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          1 MISSION

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Marina Bay, Singapore

        Present Day

      

      

      Pamela Williams sat on a wooden, oval chair in the neo-futurist atrium of the Regal Wisteria Resort at Marina Bay, Singapore. The atrium was twenty stories tall and fan-shaped with soaring views of the hotel’s interior. She curiously watched the various hotel guests, visitors, and resort employees walking back and forth to reach their destinations for the upcoming day. The hotel was bustling due to a popular scientific conference held there annually. During the online mission briefing, she was told the name of the conference and the name of their target, who was apparently a conference attendee. But she had unexpectedly forgotten both names due to fatigue from enduring a last-minute twenty-plus-hour flight from Phoenix via San Francisco.

      Normally, she was sharp as a tack when it came to mission details. She would memorize every detail from the height, weight, gender, and skin tone of the target, even the contours of the target’s face. She would know the layout of the facility backwards and forwards, with a mental list of all of the exits and secret passageways. After every training, she would replay every second of the mission in her mind multiple times to evaluate any flaws and to anticipate any unexpected contingencies. The muscle memory from training for an upcoming mission was invaluable. She would rely upon it and her prior experience in the special forces to ensure the mission was accomplished without a hitch. If she hadn’t already had a call sign, which she never revealed to others, some would call her Surefire or possibly even Fail Safe. But today she may not have lived up to her expectations.

      This time, she had barely arrived at Changi Airport when she was taken straight to the resort in a company vehicle. She had no time to practice with the other team members or to see the mission location in person before it happened. Why? Because she decided to stay an extra few days at home to finish one of her work assignments with her private investigator agency. Her boss and secondary father figure, Gerald Ravan, had implored her to have her employees work on the project, come a week early for the mission, and spend some personal time together instead. But something was gnawing at her about this latest assignment. Rather than take the trip to Singapore, she used every excuse under the sun to delay her arrival.

      At one point, Gerald suspected she wasn’t going to participate in the mission despite her repeated assurances. He even offered to fly her in the corporate jet to Singapore as a way to entice her to come. He tried to persuade her by agreeing to take her to touristy sights like a garden or the museum, although he knew she wasn’t one to enjoy such activities. When she inevitably sensed his disappointment, she booked the next commercial flight to Singapore. To his dismay, she declined Gerald’s offer of the private jet. Based on the flight schedule, she arrived just an hour before the go-time; that is, when the mission started.

      Sitting quietly next to her in the atrium on a similar chair was her older brother, Cameron. He had nearly identical facial features to Pamela but more masculine, of course. They both had blond hair and blue eyes like their father, but he was a foot or more taller than her. He squirmed in his seat. Pamela was unsure whether he was just too big for it and was uncomfortable, or if his uneasiness was due to being upset with her. After all, this was their first mission together. A sense of awkwardness was to be expected.

      Finally, out of nowhere, Cameron spoke, “I don’t even know why you are here. I told Gerry to just cancel your involvement since you couldn’t even bother to show up, let alone meet the team.”

      She could hear the disappointment in his voice despite his efforts to look strong and unfazed. He looked her straight in the eyes, awaiting her response. Pamela was dumbfounded. None was forthcoming.

      “No explanation. That’s not like you,” he eventually remarked and shook his head. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on. Now’s not the time to discuss it right before the mission. So, I’m going to pull an audible. I’m making a substitution.” He pressed the push-to-talk button for his earpiece. “Red Six, you are now taking Red Two’s spot. Over.”

      Red Six acknowledged the reassignment, having been briefed that it was a possibility.

      “He’s been practicing in your spot these past few days and knows what to do. So, it won’t be an issue.”

      Pamela lowered her head. “I…”

      He stood up immediately and didn’t await her excuse.

      “Stay here. I’ll come back once it’s over.”

      Pamela watched as her brother headed to one of the six glass-walled elevators in the center of the atrium. He nonchalantly entered and smiled at an elderly guest who exited. Pamela couldn’t hear the trite conversation between them. Once Cameron flashed the keycard provided by the resort's in-house counsel, Gerald Ravan, and pushed the button for the appropriate floor number, the Schindler elevator effortlessly rose.

      “I don’t understand,” she mumbled to herself while slamming her fist on her thigh, hoping the gesture would awaken her senses and allow her to face her emotions.

      She felt embarrassed. Looking around, she couldn’t tell which of the people walking through the atrium were a part of the red team assigned to the mission. But she felt self-conscious that passersby were staring at her in disgust, making her feel uncomfortable. She hoped her team members weren’t disappointed in her, but she knew that she was much more disappointed in herself than they could ever be.

      Cameron’s right, she thought when she realized her failure. I’m no good for the team right now.

      She tried to relax and focus on the present when her phone buzzed. She received a text from one of her private investigators in Phoenix, George:

      
        
          
            
              
        Good luck on the mission. I could have helped.

      

      

      

      

      

      As a former special forces member who was years older, George knew of Pamela’s involvement with Gerald Ravan and their special assignments. She had shared her doubt about doing the mission with him. He had attempted to persuade her that all would work out. After realizing her doubts had nothing to do with the mission at all, but involved Cameron, he didn’t say much more. She had forgiven Cameron for leaving the family when she was a teenager and abandoning her. Their recent reconciliation as adults was exhilarating, but she had her reservations.

      “But he comes to your house all the time. You met his girlfriend. And he met Peter. Why do you still have doubts?” George had asked her when she voiced her concerns about Cameron.

      “That’s different,” she had told him. “Sure, it’s personal, but being on a mission…you know what I mean.”

      George had sighed at the realization.

      “I understand. Putting your life in Cameron’s hands during a mission makes you feel vulnerable in ways socializing with him doesn’t. I can tell you’re not ready for that yet.”

      Pamela agreed with glazed-over eyes. When she saw his reaction, she could tell that George knew that she was thinking about the death of one of her special forces members on her final mission. That unexpected loss caused her to leave the military. It was still a sore subject with her which she rarely spoke about, even a decade later. She suspected he wouldn’t ask her about her thoughts to avoid having her address her unresolved feelings of letting a teammate down.

      Remembering her previous conversation with George had distracted her. When she came back to reality, she heard discord in her earpiece.

      “Red One is in trouble,” a voice yelled.

      “I can’t…” Cameron’s voice abruptly ended when several loud thuds like the sound of a beating drum were transmitted over the communications system.

      “Where are you?” another voice asked.

      Pamela rose to her feet, frantically scanning the atrium for her brother and the target.

      “He’s in the elevator,” a voice announced in her earpiece.

      She raced toward the elevator bay. One of the elevators chimed when the doors opened on the ground floor. Inside, Cameron was still struggling to restrain the target, who was flailing his arms and legs to escape, but not before punching Cameron in the face. The punch dazed him.

      Pamela rushed toward the target, who was running in her direction to exit the resort. When he realized she was trying to stop him, he punched at her with his right fist. Using her Aikido training, she deflected his arm with her left arm and swiped it down while stepping to the side. Before the target could punch her with his left arm, she struck his chest with her right fist, stopping him in his tracks. She then went for the take-down by lifting his head up with her right hand and dropping him down to the ground.

      Two Red team members quickly approached and whisked him away before any guests became aware of the commotion occurring in the atrium.

      “I had him. You didn’t need to interfere. You’re always trying to steal my thunder,” Cameron angrily declared when he approached her.

      “He had you, Cam. You were almost out for the count!”

      “What? You’re delusional. You must be kidding.”

      “It’s not my fault you don’t know Aikido as well as I do and can’t defend yourself like I can. I can teach you if you want.”

      He shook his head in dismay. Her white teeth flashed a smile at him. The siblings then walked together toward the other team members, who were all wearing regular casual clothing rather than their uniforms, so they could blend in with the rest of the hotel guests.

      “Great job, everyone. We need to debrief. See you at headquarters,” Cameron told the others, who then dispersed.

      “Where are they taking the target?” Pamela inquired. Before Cameron could side-eye her for asking, she added, “Never mind, I don’t care to know. I’m just happy we completed the mission successfully.”

      “Me too,” he exasperatedly said, while side-hugging her as they walked toward the exit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 DINNER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Regal Wisteria at Marina Bay, Singapore

        Wisteria Gardens Restaurant

        The Next Evening

      

      

      When the waiter approached the private, executive table facing the bay, he was accustomed to the bright lights illuminating Singapore’s most famous landmarks. He wasn’t in awe of the view as most of the patrons seated at the table for the late-night dinner were. The bay was glittering that night when he greeted the guests.

      “Good evening, Mr. Ravan. We are honored to serve you and your guests tonight,” the waiter said as he smiled at each of the other guests at the table.

      “Thank you, Fandi. It’s good to see you again. It’s been some time.”

      “Four months and two days,” he enthusiastically responded with a huge grin.

      Both Cameron and Pamela were impressed by the waiter’s precise knowledge of when Gerald had last been at the restaurant. They were aware that, as in-house counsel for Regal Wisteria Resorts, he attended conferences at its various hotels, had meetings with management, and was involved in any annual inspections or any legal issues involving this particular property. This was the first time, however, that either sibling stayed at the resort.

      Eerily sensing their thoughts, the waiter added, “Mr. Ravan is an esteemed guest. The entire staff takes pride in ensuring his experience is top-notch every time he visits.”

      Gerald smiled while watching the waiter proudly announce the resort’s excellent customer service. He knew firsthand about the resort’s dedication and commitment to creating a welcoming atmosphere that was world-renowned. With other international resorts in Marina Bay attracting visitors from all over the globe, the niche hotel chain was proactive in ensuring travelers experienced a unique customer-focused culture that blended with the local customs and traditions. Its reputation was impeccable, in part because of management’s involvement with corporate headquarters in Tokyo, which reinforced a personalized encounter that catered to both business and leisure travelers.

      “No need to explain. They are family, not prospective clients.”

      The waiter blushed out of embarrassment but did his best to remain professional.

      “Well, that’s even better. Only the best service will do for Mr. Ravan’s family.” He glanced at his tablet to remind him of the notes he had taken before arriving. “Chef Fei has planned a delectable dinner for you if I do say so myself. Each dish is inspired by the Chef’s Cantonese and Teochew heritage. For an appetizer, each of you will have crispy cuttlefish with Sichuan pepper sauce, followed by a basil broth with dried scallops and abalone. For the entree, you have a choice of either the steamed marble goby with turnip, fermented soybean, and orange peel or a seared Xisha Island lobster with creamy garlic sauce.”

      “Sounds delicious,” Cameron interjected. He scanned the restaurant, noticing that it was empty.

      When he inquired why, the waiter explained, “The restaurant normally closes at eleven. We stayed open later at Mr. Ravan’s request.”

      Cameron, as well as Pamela, should not have been impressed by this special treatment. After all, they knew how much pull Gerald had, working in senior management. He had made several offers to them in the past for similar activities. Pamela had taken him up on maybe one or two offers, but she had no idea if Cameron had.

      Since she recently learned that after leaving the family at seventeen years old, Cameron reached out to Gerald Ravan, their father’s former boss, for a job. He was secretly working for the company without Pamela or her father’s knowledge, even though both of them had close relationships with Gerald. In fact, Pamela had been working with Gerald for over a decade, doing assignments for him whenever he requested while working for her private investigator agency. She had no idea Cameron was involved in similar missions, but working full-time for him.

      Over time, she wondered what covert operations Cameron was involved with, what secrets he had hidden from her, and where he had been involved since the company had hotels in almost every continent except, of course, Antarctica. She couldn’t deny that sometimes she dreamt about her brother and what he had done and why he refused to reach out to her after all that time. Was he so angry at her for not supporting his decision to enlist in the military like their father? Had he learned she enlisted and joined the special forces? Was that the ultimate betrayal in his mind? Did he see her as trying to replace him in their father’s eyes?

      Although they talked often, the siblings never got around to a conversation about their past. Every time they spoke, it was about the present or the future. It was as if they were avoiding the pain of the past.

      If Pamela was honest, she would admit there was some resentment towards Gerald for honoring Cameron’s request for privacy. She never thought of asking Gerald if he knew Cameron’s whereabouts because of his adamant refusal to be involved in anything their father did. He stopped practicing Aikido with their father. He stopped all contact with the family, even with Pamela. It made no sense that he turned to Gerald when he turned seventeen and left the nest.

      She wondered if she had asked Gerald about Cameron, would he have told her the truth, or would his loyalty be with Cameron? She hoped his loyalty would be to her, but she had to admit it likely was with Cameron, given how he lived in Tokyo near Gerald. Thinking about it made her anxious. She loved Gerald as much as her own father. So, she couldn’t hold it against him. Like her current interactions with Cameron, Pamela never really asked Gerald all those nagging questions. At some point, she would have to confront both men about it. Perhaps, separately. But she knew that tonight was not the time. She had to focus on enjoying the limited time with both men before she traveled back to Arizona, and Cameron left for his next mission in some other country the next day.

      Once the waiter left the table, she stated with a reserved voice, “I hope we made you proud yesterday.”

      Gerald reached over the table and held her hand.

      “Of course, you guys did exactly what I asked. And…” He choked up. “I’m very proud that both of you are finally able to work together. It’s what I’ve dreamed of for a long time.” He hesitated to say anything more.

      Cameron stuck his chest out like a proud elder son receiving praise from a father. Like Pamela, he had also considered Gerald a father figure. Possibly even more so because he left the family home and never had any more contact with his real father. Gerald was there to guide him as a young man in ways he wasn’t for Pamela.

      “Here, here. I agree with Gerry. I’ve waited for this day for a long time. It’s finally here, and we… well, we did a helluva job. I can’t wait for more.”

      Cameron looked over at his sister, who had an infectious smile on her face. He was pleased. A part of him worried she would make one of those sarcastic jabs that would spoil the mood. The fact that she didn’t made him feel like they were indeed closer than he had expected.

      The waiter stepped to the table, confused about what the others were doing, but knew his place was to allow his guests absolute privacy.

      Waiting for the right moment, he announced, “For dessert, Mango sago with pomelo. Sago is made from the local palm tree. Pomelo is a citrus fruit that is similar to grapefruit. Chef Fei only uses the finest seasonal fruits. I’m sure you will love it.”

      Just then, Chef Fei touched the waiter on the shoulder, and he instantly stopped talking, turned his head, and saw the chef.

      “Mr. Ravan, honored guests, we are delighted you chose to dine with us. We hope you enjoyed the experience and that it met your highest expectations.”

      “Thank you, chef. As always, you have exceeded every expectation I had. My guests and I want to thank you for your hospitality and your willingness to go above and beyond to ensure we were served even though you and your staff were off for the evening. Bravo.”

      The chef knew that it meant not only the highest compliment and recognition with management, but a hefty bonus, as in times past when Gerald dined at the restaurant.

      “Thank you. Well, we will leave you to your guests. If there is anything else that…”

      “No, we are just going to speak for a little bit longer. Please let your staff go home and thank them personally for me.”

      The chef bowed, and he and the waiter walked back into the kitchen area. For another twenty or thirty minutes, the trio stayed at the executive table, drinking house wine, exchanging stories about the mission, talking about their future plans with the company, and discussing when they could gather together for a meal again. The topic of conversation ultimately turned to the siblings’ father, Gavin, and his new girlfriend. Gerald was pleased that his old friend and colleague was feeling a lot better and moving forward with his life after contracting a deadly disease, which was ultimately cured with state-of-the-art medication.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          3 NIGHTCLUB

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Scottsdale, Arizona

        The Following Week

      

      

      The bartender shook the stainless-steel shaker in his hand and poured out a little of the alcohol on the area between his thumb and his index finger. He stared into the eyes of the female patron who ordered the drink and gave her a big smile. She watched as he licked the alcohol from his hand and savored the taste as well as the buzz he was getting from apparently doing the same ritual every time a guest ordered a drink. He then sang a ditty that could have been a popular song or a song he made up. The guest wasn’t sure.

      “I’m going to get high. High as a bird.”

      His hands fluttered close to his chest in a mocking manner, imitating a bird. His eyes glazed over when he handed the drink to the guest. She was dumbfounded.

      “Don’t worry about him,” another female told her. “That’s Leandre. He’s high on life, not on drugs.”

      “Are you serious?” she exclaimed.

      “Yes, I come here with my husband all the time.” She looked the other woman up and down and noticed she was wearing clothes that were not typical for nightlife in Scottsdale. “You must be visiting. How long are you here?”

      “Not long. Just tonight and tomorrow.”

      “That’s great. Hope you enjoy your time.”

      The woman was about to leave the bar when she was stopped.

      “Wait,” the first woman said while touching the other’s shoulder. “What’s your name? Maybe…maybe you can show my husband and me around. We have so little time to…you know…explore. We have no idea what to do. I told Arthur…that’s my husband. My name is Catherine, by the way. I told him that he booked the trip last minute. I didn’t have time to plan anything. Usually, I have something for us to do every minute he’s not working. Maybe that’s why…never mind. What do you say?” She struggled to remember the woman’s name but then realized it hadn’t been offered.

      “That was certainly a mouthful. I’m Heather,” she added, while outstretching her hand in a gentle and approachable way. “I don’t know what to say. I would love the company, but my husband can be protective at times and wants me all to himself. It’s just the luck of the draw as to what his mood is. Let me speak to him, and I’ll be right back.”

      Catherine watched as Heather scampered across the room to a table at the rear of the nightclub. At first, the conversation seemed to have exhausted Heather’s husband, who appeared to be content drinking a large glass of some alcoholic beverage and gyrating to the music while seated. Her husband abruptly stopped what he was saying and looked over to where Catherine was. Somewhat embarrassed, she nervously waved back and hoped her overly excited grin saved the day. Catherine could see him mouth something to his wife but couldn’t hear what he said. Suddenly, Heather turned around and gave Catherine the thumbs up. Excited that her last-minute suggestion was actually accepted, she panicked.

      I hope Arthur won’t be mad at me, she thought. He won’t mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        An Hour Later

      

      

      The nozzle for the liquor bottle was less than an inch from Arthur’s wide-open mouth. The clear liquid entered his throat as fast as water exiting a water hose. The crowd chanted with each swig, “More, more, more,” which only encouraged the thirty-something male to chug down alcohol like there was no tomorrow. He didn’t guzzle every drop, although that was his intention, because the alcohol also doused his clothes from streaming down his cheeks and neck while overflowing from his mouth. He was proud, nevertheless, because he could accurately say he drank most of it. The spectacle stopped only when the bottle was bone dry.

      “You did great,” his wife eagerly, pridefully cheered.

      “Definitely,” Heather agreed.

      “I couldn’t do better myself,” Scott, Heather’s husband, candidly admitted. “Believe me. I’ve tried many times.” His bright grin almost turned downward in disappointment.

      “I can vouch for that. He’s telling you the truth. He’s not just saying that to make you feel better,” Heather admitted.

      Both couples watched as others tried to down bottles of liquor. Some patrons were almost as successful as Scott. Others failed miserably. But everyone laughed, sometimes to the point of tears.

      “You try, Cat,” Arthur cajoled. “You can do it.”

      “I don’t know about that,” she confessed. “I can’t drink all of that. It’s too much for me.”

      The other couple encouraged her as well. Soon, the other spectators were shouting her name. “Cat! Cat! Cat!” She finally acquiesced in what seemed like seconds. But as she predicted, Catherine failed miserably, but not from a lack of effort. Her gag reflexes were overwhelming. She unexpectedly spat at the nightclub employee pouring the alcohol, showering him with the liquid courage that enticed her to participate in the first place. She felt extremely embarrassed, but the others tried to console her that she at least tried.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. They were having a great time, no matter what they were doing. Catherine was pleased she had made their acquaintance and took the bold step of asking them to show her the town.

      “Hey, this place is dying down. I know a great place a few blocks from here that is way better. The excitement and fun never ends,” Heather suggested.

      “I don’t know if I can walk there in my condition,” Catherine admitted.

      Scott nodded in agreement.

      “No worries.” Heather pulled out her cell phone and dialed. “I’ll call my limo driver to pick us up.”

      “Limousine?” Catherine inquired.

      “Yeah.”

      “We rent a limo every time we go out. We don’t risk drinking and driving with how much we party every weekend,” Scott relayed.

      Catherine and Arthur were pleased and smiled at each other.

      “We’re game!” Arthur exclaimed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Two A.M.

      

      

      The limo driver dropped them off at the posh Origen restaurant, which had a dance floor and a DJ playing music until the early morning, typically until six a.m. on the weekends. Because the restaurant served primarily modern Mexican food, the music played as part of the nightclub was upbeat salsa mixed with reggae. The crowd loved the combination. Mexican hors d’oeuvres were served, including mini chimichangas, tacos, and flautas. The food was included as part of the hefty cover charge guests paid. It was the nightclub’s way of ensuring only a high-end, sophisticated clientele patronized its facilities.

      “No le peque a mi negra”

      “No le peque à la negra”

      “No, no, no, no, no, no”

      “No, no, no, no, no, no”

      The pulsating beat of the drums and the eventual piano solo made the classic cumbia song majestic because of its incredible rhythms which were a blend of jazz and blues. Every hip inside the nightclub was instinctively swaying to the music as if everyone was in a trance. Even the bouncers and staff couldn’t help themselves from dancing.

      The couples pushed through the crowd to dance in the middle of the dance floor. Maybe they wanted attention from the rest of the crowd? Maybe they wanted to feel like they were on top of the world and nothing could stop them from experiencing every good thing and every good feeling? Maybe their egos were bigger than life and couldn’t be satiated until every ounce of praise was drained from everyone in the nightclub as if they were vampires consuming their prey? Whatever it was that motivated them to seek attention, it paled in comparison to the joy exuding from their bodies as if they were one with the universe.

      After dancing for a while, they switched partners. Catherine danced with Scott, and Heather danced with Arthur. At first, Catherine felt awkward, but she succumbed to the spirit of openness. Scott had no trouble dancing with the lovely Heather, who, though older than his wife, was still full of life and vigor. Sweat beaded down the faces and onto their bodies as the couples danced vigorously for what seemed like an hour. Then they switched again. This time, Arthur danced with Scott and Catherine with Heather. All inhibitions had been lifted and tossed aside. No one felt like they belonged to another, but that they belonged to the whole, the group of four. A part of them even felt like they belonged to each and every person on the dance floor that night.

      But the irresistible pull was only amongst the four of them. They were free to be whatever they wanted to be. They were free to feel whatever they wanted to feel, to feel love and to be loved. It was as if their entire existence was in that moment. Just when the euphoria felt all-consuming and everlasting, the rug was pulled out from beneath them.

      “We’re sorry, everyone,” the DJ announced. “We’re having some technical difficulties that, unfortunately, aren’t fixable at this time. We will need to end early. Please accept our deepest apologies.”

      Lights flooded the interior, almost blinded everyone, and quickly ended their stupor.

      “Oh, no,” Catherine decried.

      Arthur was equally disappointed, given the expression on his face.

      “This has never happened before. I’m so sorry. I promised you the best night of your lives,” Heather empathized.

      “You’ve exceeded our expectations if we are honest,” Arthur said, although even though his dimmed eyes betrayed his confession.

      “Well, we’re not going to let you down. We have a cabin not too far from here. We can take you there and continue the party,” Scott suggested.

      “That’s, of course, if you don’t mind. If you’re tired, we can take you to your hotel in our limo,” Heather half-heartedly offered.

      The couple didn’t have to think twice before accepting the offer. In no time, the limo pulled up to the back of the nightclub, and they all piled into the rear.

      “We just want to thank you for your hospitality tonight. We…we’ve never been lavished in luxury like this before. I could get used to it,” Catherine laughingly admitted.

      “Oh, this…we’re so used to it, we don’t give it a second thought,” Heather humbly told her guests. “We’re just glad we can share it with you guys and that you’re so appreciative.”

      Scott hugged his wife as a sign he agreed with her sentiment.

      “Hey, it’s a little drive to the cabin. You want a drink?” Scott asked as he opened the doors to the liquor cabinet in the limo.

      “Do you have any vodka in there?” Arthur asked.

      “Two vodka gimlets coming right up,” Scott announced while making the drinks.

      He passed two glasses to his wife to hand to the other couple. Heather surreptitiously inserted something into both glasses using a dropper, which she secretly palmed so Catherine and Arthur couldn’t see.

      “Drink up,” she said while giving them the vodka gimlets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          4 CABIN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cave Creek, Arizona

        Around Four A.M.

      

      

      “Welcome to my home,” Scott proudly announced as he opened the front door to a secluded cabin in the desert. “Mi casa es su casa.”

      He walked into the cabin as if the others would follow in line the way schoolkids follow a teacher onto the playground for recess.

      Catherine and Arthur were enamored by the opulence. The cabin wasn’t rustic in the way they expected. There were crystal chandeliers in every room, marble flooring that was similar in appearance to alderwood, oversized stainless-steel appliances, and artwork that was befitting of European museums.

      “Wow, you live here?” Catherine asked with genuine disbelief as she admired the various rooms in view from where she stood. After a non-verbal prodding, she walked from room to room with Heather close behind her.

      “Well, it’s more like a timeshare. We share it with several other couples who also own it. They’re out of town now. But don’t worry. They won’t be back anytime soon,” Heather explained. “Just relax and have some fun.” She turned to her husband, who had just approached with Catherine’s husband. “Scott, make a fire so we can feel a little warm in here. It’s cooler than expected.”

      “Yes, dear.” He turned to Arthur, signaled him to follow, and added, “I don’t feel cold at all, but you know women. They are different. Sometimes, they’re cold. Sometimes, they’re hot. I just do whatever she wants. I just think she likes the sound of a roaring fire and the smell of the wood burning.”

      “She also likes telling you what to do,” Arthur added when they were out of earshot from the women.

      In the end, he didn’t mind. Arthur just chalked it up to rich people being eccentric. So long as they weren’t too over the top with their demands, and he and his wife were able to enjoy themselves as they did at the nightclubs, he didn’t mind. He was going to ride this gravy train until they got bored with him and his wife and turned them out. He only hoped it was later rather than sooner. He wanted to experience as much as he could of a lavish lifestyle.

      Scott stoked the budding fire with an iron poker, and the flames ignited even higher to the point where each log was totally consumed. The flames were lapping the top of the fireplace as if it would escape and set fire to the cabin. By ceasing his actions, the blaze was quickly controlled again, no longer endangering those inside. Warmth exuded everywhere near the fireplace and soon throughout the room and the rest of the cabin.

      Heather would certainly be pleased, Scott thought, not knowing Arthur was of the same sentiment.

      In fact, she entered from what was apparently the kitchen area. She had a box of graham crackers, a bag of marshmallows, and several bars of Hershey’s chocolate. She stopped in her tracks and declared, “Now this feels good.” The others nodded in agreement. She then handed the items to Catherine and Arthur.

      “Here you go. We have more if you like. Do you want some champagne? I think we have a few bottles chilled already.”

      “That would be great,” Catherine enthusiastically replied.

      The two prepared their s’mores using long wooden sticks the length of their arms. Once the marshmallows were as crispy as they desired, they placed them on their graham crackers and built the tasty snack. They greedily ate them and even tried serving each other. But the s’mores were messy. They got the gooey marshmallows and melting chocolate on their cheeks and chins and licked each other’s faces to get it off. They giggled like children while doing so.

      Heather handed them two glasses of champagne with a half-crooked smile, somewhat alarming to anyone who was truly paying attention. “Looks like you two are enjoying yourselves.”

      Arthur downed the champagne and replied, “This is delicious, but where’s the music? I want to dance.”

      “Hold your horses,” Scott interjected as he jumped to his feet and took one last bite of his s’more. “The DJ’s getting ready.”

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Arthur exclaimed as he started grooving to the dance music playing through the speakers on the ceiling. “Come on, honey. Let’s dance.”

      He grabbed her hand to assist her off the ground. Husband and wife started swaying their bodies again. This time, their eyes became blurry and their minds fuzzy. They were having difficulty moving their arms and legs to the rhythm, but they tried as hard as they could.

      “I…I can’t…”

      Catherine gradually slurred her words before she collapsed to the ground. Arthur tried to prevent her from falling in vain because he collapsed as well. Scott and Heather deviously looked on, pleased that the real fun times were finally about to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          5 UNCONSCIOUS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cave Creek, Arizona

        Later That Morning

      

      

      Somewhere in the desert expanse was a solitary woman lying lifelessly on the ground. She felt the heat of the desert sand burning her bare legs as the sun rose higher above the horizon. When she finally awoke, she was still dazed and confused and had no idea how long she had been asleep outside. Her naked body left her exposed to the elements. Her pale white skin was beginning to sunburn. The sun blinded her eyes. What seemed like a hangover gave her a splitting headache. She tried to shield her eyes with her right hand, but the sunlight managed to seep through her numb fingers because she wasn’t able to fully close them.

      After she struggled to finally stand, given her weakened legs, she felt pain throughout her body. Dark brown drying blood dripped down her body to her legs, which were already bloody. Sand had entered the open wounds on her feet and legs, which made them sting. Her forehead was also bleeding and beginning to seep into her eyes. A gash on her head stung as the pressure from her now stronger beating heart increased circulation in that part of her body.

      “Ouch,” she screamed aloud when she touched her wounded head, but there was no one who could hear her. After looking around, she couldn’t see anyone in sight or any buildings. She couldn’t recognize if she was anywhere near a familiar place.

      “Where am I?” she wondered.

      Her mind wandered as she struggled to remember who she was and where she was. After taking a few steps, she wasn’t sure if she was headed in the right direction. She looked toward the sun to figure out where east and west were, but that was useless because she had no idea what direction she needed to travel to get back to civilization.

      “Help me!!” she desperately screamed at the top of her lungs. “Help me. Can anyone hear me? I need help.”

      She wanted to tell anyone and everyone who could hear her what her name was, but she couldn’t remember it. When she took another step forward, her back ached. She tried to touch her back with her hands and could only feel the numerous lashes on her body in various directions that tore her skin and ripped her muscles.

      “Oh my God!! What happened to me? Who did this to me?”

      When she came to her senses after bawling like a baby, her mind remembered she was married. She looked at her left hand to confirm the memory was real. Her wedding ring was damaged, and her ring finger was broken. She looked around for her husband but couldn’t see him.

      “Scott!! No, she thought and yelled “Arthur” several times once she remembered her husband’s real name.

      She looked around to find him but saw no one. She wouldn’t know how he looked anyway because her memory was still disjointed. She tried to remember his face, but the more she strained, the more her memory escaped her. A flash of an opulent cabin entered her mind, but she didn’t know why or what the place was. She had no idea why a memory of a lavish home came to mind. She instinctively knew her own home somewhere out of state was modest, consistent with a lifestyle she innately knew was hers, even if she could not pinpoint why.

      After a few more steps, her mouth salivated, needing something to quench her thirst. She could feel a hangover but wasn’t sure if it was from consuming alcohol or the horrendous beating she received. Suddenly, she wondered if her husband suffered the same fate. She suspected her husband was a chivalrous man and would have done everything to protect her from whoever harmed her. At least, she hoped that was the type of man she would have married, given the person she believed he was. At that moment, she still had no idea who she was but held on to the desperate hope that as time passed, it would slowly come back to her.

      It has to come back if I am going to survive. I need to survive, she reassured herself.

      She continued walking aimlessly through the desert, sensing someone was eerily watching her.
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