in, hung her coat, and went to the toilet. He quickly went to the coat, searched the pockets, and found the master key. Score! He looked at the housekeeping schedule for rooms that requested evening service. A few minutes later, he returned to the lobby and dialed the first number on the list from the courtesy phone. No one answered. He dialed the same room a second time, but again, there was no reply. Liang didn't believe his luck. He returned to Sun; they both took the elevator to the twenty-second floor.

"What are we doing?" Sun asked, jumping on her toes in excitement.

"Wait and watch." Liang smiled

The elevator door opened. Plaques on the opposite wall, printed with room numbers and directions, greeted them. Wine-red carpet with designs of flowers covered the hallway floor, while a line of warm yellow lights fixed every few feet on the sidewalls followed them along the way. Liang found the room, swiped the master key, and slowly opened the door.

"Score!" Liang screamed in excitement.

He held the door open for Sun and winked as she looked into his eyes. The door closed behind them. As they entered the room from the entryway, floor-to-ceiling windows greeted them, presenting magnificent views of the Huangpu and the skyline along its banks. A gentle fragrance with notes of orange, jasmine, and white tea hit their senses. The room twinkled with the rhythmic beating of lights from the Oriental Pearl Tower through the spotless glass.

Sun jumped on the bed. The linen was clean and crisp.

"Oh my God, it- it's—" The lights, the décor, and the alcohol overwhelmed Sun. Liang jumped on her. "Mmm," she moaned. Their hands clasped each other’s; their bodies intertwined. Their lovemaking roared like there was no tomorrow.

Just when they were about to climax, click! The doorknob turned, and a man walked inside, standing at the edge of the entryway. The light show from the tower outside paused, leaving the room in darkness.

Liang and Sun covered themselves with the bedsheet. They could not see his face.

The man pulled out a gun, screwed something on its tip. Swoop, swoop, swoop came the sound of projectiles. The needles at the tips of them pierced Liang and Sun on the shoulder and chest.

"You think you're so smart?" he said. "You thought you conned me, huh?"

The man stepped forward, and the shadows of the room shifted to reveal Doug's face with a grin spread across it. "Well, as it turns out, the reality is just the opposite, Mr. Li."

"I’ve tailed you since morning. I had to ensure it was you, so I played along in your con." Doug leaned forward. "Do you think you got the housekeeping key downstairs by luck?" He approached Liang's left ear. "I am the predator, Mr. Li, not the prey," he whispered. And I came to China just to hunt you."

In the next second, the tranquilizer kicked in, and Liang passed out onto the bed.

A few weeks later, he woke up in a basement, tied to a bed next to four foreigners, unable to move.
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Lucas Sánchez​​


Boston, Massachusetts, USA

Two years before the abduction of the five hostages 

Dr. Lucas Sánchez placed the keys of his Toyota Prius into a bowl atop a side table by the door. At five feet five inches, he was middle-aged with an average build, a peculiarly elongated nose, brown hair, and gray eyes. Sánchez held a Ph.D. and worked in the Computational and Systems Biology department at M.I.T. in Boston. He’d taught there for many years and conducted considerable research for the university.

Sanchez closed the door behind him, sat on the bench in the entry foyer, and placed his laptop bag on the side.

"Lucas, honey, Mark called again today." Martha, his wife, inserted her hand inside a well-cushioned oven glove. "He was very convincing. Why don't you at least go and visit the place?"

Dr. Mark Blanchard was Sanchez's good friend and ex-colleague. Together, they authored many academic papers that were published in world-renowned scientific journals. Their collaboration on research in genetics, machine learning, and data warehousing worked perfectly. This, however, lasted only until Dr. Blanchard accepted a new job in Las Vegas at a new research lab called the National Medical Research Laboratory.

"Martha, we talked about this. I don't want to move from Boston; I love my job; all our extended family and friends are here."

"Well, regarding that," Martha paused to retrieve the apple pie from the oven. "David called this morning; his next assignment is at the Nellis Air Force Base near Las Vegas." She placed it on the kitchen counter and examined the crust. "He said his project could go on for several years."

"Hmm," came the reply. Finally, after so many years, my son has an assignment that’s inside the country. 

"And—"

"And?" Sanchez raised his eyebrows.

“Michelle’s application got accepted.”

“That’s wonderful news.” Sanchez stopped midway from untying his dress shoes. I have seen my daughter’s scores. He shook his head.

“Which school?” he asked.

“University of Nevada in Las Vegas,” she said. “The admission comes with a handsome scholarship, too.”

“What? I didn't know she applied there,” he said.

Something doesn’t add up. Michelle got into UNLV with those scores? Sanchez wondered as he removed his shoes and socks. He walked past the staircase to the second floor and entered the kitchen.

The kitchen had a semi-open layout with an L-shaped counter with light-brown granite, which housed a gas stove, an oven, and a ceramic sink. There were windows above the kitchen sink and behind the breakfast table on the other side. They kept the room well illuminated with natural light and allowed fresh air to come in on cooler days. An island in the middle was where Sanchez often tasted Martha’s delicious cooking.

"This cannot be a coincidence; it has to be Mark. I'm sure this is his doing."

"You make it sound like it's a bad thing. Even if he did pull some strings, what's the harm? He just wants you by his side; he trusts you." Martha finished cutting the pie into pieces, lifted a piece from the pan, and placed it on a floral porcelain plate. "Why don't you reconsider it with an open mind? You have three good reasons to move now: David, Michelle, and Mark—your best friend." She nudged the plate toward him. "The kids will be there at least for four years. Who knows, maybe they'll stay longer. I'd love to be close to them."

As Sanchez pulled a stool from underneath the island, Martha slid open a drawer, fetched a fork, and handed it to Sánchez with a wide smile.

He sat down, cut a bite with the fork. As he relished the warm, sweet goodness of her baking, he realized that the situation was too perfect to ignore. They both wanted to be closer to the kids.

"I'll take it. Let's move to Vegas."

❦

After two months of back and forth between Boston and Las Vegas, Sanchez and Martha settled into their suburban house. It took them two more months to feel at home in the new city, but eventually, they did. The house was two-storied with a beige stucco finish and brown Spanish terracotta tiled roof. A mesquite tree, surrounded by small cacti, stood in the front yard, surrounded by red lava gravel. The entry porch had a small metal bench beside which were pots of pink roses.

"The institute is amazing, the work is extraordinary, I have no limits on funding for my research, and I have full autonomy." Sánchez beamed as he entered the living room from the entryway. It had an open layout with the kitchen, dining, and living area all seamlessly integrated.

He had returned from his first day at the NMRL.

The NMRL was funded by the U.S. Government from the revenue collected by implementing a new tax on the casinos. Someone in the higher echelons of the capital wanted this project to go through without hurdles, and so it did. The Nevada government and the American Gaming Association publicized it in the media as a step to convert some of the "sin" in Sin City to goodwill.

"Didn't I tell you this was a good decision?" Martha replied from across the kitchen island, wearing a lime green apron.

"Thank you, my love." He beamed at her from the other side, removing his navy-blue coat jacket, and unbuttoning his shirt cuffs.

"I'm happy too, honey; having the kids home on weekends is so good."

He went into the kitchen, took her in his arms. They kissed.

Sanchez’s next several months went repainting the bedrooms, redoing the backyard, hosting house parties for neighbors and collogues, and exploring the nearby national parks with his kids. Before he knew it, it had been almost a year for them in Las Vegas.

One morning, the alarm clock squawked as usual with all its vigor. Sanchez woke, and so did Martha. He went to the shower, and she to the kitchen.

"Honey, breakfast is ready," she shouted after several minutes.

Sanchez dried himself, covered himself in bath robes, and went into the kitchen. His usual three eggs, sunny side up, bacon, and potatoes were ready on the kitchen table, along with a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice. "I'm blessed to have you." He kissed her on the cheek as he sat down in a chair. She blushed.

After breakfast, he got ready for work while Martha packed him a sandwich for lunch. They kissed on the front porch again before he left in his silver Toyota Prius. NMRL was on the outskirts of the city. Therefore, Sanchez did not encounter any traffic on the way, and in about twenty minutes, he parked his car in the garage and swiped his access card on the reader at the entrance of the building.

Good morning, Dr. Sánchez," Steve, the security guard, greeted with a wide smile as he entered.

The reception area behind Steve was wide and tall with chandeliers hanging from the top, sitting areas made of small sofas, pots of indoor plants here and there, pictures of Nobel laureates on each wall, and a big reception desk in the center. However, the hall and the entire building, for that matter, were windowless.

"Good morning, Steve.” Sanchez shook his hand with a smile. “How're you?"

"I'm good, sir. How about yourself?"

"It's been quite busy lately."

"You don't have to tell me. For the last two months, you've been the last one I see when I make my evening rounds."

"Well, today won't be any different either.” Sanchez patted Steve on the shoulder. “See you in the evening."

"Sure, sir, have a blessed day."

"You too, Steve."

Sanchez went past the reception desk and took the first of the five long hallways. After five minutes of walking past closed doors on either side and some more pictures of scientists in between, he reached his door. Sanchez scanned the badge and entered. The lab was sophisticated, with lots of computers, servers stacked inside racks, displays, and switches. It looked more like a computer data center than a medical research lab. Sanchez's work was developing AI algorithms to detect patterns in genes from vast quantities of data.

Sanchez went through his routines of checking the equipment, ensuring preventive maintenance procedures were complete, safety procedures were followed, and, most importantly, all the data was backed up properly the previous night. Later, he moved to check the models his team had worked on the previous week, testing and re-testing every scenario, and before he knew it, it was late. He was the only scientist still at the NMRL.

Sanchez had wrapped up his work and was about to leave when the monitors, desks, and chairs before him blurred. The screens on the walls and the server racks around him swirled as if he were stuck in a carousel.

Sanchez blinked his eyes and shook his head to get out of it. But it continued. He could feel his chest rise and fall fast as his breathing became heavy.

With his eyes closed most of the time, feeling his way by touching here and there, he hurried outside to get some air. He realized he could not run; he could only limp.

When he exited the building, he took a deep breath and opened his eyes. Giant bubble-like objects appeared and floated around him. Their boundaries shone red, orange, and black, like holes burned in a stretched cloth when touched by a lit incense stick.

I need to call 911. 

His dizziness worsened. He searched his pockets for the phone. Shit, it must be in the lab. He rushed inside, opened the lab door, and collapsed.

Pain soared through his head as it rammed the hard floor.

All Sánchez could see was dazzling light; all he could feel was a sense of speed. In a few minutes, his eyes gave in, taking him into darkness.
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Continued-Part 1​​


Las Vegas, Nevada, USA

The sun had set into the arid Nevada desert on a hot summer evening, but the sky was still trying to hold on to the remnants of the sun’s rays. Their dance spewed magical shades of red, yellow, orange, and purple onto the distant horizon.

After sweating it out for almost an hour on the treadmill in his basement gymnasium, Dr. Mark Blanchard doused himself in a cold shower and decided to relax with a beer on the patio of his expensive suburban house. It was a quiet neighborhood. The house had five bedrooms, a swimming pool, a private gym, a bar, and a huge backyard. The terrain was a little hilly, but the design of Mark’s house perfectly hugged its contours. In fact, this elevation offered the property magnificent views of the distant Las Vegas Strip.

Mark opened the refrigerator, pulled out an ice-cold pint of Corona, cut a piece of fresh lime on his spotless marble kitchen counter, and placed it into the bottle. With gentle pressure, he pushed the piece against the resisting orifice of the bottle. It went straight into the cold one, like a diver plunging into a swimming pool and coming back up with all the fizz, bubbles, and freshness.

Mark slid open the kitchen door that led onto the patio deck. He perched in his armchair, gazing at the distantly lit skyline of dazzling casino buildings. On one side, a bright beam of white light shot upward from the apex of the Luxor pyramid, while on the other side, the stratosphere tower’s spire changed colors in a quick, rhythmic fashion. Between these two, one could distinguish the faint silhouettes of the Eiffel Tower at Paris, Paris, and the Manhattan skyline at New York, New York.

As Mark returned inside to fetch another pale lager, the phone rang. He quickly followed the sound, picked it up. "This is Mark."

"Th—th—this is Steve, Dr. Blanchard." Steve’s voice sounded shaky.

"Hello, Steve, how are you, my man?"

"Th—th—there was an accident, Dr. Blanchard. Dr—Dr. Sánchez is lying on the floor."

"What? What happened?" The calm on Mark’s face vanished.

"I don't know, Dr. Blanchard. I just got here, found him like this."

"Is there blood? Is he breathing?" There was tension in Mark’s voice.

"No, no, there's no blood, and yes, he is breathing, but his belongings are all over the floor."

Mark sighed. A long pause followed. Composing himself, Mark deliberated on what to do next.

"Dr. Blanchard, you still there?"

"Yes, yes, I am here. All right, here is what I want you to do, Steve. Move Dr. Sánchez from his lab into the lobby, and only then call 911. There is a lot of classified information in that lab. Nobody can know the lab exists. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

"I'll break the news to Martha." Blanchard hung up the phone.

He immediately dialed Mrs. Sánchez.

"Hello?" she answered.

"Martha, this is Mark."

"Hey, Mark. Lucas is not home yet. I thought you were with Lucas at work."

"I had a meeting downtown this afternoon. So, left early today."

"And you're making my husband work late instead." She chuckled.

"Listen," Mark said in a severe tone, "I have some bad news. I just received a call. Lucas met with an accident; he's in the hospital."

"What? How?" Martha's voice trembled. "Is he alright?"

"I don't know yet." He swallowed; his voice subdued with guilt. “They took him to the Desert Springs Hospital. I'm driving there right now; I will pick you up on the way."

It took Mark thirty minutes to reach Sánchez’s house. He saw Martha waiting on the driveway, impatiently, her face covered with sweat. She rushed toward his SUV, opened the door, and sat in the front passenger seat.

“What happened to Lucas?” she asked, pulling out a Kleenex from the box on the dashboard.

“We’re still investigating. But right now, let’s focus on Lucas. Here, have some water.” Mark handed her a bottle.

The rest of the ride went in silence. They arrived at the hospital forty minutes later.

Mark followed Martha through the parking lot as she rushed toward the emergency room entrance. The automatic sliding doors opened into the reception, where patients waited in rows of chairs. They went straight to the reception desk, where an old woman stared at them. A plastic name tag on her scrub read Kimberly.

“Kimberly, I am Mark Blanchard. We are here for Lucas Sánchez,” Mark spoke before Martha. “I talked to Dr. Aguilar earlier over the phone.”

“Yes, he’s waiting for you. This way, please.”

Kimberly led them through a series of doors and hallways that were brightly lit with white lights and smelled of bleach. Mark saw Martha grab her purse tightly as she walked.

In a few minutes, they entered the CT scan room.

"Dr. Aguilar? Mark Blanchard. This is Martha, Dr. Sánchez’s wife.”

“Dr. Blanchard, yes, please come in.” Dr Aguilar turned away from the monitors before him to face them. The hair on his head was grey. A pair of glasses sat on his nose, and a stethoscope hung around his neck over a white coat engraved with his name.

Across the glass window on his right, Sanchez lay on the examination table of an enormous, donut-shaped scanner. Martha placed her right hand on the glass, staring at him, tears rolling down her cheeks.

"What happened to my husband? Is he going to be alright?"

"We're still running some tests. Initial results do not reveal anything we expected," Dr. Aguilar replied. "It doesn't seem anything cardiovascular, no stroke, no heart attack. No other obvious things."

"Well, that's good news, isn't it?" She wiped her tears with a facial tissue and turned to face the doctor.

"I can’t be sure yet," Dr. Aguilar replied with a straight face.

"What's wrong, Doctor?" Martha’s face showed her anxiety.

"I know this is hard, Mrs. Sánchez," Dr. Aguilar said sympathetically. "The patient is in a coma."

"But why?" Martha was confused. "How?"

Dr. Aguilar stepped forward. "At this point, we don't have an answer. We're trying our best to find out just that. I have requested some of the best specialists from all over the country to fly down to Vegas to work on this case. But, I’m—I’m…”

"What is it, Doctor? Tell me straight." More tears rolled down Martha's cheeks.

"I'm afraid you have to be prepared for the possibility that it might take a very long time for your husband to come out of the coma," he paused. "If he does at all."

Mark came next to Martha and put an arm around her. He rubbed her shoulders, trying to calm her down.

"Doctor, there must be something you can do, please,” Mark said, his hands still trying to pacify Martha.

"I'm sorry, but right now, all we can do is pray and hope for the best."

❦

Six months went by as slowly as the clouds on a windless day.

One morning, on his way to work, Mark stopped by the Desert Spring Hospital to check on Sanchez. As he entered Sanchez’s room, the fresh, fragrant lilies in the vase on the side table told him that Martha had come before him. He sat in the armchair next to the bed, talked to Sanchez for a few minutes, though he knew that Sanchez probably couldn’t hear what he said, and left the room. As his SUV left the parking lot, he called Martha.

“Martha, this is Mark. How are you? I went to the hospital this morning.”

“Hey, Mark, I am good. Looks like I missed you by a few minutes. I was there, too.”

“Yes, I saw the lilies. Hey, listen, I was thinking of stopping by after work to catch up with you.”

“Yes, please come. I will make something good for dinner.”

“Awesome.”

Mark finished his work early that evening and reached the Sánchez residence around six o’clock. When Martha opened the door for him, an appetizing aroma of baking hit his nostrils.

“Wow, that smells amazing. Can’t wait to taste it.”

“It’s pecan pie, Lucas’s favorite.” Martha smiled a sad smile.

Mark did not smile.

“Anyways, come in. Will you drink something?” she asked.

“Do you have any sparkling water?”

“Yes. Have a seat.” Martha went to the kitchen, fetched a bottle, and returned to the living area. She paused. Sounds coming from the study got her attention.

“What was that?” Mark asked.

“Not sure.”

Mark and she went inside to check and were flabbergasted by what they saw.

There he was, Lucas Sánchez, in a hospital gown, searching frantically for something in the drawers, the cabinets flung open haphazardly. He behaved as if he were possessed, as if on a mission.

Martha gazed with an open mouth, disbelief on her face as she watched her husband—conscious again. Mark’s eyebrows narrowed in confusion.

Martha jumped with excitement. “Lucas!” she shouted.

Sanchez ignored. He was still searching.

Mark spoke next. “Lucas, my friend, can’t tell how happy I am to see you.”

No reply. Sanchez pulled out a drawer and turned it upside down. Its contents fell to the floor.

“When did you wake up? The hospital didn’t call us.” Mark took a step closer.

Sánchez emptied two more drawers.

"Lucas? Are you all right?" Mark asked. He turned toward Martha, who, too, looked confused.

"You know you were in a coma, don't you, Lucas? Mark asked

Still no reply. Sanchez moved his hands through the shelves above and pushed all the boxes and folders toward the floor, where they joined the contents of the drawer.

"Honey, what happened? I was there this morning, you were—you were—" Martha stumbled on her words.

Again, there was silence. Mark and Martha stood there for several minutes, staring at a man who looked like Lucas but behaved utterly differently.

"Lucas, honey, how did you get home? What are you searching for?"

Sánchez ignored the previous questions, and a frustrated voice answered the last, "Where is my access card for work? I have to go back RIGHT NOW!"
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Somewhere

Right when Lucas Sánchez roused from a coma, at that exact instant, thousands of miles away, a figure arose.

The slumber had been long and deep. He was tall and slender. The white dreadlocks on his head resembled large dirty ropes drenched in mud. His body looked ancient, devoid of fat and muscle, his skin cracked and wrinkled as if frostbitten, his teeth broken in parts, and the nails on his bony fingers were long like twigs from an old branch.

Although he was human, he was known as the White Ghost in this area.

The figure cracked open his eyes slowly.

It took him a while to cast aside the dense spider webs in which his body was cocooned. Dirt painted his robes in various shades of black and grey. With a hand gripping the stone platform around him for support, he hoisted himself up. Each step was a struggle, his frame shaking with the effort. It seemed as if he would collapse at any moment.

With an intense effort, he limped to the entrance. Outside, lush green vines hung from the gnarled trunks and moss-covered branches of trees while ferns and bushes sprouted on the ground. Dense patches of slender bamboo stood tall here and there. Calls of nightingales and peacocks echoed from all directions. The air was fresh with the fragrance of flowers and grass.

The sun kissed his face for the first time in centuries. His lungs ballooned broad to take in the crisp air. He breathed like he had never breathed before.

His fingers touched his forehead where an ancient scar lay.

There was only one thing on his mind. The thing he suffered for, waited centuries for, roused for.

His time had come.

And so, it had begun AGAIN!





Chapter 5​​



Diego García​​


Hostage 2 

São Paulo, Brazil

The stadium went berserk.

"That's foul!" a fan of the Corinthian soccer team screamed—a Corinthian faithful. "Give him a red card."

“Porra, é um cartão vermelho,” the other added.

It was the Paulista Derby, a match between the Corinthians and Palmeiras football clubs. Theirs was the most famous and oldest rivalry in Brazilian soccer. Arena Corinthians, the venue of the spectacle, had marvelous landscaping, beautiful water fountains, and huge LED screens.

The Corinthians—the host team—wore white shirts with thin black stripes, black shorts, and black socks. The Palmeiras team donned white shirts with green shorts and green socks. Every time these two clubs played against each other, the atmosphere was electrifying. The century-old rivalry brought forth strong emotions from the fans. There were some good moments, some bad, and also a few horrific ones, sometimes going as far as shootings and murders. Despite this, the people of São Paulo eagerly awaited the encounter, which was the pinnacle of competition for them.

At the edge of the technical area of the Corinthians, behind the seating, Diego García was in conversation with Larissa, a beautiful cheerleader, running his fingers through her long blonde hair. She wore a fitted crop top of black and white with accents of gold featuring the Corinthians logo over a matching pleated miniskirt and black sneakers. She seemed smitten by his charms.
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