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        To the group of die-hard Alex Hunt fans who started this adventure alongside Alex and me; you know who you are!

        I will continue to help you escape the aches and pains, doctor’s visits, cancer treatments, hardships, fights against addiction, loneliness, and tedious hours at work.

        Thank you for sticking with us!

        Onwards and Upwards!
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      On June 8, 1795, Louis Charles Bourbon, mysteriously died in a small, dark room in Paris, France—or so it is believed.

      As the only living son of King Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, the young Louis Charles was destined to take the French throne.

      But, on July 3, 1793, with the outbreak of the French Revolution and at only eight years old, the young prince was separated from his mother when she was sentenced to death by guillotine.

      The Dauphin—the title given to the heir apparent to the throne of France — was locked up in a dark room in the Temple fortress where he was ill-treated and neglected for two years.

      Legend has it that the boy fell ill and died of scrofula, putting an end to the monarchy for good.

      

      His body was never seen nor found, and the truth behind his supposed death still holds mystery… until now!
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      Spring, 1792 — Three years into captivity

      “Madame, did you hear?” her lady in waiting burst into her chambers. “They forced the King’s hand to declare war on Austria,” she continued.

      Marie-Antoinette briefly looked up from the tapestry on her lap. Under any normal circumstances, the announcement would have been devastating. Instead, the news left the Queen elated.

      “Madame, did you hear me?”

      “Yes, Henriette.”

      “This does not upset you?”

      “Should it?”

      “Austria is your homeland, isn’t it?”

      The Queen didn’t answer and motioned for her stunned lady-in-waiting to leave.

      In the days and months that followed, Marie Antoinette clung to the hope that her former countrymen would come to her rescue. From her rooms in the Tuileries Palace, she set about a bold scheme to bring down France. She secretly wrote to her nephew, the Emperor of Austria, leaking detailed accounts of French military plans.

      As the war raged on and Marie Antoinette sat in the hope of their anticipated rescue, she turned for solace to her children. Young Louis Charles had just turned seven, and she anxiously watched over him, sternly reminding his governess that they were after all still raising the future King.

      But outside the walls of the stately prison, the radicals who wanted to put an end to the monarchy, began taking control of the Revolution. They fought for liberty, equality, and freedom and, on one late afternoon, some twenty thousand armed men stormed the Tuileries palace and compelled the royal family to submit.

      Forced into captivity in the Temple fortress, on September 21, 1792, King Louis XVI and Queen Marie Antoinette of France became nothing more than ordinary citizens of the new French Republic. The monarchy, which had endured for nearly one thousand years, was now no more.

      

      From inside the fortress, Marie Antoinette stared across the Paris rooftops from the one small narrow window of their prison room. The light breeze carried a strong scent of lavender that had her inhale deeply. She longed to run her palms across the light purple bristles in her cherished palace garden in Versailles—a far cry from the Temple’s inner courtyard that never saw the sun. Confined to the gloomy medieval fortress in the middle of Paris, she had lost all hope of being freed. France was still at war against Austria, and now with Russia’s aid, defeat was imminent but nowhere in sight. 

      The heavy wooden door to the room flung open behind her.

      “Sire, they’re coming for you!” one of the loyal staff warned the King.

      Marie Antoinette watched as her husband remained seated in the wake of the attendant’s words. From the empty corridors, the loud thumping of the guards’ feet drew nearer and nearer. King Louis knew what was to come since his short trial had offered little chance of acquittal. Facing his fate, he gathered his two young children into a final embrace. Louis Charles’ big blue eyes filled with tears and his older sister clung desperately to her father’s arm.

      “If this is the last time we see each other, God be with you. You reigned with honor and courage,” Marie Antoinette whispered.

      “I regret that my lot has subjected you to this much grief, my Queen. It has afforded you a great injustice, and for that, I humbly seek your forgiveness.”

      Moments later their solemn farewell was disrupted as six guards stormed into the room, their swords drawn. King Louis XVI had been found guilty of treason and sentenced to death by guillotine. Louis did not resist when they tied his hands behind his back. His eyes remained fixed on his wife’s until they swung him around and pushed him toward the exit.

      At ten thirty in the morning, on January 21, 1793, the sound of rolling drums announced to the Queen that her husband was dead.

      And just as she was once thrust into her reign, her eight-year-old son, to those who still believed in the monarchy, became the new heir to a throne he would never own.

      July 3, 1793 - Six months later

      “Mama! Don’t let them take me!”

      Marie Antoinette stared into her young son’s big blue eyes. The sharp pain that lay across her chest threatened to break her heart in two.

      “Leave him alone. Where are you taking him?” she cried.

      But the four swordsman gave her no regard and pushed her to the floor.

      “Mama! I don’t want to go!”her son yelled repeatedly as the men dragged him away.

      Helpless and distraught Marie Antoinette covered her ears with her shawl in a futile attempt to block out her boy’s anguished screams that filled the empty passages in the Temple until they eventually faded in the distance.

      The pain in her chest had become a dull heavy ache that left her body numb to the cold floor she still lay on. She didn’t care if she got ill or died. She had nothing more to live for.  Not even her daughter’s soft cries at her side consoled her broken heart. Regret tormented her soul.  It had been three years since they stormed the Palace and destroyed everything she once held dear. Filled with misery and despair, her thoughts trailed back to that fateful time that marked the day their lives changed forever.

      October 1789, France - Three years earlier

      As the large iron gates swung shut behind them, they turned and looked at Versailles for the last time. The horseman flicked the reins hard, slapping loudly against his horses' backs and bawled out a strident command for them to move faster. Marie Antoinette pulled her two young children closer to her side. Opposite her in the carriage, her husband stared blankly out in front of him displaying no emotion whatsoever.

      Filled with anguish, the once loved Queen continued to search her husband's eyes. Fear and uncertainty flooded the pit of her stomach. For the first time since their elaborate wedding, desperate to escape their dire situation, she looked to him for guidance. But, as anticipated, his eyes revealed nothing. It came as no surprise to her that he showed no inclination to remedy the circumstances they now found themselves in. She had always been the instigator in their royal affairs—something her mother intentionally educated and prepared her for from a very young age.

      Her husband of nearly two decades had never really been a man of much courage or strength even though he was the King of France. She supposed it was to be expected since he had been thrust into the role at only nineteen years of age. As if he read her thoughts, King Louis XVI pushed his chin out and upwards, suddenly showing more grit than she had ever seen in him before. She knew at that moment that it was merely his desperate attempt to keep up appearances to his outraged subjects who lined the narrow road. Marie Antoinette forced down a wave of nausea. Once the revered King and Queen of France, their fate was now in the hands of the angry mob that flanked the carriage and forced them from their lavish palace home.

      As they rode further along the road, a tall tree's auburn leaves wafted on the tailcoats of the cool autumn breeze and landed on the carriage floor beside her feet. She had a sudden urgency to savor the experience for fear of it being the last time she would ever have the privilege of breathing in her beloved fresh countryside air. The modest horse carriage rolled down the road, and in its pursuit, thousands of angry men and woman waved their pitchforks, broom handles and kitchen knives in the air.

      "I'll have her heart displayed on my nightstand!" one of the women shouted in anger. "I'll take her head!" another added, cheered on by the rest of the mob.

      Marie Antoinette pressed her young daughter's head against her chest, shielding her from the ferocious onslaught of unceasing insults that trailed behind them. At only eleven years of age, Marie Thérèse's terrified eyes took hold of her mother's. Filled with questions entwined with fear and lack of life experience, she silently begged her mother to tell her that it had all just been a horrible nightmare. But it wasn't, and instead, Marie Antoinette gently patted her daughter's arm in silent reply. For the moment Marie Antoinette found solace in the fact that at least her daughter's life ought not to be in danger. As a princess, she was exempt from inheriting the crown— unlike the destiny that befell her younger brother.

      Marie Antoinette numbed her ears from the hateful women's slanderous threats and turned her attention to her four-year-old son who, unbeknownst to him yet, would bear the hate of the people for years to come. As the sole heir to the French throne, he would become the next king should death befall his father. She cursed his undeserved fate and brushed an auburn lock from his pale face. His rosy lips turned upward into a slight smile, and his big blue eyes declared his naivety of the situation at hand. Perhaps God will grant him compassion and spare his life, she thought.

      The rider cracked his whip over his horses' heads and pushed them forward down the winding gravel road. As the carriage gained speed, the Palace of Versailles slowly disappeared behind the trees. Without knowledge of where they were taking them, fear overcame the Queen, and the thought of losing her children twisted her stomach in a knot. She knew all too well what it meant to lose a child. She had buried two already. It had only been two years since her infant daughter went on to meet her maker and a mere four months since tuberculosis claimed the life of their first-born son. She stared out into the autumn-kissed countryside. Louis Joseph was only eight years old when the sickness claimed his life. As the eldest son, he was to inherit the crown from his father when the time came. She brushed a solitary tear from her cheek and looked at her youngest son next to her. Fate had stepped in and forced its hand on him instead. Louis Charles would be next in line to the throne.

      As the incensed mob's cries grew faint with the distance now increasing between them, the King's previous upright demeanor eventually changed and he dropped his head forward into his hands as his emotions finally got the better of him.

      "I should have listened to you, my Queen. I'm so sorry. You were right. Now my foolishness has caused this family great distress."

      "It's not your fault. You couldn't have known this would happen," the wretched King's wife consoled him, even though she deeply regretted not forcing him to go along with her plans to escape to Austria. It had been several months since the people of France attacked the Bastille. Now, their attention had turned on what they’d directed their hatred toward all along—the Queen of France.

      Yes, Marie Antoinette knew she was mostly to blame for this unfortunate event. Her extravagant lifestyle, parties, and gambling addiction had blinded her from seeing the suffering of the poverty-stricken French people. Years of harbored resentment had them taking revenge on her foolishness and disinclination to rule as a Queen was supposed to. They hated her. She had seen the obscene pamphlets that falsely accused her of living a life indulging in sensual pleasures while secretly entertaining male suitors behind the palace walls. Neither of which was true, but they had convicted her and found her guilty without trial or debate. That she enjoyed getting dressed up in the most exquisite jewels and silks and hosted many lavish garden parties, that fact was true. But she had always been faithful to her husband even though he’d never loved her. If only her mother were alive to see what she had forced her daughter's hand into. Marie Antoinette had never wanted to leave Austria and be married off to a future king, much less at an age a mere two years older than her daughter currently was.

      The twelve miles from Versailles to Paris felt like an eternity and for the most part, remained peaceful with only a few passing peasants attacking them with stones. But as they neared the Tuileries Palace, the crowds made it nearly impossible for the carriage to move freely. Once again, the people shouted angry abuse at the royal family, driving their pitchforks and pikes into the sides of the coach. A few of the noblemen who had turned against the crown urged the crowds to be patient.

      "Let them through! They can rule over you no more! The time has come for them to feel your suffering. From now on, they will do as we dictate!" 

      The crowd roared in agreement, parting to allow the carriage to enter the gates to the once primary residence of the monarchy. Under heavy guard, King Louis XVI, Queen Marie Antoinette, and their two young children became the very thing the quisling noblemen had promised the Parisian people—a powerless King and Queen held prisoner by their once loyal subjects.
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      Held captive and under constant guard in the modest palace, their lifestyle had been reduced to one of simplicity. A far cry from the luxury and freedom they’d experienced in Versailles the royal family filled their days strolling through the small gardens or reading in their humble quarters. Beyond the palace walls, the people continued their fight to bring down the monarchy. Their once noble entourage’s heads, planted on pikes, decorated the city square and the fight for liberty and freedom grew more intense as the days passed.

      Marie Antoinette became more anxious and fragile by the day. There were times her intense fear had her crying hysterically. She didn’t fear death for herself. Instead, the thought of her children facing the same fate, or worse being orphaned and left desolate to fend for themselves, was what had left her paralyzed. Desperate to distract her mind from their confinement, the Queen began to work on large pieces of tapestry. With her mind too much occupied with surrounding dangers, the needle was the only vocation that could divert her. The more awful her life became, the steelier she was and the harder she bravely fought back against their imprisonment. The sole topic of her discourse was the Revolution. She sought to discover the real opinions the Parisians had of her and wondered how she had lost the affection they once held for her.

      With the King in a constant state of dormancy, the Queen was determined to win back the monarchy and set out to work against the Revolution. She secretly took council from ambassadors and advisors and learned to read and write in code to communicate with allies in other countries.

      But even their near successful escape proved futile in changing the grim future that awaited the once Royal Family of France.
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      Present day— London

      Alex gasped for air when they finally pulled her head out from underneath the water. It stung deep in the back of her nose where the cold liquid forced its way into her lungs. Several times she coughed hard in an anguished attempt to expel the water from her lungs, but it didn't help much. Desperate to gain control, she calmed her mind. She knew it wouldn't take long before they shoved her head under the water again. With her mind racing against time, she fought to calm her breathing and restore oxygen to her lungs, all the while wriggling her wrists under the strain of the cable ties that had her hands restrained behind her back.

      "Who are you?" She spoke in a strained voice.

      "None of your concern. Now, do we make ourselves clear?" one of the men behind her answered.

      Alex tried to agree, but her air pipe was still waterlogged, and instead, she coughed and turned her head sideways to loosen the grip they had on her hair. Something she instantly realized was a mistake when they misinterpreted her reaction as defiance. The force of the men's hands on the back of her head signaled for her to draw a quick deep breath a split second before they pushed her head under the water again. This time she decided to save her energy and not fight it. She shut her eyes tight and tried to remain calm. They weren't there to kill her, that much she knew. They could have easily done so already if they wanted to.

      Her lungs hurt as they strained under the lack of oxygen she so sorely needed. She knew she was almost at capacity, and as if they read her mind, they pushed her head down even deeper under the water. Alex opened her eyes, instantly regretting when the water stung behind her eyeballs. They had added bath salt to aid the torture. It worked. She felt as if her lungs were going to explode. Liquid pushed in through her nostrils setting off the impulse to pull her head out of the water, only to again become aware of their forceful hands behind her head. Her body kicked into fight mode, and she pushed her knees down hard onto the floor. Her hips thrust forward into the side of the bath, and she forced her shoulders back against their strong hands. Her neck ached as she pushed her head back and sideways in a desperate attempt to get her mouth above the water level. The sudden defiance caught her attackers off guard, and one of the men's feet slipped on the wet floor, sending him flat onto the tiles behind her. The instant relief from her attacker's hand on the back of her head afforded her a brief chance to draw in a deep breath and push herself away from the bath. The floor was slippery beneath her tennis shoes, and with her hands tied behind her back, made it impossible for her to attempt an escape. The second man yanked back hard on her hair and dragged her sideways across her bathroom floor.

      Still trying to recover from near drowning, she yelped a soft cry as her hair pulled at her scalp. She walked her feet backward in her attacker's direction, attempting to alleviate some of the tension on her scalp, but the man yanked harder and dragged her onto her knees to face him. She studied his shoes. Judging from his skillful torture method, she’d assumed he'd be wearing black combat boots but instead he wore polished tan leather shoes and taupe suit trousers. Confused, she tried to look up at his face, but he pushed her head down, forcing her to remain kneeling with her eyes facing the floor. She did as he demanded and suddenly became aware of someone else walking behind her. She was certain two men had held her down in the bath, and both of them stood in front and to her left. It was apparent there must be a third attacker in the room. She waited on her knees with her gaze downward, taking in every sight, sound, and smell.

      "Who are you? What do you want?" She attempted again.

      Her question went unanswered. Instead, Alex felt the sharp sting of her attacker's hand against her cheekbone. The thrust only pushed her slightly off balance but deciding to seize the moment, she amplified her fall and intentionally swung her body around. She caught a glimpse of a well-dressed man staring out the bathroom window with his back toward her.

      Her dirty tactic angered her attacker, and he kicked at her lower back, slamming her face hard into the tiled floor. Blood ran from her nose. She pinched her eyes shut trying to absorb the pain while she tried sneaking a second look at the man by the window, but her attempt proved impossible from behind her tangled, wet hair that now formed a thick curtain around her head.   

      She listened closely when the man moved away from the window and leaned in. His raspy voice spoke close to her ear in a soft but urgent whisper.

      "Stay out of our business or the next time we meet we'll kill you."

      His words were barely cold when Alex felt a hard blow against the back of her head, and everything went black.
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      A faint beeping sound grew louder and louder as Alex regained consciousness. She forced her heavy eyelids open and took in the blurry vision of a room that didn’t look like the bathroom at her apartment anymore.

      “Doctor, she’s waking up,” a female voice spoke next to her.

      “Can you hear me?” a male voice added at her feet.

      “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the hospital. Can you remember your name?”

      “Alex.”

      “Good, and your last name?”

      “Hunt.”

      “What year is it?”

      “2019.”

      “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Four.”

      He leaned in and shone a bright flashlight into each of her eyes and mumbled something to the nurse who responded by holding out two pills and a blue plastic cup with a straw.

      A moment later, two men in black coats stood at her feet.

      “Miss Hunt, I’m Chief Inspector Shawn McDowell from Scotland Yard. We need to ask you some questions, please?”

      The nurse propped a pillow behind her back, and Alex nodded.

      “Can you tell us what happened?”

      Alex stared at the bald, middle-aged man with the red beard and strong Irish accent. A younger wide-eyed more handsome man stood next to him, ready with his black notebook and pen.

      “Ma’am, can you remember what happened?”

      Alex paused, gathering her words before she continued in a croaky voice.

      “I arrived home from the office, and they were already inside my apartment.”

      She paused, searching through her blurry memory.

      “Then what?”

      “They grabbed me and tied my hands behind my back.”

      Alex swallowed as the events became less vague. She recalled hearing them fill her bath.

      “They dragged me off to my bathroom and shoved my head under the water in my bath. I tried to fight them off and the next thing I knew I woke up here.”

      “Did you see how many there were?”

      Alex nodded. “Three, I think.”

      “Did you see their faces?”

      She shook her head in reply.

      “Is there anything you can remember about the attackers? Clothes, shoes, scars, accents.”

      “They wore suits. Expensive suits. Couture and they had French accents.”

      “Outstanding Miss Hunt, what did they say to you?”

      “Nothing much. I asked them what they wanted, and one of them just told me to stay out of their business, or they’d kill me.”

      “So they gave you a warning?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Do you have any idea what they might have meant when they said you needed to ‘stay out of their business’? What business might that be?”

      “I have no idea, chief inspector. I’ve never met them before.”

      “How would you know if you never saw their faces?”

      “Because they had French accents. I don’t have any French-speaking clients.”

      “And what exactly is your line of business?”

      “I’m an independent antiquities recoverer.”

      The inspector’s assistant lifted his head from his notebook and looked at his boss. Visibly as confused as his sidekick, the chief inspector cleared his throat.

      “So you restore antiques?”

      “Not quite, I get hired to recover and return looted or lost artifacts after determining their authenticity and origin. I used to be an archaeologist.”

      “I see. Who hires you?”

      “Governments, private museums, universities, private collectors, anyone really.”

      “So let me get this straight Miss Hunt. You’re a relic hunter?”

      Alex smiled. “No inspector. Treasure hunters find lost pirate treasures for personal financial gain. I recover historical artifacts that have gone missing or got stolen and return them to their original owners.”

      “I see. So would it be safe to say these artifacts are of great value then? Financially that is.”

      “Some of them, yes.”

      “Are you working on recovering anything of significance at the moment that might have triggered this attack?”

      Alex reached for her plastic cup of water while rehearsing her answer in her head. She knew full well that in her line of business, there was high risk. As much as she’d like to find her assailants, getting the police involved now would prove detrimental.

      “Nothing important enough to warrant someone breaking into my house and torturing me, no,” she lied.

      “They threatened to kill you, Miss Hunt. That sounds like a warning to me— a serious one at that.”

      Alex dropped her head back against her pillow. Her head hurt where they’d hit her.

      “Inspector McDowell, I think that’s enough for now. We’d be happy to make an appointment to come see you once she feels better, but for now, I think you’ve got enough to go on.”

      Alex instantly opened her eyes and sat up when she heard Sam’s voice.

      “And you are?” Inspector McDowell swung around to face Sam.

      “Sam Quinn, Dr. Sam Quinn. Miss Hunt’s former colleague and fiancée. I’m the one who found her and called the police.”

      “I see,” said the inspector tapping his fingernails on the bed railing. “All right then. Thank you for your time, Miss Hunt. If you remember anything else, please let me know,” the inspector added, handing her his business card before leaving the hospital room.

      

      “Hey, how are you feeling? That was quite a knock to the head.” Sam leaned in and planted a kiss on her forehead.

      “I’m fine, honestly. In fact, you can hand me my clothes so we can get out of here,” Alex replied, pulling back the hospital blanket.

      “Uh-uh. Not so hasty, missy. You’re not going anywhere just yet.”

      “I’m fine, Sam. It’s just a bump.”

      “Not according to your file.”

      Sam had taken her hospital file from the wall above her head. “Says here you have fluid in your lungs and a concussion; quite a serious one too. Get back to bed.”

      “Yes, well, I feel fine. I can rest at home.”

      “You and I both know that won’t happen.” Sam’s tone turned more serious. “They almost killed you, Alex.”

      “If they wanted to kill me, they could have. They didn’t. Trust me. This will all blow over.”

      Sam walked across to the door and closed it behind him.

      “Okay, out with it. What’s really going on here?”

      “What do you mean? Nothing is going on. I told the police the truth. And why exactly is Scotland Yard involved in this anyway?”

      “Good question,” Sam answered, “the police found evidence beyond their jurisdiction. No idea what. They won’t tell me.”

      Sam pulled Alex’s legs back onto the bed and under the covers before propping himself onto the bed next to her.

      “I’ve known you long enough to know you’re hiding something, Alex. These guys meant business. If I hadn’t stopped by, you’d still be lying unconscious on your bathroom floor. I’m still not convinced it is wise for you to run this business on your own. It’s not safe.”

      “Not this again, Sam. I thought we’d settled this.”

      “That was before you got tortured and left for dead. I’d say that changes things. You should consider taking the ICCRU position, Alex. It’s safer.”

      “What, and sit bored stiff behind a desk all day? No, thank you. I didn’t work this hard to play it safe. Besides, I only got blindsided because I had my mind occupied with the wedding. Once that’s over, I’ll be back to my old self. I still think we should just elope.”

      “You’re avoiding the question. What are you working on, Alex?”

      Sam was right. He knew her too well.

      “I can’t tell you. It’s classified.”

      “That’s a load of crock if ever I heard any. You work for yourself Alex. Last time I checked you didn’t have anyone else you needed to run anything by.”

      “I can’t tell you, Sam. It’s for your own protection. You’re going to have to trust me.”

      “So there is more to this than you’re letting on, isn’t there?”

      Alex refrained from answering.

      Knowing full well her stubborn nature would merely push her further away if he persisted, Sam moved over to the recliner in the corner and settled down into it.

      “Well, I’ll wait it out. I’m not letting you out of my sight for a second, and just so you know, I have some torture tactics of my own. Don’t make me use them.”

      Alex laughed. “So you’re staying here now?”

      “Yep and when you get discharged, you’re staying at my place until they catch the guys.”

      “Nice try, but we’re not yet married Sam Quinn.”
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      When Alex and Sam walked into her top floor apartment a few days later, the place had been turned upside down.

      "Was it like this when you found me?"

      "You mean, ransacked? No, they must have come back," Sam answered while doing a quick sweep of the rest of the apartment.

      "They were looking for something. All the cupboards are open. What do you think they're after?"

      "Not sure, Sam. Can't say I have anything of interest here."

      "And at the office?"

      "Don't think so either."

      "Well, there's no doubt in my mind they were looking for something. It's obvious they think you have it."

      Sam looked at Alex where she stood behind her Edwardian roll-top desk in the corner of the sitting room.

      "This isn't going to blow over Alex, and you know it. Whatever you've gotten yourself into, you can't pursue it on your own. It's too dangerous."

      Sam paused, placing one hand on his hip.

      "I'm going to resign from the uni and team up with you."

      "That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard, Sam. I'm quite capable of looking after myself, you know. Not to mention the fact that we have our wedding around the corner. How are we supposed to afford the huge guest list your mother wants? I can't pay you what the uni does."

      Sam moved over to Alex and cupped her bruised face. "Your safety is more important to me than my mother's guest list, Alex. I'll have a word with her. Heck, we'll elope like you want to, but I'm not prepared to trade your life just so my mother can invite all their country club friends to our wedding. Now let me in and tell me what this is all about."

      Alex stared into Sam's dark, comforting eyes. Feeling secure with him was effortless. She trusted him completely, and they had always worked well together. It would be effortless to tell him everything, but that would put his life at risk too, and she would never be able to live with herself if something happened to him.

      She turned away from Sam and stared through the window blind’s slats down into the street in front of her apartment building.

      "Alex, talk to me. Please? I can't protect you if I don't know what you're involved in."

      Without answering him, Alex suddenly stepped away from the window. She hastily pushed her desk to one side and flipped over the corner of the rug underneath it, catching Sam's feet as she did so. Stepping aside, Sam observed as she pushed down onto the floorboard. A barely audible click sounded before a rectangular hatch in the floor released to reveal a metal safe filled to the rafters with an assortment of weapons. Stunned into silence, Sam watched in awe as Alex retrieved two Colt XSE's, clicking their loaded magazines in place before putting one in the front of her waistband and the other in the small of her back. Next, she slipped a Glock 17 inside her ankle boot and pulled out a black backpack from the bottom of the box.

      "Who are you?" Sam asked as he watched his fiancée transform into someone representative of an undercover MI6 operative.

      "Here, take these.  “She handed him two Berettas before flipping open a smaller box and retrieving several passports and bundles of cash.

      "Seriously? Have you turned into a secret government agent or something? And where did you get all this money?"

      "Hurry, we don't have much time."

      "What? Why? What's happening?"

      Alex ignored him as she disappeared down the passage into her bedroom and came back with two black hooded jackets. 

      She threw the larger one against Sam's chest. "Put this on and zip it up with the hood over your head," she said as she slipped into the smaller one.

      Doing as he was told, he put the jacket on and looked down at what appeared to be more like a shiny tight-fitting wetsuit than a designer item. "Not quite my idea of a fashion statement but all right then."  

      "It's a bulletproof jacket, Sam. Now let's go!"

      "Why would we need bulletproof jackets? Who are we running from, Alex? What's going on?" Sam probed as he followed her back into the bedroom.

      "There's no time to explain, Sam. Just trust me. We need to get out of here."

      The tension in Alex's voice was enough to let Sam know she wasn't fooling around and he followed her as she climbed through the bedroom window facing the back of the apartment out onto a narrow Juliette balcony Sam knew hadn’t been there before. As puzzled as he was, he didn't argue. He trusted her.

      Alex slid her fingers into the grid openings of a nearby air vent in the wall and as she did this, a rope ladder dropped from the roof above their heads.

      "Unbelievable, when did you do all this?" Sam prodded for an answer, but Alex was already halfway up the ladder and onto the roof.

      "Hurry!" she shouted down at him, and once Sam made it onto the roof next to her, she pulled him down beside her. "Stay down."

      As quickly as the ladder appeared, it retracted back into place the instant Alex pulled back another hidden lever from inside the gutter.

      "Now what?"

      "See that door over there? It'll take you down to the boiler room. Keep your head down."

      "And you?"

      "Right behind you, now go!"

      Sam didn't hesitate to do as she told him even though he felt he had no idea who this woman he thought he knew and loved had morphed into. But trusting her came easy. Something told him she knew exactly what she was doing, and that was all he needed to know, for now.

      Sam crouched down and bolted for the door while Alex made her way to the front of the building and carefully popped her head over the ledge. In the street outside her apartment, the black sedan was still there, and a little further down the road, another two had arrived and parked up. As six armed men got out from their cars and crossed the street into her apartment building, she turned and headed for the door to the boiler room from where she and Sam exited shortly after into the road behind the building.

      "This way.” Alex motioned for Sam to follow her to where a dirt bike stood hidden underneath a silver tarp. 

      "Of course," Sam commented with sarcasm. "Any other surprises you want to spring on me today?"

      "Nope, but I'd get on if I were you."
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      When the pair eventually approached Sam’s apartment, Alex circled the block twice before finally bringing the bike to a stop.

      “You’d be better off at your parents’ house, Sam. You were seen entering my apartment with me, so you’re not safe here. It’s a matter of time before they find you. You have to leave right away and watch your back. Don’t go anywhere else, got it?”

      “And what about you? You’re insane if you think I’m going to leave you on your own. We have to go to the police. You’re in over your head, Alex. We’ve been in many sticky situations, but my gut tells me this one is different.”

      Alex kissed her fingers and touched Sam’s mouth through the opening of his helmet. “I love you Sam, but this mission might get you killed, and for that, I’m not prepared. I’ll be back in time for the wedding. Promise.”

      Before Sam could argue, the sound of an automatic weapon rang through the air, and several bullets whooshed over their heads.

      “Get on!” Alex yelled at Sam and opened the bike’s throttle, almost throwing Sam off the back. A succession of bullets rained through the air, exploding through the windows of several parked cars on the side of the road. Sirens and horns set off a cacophony of noise in its wake.

      The bike sped off away from the fast-approaching black vehicle behind them. Alex dropped a gear and was just about to turn the corner when the second vehicle surprised them from the front.

      “Watch out!” Sam yelled. “Over there! Turn right!” 

      Alex followed his instruction and turned up a narrow side street. The motorbike’s powerful engine roared between the buildings as she gained speed halfway up the road. In her wing mirror, Alex spotted the black car behind them. Directly ahead a civilian car slowly rolled down the street toward them. Alex searched for an out when she realized she had been riding against the traffic down a one-way street. She swerved onto the pavement, missing a parked car by a fraction and almost hit a young student who, with his back toward them and his headphones on, was oblivious to the danger unfolding around him.

      Behind them, the chasing vehicle had been blocked off by the approaching car and, with nowhere to go, was forced to cease the pursuit.  

      “Can you see the third car anywhere?” Alex shouted back at Sam as she maneuvered the bike back onto the street and prepared to take a left.

      “There’s a third car?”

      Sam had hardly uttered the words when the third black sedan turned in behind them and fired off several gunshots in their direction. The roads were crammed with pedestrians as they approached the busier part of the City along the River Thames. Panicked screams echoed through the air. Being there placed every one of those innocent people at risk. Not to mention that the commotion would undoubtedly attract the police. She had to divert and get out of there.

      “Hold on!” she yelled, barely giving Sam enough notice to comply before bringing the bike to a dead halt. Almost as suddenly, she spun the bike around on its front wheel, stopped, and faced the chasing vehicle head-on. With one hand on the handlebars, she pulled her gun from her waist and fired a bullet directly into the front wheel of the shooters’ car. As intended the tire exploded rendering the vehicle out of control and crashing it sideways into a parked car.

      Police sirens shrieked through the air as the law finally caught up with them, and Alex sped off away from the scene. But they were outnumbered and out of time. Law enforcement vehicles had already surrounded the entire block. Out of options, she brought the bike to a slow halt and stopped, her eyes frantically searching for an escape route, but there was none. Behind them, more police chased after the shooters who had bolted in the opposite direction. Nearby, onlookers stood huddled around the first responders, already offering their account of the events they’d witnessed, and it wasn’t long before a few of them pointed at Alex and Sam.

      Panic engulfed Alex’s insides as her eyes skimmed over the people and surrounding police vehicles for a way out.  

      “There’s no way out, Alex,” Sam said, sensing her plan to escape. “You do know the police are on our side. We’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “I don’t know that, Sam. No one can be trusted.”

      “You can trust me.”

      “That’s not in dispute here, Sam. It’s bigger than any of this.”

      “What is, Alex? You’re not making sense.” 

      “Switch off your engine and place your hands above your heads!” the police shouted from behind. A quick glimpse in the side-view mirror confirmed they had sneaked up behind them.

      Sam’s hands immediately lifted above his head while he started his dismount.

      “I said, switch off the engine and put your hands above your head!” 

      But not even the second warning made Alex respond.

      “Do as the man says, Alex,” Sam urged while backing away from the motorcycle toward the police officer.

      With the policeman’s attention now on Sam, Alex seized the moment and dropped the bike’s gear into first before launching the machine forward. Within seconds she blasted through a nearby small group of onlookers, forcing them to scatter out of the way. Knowing full well the police couldn’t shoot into the crowds, she continued along the sidewalk between the panicked people and further away from where the policeman was arresting Sam.

      Sam’s eyes remained pinned on Alex as he watched her swerve the bike in between the crowds and eventually around two police cars that tried to barricade her in at the bottom of the street. Livid at her foolishness, he couldn’t help but be equally proud of her audacious escape—the very quality he most loved about her. He should have seen it coming. But amidst his love and admiration, he felt overwhelming fear not knowing what secret she felt compelled to keep from him or who she was so desperate to get away from. All he knew with certainty was that he’d never before seen her quite as determined or as scared.

      And as Alex disappeared around the next corner, leaving Sam to explain it all to the police, life on London’s streets carried on as if nothing had happened.
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      Sam sat squashed between two vagrants on the narrow steel bench inside the holding cell. They reeked of alcohol, and their clothes carried a stench so foul it permeated the tiny four by four lock-up.

      The rest of the cramped space didn't offer any better company. Three guys dressed to the rafters in studded black leather jackets and pants, tattoos covering just about every exposed part of skin on their bodies, sat staring at Sam from the opposite bench. It was apparent Sam's skin-tight bulletproof jacket had caught their attention. One of them, ostensibly the ringleader, flicked his pierced tongue in and out of his mouth mimicking that of a lizard's tongue when he'd be sensing his surroundings. Sam shuffled uncomfortably. The last thing he wanted now was to have to deal with three snot-nosed twenty-somethings stuck in an identity crisis. He'd have to play it cool and pray that his turn to make his one phone call came round quickly.

      "Nice jacket," the young thug commented.

      "Thanks."

      "Looks like you're too old to wear it."

      "Ok."

      The thug smirked and turned to his buddies to rally some support.

      "Take it off."

      "Yeah, I don't think so mate."

      "You don't think so?" He laughed, looking over his shoulders to his two sidekicks. "He doesn't think so," he said, encouraging the other two who laughed mockingly.

      He flicked his tongue again and got to his feet, his two friends in tow.

      "Take it off, mate."

      Sam ignored his demand.

      It angered the guy, and Sam watched as he took the two steps toward him, joined a second later by his friends. Sam remained seated and continued to ignore him.

      "You should've taken it off when I asked nicely."

      "Or else?"

      The punk wrapped his fists below the collar on either side of the zip in Sam's jacket. In a weak attempt to pull Sam to his feet, it was apparent that the thug had underestimated Sam's height and athleticism. Annoyed, the bully heaved and shoved his flat hands against Sam's chest before falling back in line with his cronies. Sam, who was still seated, smiled and looked dead into the pierced punk's eyes.  It was then that the guy came face to face with Sam's towering height as Sam stood up and met the clique in the center of the cell, rising a full head and shoulders above all three of them. Conscious of an audience and having to maintain his pride, the gang leader looked at his sidekicks.

      "Show the old man what happens when people don't obey me."

      At the end of the bench, a short, stocky man dressed in a grey business suit spoke. "Give it up, boys. You can see this 'old man' can run circles around you."

      "Shut up, fool. No one asked your opinion. Unless you also want a piece of me?"

      "Don't say I didn't warn you," the businessman added.

      "What are you waiting for? Show him not to mess with me!" The punk shouted to his entourage, who stood frozen with hesitation in front of Sam.

      The first youngster flicked his long, bleached, side-swept bangs out of his eyes as if it somehow gave him more courage. Two tattooed fists moved in front of his face as he readied himself to throw the first punch.

      As with his leader, he too was much shorter than Sam. Nonetheless, acting on his orders, he courageously threw his fist out toward Sam's face. It took hardly any effort or preparation for Sam to casually move his head sideways, ducking the pathetic attempt at a punch with ease.

      Another punch thrust forward, and again, Sam ducked.

      "Told you," the amused businessman piped up from the corner.

      The two drunk vagrants started cheering for Sam joined in by an apron-wearing hawker who, until now, had sat quietly observing.

      "My money's on the tall guy," the hawker shouted in a strong Hindu accent.

      Excitement filled the holding cell as the second punk joined his friend, entirely missing Sam's face when Sam sidestepped again to escape his incoming punch.

      "Idiots!" the gang leader scoffed.

      Several more attempts were flung toward Sam, who maintained his calm composure and didn't fight back.

      Each time the two leather-clad punks missed or fell to the ground as Sam dodged their attacks, their small prison audience roared with laughter.

      "Give it to them, lad. These kids need to be taught a lesson," the toothless vagrants cheered Sam on. But true to Sam's unaggressive nature, he never once raised his fists, resolved to only defend by blocking the punches and stepping out of their way.

      The trio soon tired, and their lack of support from the fellow inmates didn't help.

      "Told you so, knucklehead. Give it up and get back on your bench," the businessman intervened.

      His rebuke infuriated the troublemaker who, by now, had not a shred of pride left in him. Without warning, he turned and punched the businessman full on the nose.

      "Who's an idiot now, huh?" 

      "Back off, kid.” Sam spoke for the first time and gripped the young man's arms firmly behind his back. "You've had your fun now sit down and give it a rest."

      Defeated and stripped of all dignity, the punk straightened his jacket and grudgingly complied.

      "You ok?" Sam asked the businessman who wiped the blood from his nose and answered with annoyance. "Bloody punks. Streets are full of them."

      "Sam Quinn," said Sam, holding out his hand.

      "Fitz. Actually it's Dennis Fitzgerald the third, but everyone just calls me Fitz."

      "Nice to meet you, Fitz. What brings you here?"

      "My ex. The woman is hellbent on destroying my life. Accused me of stalking when all I wanted to do was watch my boy play football."

      "That's a tough spot. Sorry to hear.” Sam took a seat next to Fitz.

      "Take it from me, my friend. Never get married. Women are trouble.” Fitz wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead before continuing. "So what are you in for?"

      Sam let out a chuckle. "Ironically, also a woman."

      "How else? I tell you, my friend, I've had it with women. Never thought I'd say it, but I'm done. Here, take my card. I'll hook you up with the best divorce attorney in the country. I sold his London apartment some time back. One of the best I tell ya," and handed Sam a business card.

      Sam studied the platinum embossed realtor card and slipped it in his pocket.

      "So you're a realtor?"

      "High-end residential apartments— the best in the business. I have clients from here to Dubai. I don't ask where their money comes from and they like that. Keeps me in business and helps me keep the ex off my back. As long as I pay each month, she lets me see my boy. What do you do? Let me guess. Judging from how you handled these punks I'd say you're some socialite's head of security or something."

      Sam laughed. "Now there's an idea. Afraid not though." 

      "Quinn, you're free to go," a policeman interrupted as he summoned from the cell door, surprising Sam with the announcement.

      "Good on you, mate. Ring me up and don't let her mess you around, you hear me?"

      "Cheers, Dennis Fitzgerald the third. I'll see you around."

      

      Sam followed the constable down the long hallway.

      "Who posted bail?" he asked.

      "No one, You're free to go. After your interrogation, that is."

      Confused at his last words Sam followed the guard into a nearby interrogation room where he was told to sit at a small white table in the middle of the floor, after which the constable disappeared closing the door behind him. Across the room, Sam's reflection stared back at him from a mirrored wall. He had watched enough crime programs on the telly to know this was a one-way mirror. He didn't yet know who was on the other side of that mirror and why, but he was sure to find out soon enough.

      The door opened, and a slim brunette in a tight black suit sat down at the table opposite him. She placed a yellow folder marked 'classified' on the table but kept it closed and folded her hands on top of it.

      "Mr. Quinn, can I get you a cup of coffee, tea, maybe some water?" 

      "Coffee sounds great, thanks. And it's Dr. Quinn."

      "Yes, of course, sorry. Force of habit. I'm DC Morgan. Would you mind if I asked you a few questions about the incident earlier?"

      "I'd rather speak to Chief Inspector McDowell from Scotland Yard."

      Sam's request left her pausing briefly. A glance in the mirror behind her confirmed Sam's earlier suspicions.

      "Chief Inspector McDowell. Right, and what might your interest be in speaking with him?"

      "He'll know."

      "Dr. Quinn, perhaps I can be of service in the interim. Can you tell me what you were doing chasing through the streets this morning?"

      "I wasn't aware I was chasing anything?"

      The detective constable’s eyes revealed her annoyance at Sam's smart answer.

      "Can you tell me why you were being chased this morning?"

      "Miss Morgan, I mean no disrespect, but chasing or being chased, hypothetically speaking, isn't a crime. What are you charging me with?"

      "We're not charging you, yet, Dr. Quinn. This is merely an investigation as to what happened this morning and why you were involved."

      "Well, in that case, I'm free to go."

      "Not quite, we also arrested two other men involved in the chase known to be involved in several open Interpol cases."

      Sam's heart skipped a beat. He assumed she was referring to the shooters who had been after Alex.

      "Do you know them?"

      "No, should I?"

      "Perhaps."

      "I don't."

      "We have several reports from witnesses saying they were shooting at you."

      "Not that I know of. I'm very much alive, aren't I?"

      "Then why were they chasing you?"

      Sam shrugged his shoulders. "Who said they were?"

      "All right." She cleared her throat and continued. "Who was with you on the motorbike?”

      "What motorbike?”

      "Quit playing games, Dr. Quinn. You were seen being chased and shot at through the streets of London on the back of a motorbike. One that wasn't driven by you. Who was it?"

      "I don't know. Someone who offered me a lift to work."

      "A lift to work," she repeated.

      "Uh-huh."

      "How did it come about that this person offered you a lift to work?"

      "I missed the bus and decided to hitch a ride."

      "So this guy on the bike stopped and picked you up."

      "Precisely."

      DC Morgan sat back in her chair and crossed her arms.

      "And this happened where?"

      "Outside my apartment, I told you. I missed the bus, stuck my thumb out, and hitched a ride."

      "You know you could have called a taxi or an Uber. Why didn't you?"

      "I didn't think of it."

      A policeman entered the interrogation room and placed a cup of coffee on the table in front of Sam.

      Detective Constable Morgan flipped open her file and pulled out a color photo from the inside flap, placing it down in front of Sam.

      “Are these yours?”

      Sam took a sip of the coffee without answering.

      “Why were you carrying these two Berettas?”

      “I wasn’t.  They’re not mine.”

      “Dr. Quinn, these are untraceable. Their serial numbers have been removed and we found them at the scene.“

      Caught off guard by the information Sam took in another mouthful of coffee. He had no idea why Alex had untraceable guns hidden under her floorboards. He remained silent.

      "Where did you get the guns, Dr. Quinn?"

      "DC Morgan, they’re not mine and since I haven't committed any crime or am I under arrest, I'd like to leave now."

      The detective slipped the photo back into the file and slammed it shut.

      "You're free to go Dr. Quinn, but so that you know, we're watching you."

      Sam rose from his chair and walked toward the door, briefly looking back to see DC Morgan staring, arms folded, into the one-way mirror. There was a lot more to this interrogation than he’d learned today. Someone behind that mirror was pulling her strings.

      He closed the door behind him and paused outside in the passageway. The door to the next room opened, and a medium built man in a three-piece suit holding an antique silver cane stepped out. Their eyes met, and Sam got the distinct impression the man had every intention of being seen. The intimidating look in his eyes was every bit intended to be a silent warning. To what, remained to be seen.
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      Sam walked briskly toward the nearest subway entrance—his mind laden with unanswered questions. Alex was in trouble, real trouble, and he wasn’t even sure she knew just how much danger she was in. Or did she? Could it be the very reason she didn’t want to tell him? To protect him from getting involved? In the back of his mind, he wondered if the police were in on it. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d come face to face with corruption. Who was the man with the cane, and why was he part of the police investigation team?

      He stopped at a crossing and waited for the light to change, joined by four other pedestrians also wanting to cross the street—a young couple, an exec on his phone and a guy on his late afternoon run. The pedestrian crossing light turned green, and the jogger hurriedly pushed past Sam, bumping him out of the way and into the exec.

      “Watch it mate!” the irritated executive shouted after the jogger before returning to his phone conversation.

      

      The subway buzzed with commuters on their travels home from work and Sam patiently waited in line at the turnstile. His hand slipped into his pants pocket in search of some coins and pulled out a single silver key instead. Puzzled, he stared at the unfamiliar object in his hand and read the inscription: one zero four. It wasn’t his, and he had no idea how it got in his possession. He flipped it over to reveal the logo of a luxury hotel less than a mile from him. Most hotels used key cards so it couldn’t be to a room. A locker, perhaps, he concluded. He stepped away from the line and proceeded down the street in the direction of the hotel.

      A few blocks further on the lavish hotel’s doorman tried hard to hide his uncertainty over whether Sam agreed with their clientele’s profile or not, but opened the door and welcomed him in, nevertheless. A strong exotic scent wafted through the tranquil foyer—a clever marketing tactic to lure its guests to their on-site spa.

      “Checking in, sir?” the overly friendly concierge enquired.

      “Not just yet, but could you show me to your lockers, please,” Sam said, holding up the key.

      “Of course, sir. That will be in the fitness center, right this way.”

      Sam followed the polite man through the hotel foyer and into the in-house fitness center, where he paused outside the men’s washrooms.

      “You’ll find the lockers inside, sir. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

      “No thanks, that’s it for now.”

      And as quickly as he’d appeared, he turned and left.

      Sam briefly paused when he turned the key in the lock. He had since figured out that it must have been the jogger at the crosswalk who’d slipped the key into his pocket. For a moment, the thought had crossed his mind that it might be a trap, or worse, a bomb meant to kill him. He shrugged off the absurd notion. As far as he knew he wasn’t the one with the target on his back, Alex was. Still, his heart raced, and he took a deep breath as he pulled back on the key to open the locker. To his relief, nothing exploded in his face, nor could he hear any ticking sounds coming from the black gym bag that sat crammed into the small space in front of him.

      He turned and looked over his shoulder to see if anyone was around. Pleased to see he was alone, he reached in and pulled the black bag from the locker. It weighed very little, and he set it down on a nearby wooden bench before carefully unzipping it. A silver-gray wig, matching fake mustache and a pair of sunglasses lay loosely on top of black sweatpants and matching hoodie. Underneath that was a single pair of sneakers with an envelope.

      Intrigued by the surprise contents, he tore open the envelope to reveal a car key and a note that read,

      
        
        
        Sam

        I’m sorry you were dragged into this.  Fate played its hand and you are now in danger.  Change into this disguise. Take the hired vehicle parked in the hotel parking and drive to your parents’ seaside cottage—you should be safe there.

        A

      

        

      

      Sam stared at the note in his hand and dropped down onto the bench. Fear pulled his stomach into a tight knot making it hard to breathe. Through all the years of working together, this was the only time he had ever seen Alex go to such extreme lengths as using disguises and decoys—she wasn't one for the theatrical. Tiny beads of sweat broke out on his lip as he reread the note. If only he knew where she was, he could help her. 

      A nervous giggle erupted as he recalled how she had been the one to rescue him that morning. It certainly seemed he required her help instead of the other way around. She’d proved more than capable of looking after herself. He sat, staring at the note. What choice was there other than to comply and follow her instructions? He had no idea where to even start looking for her.

      Suddenly conscious he might have been followed to the hotel he grabbed the bag and disappeared into the nearest cubicle. It took barely two minutes to change into the tracksuit. He fumbled nervously with the wig deciding it might be better to adjust it in front of a mirror. Although he had been paying attention to anyone who might have walked into the changing rooms, he cautiously opened the cubicle door and briefly popped his head out to make sure he was still alone. He was and quickly moved across the floor to the mirror.

      The odd colored wig with matching strip of hair on his lip and brown sunglasses made him look like a Vegas Elton John impersonator. All he needed was a gold earring dangling from his ear, he thought while he inspected the final product in the mirror.

      Behind him, the door to the changing room opened to one of the cleaning staff, and he hurriedly snatched up the bag and headed to the parking garage.

      Several vehicles were parked in front of him when the elevator doors opened into the basement parking. He looked at the key in his hand. He was looking for a Mercedes. His eyes skimmed over the pool of luxury cars, and he pressed down on the remote button. A double bleep accompanied by a quick show of spotlights drew his attention to a bay on his right.

      "That was easy,” he mumbled, making his way to the car.

      It was eerily quiet. Sam wasn't one to scare in these situations, but given the circumstances, his nerves were on edge. Relieved when he reached the car, he sank into the leather seats behind the steering wheel and locked the doors. His eyes caught the written Post-it stuck on the rear-view mirror, which simply read glove box. He flipped the glove compartment open to reveal a 9mm pistol. The mustache scratched against his cheeks when the corners of his mouth curled up. How typical for Alex to have all the angles covered.

      

      It was already dark when Sam arrived at his parents’ seaside cottage on the south-east England coast. The bungalow sat on the water's edge and was reasonably secluded. He knew no one had followed him, but he was cautious and paused next to the car, peering out into the darkness. Everything was deathly silent.

      As always, the spare key lay in its usual spot hidden under his mother's favorite pot plant around the back of the house. Any other time of the year his parents would have been at the cottage, but as it happened, they were in the throes of celebrating their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary on a Caribbean cruise ship. Inside, the house was quiet. The full moon still lay low over the ocean's horizon and shone its bright light into the open-plan sitting room. He left the lights’ main switch off. Just in case. But it became evident very soon after that he was there on his own and there was no indication that Alex had been to the cottage at all. The thought of not knowing where she was or what trouble she was in left him anxiously pacing the front porch until well into the night.

      He eventually dozed off in his father's recliner that stood in the small den that had spectacular views across the ocean. In the deep hours of the night, something woke him. Sure he heard a noise coming from the kitchen door behind him, he sat quietly listening. There it was again. Someone had entered the house. His hand tightened around the gun's handle that he had fallen asleep with and now lay in his lap. Sam listened as the floorboards creaked under the intruder's feet when he walked through the kitchen behind him.  

      Sam's temples throbbed under his pulsing heartbeat. His hand felt clammy against the pistol's stippled grip. With his other hand, he slowly stretched out to the nearby lamp, deciding he would surprise the prowler. Conscious of the intruder's whereabouts behind him, Sam readied himself. His stomach sank to his feet when he suddenly realized he hadn't switched on the electricity. But he quickly moved on to a plan B and quietly slid off the chair and onto the floor, hiding himself behind the recliner. The moonlight narrowly missed the chair, concealing Sam's hiding spot. When he cautiously popped his head out in an attempt to spot his visitor, there was no one there. A shred of doubt washed over him, but he quickly dismissed it when he heard the floorboards creaking in the bedroom. He straightened up and held the gun firmly out in front of his face.  

      His eyes searched the dark corners of the sitting room and then, he stealthily moved toward the corridor, careful not to trigger the squeaking floorboards under his feet. With his index finger barely touching the trigger, he lay his body back against the sitting room wall at the start of the corridor. He'd wait it out for the uninvited guest to come back down the passage and then surprise him from behind.

      He waited, preparing
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