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“FBI. Special agent Mark Drummonds,” the burly man in plainclothes announced, flashing a badge after Adam answered a frantic knock on the door. “We’re here to transport you to a safe house.”

“What for?” Adam asked, shooting a glance over Agent Drummonds’ shoulder.

“We’ve received instructions to take you somewhere more secure while the embassy sorts out your documents,” he responded.

“ID please,” Adam said, stretching out his hand. After their experience the day before combing through Guanacaste looking for any clue that would expose the criminals that bastardized their bodies, he didn’t think any precaution was exorbitant.

“Of course,” the agent nodded, pulling a card from his breast pocket and handing it to him.

Adam inspected the card closely. The name was the same, but the image appeared to be that of a much younger man, a version of the person standing before him. “It’s the FBI,” he yelled as Eli approached, with Tish and Jesse trailing behind him.

“Are our papers ready?” Eli inquired as he shook Agent Drummonds’ hand.

“Look,” the agent continued with a sense of urgency, “We don’t have time for questions. You’re not safe here. They’re watching you.”

“Who’s watching us?”

Agent Drummonds clenched his teeth in a grimace. “What do you think?” he asked, staring at Eli. “The same people who did these things to you. We need to get out of here. Quickly everyone!”

The sound of his voice left the four of them with no choice but to scuttle around the bungalow to pack their few belongings before converging in a black van parked at the rear entrance. A uniformed police officer stood outside and waited for them to enter before positioning himself beside the driver and the front row. Agent Drummonds sat with Eli and Jesse at the back, while Adam and Tish settled in the middle.

“What happens now?” Adam asked in a frantic tone, still dazed by the manner they were ushered out of the bungalow, without so much as a clue as to where they were going. “We just need to go home. I spoke to the embassy yesterday and our travel documents will be ready tomorrow.”

“Yes, but you’re in severe danger right now,” the agent said, pulling out a few sheets of paper from a large envelope as he signaled the driver to move. He tapped Adam on the shoulder and handed him the papers.

Adam took one look and gasped. “I don’t understand. What’s going on here?”

“Can I,” Eli said, reaching out to grab the sheets from Adam.

“Just a second,” Adam said, leafing through the rest of the pages before handing them to Eli.

“What the heck is this?” Eli asked as he looked through the papers with Jesse.

Each sheet contained close personal images of the couples in various states on the property, at the club, at the phone booth, and even in the backyard of the small bungalow. One of the images was of Tish and Jesse stepping out on the porch for a few minutes the day before. Another was of Eli and Adam in the discotheque. A couple more were of them speaking to different people in the city. Jesse’s jaw dropped when she got to one where she was resting on Eli’s lap, half-dressed in the backyard as he consoled her and professed his love to her, a moment so sacred, it was impossible to believe it had been penetrated by a foreign party.

“Do you all now see what I mean when I say you can’t be here a second longer? You’re still a target for these people. Their snipers have guns pointed at your heads at every point in time.”

At the mention of guns, Tish started to sob while Adam gently caressed her shoulders. All the blood had drained from Jesse’s face. She was frozen to the spot, unable to speak or move.

Eli was the only one with some semblance of control. “These people seem to be monitoring our every move. We believed we were out of the danger zone since the police and the FBI were now involved. When will this nightmare be over?” he asked.

“You can never be completely safe until you leave this region. Do you understand that?” Agent Drummonds responded, glaring at him.

“I think we can all agree to that by now,” Eli said defeatedly. “How did you get these photos?”

Agent Drummonds hesitated a bit before responding. “Someone faxed them to one of our associates last night. We’re still trying to trace its source. It’s definitely a warning.”

“Is wherever we’re headed any safer? How do we know when we’re out of danger?”

“It is, or we would not have been taking you there.”  
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Eli continued to question Agent Drummonds as the van zipped through the dirt roads and merged into the busy city traffic, where it slowed and then maneuvered its way until they reached the highway.

“Don’t freak out about what I’m about to tell you,” Agent Drummonds warned after they had driven almost ten minutes on the highway. “This is not the first case of this type we’ve had to deal with. But before I get into that, I need to ask you all a question. Have you ever wondered what happened to the other contestants?”

“Which ones?” Adam asked.

“Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten there were supposed to be eight ‘lucky’ winners,” Agent Drummonds said, making an air quote by holding his index and middle fingers upward and bending them toward his palms at the mention of the word lucky. “Did you think the four of you were the only ones in this predicament?”

“That’s true. They told us about eight winners, but we haven’t heard of the others,” Adam confirmed. “Where are they?”

“Well,” Agent Drummonds said, shaking his head slowly. “Contestants five six seven eight or as they like to call them, 105, 106, 107, 108, have all been murdered.”

“Murdered? How?” Jesse asked, her heart beating uncontrollably as her mind flew to the woman she saw with Ty the night she came down to the lobby to a call, wondering if she was one of the victims and wishing she had got the chance to warn her.

“They didn’t survive the operation. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tried to do away with you to cover up everything. That might be why they’re watching so closely to ensure you don’t escape.”

A sudden chill spread across the van that had begun to get stuffy after thirty minutes of driving at full speed on the highway. Through their travails, they had forgotten about the other contestants, but no one could blame them when they found themselves in positions where they had to fight for their lives and had no visibility into the fate of the others. Ty had made that fact clear in the beginning. That the four of them met was sheer coincidence, one that the contest organizers would have frowned at.

“How do we know they’re not after us right now?” Tish asked after she recovered from her initial shock.

“Don’t worry, you’re safe with us. Once we get you to a safe location, we’ll remove the chips they’re using to monitor you. As we speak, these criminals can read your temperature, reactions, words, and even your heartbeat. We have to extract the chips from where they’ve been implanted so you can finally be free of them.”

“They implanted chips inside our bodies? What part?” Adam asked in a distressing tone.

“We don’t know. The doctor will locate and remove them,” Agent Drummonds responded.

“I don’t believe this,” Adam said. “I hope it’s not at the site of the surgery.”

“It’s a microchip. They could have inserted it into any part of the body. These types of things are common these days. An X-ray will easily identify the location so we can extract it. I wouldn’t worry too much about it,” Agent Drummonds assured them.

“Are you sure they can’t track our location right now? Are we completely safe with you?” Eli asked.

“You have nothing to worry about. This van is a special-purpose vehicle. It can drown out any interference from the outside.”
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The screeching sound of the van, as it hustled through the jungle more than an hour after leaving the highway, drowned the hushed whimpers coming from Tish and Jesse.

“How long before we get there?” Eli asked, trying his best to hold back tears of his own. 

“If we continue our journey on the highway, we could get there in an hour forty-five minutes. This route will take a little longer. At least three more hours. We have to throw them off our track. That is why we’re driving through the jungle.”

“Three hours?” Jesse exclaimed. “Do we at least break at any point? Who are these people by the way? I mean, Tidal Tours, Love Experiment, what do they want with us?”

“Hold on!” they heard the driver yell as the van cranked to speed up a steep hill before roaring to life and landing on the other side with a thud. Everyone grabbed the seat in front of them as they struggled to regain their balance.

“Easy now!” Agent Drummonds yelled at the driver as Jesse let out a blood-curdling scream when they approached a narrow bridge. She covered her eyes with both hands and held her breath from fear that the van would plummet down to the rocks and get carried away, with them inside, by the churning river below.  

The driver’s eyes were fixed on the road, firmly holding the steering. At the other end of the bridge, he turned to maneuver a few more rough patches before he landed on a dirt road, traveling at seventy miles per hour.

Three hours turned into four, and then five. The van roared, stopping at intervals for bathroom breaks at the side of the road and occasionally to fill the gas tank from a can in the trunk.

“I thought this was a three-hour journey at most. It feels like we've been driving for what seems like an eternity." Adam said, sounding frustrated.

“We won’t be much longer. Maybe one hour,” Agent Drummonds responded.

“A whole hour?” Jesse groaned. “I can’t take this anymore,” she whispered to Eli.

“We’ve come this far my love. Try to wait this out for my sake. I’m sure we’ll get there soon. It has to happen sometime,” Eli responded, kissing her lightly on the forehead.

A delicious chill coursed through Jesse at the affection Eli had doled to her at that moment. If his behavior towards her in the past few days was anything to reckon with, she could heal from the trauma she’d suffered from this experience with him by her side. Though their present situation had been unwelcome and devastating, she felt she could live with it if it meant being as in love as she was now with Eli.

Snuggling closer, she placed her head on his chest, wrapped her hand around his waist, and whispered, “I love you too.”

“I love you more than life itself,” he responded, kissing her
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