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      Okay, if this is the first time you’re trying one of my books, stop. Return it. Grab another. It’s okay. I can wait.

      If you’re still here, please know that I haven’t read The Rhapta Key since it first released in December 2017. I didn’t want to rewrite this book and release it as new. I don’t like it when authors do that. So this is the exact book I wrote when I first dipped my writing toes in the water. Just a working mom nearing her fifties who naïvely thought she could put writing a book on her bucket list.

      Little did I know that this was what had sparked a Godly calling I’d never even considered before. What followed in the wake of this book was a spiritual reawakening and a purpose so profound I couldn’t even begin to explain it.

      Perhaps I’m over critical. After all, the reviews aren’t too bad, but I’d like to be upfront and tell you that this isn’t who I am anymore. My writing has evolved––seven-fold! I’ve grown, thankfully! I know who I am now and I know what God’s called me to do.

      Still, I love this book and I love Alex and Sam. If you decide to go ahead and read it, I think by the end of the series you’ll love them too!

      See you between my pages!™

      Urcelia Teixeira
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      Based on the true legend of Rhapta

      About 2000 years ago, Rhapta was speculated to be the first real metropolis of Africa. The famed lost city was substantially known for its abundant produce of tortoiseshell and metal weapons among traders.

      Rhapta soon became one of the wealthiest cities in the world and was mentioned in the Greco-Egyptian writer, Claudius Ptolemy's book Geography.

      The fact that he captured his findings in his writings proves that they knew of the city's existence as far back as AD 50.

      But approximately 1600 years ago, at the peak of its existence, the entire city suspiciously disappeared.

      The city vanished without any trace and with it took bounds of artifacts and architectural insights.

      For years, archaeologists, scholars, and divers have been baffled by its disappearance.

      The exact location is not known. However, it is believed to have been somewhere off the coast of Tanzania, near Mafia Island.

      A recent accidental discovery by a diver in 2016 has the world excited with the prospect that he found Rhapta.

      At present, they are in search of artifacts or any proof that the suspected ruins are conclusively ruled to have been the lost city of Rhapta.
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      ALEX

      "Dad! I can't hear you! The line isn't very clear. Dad? What's going on? Hello? Dad, are you there?"

      The crackling noise on the other end of the phone stopped for a brief second. Alex listened as the single gunshot resounded over the phone line.

      "Daddy? Dad! Please say something. Dad? Hello?"

      Her legs went numb beneath her body. With her phone still in hand, she fell to the floor, unable to breathe.

      She shut her eyes and mumbled a prayer out loud.

      Her mind was a wicked flurry of questions. She had no idea what just happened. Convinced it was all in her head, she raised the phone to her ear again.

      "Daddy?" she called, sounding like a five-year-old, her voice trembling.

      "Hello? Alex? Is that you?"

      The voice startled her and ejected her off the floor. "Hello? Who's this?" She pressed the phone firmer to her ear.

      "Alex, it's Eric. What did your father say to you?"

      "What? Nothing, what do you mean? Where is he? I need to speak to him!"

      "They took him, Alex! You need to find help! They shot me, and—"

      "What? Who took him? Eric! WHO TOOK HIM? Hello? Are you there? Eric! Dad! Is anyone there?"

      But Eric was silent and the all too familiar crackling sound at the other end of the phone echoed in her ears once again, blocking out any chance of hearing anyone speak. The sudden click and deafening silence confirmed the line had gone dead.

      Her heart pulsed in her ears. The sequence of events that had just taken place was too hard to digest. With the phone still gripped in her hand she slumped to the floor, her legs folding numbly beneath her body. Paralyzed with fear, not knowing what had just happened, tears rolled down her cheeks and dripped onto her phone's screen. Her shaking fingers scrolled through the menu on her phone as she searched for the last incoming number. Defeated she stared at the words: number unlisted. It was as if someone had punched her in the stomach. She banged the phone against her head forcing her brain to straighten itself out and in a moment of clarity realized whom she should call for help.

      Her fingers fumbled with the phone as she dialed the only person she could think of. Several times the phone threatened to slip through her trembling hands which were now shaking uncontrollably. Just calm down, Alex. Keep it together, she thought.

      "Archaeology faculty, how may I direct your call?"

      "Hello? Professor Keating, please? It's an emergency."

      "Who may I ask is calling?"

      "Alexandra… Alex, Professor Hunt's daughter. Please, I need to speak to Professor Keating now! Please hurry. It's a matter of life and death."

      Pacing the small room, Alex swallowed hard in an attempt to wet her parched throat. She waited anxiously as the call transferred.

      "Alex? What's wrong?"

      "Professor! I didn't know whom else to call. I don't know what to do. I… they, they took him, and Eric got shot and…"

      "Whoa! Stop for a second. Calm down, Alex. Take a breath. You're not making any sense. Who was taken, and who shot who?"

      "My father, they took my father, and I can't make out if they shot him or, maybe they shot Eric, but I heard a gunshot and…"

      "Okay slow down, Alex. Where are you?"

      "I'm at home. Dad called but I couldn't hear him clearly, and then Eric spoke saying they took him and then they shot him. You have to find him, Professor!"

      "Bugger. I knew your dad was up to something. Okay, make a cup of strong tea and sit tight. Let me make a couple of calls and see what I can find out, but for now, try to keep it together. I'll get to the bottom of this as soon as I can."

      "But, Professor, I…" The line went dead in her ear.

      "Hello. Professor," she repeated, but he had already put the phone down.

      Irate, she threw the phone against the door. The back shot off and the battery slid underneath the couch. She swore under her breath at her stupidity and knelt down next to the couch to retrieve it. Her fingers fumbled with the battery and cell phone cover as she popped it back together.

      "What have you gotten yourself into, Dad, and where are you?" she said out loud clicking the cover in place.

      Chewing her thumbnail she walked back and forth between the kitchen and the sitting room. Her clothes felt too tight all of a sudden, and she found it hard to breathe. Her thumb left her mouth and fiddled with her now constricting medical bracelet on her wrist.

      The thought of losing her father was too much for her to bear. Memories of her mother's death whirled through her mind. She frantically searched her desk for her pills and swallowed two, closing her eyes as she waited for the bitter sting to disappear and the medication to take effect. The prescription bottle in her hand stared back at her. The pills had become her lifeline.

      Outside, the rain gently tapped on the windowpane. She walked over and traced the soft raindrops down the cold glass.

      How could this happen again? she thought. When her mum died, her entire world fell apart. It had been so long since she felt the rain on her face. If her father never returned she would have no choice but to go outside again. The thought of it left her cold. She couldn't face that. She wasn't ready.

      She paced the room again and fought against her taunting thoughts. She couldn't breathe. Not even with the exercises Dr. Jones gave her when situations like this called for it. Her chest felt tight, and her body appeared to be doing its own thing.

      She reached for her phone and checked if she might have missed a call or message alert. She didn't. There were no missed calls and no messages. Disheartened, she realized she'd go crazy waiting for the professor to get back to her. She hurried over to her father's large messy desk in the corner of the room. Her hands hastily thrust the piles of papers onto the floor.

      She rummaged through the desk with vigor. He always left her a note or a clue when he went on a mission. It had to be there somewhere. She paused, taking a couple of deep breaths as she continued the silent conversation in her head. He left three, maybe four days ago. He couldn't have gone far.

      With trembling fingers, she sifted through the loose papers on his desk but her search returned no note or anything else of significance. Nothing––aside from a few student term papers, a couple of unopened letters, and a map.

      Annoyed, she paced the room back and forth between the door and the desk trying to convince herself that he was fine. She recalled their last conversation.

      He had made a flippant comment about setting off to find the truth that would set them both free from the past.

      But there was no truth to be found. The reasons would never be clear, at least not to her.

      Feelings of him being in serious trouble gnawed at her insides. Something was wrong. She was certain of it.

      A loud knock jolted her back to reality. She scrammed toward the front door almost tripping on the loose rug on the floor. She barely had the chain off and a drenched Professor Keating pushed past her into the house.

      "Professor Keating, did you find him?" But instinctively she already knew the answer to her overzealous question. Why else would he be there in person?

      "No, Alex, I'm afraid I haven't, at least not yet. I did make some phone calls. My connections said he boarded a flight to Africa."

      "Africa? What would he be doing halfway across the world? Are you sure?"

      "I'm certain. We also found an email in your father's office from the University of Dar es Salaam requesting his help on a matter. They think they might have found the lost city of Rhapta."

      "Tanzania? That's absurd, 'found Rhapta' what rubbish. Everyone is fully aware Rhapta is merely a myth. A fabled maritime city that disappeared off the face of the earth nearly 1600 years ago! It's nothing but a story some wannabe writer concocted to gain fame. This stupid city doesn't exist! Everything is a ridiculous myth, nothing more. No one has ever found any factual evidence of—"

      "Apparently, this time someone did find something. They claim to have found pieces of ancient pottery and gold coins and some human fossils dating back two thousand years. The tests came back positive confirming the fossils are most likely from Rhapta. I think your father must have found something really significant and was kidnapped."

      He paused briefly, taking a deep breath before he continued.

      "Alex, considering your mother lost her life chasing after precisely the same lost city, I realize this must be rather hard on you, but what if this is all true? What if all the facts and fables are true and Rhapta lies somewhere hidden or buried under the sea? Do you honestly think your parents would have spent their entire lives chasing after a phantom if they didn't believe any truth might lie within the legendary tale? Your father must have found something new that put him in this dangerous position. He's always had a nose for these things and he may finally be close to completing what your mother dreamed of doing all her life. She died trying, Alex."

      "So he jumps on the first plane chasing this stupid fairytale only to land up dead like my mother. And what about me? What am I supposed to do if both my parents end up dead?"

      Alex felt her sweater tighten around her neck again as she struggled to breathe. She pulled at the neckband, but it proved futile and provided little relief.

      "Alex, perhaps you need to sit down for a moment."

      In an instance of insanity, she tried ripping the sweater's neckband open. It was suffocating her and she fought to keep her emotions at bay.

      "Alex, please. Sit down and try to stay calm. You will have to be strong now. We only have one way of finding your father."

      She knew exactly what he was thinking and didn't like it one bit. Still tugging at her neck, she pre-empted his next sentence.

      "You have to go to Tanzania and find him, Alex. You going is the only way."

      She felt her body surge out of control. She was cold. No hot. Her heart beat fast and her lunch threatened to push up into her throat. The room spiraled out of control. Her stomach churned uncomfortably and a short moment later the room went black around her.
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      "Alex, it's Dr. Jones. Can you hear me?"

      Alex winced at her aching head as she tried opening her eyes. Dizzy and confused, she groaned.

      "Ah, welcome back. Try to relax for a bit. You fainted so just lie still for a moment. Here, have a sip of water."

      The heavily sugared water left her tongue feeling furry.

      "Better? You had a pretty hard knock on your head when you fell so don't try to stand up just yet."

      "Alex, I'm truly sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. I —"

      "Perhaps not the best time to apologize, Professor. I'd wait for her to find her bearings first. She'll be okay."

      Alex rubbed the back of her head and propped her elbows underneath her body as she recollected the events that led to her fainting.

      "Absolutely not! No, not going to happen. I CAN'T GO!" she ranted, catching the two men off guard.

      "Okay, calm down. You're confused," Dr. Jones responded.

      "I am not going anywhere!" she repeated.

      "Go where, Alex?" the perplexed physician replied, turning a questioning gaze at Professor Keating who had a suspiciously sheepish look on his face.

      "Go where, Professor? What's she talking about?"

      "Africa. Tanzania to be more precise, as a matter of fact."

      "Africa? Have you lost your mind? To do what if I may ask?"

      "To find her father. He's gone missing, and she's the only one who is equipped enough to find him."

      "Oh no. No, no, no, no! No way on earth she can go gallivanting off to Africa! I'm afraid that is pretty nearly not going to be possible at all, Professor Keating. Out of the question! Let me explain. She—"

      "Yes, yes, Doctor, I understand. She's still traumatized after having lost her mother much the same way and now the added upset of her missing father will be too much for her. I get it."

      "No, as a matter of fact, I believe you do not. Unfortunately, this is a bit more complicated than a simple case of trauma. Alex has agoraphobia. She can't leave the house. She's clinically agoraphobic."

      "Agora what?"

      "Agoraphobia is an anxiety disorder characterized by an intense fear of certain places and situations, in normal circumstances set off by severe trauma. Alex hasn't been out of the house since her mother's death; apart from our exposure therapy sessions that is. Something like this would require an immense amount of courage and willpower for her to leave the house much less fly across the world in a cramped airplane."

      Unimpressed by the textbook diagnosis, Professor Keating wasn't about to give up his fight.

      "Alex, you may not have much of a choice in the matter. You would have to go. One of the archaeologists called me a short while ago. The people who captured your father are under the impression that he told you where the key is. If you don't go, they'll kill him. In short, they could blackmail you."

      "That is absurd! It's ridiculous. Don't you understand? The key doesn't exist. Never did. There is no key!" She raised her voice more than she intended.

      Alex shook her head. "I'm afraid you're going to have to send someone else or go yourself, Professor! I can't do it. It's not that I don't want to. I simply can't. You're going to have to help him, Professor."

      "Alex, I wouldn't ask this of you if I wasn't convinced you're the best option we have right now. You know your mother's work inside and out. You've done all the research on Rhapta, and you speak the language fluently. That day, the day that your mother…you might have found Rhapta at that very moment and didn't even realize how close you were. Look, I understand this is going to be terrible for you but finding Rhapta was your mother's dream. The two of you were on the cusp of one of the world's most significant discoveries. We can't let her dream all go to waste. Don't allow her death to have been in vain. Your mother wouldn't have wanted you to pine away, locked up in this house forever. Archaeology is in your blood. It's your very DNA. You're a Hunt, Alex. It's your legacy."

      Alex sat in silence as she felt the needle disappear into her arm. Whatever Dr. Jones injected made her feel like she was floating on air.

      "Alex, please, you have to. Do this for your mother."

      Though now surprisingly calm, Alex had every intention of punching Keating's lights out over his last sleazy salesman 'do this for your mother' stab. She could still recall the events of that day as if it just happened. She knew her mother would have wanted her to continue her life's work but to relive the entire ordeal on top of her father's disappearance was too much to ask. She paused her internal thoughts. There was a strong possibility that her father might still be alive. She couldn't sit back and do nothing.

      As she pondered her fate, the two men continued.

      "Doctor, can't you give her some miracle pill to take the edge off her situation? Help her take control over this or something? If she doesn't go out there and find him it's very likely that her father will end up getting killed too. We have to put an end to this once and for all. These people are savages. They will never stop until they find the treasure and as long as they think her father or she has knowledge of the key or any of the so-called treasure they will keep going and might very well come after her here."

      "Professor, I mean no disrespect, but Alex and I have gone through years of therapy and behavioral treatments. She has her meds, but until she's psychologically ready, my hands are tied. Agoraphobia is not a physical ailment. It's a mental disease. One that either lingers forever or, best case, can be controlled with anti-depressants when the patient is ready. It is entirely a matter of being psychologically and emotionally ready. Once that happens, she can manage the disease as the symptoms occur. But, if you push a patient too hard at the wrong time, the consequences can easily go the other way and that could land her in an institution for the rest of her life. We simply have no way of telling where she's at right now."

      The doctor paused and scratched his brow for a second before he continued.

      "There was a recent case study so we might have a very slim chance here. Something we might be able to try IF she's willing. However, I must stress, this particular therapy method currently stands unproven, so I offer no guarantees. Theoretically, the treatment should work—if we're lucky."

      "Sounds good to me, Doctor. We should at least try. This is a matter of life and death so we might not have any other option."

      "You two are talking as if I'm not here. May I remind you that it's my and my father's lives you're playing with here? You should send in the police, or the army or something, a team of professionals. I'm an archaeologist, not a soldier!"

      "What's this therapy you mentioned, Doctor?" Keating ignored her and continued his conversation with the doctor.

      "Well, the only other possible recourse is if you have someone accompany her. Preferably someone with a medical background who is stable and trustworthy and who will help her through the panic attacks. It will have to be someone she knows she could trust and who will be with her every step of the way."

      "Forget it." Alex suddenly surprised them. "I don't need a babysitter or a nurse. I'm quite capable of looking after myself. I'll go to Africa on my own, but only because my father's life depends on it. I'll fetch him and bring him back. Nothing more! No hunting down lost cities or relics or anything of the sort. I don't need to find Rhapta, and I am dead sure that I don't need the fame. Is that clear, Professor?"

      "Clear as daylight, Alex. However, I just need you to think about the bit about not finding Rhapta and what you're walking away from. Just sleep on it. We have new evidence that the city does, in fact, exist. Lying somewhere in Tanzania waiting for us to unlock all her secrets and relics. The evidence is sufficient enough. As an archaeologist, you are duty-bound to help us discover ancient history. A discovery of this stature can reveal valuable links to another history unknown to the world. Please consider the prospect. If not for me then do it at least for your parents."

      Alex walked over to her father's antique desk and skimmed over the contents. History ran through her father's veins. She couldn't escape that. Keating was sure as heck pushing her beyond her comfort zone, but for the sake of her father, she really didn't have any other option.

      Her mother, and obviously now her father too, believed this quest was worth risking their lives for. She should trust in their knowledge and experience and believe they might just be on to something big. Besides, Keating was correct of course. A discovery of this magnitude could provide valuable insights into newly discovered cultures and if this killed her too, then so be it.

      Perhaps then all those treasure hunters who scour the world thinking they are on the verge of discovering ancient secrets and treasures would realize some secrets need to stay buried forever.

      "Are you sure you can do this, Alex?" Dr. Jones asked nervously. "You've made a lot of progress, but this might be too much for you to take on. Your meds will only do so much."

      "Well, if the stuff has the same effect as what you just gave me, then, by all means, Doctor, stock me up."

      Professor Keating rushed to her side. "Alex, I'll send one of my best students with you as a backup and book you a first-class seat. Anything to make the trip more comfortable for you. Just say the word."

      "Students will weigh me down, Professor, I don't need them. I told you. I can do this on my own."

      The doctor interjected. "Well, if I may, Alex, I don't think that's wise. If you have an episode in the middle of a dangerous situation, the consequences could potentially be fatal. To have someone with you at all times will be vital to you getting through this."

      Alex swept her hair out of her face and ignored his advice.

      "I'll need something to knock me out on the plane and the ground team ready when I land, that's all. Oh, and a small supply of these meds you just gave me, Doc. I'll manage the rest on my own."

      "Alex, you need to be very sure this is what you want to do," the doctor cautioned again.

      Her words echoed in her head. She had no idea how she was supposed to do this and why she agreed, but she knew she couldn't sit back and do nothing. As always, he was most likely right. She could never do this on her own and would probably end up dead, but she had to try.

      "Thank you, Doctor, but we are talking about my father's life. How can I not at least try? If his life depends on me risking mine to save his, then I have to do what anyone else in my position would do. When my mother most needed me, I let her down. I am not about to do the same to my father."

      Relic hunting was in her blood. She knew nothing else. Born to the famous Hunt explorers, escaping their legacy was impossible. She'd been to more countries hunting down treasures and ancient artifacts than most people will ever experience. Her childhood memories were not of birthday parties and learning how to ride a bicycle. Instead, her young life was filled with camel rides across the desert and swimming through crocodile-infested swamps.

      Her father's words rang in her head. 'The excitement lies in the next chase. That's what makes life great.' No two days were ever the same. Most children only dream of going on wild adventures like she did instead of sitting through repetitious school lessons and bedtime routines. Just the world and all its experiences. A once in a lifetime organic education filled with firsthand lessons in eight different languages. Living with tribes in Peru or making clay pots in Egypt. Her life was never dull or without instruction.

      The professor was right. Relic hunting was in her genes. She learned firsthand from the best explorers known to mankind. With the right ground team and resources, she could find her father and bring him home alive.
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      When Alex was eventually alone again, she sat down behind her desk. Her eye caught her emergency medical bracelet dangling around her wrist. Beneath the thin silver chain was the bright pink scar she got while sliding down the sharp sandy cliffs of the Kingdom of Mustang in Northern Nepal. Those mysterious caves were quite a find. That was, in reality, her first official expedition and she loved every living moment of the mission.

      She caught herself smiling as she recalled the memories and realized how much she missed the adrenaline rush. The sheer exhilaration shooting through her veins when she conquered treacherous places where modern man had never been, the threat of danger contradicted by the mesmerizing tranquility that comes from being one with nature.

      The silver medical tag around her wrist stared back at her. Alexandra Hunt – Agoraphobic.

      For the last three years, she'd been staring at those words. Was this who she had become? Was this what the rest of her life looked like? She flipped the bracelet over and pushed it down against her skin. She was a Hunt. There was no escaping that, and if her mother were still alive, she'd tell her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The lukewarm tap water wasn't helping. Alex inhaled a series of shallow breaths and ran back into the bathroom cubicle. The dirty space was tiny. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and tried to calm her racing heart and mind by repeating the sequence of exercises Dr. Jones had given her.

      Fifteen minutes later she climbed the aircraft's steps. In her head, she recited the reasons for going on this trip, trying hard not to turn and run. Taking a few deep breaths in between each step didn't help much either. The plane was at capacity and evoked a sense of claustrophobia in her. She hated the confined space and people around her but much to her relief the air hostess showed her to a business-class seat. Seated next to her was a man who looked ridiculously even more nervous than she.

      "First flight?" she asked him.

      "Not quite but I guarantee you, without a doubt, not exactly my place of comfort," he replied, still fumbling with his seatbelt as Alex opened the overhead above her seat.

      "Oh, let me take that for you, Miss Hunt," the friendly hostess stopped her.

      "Miss Hunt? Oh… Uh, I beg your pardon. I was expecting—" The man in the seat stopped himself from blurting out the obvious.

      "You were expecting what? A man?" Alex smirked as she watched him clumsily attempt to get up in the cramped space to greet her.

      "Well, yes if I have to be truthful. Professor Keating told me to meet Alex Hunt, so I assumed… well, it's just that, Alex is a male name, and I…" He scratched his head in a futile attempt to create a comeback.

      "So they saddled me with a babysitter anyway. Great," Alex snapped back deciding to let him squirm for a bit. It wasn't the first time someone made the wrong assumption about her. Exploration wasn't for the faint-hearted and finding a female in her profession, was close to impossible. Her mother was one of the very few and they were always very careful about protecting Alex from the journalists who haunted them for the latest archaeological scoop. In hindsight, her parents' wisdom and foresight into the danger of exposing her identity in the tabloids were precisely what had kept her safe. In all probability, it was the very catalyst for her mother's death.

      "And who is the fortunate chosen one Professor Keating thinks is equipped enough to handle this expedition?" she asked the man sarcastically.

      "Sam Quinn, at your service, Miss Hunt," he said, holding out his hand.

      "And why exactly did Professor Keating think you'd be qualified to accompany me? Looking at you, I have the sense that planes aren't exactly your thing. How in heaven's name are you meant to climb down a shaft or slide through an underground tunnel if you're nervous about flying?"

      "For one, I'm a huge fan of your parents, studied their every move, and we all greatly respected your mother. Her death was a sad day in archaeology."

      Alex ignored his comment. As far as she was concerned he didn't know the meaning of the word sad, but she was stuck with this guy and there was nothing she could do to change it.

      "Well, Sam Quinn, if you pull that strap any tighter you might sever your waist."

      "You're right. I'm not the biggest fan of flying," he said, tightening the seatbelt even more.

      "I suppose you do this so often you might as well be driving a car. How many expeditions have you been on, Miss Hunt?"

      "Unfortunately more than I care to count," she replied while fumbling with her safety buckle on her lap. The effect of the potent sedative was kicking in and slurring her speech. Perhaps she should have taken just one, she thought.

      "Can I just say, Miss Hunt, I—"

      "Alex, the name is Alex. Short for Alexandra, a female name." She cut Sam off, straight away regretting her irritation and bitter edge. Today, flying wasn't her thing either.

      "Indeed yes, Alex," he said clearing his throat. "As I was just going to say, I majored top of my class and am well equipped to have been selected to accompany you on this adventure. Your parents have been my inspiration and role models growing up. The very reason I fell in love with archaeology. I gave Professor Keating my word and well, how shall I put this? I'm aware of your condition."

      That statement annoyed her even more, but she bit her tongue.

      "Well, thank you, Mr. Quinn, but judging from those clothes, this is, without doubt, your first rodeo. As for my condition, I can manage just fine, thank you."

      He looked down at his crisp white collared shirt and black jeans and shuffled awkwardly in his seat.

      "I figured if I'm going to die I should at least be dressed for the burial." Sam broke into laughter and Alex fought the urge to smile. At least the man had a sense of humor, even at his own expense.

      "You, on the other hand, Alex Hunt, are dressed like GI Jane, ready to crawl through some tomb or chasm in the middle of a jungle. Do you always dress like this when you're flying?"

      "Only when I try to blend in with the locals at my destination. Africa is unlike any other place you might have been to, Mr. Quinn. The terrain is tough and the people, well, let's just say not all of them are friendlies."

      Sam looked even more scared now.

      "How do you mean 'not all of them are friendlies'? What does that mean specifically?"

      "Don't worry, Mr. Quinn. Dressed like that you might, in effect, scare them off."

      Alex rubbed her eyes. Her eyelids appeared to weigh rather heavily as they started pulling south and she was certain her words were slurring a little too much. She pulled at the seatbelt in much the same way Sam did earlier and focused on her breathing again. It was the first time she'd set foot out of the house in over three years. If this wasn't facing her fears head-on, she didn't know what was. The corner of her mouth curled up ever so slightly. She loved Africa and could almost smell the familiar red dust that was such a big part of her childhood. To some extent, she welcomed the exhilarating possibility of uncovering the truth about Rhapta and finding the key everyone believed existed. Discovering Rhapta was her mother's single greatest quest. She risked and lost her life for the sake of fulfilling her dream chasing after the legendary city.

      Her father's face interrupted her thoughts. Losing her father was not an option. Her stomach turned at the thought and formed a lump in her throat. She swallowed hard and tried to control her trailing fears. Look ahead, straight ahead. You can do this. She recited in her head. She just needed to follow her father's last clues and bring him back home. That was it. Nothing more.

      

      One of the flight crew members announced the emergency procedures and Alex's eyes followed the hostesses up and down the aisles as they did their last checks on the overheads before strapping into their seats.

      She still wasn't sure how she had managed to leave her apartment that morning. If it weren't for Dr. Jones driving her to the airport, she in all likelihood would not have even made it to her front steps.

      A nervous thought made her reach inside her khaki jacket and check that the round container of pills was still there. She started her breathing exercises and lay her head back against the headrest. Her hands gripped the armrests tightly as the plane took flight.

      Moments later, Sam Quinn's firm, muscular hand clasped hers. She wanted to pull away, but somehow the urgent need to rely on his strength pushed all her instincts aside. Alex glanced at him sitting stiffly in his seat with his eyes shut tight. Maybe he needed her courage too and in that very moment, Alexandra Hunt concluded that everything would be all right. Something in that moment told her that Sam Quinn would help her through the mission just fine.
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      She must have passed out shortly after takeoff as a passing passenger woke her by knocking her elbow with his kneecap. One by one the passengers scurried along the narrow aisle to disembark the plane. Still slightly woozy from the heavy sedation, Alex unclipped her seatbelt and turned sideways to look at Sam who patiently sat waiting in his seat. He seemed somewhat relieved that the plane was now safely on solid ground.

      "Ah, hello there. That was quite a nap, Miss Hunt. Here, I saved you some juice and a bread roll."

      The sedatives left her mouth dehydrated to the point where her tongue was stuck solidly to her palate.

      "Thanks. Shall we head off then?" Alex replied while reaching for her backpack from the overhead.

      "You're going to have to change out of those clothes, Mr. Quinn. You won't last an hour in them. Please tell me you packed a carry-on with some khakis."

      "Right here. I've come prepared." He tapped his rucksack now hanging on his chest like a baby carrier.

      He looked like a naughty school child about to go to his first cub camp.

      "Best you saddle up, Mr. Quinn and let's shake a leg. You might have to change in the Jeep."

      Alex couldn't resist rattling his cage a tad. This man was so obviously a novice at all of this. The horrified look on his face at the idea of having to change in a moving Jeep in the middle of rural Africa was just priceless. But it was a welcome distraction to her ever-troubled mind.

      

      The hot African sun hit her face the moment she stepped out of the plane onto the runway. Suddenly her feet were bricks of lead, glued solidly to the ground. Alex recalled her mother's face and the look in her eyes as they dragged her away. Her heart started racing, and her palms broke into a clammy sweat. She swallowed twice in a futile attempt to wash down the lump that found its way to her throat. Fear gripped her neck as doubt enveloped her mind. There was just no way she could go through with this. For a moment, she contemplated turning around and heading back into the plane. She looked back but the crew had already raised the steps and swiftly closed the door behind them. Did they sense her trepidation? Perhaps they were told to do so.

      Look straight ahead, Alex. You can do this, her inner voice whispered, but her legs weren't budging. No matter how hard she tried to walk, they just didn't react. She stood on the tarmac paralyzed for what seemed like hours.

      Sam's firm supportive hand on her elbow gently nudged her forward.

      "I've got you, Alex. You can do this."

      Suddenly the look in his eyes turned from cub scout to ranger, and Alex couldn't help but wonder if this hidden strength was precisely what Professor Keating had seen in him.

      He nodded toward the bottle of juice that was still clenched in her hand, spurring her on to drink some more. She had never taken orders from any man except her father, but somehow her body decided to drop its defenses and follow his advice.

      As if on cue her feet complied, and she felt herself walk steadily toward the passport control counter. A knee-jerk reaction had her greet the official in Swahili, which caught her entirely by surprise. She didn't expect to remember the language with such ease. She sensed Quinn was as surprised, or possibly impressed, but ignored it. The official's eyes paused firmly on her face, as he looked her up and down with suspicion. Why wouldn't he? She was a white English woman in the middle of Africa speaking fluent Swahili.

      "Why are you in Tanzania?" he asked while flicking through her passport.

      "I'm here on business," she replied in a calm voice.

      "What business?"

      "I work for a prestigious British University. I'm an archaeologist."

      Her comment brought a little bit too much attention from him, and he flicked back and forth through the pages of her passport as if he had lost something. He turned around and tilted his chin up at the supervisor behind him.

      Without exchanging a single word, he pointed to something on one of the pages, yielding another incredulous look in Alex and Sam's direction. Alex guardedly glanced over to Sam who stood two steps behind her and who, without fail, also sensed that something was up. If those two officials were on the payroll of whoever kidnapped her father, they stood profoundly little chance of passing through the customs gates.

      Alex felt her legs turn to jelly as the officials sized them up and down. Several minutes passed while the guard keyed in some letters on the somewhat antiquated computer. Africa surely was a third-world country. Those things were archaic, she thought. The officer waited for something to pop onto the screen and turned to Alex. This time with a slight steely look in his eyes.

      "How long are you staying?"

      "Not long I hope. As soon as I manage to complete the study."

      The stern look on his face told her that her answer wasn't quite what they were expecting from their interrogation efforts, so she added swiftly.

      "I would guess about seven to ten days at the most."

      Sam tugged at his collar and fiddled with his buttons.

      "Don't!" Alex whispered to him over her shoulder.

      "Don't show concern. You need to downplay the situation. These guys are looking for a reason not to allow us through."

      The second official pulled out his mobile phone and disappeared behind the column behind his cubicle.

      "Who is he calling?" Quinn whispered back nervously.

      "My money is on the ringleader."

      Alex paused. Her senses told her the official wasn't buying her story.

      "Now listen closely, Quinn. Things are about to go bad for us. If we allow them to take us now, we're in trouble. How much cash do you have on you?"

      "Cash? Oh, yes, okay cash." He unzipped his rucksack's side pocket.

      "Three hundred quid."

      "Great, I have three hundred too. Give me your passport. Hurry."

      "Are you sure you're doing the right thing here, Alex? Bribery is a serious crime, and we can land in a lot of trouble for this. If your plan backfires we—”

      "I'm quite aware, Quinn, but I'm afraid this plan might be our only chance."

      Alex slipped the wad of notes into their passports and slid the lot discreetly across the counter, looking the controller dead in the eye. Though her heart had quite positively sunk into the pit of her stomach, she dared not flinch.

      The official reached across to take her bribe from her. Alex pushed down firmer on the passports, deliberately not letting the payoff go just yet. His yellow-tinted eyeballs met her firm stare. Words were not necessary in that moment. Alex could judge from his face that this tactic was not new to him. With his hands next to the payoff, the guard signaled for the head official to join him. It didn't take any convincing and, just as quickly as the mobile phone had appeared earlier, he slipped it back into his pocket.

      Alex kept her eyes locked on theirs. Aware that Quinn still stood frozen behind her she sensed he might have stopped breathing altogether, but she dared not look away.

      The head official cleared his throat and handed the ink stamp to the guard who quickly tucked the notes under some papers. Alex watched nervously as he stamped both their passports. He slid them across the counter before slipping the cash out from beneath the papers and into his pocket.

      "Next!" he shouted, signaling for them to walk through the gates.

      This time it was Quinn who couldn't move.

      "Come. Let's go!" Alex elbowed him.

      Her legs resembled the jelly in Mrs. Parsons' Christmas trifle but somehow the adrenaline of her newfound corruption talent propelled them forward with the agility of a gazelle.

      "Keep up, Quinn. We're not out of the woods just yet. We need to find our way to the pickup. Hurry!"

      "What about our luggage?"

      "We'll have to send someone for it later. We need to go now, Quinn."

      Soundly aware of several police officials' watchful glances, Alex walked on. She suspected that they might have already been informed to either keep an eye on them or wait for an opportunity to gain their own payoffs.

      "I can't believe you pulled that off. That was amazing! How did you know they were going to take the bribe? Where did you even learn how to do that?"

      Quinn's admiration did not quite grab Alex's full attention. Her senses were on high alert while she tried to maneuver them through the busy airport.

      "Where are we going?"

      "The pickup point. We have to find our way out of here. Let's just hope the ground team got the message and has someone ready and waiting. My father always had a knack for rounding up the best ground teams. But I don't have the foggiest if Professor Keating managed to relay a message to them or not. Unfortunately, we do face the odd chance that they were also captured or worse, killed when they kidnapped my father."

      "And what happens if the ground crew isn't at the pickup?"

      "They had better be waiting for us, or we are as good as dead. Africa is spectacularly beautiful but if you face its bad side the people can be your worst enemy. And judging from our first encounter, we're not likely to be off on a good footing. Someone will be waiting for us, I'm sure."

      Quinn's tanned face turned a pale gray as he realized that what he thought was going to be a walk in the park, might, in fact, change his life forever.

      Once through the airport's south end, the pair sneaked through the maintenance exit. This was the one spot in the entire airport not covered by a surveillance camera—knowledge Professor Keating somehow acquired. Alex dared not ask how. Judging from how quickly those officials took their bribe it was evident Africa had a different set of rules. She guessed he bought the intel in much the same way she had just bought their entry into the country. Chuffed it appeared they lost the entourage, they stopped briefly to check they were still undetected.

      Alex shot up a silent prayer that someone would be waiting for them at their pickup point. The end of the corridor came closer as they hurriedly moved toward the heavy steel door at the end of the passage and flung it open.

      "Lakicia!"

      The sound of her Swahili name overwhelmed Alex with immense relief. It had been so long since she'd heard anyone call her by her tribal name and she instantly recognized the voice.

      "Jelani! You are a feast for my eyes, my old friend."

      "Me too, Lakicia. You have been gone for too long but come, we go now. We talk later. Militia they follow me. Ol' Jelani still faster," he said, chuckling without a care in the world.

      "I've missed you, my friend," she continued in his native tongue.

      "Lakicia, you still remember? How many years and you still remember the language?" Jelani replied in surprise as he smiled to reveal a mouth missing a number of teeth.

      "The two of you do realize that I don't speak a word of Swahili, so I frankly don't have a clue what you're saying. But be that as it may, I'm hoping you remember we have some assailants chasing us!"

      Alex was so caught up in seeing her childhood friend again that she totally forgot about Quinn and the imminent danger behind them.

      "Sorry, Quinn. Meet my old friend, Jelani. We spent a lot of time together as children. His father was my father's trusted mshauri. He taught him everything he needed to learn to survive here in Tanzania. Jelani, this is Sam Quinn. Apparently, he's one of the top students at the university, or so I'm told. I'm trusting he has a hidden skillset to help me find my father underneath all this."

      "I am not so sure about that, Lakicia. His clothes say the opposite," Jelani joked, letting out another chuckle as he sped off down the dirt road.

      "Okay, okay. I still can't understand what the two of you are saying, but I am no one's fool. I'll change my clothes," Sam joked back.
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      Charles

      "We know who you are, Professor, so give us da key! We can do dis da easy way or da hard way."

      Charles Hunt's jaw throbbed under another punch in response to his silence. He was convinced the last blow dislodged his tooth. The harsh metal taste of his blood filled his mouth as he tried catching his breath. Charles spat a ball of bloody saliva in his attacker's face.

      "So… den you choose da hard way? You stupid scumbag!"

      The blow to Charles' stomach doubled him over, and he struggled to breathe again. The man circled around Charles and went in for another punch. His legs gave out beneath his tortured body. The giant behind him tightened his grip on his bound arms, forcing his body upright as another blow thrust into his stomach. That one hurt.

      "We can do dis all day, Professor. Your sissy assistant not here to rescue your sorry behind. Better give up and tell us where to find da key."

      In spite of his broken English, the attacker's voice was hoarse with impatience. Charles wasn't sure how long he could withstand the torture. He wasn't the spring chicken he was thirty years ago. Back then he would have given this buffoon a whipping he would never forget.

      The blood gushed from his swollen eyebrow, which made it nearly impossible to see. He recalled how the rebels ambushed them in the village and how all chaos had broken loose after that. Searching his memory, he remembered how the ground team scattered as they sought hiding and how he had lost sight of Eric when they pulled the black hood over his face. There was the gunshot; one single bullet. He couldn't quite make out where it came from or whom it was intended to hit. Was it possible that it was Eric who got shot? If not then there was a distinct possibility they were busy torturing him for information too. And if they were, he was pretty sure Eric would die regardless. The poor fellow didn't have a clue where Rhapta was. Charles had always been very careful not to share too much information with him.

      In hindsight perhaps this was now Eric's saving grace or maybe the very thing that would get him killed. Unless he was already dead. Izzy might have been right all along. The boy was not hardened enough to cut it in their line of work.

      Either way, Charles was as good as dead too if they had captured or killed the lad. There wasn't a doubt in his mind that he did his job of relaying proper communications to the uni, despite the fact that he disappeared into town on more than one occasion. What Charles wasn't convinced about was whether Eric managed to get a distress call out to Keating. Charles instantly regretted not sharing his location sooner. He wasn't even sure if Alexandra had heard anything when he tried calling her. It wasn't looking good for him. He'd have to think of something to at least buy him some time, even if it only provided a breather from the punches.

      His attacker stopped to wipe the sweat off his face and guzzled down a jug of banana beer. It afforded Charles the slightest gap to catch his breath before the man went over and spat a mouthful of beer in his face.

      "So you quiet, Professor? You say nothing?"

      "I don't have the key. I'm here on personal business. I told you. I've come looking for my wife."

      "Ha! Your wife!" He spat out another mouthful of the drink as he chuckled in ridicule.

      "Everyone knows your wife is dead Pro-fes-sor! She did not want to give up da key either, you idiot."

      Charles ignored his parody. He only had one shot at this. If what he was planning worked he'd have to save his energy for what lay ahead. It was a long shot but worth a try, so he waited patiently for the mockery to end before he spoke again.

      "No, she's not. My wife isn't dead."

      "What you say, white man? You think I'm stupid?"

      "No, I don't. My wife is alive. She's not dead. She called me from here a week ago, but the line was too bad and went dead. So I've come here to look for her. If I find her, I find the key. Then you can take the damn thing and let us go."

      Charles dared not look up at his kidnapper now. He was certain he would spot the deceit in his eyes, so he kept looking down at a stone on the ground between his feet. The same stone that kept his focus away from the brutal force of the punches. It helped him focus on Alexandra, and reminded him of the time they had escaped to the beach after Izzy died. They had spent the morning picking up pebbles on the beach and placed one on Izzy's grave. She loved the ocean.

      "Aikôna, that is a lie!" Charles heard the accusations from behind him. "Sir who says he's speaking the truth? He's a liar."

      The giant who held Charles up had spoken for the first time. Charles listened as the two men argued. They spoke Swahili. Charles wasn't fluent but he deduced they were accusing him of lying. All he could think of was escaping and getting back to Alexandra. His mind traveled back to when she was a little girl playing with the village kids. She picked the language up so quickly.

      But his troubled thoughts were interrupted as the giant jerked his head back and forced him to make eye contact with the rebel leader.

      "If I find out you lie about dis, Professor, I slice your throat with my knife."

      As if that wasn't clear enough he emphasized his threat by spitting in Charles' face before he walked off.

      

      Grateful that his bluff paid off Charles silently sighed with relief. His exhausted body ached from the beating. His feet dragged trails in the sand behind him as the giant pulled him back toward his makeshift bamboo cell.

      The sharp stones, purposefully laid down to extend his torture, pierced his body as the rebel threw him onto the ground. Charles slumped sideways onto the sharp stones and tried to shuffle onto his feet by leaning back against the bamboo rods. As if the rebel needed to prove once more who was in charge he kicked Charles from behind, causing him to fall face down onto the stones.

      "Blooming jerk!" Charles shouted as he spat out another mouthful of blood.

      His attacker's foot pushed down heavily on his back forcing him to lie flat on the jagged rocks. The slicing sound of his knife taken out of its sheath triggered Charles' body into a curled-up ball as he waited for the imminent stabbing.

      He might have underestimated the giant. Perhaps his bluff failed and this marked his end. Charles shot up a silent prayer as his life flashed before his bleeding eyes. But at that moment a vigorous tug at the rope around his bound hands left it snapping into pieces instead. The ropes ripped and scattered on the ground beside him, freeing both his hands. Instinctively his hands covered his head as he curled back into a fetal ball, convinced the giant had missed his mark. He readied his body for the fatal stabbing, but nothing happened.

      For the first time, Charles raised his head and faced the giant who towered above him. He guessed him to be well over six feet, with every bit the physique of a professional football athlete. His khaki military shirt and trousers carried stains of fresh blood mixed in with months of dirt. His teeth were brilliant white against his black, sweaty skin.

      Charles looked full into his perpetrator's yellow-tinged eyes and watched as he turned to fiddle with the lock of the bamboo door behind him.

      "Water. I need water if I'm to have energy to find my wife."

      The giant paused and Charles felt his heart skip multiple beats. They wouldn't let him die. Not with him being the only way they'd find the treasure. Surely he had them cornered. Minutes later the giant arrived with a bucket of water and a lump of ugali. Charles relished inwardly. He still had it. Age might not be on his side but guts he had until the day he died, and this wasn't that day.

      The murky water stared back at him. It looked disgusting but he had been without food and water since his capture. If he were to get an opportunity to escape he'd have to eat and drink whatever they gave him. The giant rolled the lump of doughy bread between his dirty, sweaty hands and tossed it at Charles.

      "You gonna look or eat, white man?"

      Charles had caught the ball of the Tanzanian staple. The bread looked and smelled revolting. The dough was warm and nauseatingly gooey and quite possibly days old. He took a bite nonetheless, unable to deny the hunger pangs that suddenly ambushed him. The maize and milk mixture should at least sustain him for a little while.

      The rebel cursed under his breath and dropped the bucket of water hard on the ground causing the pail to almost topple over. Half the brown, muddy water spilled over the sides.

      With newfound bravery, Charles mockingly saluted him. Unimpressed, the rebel reciprocated by forcibly ejecting his saliva in Charles' face.

      Charles fought the urge to sling a long string of unsavory words back at him, but he held back. He needed to keep his wits about him now. He was ahead in the game, and these guys were fully aware but the giant's eyes told him he'd far rather kill him than find treasure. Charles was kept alive only because he was ordered to do so.

      He reminded himself of his mission. He needed to eat and rest to build up his strength enough to make his escape. He had one chance the next day when they all went off looking for Izzy; her phantom at least.

      Resolved to escape, Charles chose not to react and taunted the rebel by taking a bite of the dough. He would show no fear. It worked and Charles was left alone.
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      Although the sun already sat quite low, its rays beat down on the bald patch on the back of Charles' head. If he'd hazarded a guess he'd peg the time to be somewhere in the late afternoon. The African sun was generally at its hottest around then. But there was no way of knowing for certain since they stole his wristwatch along with the rest of his belongings when they captured him.

      That watch was his last chance of being found. With any luck, they weren't smart enough to figure out that it had a built-in GPS tracker. If they hadn't switched the tracker off yet, the signal should lead the ground crew straight to him. As long as he was with the rebels, that is, and as long as the ground crew was still alive.

      Charles scooped another few sips of water in his filthy hands. Most of the sand and grit now lay at the bottom of the bucket. The water still tasted and smelled like stinky feet, but it was water nevertheless and welcome under the sweltering heat.

      Night would fall soon, and the temperature would drop and most likely bring a lot of rain. If they left him in his cell, he'd be in for a long wet night. Before long the heat and exhaustion got the better of him, and he passed out. A loud bang brought him back to a conscious state and moments later the sound echoed through the air again. Not quite sure what woke him, Charles sat up and looked around. He noticed the sun was just about to set. Clusters of rebels scattered in all directions running for any form of cover behind their bunkers and the trees. The sound of cocking guns and shouted commands came from everywhere.

      It dawned on Charles that they were under attack, most likely from a rival group.

      Charles lay down flat on the ground. The sharp edges of the rocks pierced his abdomen. He was completely exposed. The giant was nowhere in sight. He was an open target in that cell. One stray bullet was all it took. He thought of lying still and faking his death. More shots fired off in his direction. They were closing in on him.

      He looked around. The coastal regions were relatively familiar to him after all the years of exploring, but without being privy to his exact location there was no telling where he was. If he could get the lock open he could choose any direction and just run. He could seize this raid to aid his escape.

      Faking and waiting wasn't an option. He had to break out of there. He picked up a sharp rock and smashed it at the lock. It didn't budge so he kicked hard into the bamboo poles. The sharp rocks sliced through his other foot sending pangs of pain up his leg. He was too weak to kick through the strong bamboo poles. Another bullet flew over his head as blood gushed from his injured foot. He'd bleed to death if he didn't stop it so he ripped his shirt in two and bound both his feet. With some relief for his feet, he hit a rock against the lock again but stopped when he spotted some of the rebels taking cover behind him. On high alert, they sat silently waiting on their pending attackers.

      "Hey! Get me out of here!" Charles shouted, only to be ignored as more bullets flew past his head.

      Keeping an eye on the rebels, Charles spotted the giant squatting against the large tree directly behind him.

      "Hey! Get me out of here!" he shouted at the giant.

      "Get down!" the giant shouted back.

      Charles did so just as a series of bullets left the giant's gun and whisked past his head to three insurgents that had crept up behind Charles. The giant confirmed where his loyalty lay by killing two of them in an effort to keep Charles alive. He was after all their ticket to a sizable fortune when they found the key.

      "Tell me about da key, old man! You die today. Where is da key?"

      Charles cursed the key. He should have guessed the guy was looking after his own interests. Every archaeologist and relic hunter known to man scoured the coast in the hope of finding the infamous lost city of Rhapta and all its treasures.

      "Nothing but a fairytale, you idiot!" Charles responded.

      "I not believe you! Where's the key, old man? You say NOW!" He pointed his gun at Charles.

      "Believe me. I am telling you the truth. We have no proof of a key ever existing!"

      "You a liar! There is lots of gold. You have the key. Where is it?" The giant continued relentlessly as another series of bullets left his gun.

      "Get me out and I'll show you!"

      "You lie I kill you! This no joke!" the giant warned as he moved toward unlocking the cage but quickly ducked behind the tree again to escape another fierce rain of crossfire.

      Charles fell to the ground. He was in their direct line of fire.

      "I can't show you if I'm dead! Get me out of here, you idiot!"

      The giant knew he was useless dead. Firing several defense shots he sneaked up and stuck his key in the cell door's lock to free Charles.

      "On your feet, white man!" he shouted, challenged to open the lock under pressure.

      "Have you gone altogether bonkers? You're going to get us both killed! Give me the keys!"

      "Shut up, white man! You know nothing. Get up!" he yelled, jerking both the cell door open and pulling Charles to his feet with one swift motion.

      Before Charles even had the chance to object, the giant pulled him behind the tree. The rough act over the sharp stones ripped the makeshift shirt bandages off and sliced fresh cuts into his feet.

      "I need shoes. I can't run like this."

      "Ah, udhi," the giant spat at Charles to sod off and looked down at the blood gushing from the soles of Charles' feet. A dead victim lay on the ground behind a nearby tree. Within seconds he had pulled the corpse closer by his shoulders and removed his shoes.

      "Here," he said, slamming the shoes against Charles' chest before killing another enemy over his shoulder.

      "Hurry, white man. Put on dem shoes."

      He fired off another series of bullets from his AK47 rifle and Charles ducked quickly, dead man's shoes in hand. The thought of putting on a mutilated corpse's shoes chilled him to the bone and he stared at the dead guy with guilt.

      "White man! I say, put dem on! He no need dem anymore. We go!" He fired another round before reloading his gun.

      Of course he was right. The poor sod was dead, and his feet were bleeding. Charles tightened the bandages and reached over to remove the stiff's socks. The shoes were too big, but it was better than nothing.

      Charles jumped up and took cover behind the rebel's gigantic physique. But seconds later his enormous weight pinned him flat on the ground.

      "Hey, Giant, shove off!" But he didn't move and neither could Charles. He felt a thick hot liquid trickle onto his face and down the side of his cheek. It was blood. The giant got himself shot in the head and had fallen back onto Charles.

      Flat out disgusted by a dead man lying on top of him, Charles tried frantically to move out from underneath him. He failed at pushing him off
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