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Jelena *
06:50
Jelena Petrovic looked past the raindrops that were falling against the window of this airport hangar and saw the lights of the private plane that was taxiing down the runway towards them. This being mid-winter in England meant that the sun wasn’t up yet, and the darkness, combined with the rainy and bitterly cold weather, was making Jelena’s mood gloomier than it already was. She might have been at an airport, but she wasn’t going on holiday, so there was no excitement about what was to come. Instead, she was feeling worried about the future, but most of all, she was feeling annoyed. She was annoyed because she felt like she was being forced into taking this upcoming flight rather than actively having chosen it over some other enticing options. 
It was not often that a multi-millionaire felt forced into doing anything, but that was how Jelena saw things as she continued to watch the private plane trundling down the runway in the direction of the hangar. If it had been up to her, she would have been tucked up in her warm bed now, sleeping soundly in her luxurious home in the English countryside rather than standing here shivering beside her suitcase as several employees at this private airstrip rushed around to make sure everything was in place for the departure of its two latest clients. But it hadn’t been up to her, at least not entirely anyway. Being married meant that all decisions had to be split and debated on, and it was the man standing next to her who had ultimately won that debate and got his way. 
Bogdan was the one who had booked this flight. 
He was the one who wanted to leave England. 
And Jelena had agreed in the end, not that it meant she was happy about it. 
The catalyst for this early morning flight out of the UK had been the armed intruder at Jelena and Bogdan’s home on New Year’s Eve. The man who had broken into their house and threatened them at gunpoint had certainly spooked them, but in Bogdan’s case, it had spooked him enough to make him reconsider everything and decide that he and his wife needed to make a change before it happened again. While that intruder had left with nothing more valuable than a couple of bags full of money that the wealthy Serbian couple could afford to lose, Bogdan had told his wife that he didn’t want to risk the next home invasion ending quite so peacefully, and that was why he had told Jelena to start packing. He felt their beautiful home in the countryside was no longer safe, and if it had been breached once, then it could be breached again. Therefore, he wanted to go somewhere else. 
He wanted to go home. 
The private plane that had now come to a stop outside the hangar would shortly be on the move again, and when it was, it would be heading for Belgrade, the home city of its two rich passengers, and the place where they were going to start the next chapter of their lives. Jelena knew that Bogdan’s plan was for the couple to buy one of the fortified homes in the heart of the city that had been strong enough to withstand all the conflict in the 1990’s. If it was good enough to protect its inhabitants from a war all those years ago, then Bogdan assured his wife that it would be a safe enough place for them to live with all their millions. And to make it even more appealing, they would be much closer to family and friends in their homeland instead of being fairly isolated in the English countryside. 
The plan did make sense, particularly if either of them wanted to avoid coming face to face with another armed intruder anytime soon, but it was still frustrating for Jelena for them to have to feel like they needed to do such a thing. To her, winning the lottery should have meant living a life of freedom, but now it felt like she was having to flee to somewhere that would be akin to living in a prison. The fortified home in Belgrade did sound secure, but it also sounded a little extreme. 
Tall, stone walls. Bars on the window. And ‘panic rooms’ to shelter in should somebody somehow breach the perimeter. 
Jelena and Bogdan might have been millionaires. 
But it also felt like they would soon be living like prisoners. 
The worried woman felt her husband squeeze her hand tightly as the pair watched a door open on the side of the plane before a staircase extended out electronically and touched down on the wet tarmac beneath the jet. Then a man in a very smart and sleek uniform appeared, peering out of the plane in the direction of the dimly-lit hangar, presumably to see if the occupants of it were ready to make a move. 
‘Sir. Madam. Please, if you would like to follow us.’
Jelena heard the words of Jonathan, the head of the concierge service that had arranged for everything that was happening today beside her before she saw the man leading two of his colleagues towards the door with the Serbian couples’ luggage in their hands. All Jelena and Bogdan had to do was follow them towards the plane, barely lifting a finger because with money like theirs, this was the kind of service they could afford. But Jelena felt a little uncomfortable having people running around after her, as she always did, but Bogdan just gave her a smile and then led her by the hand in the direction of the door. 
The couple followed the three men in front of them as they left the hangar, but no sooner had they stepped outside then they were met with another member of the concierge, and this one had a giant umbrella that he made sure to position over the heads of the two wealthy clients. 
Bogdan thanked the man for helping keep them dry, just like he had thanked the chauffeur who had collected them from their home earlier this morning and driven them to this quiet airfield in a luxurious vehicle with seats so comfortable that Jelena had almost fallen asleep sitting in them. This really was 5* service, and Jelena couldn’t help but be impressed despite her grievances about the fact she was here in the first place. 
It didn’t take the couple long to reach the steps that led up to the main body of the aircraft that would ferry them into Eastern Europe, and when they did, the pilot of the plane was waiting for them with a warm welcome. 
‘Mr and Mrs Petrovic. It is a pleasure to have you flying with us today. I am Captain Cunningham, and myself and the rest of my crew will be at your service from now until we arrive in Belgrade. Now, if you would like to follow me.’
With that, the polite pilot turned and made his way back up the stairs, and Jelena and Bogdan followed behind him, while the man with the umbrella did his best to keep them dry for the last few seconds that they were still outside. 
As she climbed the staircase, Jelena saw the luggage being placed carefully into the undercarriage of the jet, and it was all very efficient, just like it had been when they had arrived here and had their passports checked in the hangar without so much as a second of fuss. This was a far cry from travelling through a commercial airport where long lines and dreary delays seemed to be standard. Here, everything moved like clockwork, and as Jelena stepped inside the aircraft that would fly her home, she saw that the delights of the day were only just beginning. 
The Serbian woman’s eyes widened when she caught sight of the cabin where she would be spending the duration of the two-and-a-half-hour flight because it was almost as opulent as the house she had just left in the countryside. The first part of the interior was home to two sleek sofas running down the sides of the cabin, and alongside those were a couple of tables that were housing champagne, canapes, and lifestyle magazines that seemed targeted at the rich and famous, particularly if the front cover image of a man sitting on a yacht was anything to go by. But beyond this ‘living room’ section of the jet was what appeared to be the ‘bedroom’, and Jelena gasped when she saw the enormous bed that was peeking out from behind the velvet curtain at the other end of the cabin. 
Sofas. Sleeping facilities. And snacks. This jet really did have it all. 
‘I’ll have a whiskey, please.’
Bogdan’s words caused Jelena to turn around, and when she did, she saw there was something else on this plane that she had initially missed when she had boarded it. Behind her, there was a large bar, and it was manned by a smiling stewardess who certainly knew her way around the multitude of bottles that were on display around her. 
As Bogdan waited for his drink and Jelena continued to stare in awe at her surroundings, the cabin crew prepared for flight, lifting the staircase up and sealing the door shut as Captain Cunningham made his way into the cockpit with a smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye. Jelena felt like he looked like a man who was enjoying his profession, and it was easy to see why, considering he got to fly a plane like this every day. It was a far cry from the planes she presumed he used to fly earlier in his career, which were most likely huge airbuses filled with hundreds of passengers, including screaming children and adults complaining about their packaged meal being cold. 
This was flying but on a whole other level. 
And it seemed that Bogdan could certainly get used to it. 
He smiled as he accepted the whiskey glass from the stewardess before taking a long sip and letting out a satisfied sigh. Then he sank down onto one of the sofas before inviting his wife to join him, and Jelena took her seat too as the stewardess hurried over to see what drink she might desire. 
Jelena was more than happy with accepting one of the tall glasses of champagne that had been pre-poured before their arrival, and as she took a sip of the fizzy bubbles, she knew it wouldn’t take much more drinking for it to go to her head. The alcohol, combined with the altitude that they would soon be climbing to, meant that she would have to be careful over these next couple of hours, or she could be leaving this jet with a headache. But Bogdan didn’t seem too worried about that, as evidenced by him finishing his first drink and politely asking for another one. 
It was still early in the morning, but as tended to happen with all flights, normal rules did not apply, and alcohol could be consumed at any time. While it hadn’t started out feeling like a holiday, Jelena felt herself relaxing more and more as she sank into the sofa and savoured her drink, and by the time Captain Cunningham’s voice came over the communication system, the Serbian woman was a little more positive about things. 
‘Once again, Mr and Mrs Petrovic, we would like to thank you for choosing to travel with us today. We will shortly be taking off, but in the meantime, if there is anything that you require, please let the cabin crew know, and they will be more than happy to assist you. But if not then just sit back and enjoy the flight. Next stop, Belgrade.’
The tannoy clicked off, and the man at the controls in the cockpit presumably went back to running through his final pre-flight checks, leaving his two passengers to run through theirs. But unlike the pilot, who had a multitude of buttons to configure and readings to account for, Jelena and Bogdan only had one thing to do to get ready for their ascent into the heavens. They had to choose what they would like for breakfast from the in-flight menu, and what a choice there was. 
Pancakes. French toast. Egg dishes that came with spinach and goat’s cheese. 
It was quite the array of options, and Jelena felt a little overwhelmed. But Bogdan seemed to have a tactic for helping them both decide what to eat because in the end, he just told the stewardess that he would like a little bit of everything, and she told him that would not be a problem.
As the friendly member of the cabin crew scurried away down the cabin to fetch the inordinately large breakfast that was awaiting them, Jelena and Bogdan shared a smile as they clinked their glasses together and toasted to the future. 
While Jelena wasn’t leaving the UK under the circumstances she would have wished for, she did have to admit that this was an adventure, and adventure was what made life worth living. 
Travelling wasn’t always this fun, and Jelena could still remember the mode of transport that had taken her from Serbia to England back when she had left home for a chance at a better life. There had certainly been no champagne and leather sofas then, nor had there been a charming captain welcoming her on board. But the back of that frightful lorry and the dangerous men who had driven it were a distant memory now. Jelena was ready to take to the skies and go home, and when she got there, she knew she would never need to take such risks again with her life.  
She was a survivor, and now she was a passenger on a private plane. 
Therefore, it was time to fasten her seatbelt and sit back to enjoy the ride. 



Harry *
06:51
Harry Baxter continued to wrestle with the seatbelt around his waist, struggling to slot it into the strap but determined to do it without the help of his teacher seated nearby. 
‘Are you okay, Harry?’ Miss Thompson asked him from across the aisle. 
‘I’m fine, Miss,’ Harry replied, even if that wasn’t quite the case because his seatbelt was still not fastened properly despite this plane being scheduled for take off any minute now. 
Annoyingly, it looked like Harry’s best friend, Mustaf, had suffered no such problems with his own belt because he was sitting beside Harry now, flicking through the in-flight magazine and presumably figuring out what he was going to order from the snack trolley when it came by a little later. 
Harry kept pulling on the seatbelt, eager to do it without the help of an adult because that would be extremely embarrassing for him in front of the rest of his classmates on this plane. But it wasn’t just his teacher who was threatening to make him feel like a child now. It was also the stewardess who was moving down the aisle because she was checking on all the passengers to make sure they were strapped in properly, and it was only a matter of time until she reached Harry.
‘Come on,’ Harry uttered under his breath as he continued trying to jam the end of the seatbelt into the hole that he was convinced it was supposed to go in. But no matter what he did, he didn’t hear the loud clicking sound that would have told him he had been successful. 
And then it was too late. 
The stewardess was here. 
Harry noticed Mustaf lowering his magazine before he noticed the pretty woman in the uniform standing in the aisle beside him, but when he looked up, he felt his face burning up. But he wasn’t just blushing because he was embarrassed now. He was blushing because he was now in the presence of one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen, and it was a good job his girlfriend, Stephanie, hadn’t come on this school trip because Harry was mystified.
‘Are you okay there?’ the stewardess asked Harry as she looked down at him with her bright, blue eyes. 
‘Er, yeah, I’m fine,’ Harry mumbled back as both he and his best friend stared at the pretty woman next to them. 
The name tag on her uniform let them know that her name was Mandy, and as well as that, they could both guesstimate that she was in her early twenties, which appealed because they were partial to an older woman, not that it was difficult to find someone who was older than they were. 
‘Here, let me just check that for you,’ Mandy said as she reached down for the seatbelt that was hanging loosely around Harry’s waist, and as she did, Harry felt the eyes of every other male in his class on him as they were surely all jealous he was receiving this extra attention from the pretty stewardess. 
Suddenly it didn’t seem quite so bad having to have an adult do something for him, and Harry sat back with a smile as Mandy attempted to untangle all the knots he had managed to make in the seatbelt. Mustaf was watching on with interest beside him, but it was Harry who really had the best seat in the house, as it were, as he was the closest one to Mandy right now. 
Harry caught the scent of the stewardess’s perfume as she leaned into him, as well as feeling a strand of her long hair brush against the side of his face, and while he had been blushing before, his face was positively beetroot now. But he didn’t want it to be over. In fact, he wished Mandy would stay this close to him for the entirety of the upcoming flight. 
Alas, Harry knew nothing ever lasted forever, even at his relatively young age, and so it was proven again when Mandy was able to secure Harry’s seatbelt in the proper fashion before standing back and separating the pair of them. 
‘There you go,’ the stewardess said with a smile. ‘You’re all set.’
Harry didn’t quite appreciate the way she was looking at him as if he was just a child, but he was grateful for the fact that she had gotten so close, and he just about managed to mumble out a ‘thank you’ before Mandy moved onto the next row. 
But as she did, there was almost a mad scramble from some of the other boys in Harry’s class who were seated behind him as they also unbuckled their seatbelts as fast as they could in the hopes that Mandy would come and give them some special attention now. But the fun was over for Harry, as fleeting as it had been, and it was clear Mustaf was very jealous. 
‘Phwoar, she was gorgeous,’ the boy said as he strained his neck to get another look at the stewardess as she moved away down towards the back of the plane. 
‘I think she liked me,’ Harry replied with a smug smile, and even though he knew Mandy had just been doing the job she was paid to do, he wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to make his friend jealous if he could manage it. 
‘I doubt it.’
‘Then why did she stop to help me and no one else?’
‘Because you’re the only one who got their seatbelt all tangled up.’
‘No, it’s because she thought I was handsome. I saw her checking me out when we first got on the plane too.’
‘Shut up! No you didn’t!’
‘Yes, I did!’
Harry grinned at Mustaf, happy to carry on with his lie because while he knew full well that Mandy had not been ‘checking him out’, his best friend didn’t need to know that. 
‘Whatever. She’s not my type anyway,’ Mustaf said grumpily before opening his magazine again. 
Harry could tell his friend was annoyed that Mandy had not spoken to him, and as he took out his own in-flight brochure from the back of the seat in front of him, he was feeling pretty good about things. 
It was an improvement on a mood that had already been a positive one today for Harry because this wasn’t just any old boring school day like he was accustomed to. This was a very exciting day because it was the day of the school trip Harry had been counting down to for quite some time. 
The reason for Harry, Mustaf, and twenty-one other pupils from their school year being on this plane, along with Miss Thompson and a couple of other teachers, was because they were flying to the German city of Berlin. The organised trip was to compliment the education they were receiving in the classroom surrounding historical events, particularly those of World War Two. The idea was that the pupils would learn a lot more by getting out of the classroom and into the city where so many of the events they were reading about in their textbooks had taken place, and Harry had certainly been inclined to agree. 
He had been thrilled as soon as he had heard about the prospect of the trip and even more grateful when his mother had agreed to let him go on it. The overall cost hadn’t been too expensive, which had been a relief for Harry and his mum because money was always tight, but with the fees paid, Harry had been free to take his place on this plane. 
He was glad that Mustaf was here too, and while it would have been even better if Stephanie had been on board, she was staying in England because she was taking part in a big drama production at the school, and she had opted for that instead. Harry didn’t mind because he knew Stephanie wanted to be an actress, so that took priority. It would have been the same if he had a big football match to play in instead. But while his time at West Ham’s academy was going well, there were no games scheduled over the next couple of days, so Harry had decided that Berlin was the better place to spend that time. 
Harry was very excited about venturing abroad and getting to explore Berlin, which seemed cool, or at least it did from what he had gathered from all the YouTube videos he had been watching ever since the trip had been announced. Harry knew that his teachers would have a lot planned for the pupils during their stay, but he hoped it wouldn’t all just be about stuff to do with the war and that they might be able to see some more modern things too. Like the sports stadiums where the biggest teams in Germany played or the huge shopping centres where Harry could buy himself some new trainers to impress Stephanie with when he got home. 
But it remained to be seen what would happen when they got there, and even before that, this plane had to take off, and that still hadn’t happened yet. 
‘Why’s it taking so long?’ Mustaf moaned as he closed his magazine again and stuffed it into the back of the seat in front of him. But he did it a little too enthusiastically, and it caused the man in the seat in front to turn around and tut, not that Mustaf cared too much about that. 
Harry was just about to speculate on why the plane hadn’t started yet moving yet even though it seemed like everybody was in their seats and strapped in when the pilot came over the tannoy to give all the passengers an update. 
‘Good morning, ladies and gentleman,’ the female voice said. ‘Just to let you know that we should be on the move very shortly. We’re just waiting on a couple of passengers, but if they’re not here soon then we will be leaving without them. Thank you for your patience.’
There were a few loud moans and groans from some of the passengers around Harry, as well as a cry of ‘leave them behind!’ from somebody at the back of the plane as the tannoy clicked off and everybody went back to waiting. 
‘I’m glad we weren’t late,’ Harry said to Mustaf, thinking back over the extremely early bus they had been forced to get onto in the school grounds at the ungodly hour of 03:30 this morning just to be in their seats ready for take off now. 
Mustaf yawned to show how tired he was thanks to that early start, and Harry ended up doing the same before he saw something that perked him up a little bit. His favourite crisps were on the in-flight menu, and thanks to the money his mum had given him for spending on his trip, he knew he would be able to purchase a packet of them once this flight was in the air. 
Harry really hoped that Mandy would be the one to bring the snacks trolley to him once they were on the move, but that remained to be seen. There were several stewardesses on this plane, and any one of them could be the ones to deliver the food. Harry could see a couple of them now, standing at the front of the plane beside the open door, which was presumably still open because they were waiting for the late passengers to arrive. But time was ticking, and Harry knew that door would shut soon because there was no way the pilot would miss his departure slot at this busy London airport. 
As Harry looked towards the front of the plane, he could also see the heads of the few lucky people who were in First Class, and he hadn’t failed to notice how luxurious the seats had been for those affluent people when he had passed them during boarding. They certainly had a lot more legroom than Harry did, that was for sure, and while he wasn’t the tallest boy at his age, he wouldn’t have said no to being able to recline his seat a little further. 
Those people in First Class not only had bigger seats with more space around them, but they also had bigger TV screens to watch movies on, as well as quicker access to snacks. Harry certainly hadn’t failed to notice that a couple of the passengers at the front had already been tucking into their crisps and drinks as he had boarded, while he was forced to sit impatiently for that trolley that still seemed so far away. One day, Harry told himself he would have the money to fly First Class. He expected that would be when he had made it as a professional footballer for West Ham because from what he saw in the media, footballers had lots of money, and they were always flying around the world in their big plane seats with a glass of champagne in their hands. But that dream was still a few years away for Harry, who once again wished for time to go quicker so that he could be older and have more choice in his life, rather than being stuck at this age where he still had adults telling him what to do. 
Then again, if he had been older and sat in First Class, he might not have had Mandy visit him, and as he saw her again now, Harry smiled to himself at the memory of her perfume and her pretty face. If things didn’t work out with Stephanie then Harry decided that Mandy would make a very good girlfriend, despite the obvious age gap, and that was why Harry decided that he would try and impress her whenever the time came for her to offer him some snacks during the flight. 
Harry presumed that Mandy got bored doing this job, and so he decided that it would be up to him to entertain her between here and Berlin. 
Little did he know it, but Mandy had more than enough to occupy her on this flight, and as she made her way to the front of the plane, the stewardess with the smile to make any schoolboy stop and stare suddenly had a serious frown on her face. 



Mandy
06:52
Mandy Mayhugh always did her best to keep a smile on her face because she was in the business of customer service, and that service was always better with a smile. But she was finding it difficult to uphold a pleasant demeanour today because she had a lot on her mind, and being stuck on a crowded plane for the next few hours was not the best place to be when that was the case. 
Having been an air stewardess for seven years, Mandy had plenty of experience when it came to welcoming passengers on board, ensuring they were safely in their seats and providing them with the food and drink that would make their journeys as comfortable as possible until they reached their destination. But she also had experience of a few other things, and these things were more detrimental to her job than helpful. Things like having slept with the co-pilot of this flight, Josh, who was now sitting in the cockpit looking rather sheepish whenever he turned around and got a look at Mandy through the open door. Things like being put on this shift alongside Josh’s wife, Stacey, a fellow stewardess, who had found out about her husband’s affair with Mandy and was understandably not happy about it. And most of all, things like having to wait for late passengers who were the reason this flight wasn’t progressing quicker yet, which Mandy really needed it to so that she could get out of this uncomfortable situation as quickly as possible. 
‘Ouch!’ Mandy cried when she suddenly felt a sharp pain in her left thigh, and when she turned around to see what had caused it, she saw the edge of the drinks trolley right beside her. 
The trolley had gone right into her leg, and when Mandy looked at who had been operating it, it was no surprise who was looking back at her. 
It was Stacey, the scorned wife of the co-pilot, and the woman who hated Mandy for what she had done to her marriage. 
‘Sorry, didn’t see you there,’ Stacey replied cheerfully before re-adjusting the position of the trolley even though it hadn’t needed to be moved in the first place because this flight hadn’t even taken off yet. 
Mandy felt like making her colleague aware that she knew it hadn’t been an accident, but that wouldn’t have done her much good. This shift was already going to be painful enough without starting an argument while the wheels were still on the tarmac, so Mandy left it. Instead, she just rubbed her aching thigh and reminded herself that she needed to be more careful around Stacey for the rest of this flight. After all, there was nothing more dangerous than a woman with revenge on her mind, and Stacey certainly had good reason to want to get her own back. 
The illicit liaison that had started this whole sorry tale had occurred during a stopover in Stockholm last month. It had been there, in the snowy Swedish city, where Mandy had found herself having one too many drinks in the hotel bar with Josh, the handsome, charming and very married co-pilot for this airline that Mandy had been employed by ever since she had opted for a career in the skies. 
Having shared several stories about their lives, as well as several cocktails on Josh’s expense card, two things had become clear to the two colleagues killing time in a city far from home. One, both of them weren’t particularly happy in their personal lives. And two, both of them felt like doing something to take their minds off it. It was that latter realisation that had seen the pair of them continue the party upstairs in Josh’s hotel room, and by the time the sun had risen over Stockholm and the duo were required to put on their uniforms and return to the airport, things had changed considerably between them. 
They were no longer just colleagues. 
They were lovers. 
Mandy often thought back to that fateful night when she had ended up in Josh’s bed. But she wasn’t just doing so to relive all the fun of it. She was doing it to also try and figure out how she could have made such a foolish mistake. That was because Josh’s wife, Stacey, was one of Mandy’s good friends at the airline, and after what had happened, Mandy feared that her friend would hate her if the truth ever came out. 
Optimistically, or just naively, Mandy hoped that would not be the case, and she had made sure to let Josh know that he was to keep their indiscretion a secret for the sake of all three of them. But Josh had been careless with the truth and had ended up mentioning his Swedish liaison with a fellow pilot at the airline, probably an act of bragging but definitely an act of stupidity, and the gossip had eventually filtered its way into the staff rooms where Stacey had picked up on it. 
And then the cat was out of the bag. 
Mandy had been mortified when Stacey had confronted her at a departure desk in Dubai and accused her of being a homewrecker. But the situation had been made even worse by the fact that Mandy had very little she could say in her defence. She was in the wrong, and so she could only apologise about it, not that it had made any difference to Stacey’s mood. The scorned wife had told Mandy to get a job with another airline or be forced to watch her back for the rest of her time as a stewardess with this particular carrier, and that had sounded very ominous. But Mandy hadn’t wanted to change employers. She liked working for this airline. In fact, it was one of the few things she actually did like about her life. Everything else was rubbish. Her family, her friends, and her lack of a love life. It was why taking to the skies every day was the perfect job for her. She got to leave all her problems on the ground behind and be a glamorous version of herself, mixing and mingling with A-List passengers in First Class and handsome pilots who were far more appealing than any of the men she encountered in her free time. 
That was why Mandy had stayed, aware that things would be awkward with Stacey but confident that the passage of time would help heal old wounds and that perhaps things could eventually become civil between the two women at some point. It had helped that Stacey had specifically requested not to be put on the same flights as Mandy so as to reduce the chances of them being around each other. But after several staff had phoned in sick today at the last minute, Mandy and Stacey had ended up on the same plane, and now Mandy had ended up with a sore leg thanks to the aggressive use of the drinks trolley by her colleague. 
Mandy watched as Stacey glared at her before turning around and busying herself with some of the packaged meals that would be handed out in the next hour. There was always something for the members of the cabin crew to be getting on with, so Mandy knew she had to go and find her own thing, and preferably, it would be something that would keep her away from Stacey. That was why she decided to walk down to the back of the plane again to see if everything was in order down there. But just before she could go, she heard a familiar voice calling her from the cockpit. 
It was Josh. 
And he was asking her for a drink. 
Mandy winced as she saw Stacey’s head turn at the sound of the command from the cockpit, as well as the other members of the cabin crew around her who were also aware of what the pretty stewardess and the co-pilot had gotten up to in Sweden. It felt like all eyes were on her, and as well they should be because she was the one who had been in the wrong, and everyone knew it. And now they wanted to make Mandy feel even more awkward as she went to give the co-pilot the beverage he had just requested. 
Wishing he had asked anybody but her, Mandy got to work on pouring Josh a cup of iced water before she made her way tentatively towards the cockpit. But just before she got there, she suddenly fell forward and dropped the drink, causing the liquid in the plastic cup to splash all over the floor and forcing her to go back and start again. 
But just before she did, she tried to figure out what had caused her to stumble, and it didn’t take long to work it out. She had been tripped, although it wasn’t by the most obvious culprit, Stacey. It was by Darren, another member of the cabin crew, and clearly another person who was on the side of the heartbroken and vengeful stewardess. 
‘What are you doing?’ Mandy asked Darren, frustrated at what he had just done to her. 
But Darren simply shrugged and went back to what he had been doing before as if nothing had happened at all. It was further proof, if she needed it, that this was really going to be a tedious flight for Mandy, and now was the first time she seriously started to consider if she would just be better off finding somewhere else to work after all. It had been unfortunate for her to end up on the same plane as both Stacey and Josh, but it could probably happen again in the future, and things might only get worse for her when it did. As Mandy went back to the drinks station to pour the co-pilot another water, she reluctantly had to admit to herself that she should probably leave this airline sooner rather than later, if only for an easier life. 
Having replenished the plastic cup, Mandy was able to return to the cockpit without encountering any ‘trip hazards’ this second time, and when she did, she handed the water over to the man sitting in the co-pilot’s seat. Josh thanked her as he accepted the cup, but he didn’t look up from the sea of dials in front of him as he continued to run through his pre-flight checks alongside the pilot, and while Mandy knew he was doing an important job, she felt a little stung by his indifference towards her. He was one of the reasons she was in this mess, yet here he was happily getting on with his job in the cockpit while she was suffering out in the cabin. There was a simple reason for that which Mandy was aware of, and it was that it was far easier for Stacey and the other employees on this plane to mess with her than it was for them to mess with one of the men sitting at the controls of this large aircraft. After all, the worst thing they could cause Mandy to do was spill something. But they wouldn’t dare interfere with Josh’s ability to do his job because that could spell disaster for this plane which would soon be cruising at 38,000ft. 
Despite how frustrating it was to admit, Mandy knew that it was better if she bore the brunt of Stacey’s, Darren’s, and anybody else’s need for ‘payback’ rather than Josh, so she let out a deep sigh and left the cockpit, leaving the pilots to complete their crucial tasks to keep everybody on this jet safe over the coming hours. But as she returned to where the rest of the cabin crew were gathered by the open front door of the plane, she realised she had never felt lonelier. That was because the crew were all standing in a small, enclosed circle, talking amongst themselves but not allowing there to be a way into the conversation for Mandy. The point was an obvious one. After what she had done, she was not really a part of the team on this flight. She was just somebody they would ignore until they landed in Berlin, flew back to London and eventually ended their shift at around six o’clock this evening. 
Looking past the circle of conferring cabin crew and out through the open door, Mandy wished she would see the arrival of the last two passengers that were still being waited on. This door would likely be sealed in sixty seconds’ time if they weren’t here by then, but as far as Mandy was concerned, that was still sixty seconds too long. She just wanted to get moving now. Fortunately, once this door was sealed, there would be plenty for her to keep herself busy with, like the safety demonstration, the serving of food and drinks, and the provision of any blankets or pillows that a passenger might request. 
This was only a short-haul flight, but this airline made sure to offer as many items that could provide its passengers as much comfort as possible, and it certainly kept the cabin crew busy once they were airborne. That caring nature was just one of the many reasons why Mandy did not want to leave this airline and seek employment elsewhere. But it was either that or stay here and remain the pariah on the plane, the one no one else wanted to talk to, yet the one who everyone else was only too happy to talk about behind her back. 
They weren’t great options, and things weren’t looking good for Mandy, that was for sure. But she wasn’t the only one in a bad situation right now. The two passengers who were only seconds away from missing their flight were in just as much of a mess. 
Who were they? 
And more importantly, where were they? 



April *
06:53
April Adams knew this was not the time to start laughing. But she couldn’t help it. 
She had the full-blown giggles. 
‘This isn’t funny!’ her friend, Lindsey, cried as she kept running ahead of April as both women ran desperately down the tunnel that would lead them to the plane that they were supposed to have been sitting on twenty minutes ago. 
‘I can’t help it!’ April gasped back in between fits of laughter, and she really meant it. She couldn’t control the giggles because as serious as this situation was, it was always an hilarious one to her. 
The reason for April and Lindsey having to run now to try and catch their flight was because both of them had been sitting in the airport bar for the last two hours, working their way through the cocktail menu to celebrate the commencement of their holiday. Thanks to the fact they had been more interested in the words of the smooth-talking bartender than they had been in the words of the person giving the flight announcements over the tannoy, they had completely missed their boarding call when it had come. It had only been when Lindsey had checked a message on her phone that she had seen the time and realised that they were in serious danger of missing their flight. That had been the moment when April had been forced to put down her Mojito, grab her carry-on bag, and follow her friend in racing out of the bar and across the busy terminal. 
Trying to run at a fast pace and dodging dozens of other travellers while under the influence of some very generous servings of alcohol had meant April had struggled to not only keep up with her friend ahead of her, but just keep upright in general. There had been one particularly hair-raising moment when April’s zig-zagging path through the busy terminal had been obstructed by a family of four, and the young woman had been forced to leap over a trailing suitcase to avoid clattering into it. Thankfully, she had made a safe landing and had been able to keep running towards the gate with Lindsey, but all the adrenaline of the moment, coupled with the fuzzy feelings that the cocktails had given her as well as the ridiculousness of the situation, meant that April had started laughing then. 
And she hadn’t been able to stop since. 
‘I can’t breathe!’ April gasped in reference to how breathless she had become with all the running and the laughing. ‘I have to stop!’
‘We can’t stop!’ Lindsey replied as she did nothing to slow down her pace. ‘We’re going to miss it!’
‘I have a stitch!’
‘I don’t care!’
‘It hurts!’
‘It’ll hurt more if we miss our flight!’
April grimaced as she felt the sharp, shooting pain in the left side of her abdomen, that annoying side-effect that sometimes occurred when a sedentary person suddenly engaged in vigorous physical exercise and their body battled to keep up with the extra demands being placed on it. 
Vigorous physical exercise like running full-speed halfway across an airport. 
April continued to gasp for air as she kept running, and as the tunnel she was travelling down at a great speed began to curve, she caught sight of the thing they were doing this for. 
It was the side of the plane, and more specifically, the open door on the side of the plane that would allow them to board the jet so they could carry on with their scheduled trip to Berlin. 
But accompanying the relieving sight of the open door was the rather uncomfortable sight of several members of the plane’s cabin crew standing and watching the two women approaching with stern looks on their faces. 
They weren’t happy about the hold-up. 
And they looked as though they would have preferred to leave the two stragglers behind. 
But thankfully, April and her fellow straggler had made it in time, and as they reached the plane door, they both came to a stop, completely exhausted and, in April’s case, a little delirious, but also just in time to catch their flight. 
‘We’re so sorry!’ Lindsey cried as she gasped for air in front of the beleaguered cabin crew. ‘Thank you so much for not taking off without us!’
‘Yeah, we’re sorry!’ April added for extra emphasis. ‘We lost track of time!’
The cabin crew didn’t ask for an explanation as to why the two passengers were late, probably because they didn’t particularly want one but possibly because they could smell the alcohol on the women’s breath and didn’t need it clarifying. Instead, they just shook their heads and stepped aside, allowing April and Lindsey to board and begin the process of trying to figure out whereabouts on this plane they were supposed to be sitting. 
April assumed that it shouldn’t be too difficult to find their seats, considering they were most likely the only two unoccupied seats left on this aircraft right now, but just to make sure, she presented her boarding pass to the stewardess wearing the name tag ‘Mandy’ to double-check. 
‘You’re at the back of the plane,’ Mandy told her after checking the seat number on the ticket. ‘Please, follow me. We have to be quick.’
With that, Mandy set off down the aisle and April and Lindsey followed closely behind, moving through the front part of the plane and passing through what appeared to be First Class. 
April couldn’t help but notice the luxuriously large seats occupied by several affluent individuals, many of them currently sipping champagne and rolling their eyes at the latecomers before returning their gaze to the movies playing on their personal TV screens. She also couldn’t help but notice one particular passenger who was seated on the right side of the plane, and as she passed by his seat, she turned her head to get a better look at him to confirm it really was who she thought it was. 
Yep, it was him. 
Music superstar himself. 
Mr Will Robertson. 
April gasped when she got confirmation of the A-List passenger she was sharing a flight with, and she was desperate to tell Lindsey in case her friend had missed spotting Will herself. But she was also aware that the flight attendant showing them both to their seats was not in the mood for anything but getting this flight off the ground on schedule, so April decided to wait until she was seated before chatting with Lindsey.
Leaving the First Class portion of the plane behind, April was led into the main body of the aircraft and into the class she was most accustomed to experiencing. 
Economy. 
It was here where the bulk of the passengers were, but there were no large, leather seats, champagne and music stars now. Instead, there were just rows and rows of extremely grumpy faces, and they were all grumpy for one reason. 
They were grumpy for the two people boarding who had held them all up. 
April found herself mouthing the word ‘sorry’ to each row of frustrated faces that she passed as she continued to follow Mandy down to the back of the plane. But that didn’t seem to do much to cheer up the people who were annoyed at her, and as April kept going, she rued her luck that she was seated so far away. If she had been closer to the front then she would have been seated by now and sparing herself the sight of so many of these grouchy people, but as it was, she was being subjected to every single one of them. 
April knew her face would have been flushing red by now at the embarrassment of the situation she was in were it not for the alcohol in her system taking the edge off things. Fortunately, all those cocktails meant she wasn’t half as mortified at this predicament as she would otherwise have been, and by the time Mandy showed her to her seat, April wasn’t feeling too bad. 
But she was thirsty again. 
‘Thank you,’ she said to Mandy as she put her carry-on bag in the overhead compartment while Lindsey took the window seat as quickly as she could to get out of the way. ‘Can I get a gin and tonic, please?’
‘No drinks until after take-off,’ Mandy replied rather sternly before ensuring the luggage was securely stored away and then instructing April to put her seatbelt on quickly. 
April was disappointed that she was going to have to wait a while for her next beverage, but she did as she was told and fastened her belt around her waist before Mandy was satisfied with it and scurried back up the aisle towards the front. She was presumably going to tell the pilots that everybody was on board now and that take off could commence as planned, but as April watched the stewardess leaving, she felt like she needed to do one more thing. 
She really needed the toilet. 
In all the rush of leaving the bar and racing across the airport to make this flight, April had not had the chance to visit the ladies room, and now all those pre-flight drinks were making her feel a little uncomfortable. Looking around for the sign that would let her know where the nearest toilet was on this plane, April saw that there was one just behind her and decided that she had to go for it now while the cabin crew were distracted at the front. 
Unbuckling her seatbelt, April went to get up out of her seat, but Lindsey stopped her, clearly concerned about what her friend was doing. 
‘Put your seatbelt back on! We’re about to take off!’ Lindsey cried. 
‘I really need to go to the loo,’ April replied, doing her best to keep her voice down so as not to embarrass herself in front of the other passengers, who were already annoyed at her. 
‘You’ll have to wait. The seatbelt sign is on!’ Lindsey said, gesturing to the glowing signs on the roof of the cabin above each seat that signalled that the passengers were not currently free to stand up and roam around the plane. 
‘I can’t wait! I’m bursting!’
‘April, wait!’
But April did not wait, and as she stood up, she felt confident that she would be able to make it to the toilet and be back in her seat before this plane started moving. 
Heading for the cubicle door, April pulled it open and stepped inside, eager to relive herself after consuming so much liquid only a short time ago. But just before she could lock the door to ensure her privacy, she saw the door suddenly open and on the other side of it was the stern face of an air stewardess called Stacey. 
‘What do you think you’re doing? You should be in your seat!’ the incredulous member of the cabin crew cried. 
‘I know, and I’m sorry, but I really have to go!’ April tried. 
But Stacey was not having any of it and practically pulled April out of the toilet and ordered her to get back in her seat. 
‘Please!’ April pleaded, but it was no good, and before she knew it, she was sitting back down again beside Lindsey and having her seatbelt fastened for her around her waist. 
‘Now don’t get up again until the seatbelt sign goes off,’ Stacey sternly advised before walking away, and April let out a frustrated sigh. 
Lindsey didn’t have much sympathy for her friend, reminding her that she had told her not to get up, but April was too busy wriggling in her seat to even engage in conversation if she had wanted to. 
‘Come on. Come on,’ April muttered under her breath as she waited for the sound of the engines firing up and the sight of the tarmac outside the window starting to move slowly by. But the plane wasn’t in motion yet, and more patience was required. It was patience that April didn’t really possess, but she had no choice but to try and exercise it. It was either do her best to stay calm or have to explain to the next stewardess who came down here why there was a puddle under her seat. 
‘Remind me never to go abroad with you again,’ April said to Lindsey as she continued to squirm in her seat. 
‘Are you joking? This was your idea!’
‘I know, but I wasn’t planning on having to run across an airport and almost wet myself all before seven o’clock in the morning!’
Lindsey laughed at that remark, and despite her precarious situation, April then couldn’t help but laugh either. But laughing was a very risky thing for a person who needed the toilet to do, and no sooner had she started laughing then she regretted it and stopped, opting to go back to wriggling and wincing instead. 
But Lindsey was still greatly amused by this turn of events and had a smile on her face as she looked out of the window at the brightly lit runway that this plane would soon be hurtling down before ascending into the dark skies above. 
April knew her friend was right. This had been her idea to take this trip to Berlin. A cheap, simple city break to escape the depths of a gloomy English winter had seemed appealing when she had thought of it at the time, but that was before April was tipsy, breathless from running, and in desperate need of a toilet. Now this little jaunt abroad was threatening to become a disaster. 
But at least Lindsey found it funny. 
She was still laughing now. 



Lindsey *
06:54
Lindsey Beattie had to turn and look out of the window beside her because if she looked the other way then she would see her friend, and it would only make her giggle more. April was a wildcard, there was no doubt about that, and Lindsey was very grateful for the fact that the woman had come into her life. After all they had been through together, from April saving her life on the motorway to the fateful wedding day with Diego and being on a boat that had been doomed to a terrible fate had it not been for a last-second intervention, the two women had been through a lot. Today’s little episode was a lot more light-hearted than all those previous ones, and Lindsey was thankful for that, but the drama that had come from them needing to race across the airport to catch this flight had still been more than enough for either woman. But now they were in their seats, Lindsey could have a breather and look forward to whatever was to come next. 
With April by her side, there was no telling what that might be. 
The view outside the plane was a fairly unremarkable one, but Lindsey kept looking anyway, peering out into the dark, early morning scene at this international airport that was only growing busier by the minute. The sun wasn’t up yet but plenty of people were, and Lindsey watched as several ground staff moved around on the tarmac down below the plane, helping prepare various flights for their imminent departure. 
Lindsey imagined that it must be quite strange to work at an airport, whether it was in the capacity of a baggage handler, like the one she could see driving the buggy now, or as an air traffic controller, like the figures she could see up in the tower that loomed large over this terminal. Spending all day around people who were going abroad but never actually going anywhere yourself must be quite weird, as well as frustrating, and Lindsey didn’t feel like she would fancy such a life. For her, airports were all about adventure and anticipation because every time she frequented one, it was in the knowledge that she was going to be jetting overseas. Just like she used to get butterflies on Christmas Eve when she was a child awaiting her presents the next morning, walking through the sliding doors of an airport also gave her that same tingling feeling that something magical was about to happen. But unlike that Christmassy feeling that had lost much of its lustre in later life, the aura of an airport had never dimmed because travel was exciting at any age, and Lindsey was ready to be on the move again. 
After last year’s experiences, all of which had mostly been negative ones thanks to the man she had been betrayed by throughout their entire relationship, as well as a brush with a terrorist who could easily have killed her had she not been able to push him off the boat he was trying to blow up, Lindsey knew there had to be brighter things waiting for her in the future. Life had already shown some promising signs, like giving her a new friend in April, and this trip to Berlin promised some positivity too. 
Heading to the German capital for a short city break, the two women planned to take in some of the sights that made the city so famous in history, as well as frequent the various bars and restaurants they had been snooping at on social media. There was never a better time to update one’s profile photo and make a few followers jealous than when on holiday, and Lindsey felt like it was time that she started posting to her online accounts a little more now that she was slowly recovering from the shock of what Diego had kept from her. 
She tried not to spend too long thinking about her late fiancé, the man she had been so close to marrying, and the man who had ultimately been killed in prison after being sentenced for several shocking crimes. But the memory of him would always be in her head, and sometimes his face would appear in her imagination without warning, reminding her of the life she used to have as well as the one she could be having right now had Diego’s true colours not been revealed so dramatically on their wedding day. 
Lindsey was doing her best to remove the image of Diego’s face from her imagination, but it was tough. Thankfully, April had something to say that would go some way to helping distract her. 
‘Oh my gosh, I forgot to tell you who I saw in First Class!’ she cried as she finally stopped squirming in her seat, suggesting that her desperate need for the toilet had subsided for a moment. 
‘Who?’
‘Will Robertson!’
‘Shut up!’
‘I’m serious! He was sitting right there when we walked in. Did you not notice him?’
‘No, I was too busy following the stewardess!’
‘I almost missed him, but it was definitely him. Can you believe it! The biggest pop star in the world is on our plane!’
Lindsey sat up in her seat then and looked down the plane in the direction of First Class, doing her best to try and catch a glimpse of the famous passenger who was supposedly on board with them. But she couldn’t see much from all the way back here. 
‘I bet it’s just somebody who looks like him,’ Lindsey decided a moment later after giving up trying to spot him. 
‘It’s not! It’s him! I swear!’
‘I’m not going to believe it unless I see him with my own eyes.’
‘Maybe you can go further up the plane after take off and try and see him then.’
‘I might just do that. But you better not be winding me up.’
‘I’m not. He’s definitely on board!’
Lindsey could see that April really was convinced that they were in the presence of music royalty, and that was an exciting prospect, so she decided that she definitely would be venturing up the plane once it was in the air and the seatbelt signs were off. But for now, all she could do was sit and wait for this plane to move away from the terminal, and as of yet, there was nothing happening. 
‘What would we have done if we had missed this flight?’ Lindsey mused as she sank back in her seat and fiddled with her tangled earphones that she had mistakenly stuffed into her pocket during all the commotion of rushing to get here on time. 
‘I don’t know,’ April replied as she started to wriggle again, suggesting her need for the toilet had returned. 
‘I doubt we would have got a refund.’
‘Probably not.’
‘That would have sucked.’
‘Definitely.’
Lindsey felt like April was too distracted with her need to relieve herself to hold much more of a conversation, so she decided to busy herself with doing a little more reading on Berlin on her mobile phone while she still had the benefit of Wi-Fi. Once this plane was in the sky then it was unlikely there would be any chance to browse the internet because only those in First Class got that privilege.  
Not everybody was an international music star like Will Robertson, after all. 
But for now, Lindsey was very much his equal, at least when it came to surfing the web anyway, and she made the most of it by visiting the travel blog that she had been using over these last few days to get her in the mood for her trip to Germany. 
The decision to go to Berlin had come after much deliberation between Lindsey and April and after many other destinations had been discussed and ultimately dismissed. The original plan had been for the pair to fly to Thailand, which was certainly a more exotic location than the German capital. But it was also a much more expensive one too, and that was why it had been reluctantly shelved in favour of something a little more affordable. But Lindsey was still very much looking forward to this trip, and as she scrolled through several photos of some of the city’s most famous landmarks, like the Brandenburg Gate and The Reichstag, she knew there would be plenty to keep herself, and her camera phone, occupied on this holiday. 
Lindsey could almost have lost herself in a daydream about Berlin right there had it not been for the commencement of the safety demonstration from the cabin crew. Looking up from her phone, Lindsey saw Mandy, the beleaguered stewardess who had shown her to her seat, running through the various gestures that always accompanied a talk like this, while the automated instructions were heard coming from the speakers around the plane. 
Most people on board were paying little attention to what was being said or demonstrated by the cabin crew, but Lindsey always made a point of watching and listening, just in case disaster did strike and she needed to use some of the information she was being given now. Information like where her life jacket was located and how to put it on, or where her nearest emergency exit was should she have to vacate the plane suddenly. 
Lindsey suspected that most people ignored this part, not because it was boring, but because they didn’t like to entertain the thought that it might be something they would ever have to go through. After all, who enjoyed flying if all they were thinking about was that flight going wrong? Statistically speaking, Lindsey knew she would be safe. This was a much safer mode of transport than driving, and after what she had experienced on that motorway last year when she had almost been crushed by a runaway lorry, she wasn’t too worried about taking her chances in the skies here. That was why she felt good as the safety demonstration came to an end, and while she was now armed with the knowledge of what to do in an emergency situation, she seriously doubted any of it would apply to her. 
‘Come on. Just get on with it,’ April said under her breath, clearly still desperate to get out of her seat and back into that toilet at the first opportunity. But now that the safety talk was over with, there seemed little to delay them any longer. That was confirmed a moment later by the slight lurch that rolled through the cabin, and when Lindsey looked through the window beside her, she saw that the plane was very slowly moving away from the terminal. 
‘We’re going,’ she told April, who was extremely relieved to hear that judging by the enthusiastic nod that she gave. 
Lindsey then decided that now was a good time to put her phone on ‘Aeroplane Mode’ because that was what the rules dictated, and even though she wasn’t sure it really made any difference, she did it anyway, like the good traveller she was trying to be. 
She regretted being so late for this flight and causing all these poor passengers to have to wait for her, as well as the flight crew who flew every day and definitely did not need any more reason to spend a minute longer on a plane than was necessary. But mistakes happen, and sitting for so long in that bar getting tipsy on cocktails had certainly been a mistake. 
The funny thing was, Lindsey doubted it would be the last time she made a mistake in April’s company. 
The aircraft was still being pushed back, but it was a very laborious process, so Lindsey opted to put her earphones in and listen to some of the music she already had downloaded onto her phone in preparation for this flight today. After what April had said about Will Robertson being on this plane with them, she felt it was only right to listen to one of his songs first. And if you were going to listen to Will Robertson then there really was only one song to listen to first. 
As the first few chords of ‘Demon In The Dark’ began to filter into Lindsey’s ears, the listener smiled as she closed her eyes and let the music distract her from the fact that she would soon be hurtling down a runway at a terrifying speed. 
Music really did have the capacity to transport the listener to somewhere else, and Lindsey was grateful that there were people like Will in the world. People who could use their talents to paint pictures and evoke different emotions, simply by singing in a different key or strumming a certain string on a guitar. 
There was no doubt about it. The world was a better place with people like Will Robertson in it, and who knows, maybe Lindsey would get the chance to tell him that if she was lucky enough to get a moment with him on this flight. 
But that remained to be seen. 
For now, she was just like him. 
Strapped into a seat and ready to touch the skies. 
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Will Robertson didn’t really get nervous flying. Not anymore anyway. That was because in his role as an international music star, he was used to jet-setting around the world now. If he was honest, he had actually lost track of every country he had been to over these last eighteen months or so. It wasn’t that those places weren’t memorable, it was just that he rarely got to spend much time in them. Usually, his time in a different country consisted of him being whisked from the airport to a music venue and then back to the airport again. If there was any deviation from that routine then it saw him spend a night in a hotel, but that was about it. Imagine going to such wonderful cities like Paris, Los Angeles and Buenos Aires and barely having time to set foot on the ground before being whisked away to the next place. 
Will wished he had more time to experience the places he went to play music in, but he also knew that a career like his had to adhere to a very tight schedule. Being a tourist was for those who were on holiday, and whenever Will got on a plane, he was very rarely taking a vacation. He was there to work, and this trip was no different. 
Will was due to perform in Berlin this evening for a sold-out crowd before he would be on the move again, crossing into Poland for tomorrow night’s concert in Warsaw. Two great cities in two very busy days, and that was only the beginning of this European tour he was starting out on. It was going to be busy, tiring, and he was certainly going to be clocking up the air miles.
But it wasn’t all bad, and he certainly wasn’t complaining, nor was he feeling sorry for himself. How could he? He was eighteen years old, and he was sitting in First Class on his way out of London to go and see thousands of his screaming fans in Germany. What were other eighteen year olds doing now? Probably sleeping in their bedroom at their parents’ house, hungover, dreading work or putting off getting up to study for more exams. Will knew how fortunate he was to be in a position where he enjoyed what he did every day, and the fact he was financially free at such a tender age didn’t do any harm either. There would be no need for him to have to take any job he could just to find himself some employment, so he had a few pennies to afford a beer with his mates at the weekend, nor would he have to take out thousands of pounds worth of loans for university fees just to have the chance at a more lucrative career in the future. 
He was young, he was doing what he loved, and the world was his oyster. 
He knew how lucky he was, even after everything that had happened to him. And he also knew that sometimes being blind meant that things were even better for him than for those who were able to see. 
There were obviously many negative aspects about losing the ability to see, but one of the positives was that all his other senses were enhanced. Sound was one of the main ones, and there was nowhere that tended to be as loud as on an aeroplane that was just about to take off. 
Will could feel the aircraft he was sitting on moving now, and while it was still very slow, he knew it wouldn’t be long until the pilots fired this thing up, and when they did, the sound of the engines beneath the wings would give Will quite the thrill. Those who could see would hear the same sound, but they would also be distracted by whatever they saw around the cabin or out of the window, making the whole experience less intense for them overall. But Will would hear and feel everything as the plane roared down the runway and lifted off into the sky, and he was very much looking forward to that occurring over these next few minutes. 
People who weren’t visually impaired might think that travelling without the ability to see was a pointless exercise, but that could not be further from the truth, and Will already knew it. Just because he couldn’t see, it didn’t mean that boarding a plane and visiting another country wasn’t a worthwhile experience for him. It just meant that things were different, and that started from the moment he had to pack his bag to take to the airport. 
Every item had to go into Will’s suitcase and carry-on bag in a very precise and organised way because that would allow the owner of the luggage to locate whatever item he needed easily enough by simply remembering where it was. While most men his age might just throw things into a suitcase haphazardly, not concerned about how things looked because they could always be sorted out at the other end, Will had to be more careful if he wanted to be able to find things for himself and not just rely on others all the time. Everything in his bags, from his various items of clothing to his earphones, was placed in an order that he had memorised and could recall when he needed it. It hadn’t been easy at first, but Will had got better at it the more he travelled, and considering he seemed to spend several days a week on the move, he had certainly had a lot of practise. 
But perhaps the most cherished thing he tended to pack these days was the e-reader he had that allowed him to read books thanks to Braille, the form of writing where the words were a series of raised dots, enabling a visually impaired reader to process a story just like somebody who could see the words on a page. 
Will had not always been a big reader, but as he had slowly come to terms with his new reality, he had been able to discover the many ways in which technology could make his life more enjoyable. Braille books were just one of those ways, and while it had taken a lot of learning and getting used to, Will could now read stories in such a way, and that allowed him to take part in a pleasure that entertained millions of people all over the world. 
Books and, more specifically, stories, allowed the reader to use their imagination, and imagination was one of the most important things to someone like Will, who relied on the images he could create in his mind now that he could no longer be lazy and see things in the most obvious fashion. Will had his Braille e-reader with him on this plane, and it was sitting on top of the items in his carry-on bag, easily accessible for him should he wish to take it out and start reading. He was currently working his way through the autobiography of a famous rock star in America, one who had certainly enjoyed more of a rock-and-roll lifestyle than Will had experienced yet. The book was very entertaining, but Will was more than happy to leave the drinking, drugs and explicit sexual liaisons in the account to his imagination rather than seek them all out in his real life. 
By most famous musicians’ standards, Will lived like a monk. He wasn’t out all night partying, and he hadn’t trashed any hotel rooms in any of the cities he had passed through. Nor was he hopping from one supermodel to the next or getting married to some A-List actress only to file for a divorce two weeks later just for the fun of it. He was loved up with Chantelle, his childhood sweetheart, and the closest he had come to trashing a hotel room had been when he had once got up to go to the toilet in the night and tripped over the waste paper bin. 
Will’s wife wasn’t with him now because she had stayed behind to attend a big meeting she had helped organise with a large sportswear company that was looking to sponsor the famous musician. To Will, it was strange that such companies were willing to pay him millions of pounds just to be pictured in one of their designs, and he might have even turned it down if it had just been up to him because of how ridiculous it seemed. But Chantelle had not allowed him to turn it down, and she was taking her role as his assistant very seriously, working to build his ‘brand’ or whatever she called it. 
It was great having the help of his wife to take care of things like finances because it meant Will could just concentrate on the music, and when it came to generating money, he knew Chantelle would never lack motivation there. Somebody had to pay for all those handbags Will always seemed to be stumbling over in the hallway whenever he got home. 
But the amount of income he was generating now was not just being spent on frivolous things. Will had let Chantelle know that it was important to him to donate some of his proceeds to charity, and the couple had big plans this year to donate to some very worthy causes. Of course, one of the projects Will wished to get involved with was one of those that helped visually-impaired people, and he knew he could use his sizeable platform to raise awareness over the course of his career. Out of all the good things that had come from Will following his dream, now being in a position to help others was the best part of it. 
Will could feel the plane’s movements all around him as the aircraft continued to trundle into position before beginning its take-off sequence, and as the cabin shifted again, the pop star let out a relaxed sigh. There was something freeing to Will about knowing that his life was out of his hands now. He was at the mercy of this plane, and the people in control of it, and all he could do was sit here and see what happened. That might have scared some people, but Will felt like it meant all the pressure was off his shoulders, and for someone as busy as him, that was a nice feeling. Right now, there was nobody telling him where he needed to be or demanding he make another album or explaining to him why he needed to make a song in a certain style so that it would appeal to a larger audience and increase his record sales. Instead, he was just one of the 223 passengers waiting patiently to be lifted up from England and dropped back down again in Germany. 
‘Ladies and gentleman, this is your Captain speaking. Just to let you know that we are currently third in priority for take off, so we shouldn’t be waiting too long now. Thank you.’
With that, the intercom clicked off again almost as quickly as it had clicked on, and Will and everybody else on board appreciated the update they had just been given by the man at the helm. If the pop star on board thought his job was tough then he could scarcely comprehend how difficult it must be to fly a plane like this. Not only must it be incredibly stressful to learn and execute every single little detail that went into getting an enormous vehicle like this off the ground safely, but knowing how many people were on board counting on you seemed mortifying. Will told himself that he would try and remember that there were far more difficult jobs he could be doing the next time he found himself trying to come up with a new song or before he walked out in front of thousands of screaming people. Pilots might not have been as famous or as lauded as pop stars, but they did a vital job in allowing everybody around this planet to be physically connected, and Will was extremely grateful for their skills today, as he would be every other day that he boarded a plane in anticipation of going somewhere new. 
But as the plane waited patiently in line for its take-off slot, Will couldn’t help but wonder what it was really like in the cockpit of a plane in these last few moments before the engines were started and the thrust levers were engaged.
Was it calm in there?
Or was it just organised chaos?



Josh
06:56
Josh Dawson knew that he one day aspired to be in the seat beside him in this cockpit. That was the seat occupied by the captain, and while Josh was just the co-pilot now, his ambition and career trajectory meant that it was only a matter of time until he was really at the controls of a jet like this. But for now, every key decision was made by the woman to his left, and he would just carry on completing the tasks required of him in his current capacity, remaining patient, which was one of the best things anybody in charge of a plane full of people could do. 
Josh had already assisted his captain, Miranda Beckett, in working through the pre-flight checklist, ensuring that such vital things as the fuel gauges were correct, the isolation valves were open, and the gear lever was down, as well as the 70-odd other things that had needed to be looked at before this plane had taxied away from the terminal. Now the aircraft was waiting in line for its turn to take off, behind two other planes that were sitting ahead of it and preparing to journey into the dark morning. Thankfully, everything seemed normal to Josh, or at least it did in terms of the technical aspects of getting this plane from one place to the next. But things most certainly were not normal when it came to who he was sharing this flight with today. 
On board with him, alongside Miranda and the 223 passengers strapped into their seats, was Stacey, his wife, who wanted a divorce, and Mandy, the woman who was the reason for that impending divorce. As bad luck went, Josh had had a shocker, and he couldn’t believe that he was going to have to spend the better part of today on the same plane as the two women who had caused so much drama in his personal life. 
Yes, Josh knew it was mostly his fault because he had slept with Mandy while he was married to Stacey, but in his defence, he hadn’t expected it to come out, and even if it did, he really hadn’t expected for all three of them to end up on the same flight together.   
But here they were, him in the cockpit and those two warring women on the other side of the door in their capacity as members of the cabin crew, here to service the needs of the paying passengers who helped contribute to all of their wages. If there was one positive thing about this then it was that the cockpit door had just been closed, meaning Josh didn’t have to see those two women now until the plane landed in Berlin. That felt like a reprieve for him, even though there were still, surely, many uncomfortable moments ahead for him before he eventually made it back to the London hotel that he was currently staying in after Stacey had kicked him out. At least this cockpit was quiet and calm, as it should be, and while it wasn’t woman-free thanks to the presence of Miranda, she was not somebody who was likely to give Josh any hassle because he had not done anything to irritate her. 
Not yet, anyway. 
As stupid as Josh had been in getting involved with another employee at this airline whilst already being married to another one, there was no way he was even going to entertain the thoughts he had that Miranda was quite attractive and sometimes seemed to be flirting with him whenever they ended up in the same cockpit together. While his captain was a little older than him, forty years to his thirty-five, she looked great for it, and there had been a few times when Josh had found himself a little distracted from the task at hand whenever she engaged him in conversation during a flight. 
By his recollection, this was the seventh flight the pair of pilots had been on together, and out of all the people he could share a cockpit with at this airline, Miranda had to be Josh’s favourite. Not only was she pretty, but she was witty too, but perhaps best of all, she was married to the owner of this airline, and that meant that as much as Josh might fancy her, he knew never to be as stupid as to try anything with her. Why would he? It would surely only lead to him being dismissed somehow by the aggrieved husband/boss. That’s why Josh was always on his best behaviour around Miranda, and while he hadn’t always been as innocent as a choirboy with the other people in his life, it felt good to keep on the straight and narrow with his well-connected captain. 
‘It’s times like this I wish I was flying somewhere warmer,’ Miranda mused as the pair of pilots continued to stare out through the windscreen of the plane at the stationary aircraft in front of them. ‘Januarys in Europe are painful, aren’t they?’
Josh smiled because he couldn’t disagree with that sentiment as he looked out at the bleak, winter morning ahead of him, which consisted of darkness, drizzle, and an overall sense of impending doom that he put down to the gloomy weather rather than the fate of this aircraft. 
‘Where would you fly to right now, if you could go anywhere?’ Josh asked his captain, deciding to entertain the both of them with a little fantasy and imagination. 
‘Hmmm, let me think for a moment,’ Miranda replied as she sat back in her seat and put her precious hands in her lap. They were precious because they would be one of the many instruments that would help guide this plane to where it needed to go to today, and Josh was grateful for all their expertise, just like he appreciated the fact that they were manicured and gentle. 
But he mustn’t think about that, must he?
Josh looked up at the blinking red light on the top of the control tower to his right as he waited for Miranda to give him her answer, but he didn’t have to wait long in the end. 
‘I think I’d fly to Aruba,’ the captain said confidently. ‘I’ve been there twice now, and both times the approach to the airport took my breath away.’
‘White sandy beaches and turquoise seas? Yeah, I can see why you might like that,’ Josh replied with a smile. 
In his mind, he could picture the scene, even if he hadn’t flown to Aruba himself before, because he had seen plenty of beautiful locations in his time, and it wasn’t hard to imagine them now. 
‘What about you?’ Miranda asked. ‘Where would you fly to?’
‘That’s an easy one. I’d fly to Dubai.’
‘Ahh, yes I remember you’re a Dubai guy now from the last flight we did together.’
Josh smiled but not just because this conversation was a fun one. It was because Miranda remembered a detail about him, and for some reason, he liked that. 
‘Oh well, Berlin will have to do,’ Josh said with a sigh as reality set back in again, and the rain only seemed to increase in intensity on the other side of the windscreen. 
‘It’s not all bad. I’ve had some fun times in Berlin in the past.’
‘Oh, yeah? Anything you can repeat here?’
‘Not with the black box listening, there isn’t.’
Josh laughed, but he also felt a little nervous then because it was a reminder that all conversations in this cockpit were being recorded. While that was merely a safety measure should anything go wrong with the plane and an investigator needed to determine why, Josh also thought of it as a way for the head of the airline, Miranda’s husband, to check up on whether or not any pilots were flirting with his spouse. It was unlikely, but just to be sure, Josh reminded himself to keep things strictly professional around here while he was in Miranda’s company. 
The pair watched as the next plane in the queue turned onto the runway and began accelerating, and no matter how many times he had seen a plane taking off in his life, Josh always felt transfixed by the sight of it. It was a reminder of how he had felt as a little boy, watching planes taking off whenever he was at an airport with his parents on their family holidays. Those awe-inducing moments when he would be standing at the floor-to-ceiling window in the airport terminal, his sticky hands pressed up against the glistening glass and his mouth wide open in amazement as he watched one plane after the one ascend into the sky. It was perhaps those moments in his formative years that had led to him wanting to become a pilot in adulthood, and ever since he had qualified to fly commercial airlines, he hadn’t regretted it once. 
Well, that was almost true. 
There had been a brief moment when he had regretted it when he found out who was going to be on this plane with him today. 
As the conversation came to a brief end in the cockpit as Miranda made a quick check on the logbook, Josh wondered how Stacy and Mandy were getting along in the cabin behind him right now. He doubted they would say much to each other during the flight. Stacey had certainly got everything she wanted to say off her chest when the brief affair had first been exposed, and Mandy had already apologised as much as any person could before realising that nothing she could say would ever make things better again. But while talking between the two might be at a minimum, Josh hoped Stacey wouldn’t be using passive-aggressive techniques on her colleague, like accidentally bumping into her with the drinks trolley or cutting her out of conversations with their other colleagues. 
As much as he regretted what he did to Stacey, Josh also regretted that he had made Mandy’s life harder too. It wasn’t her fault that she was suffering now. She had been single when she had slept with him in Stockholm. He was the one who had been married, and he was the one who should have stopped things before they had gone too far. But now all three of them were in pain. Mandy because she was viewed as the ‘other woman’, Stacey because she had found out her husband was unfaithful, and him because he was staring down the barrel of a very expensive divorce that would surely mean he was stuck working overtime at this airline for a lot longer than he wanted to. 
Being a pilot was a very well-paid job, and usually that would be a good thing, but not so when it came to having to sit down with a lawyer and start divvying up funds. As a stewardess, Stacey did not make anywhere near as much as Josh made, but that didn’t matter when those divorce lawyers got their hands all over the paperwork and went to work ensuring Stacey was well compensated for her troubles and Josh was well punished for his misdemeanours. 
After the last meeting and the way it sounded like things were going, Josh was going to have to be delaying that dream of his to retire early and fly private planes for wealthy clients in the UAE. At this rate, he would be stuck on tedious routes like this one for longer than anticipated once Stacey was awarded half of the money in his bank account. 
Letting out a deep sigh, Josh glanced across at Miranda and thought about how the woman beside him had no such problems in her life. Not only was she happily married and not experiencing the pain of a divorce, but she was married to the owner of this airline, meaning that money would never be an issue for her. Josh almost couldn’t understand why Miranda chose to work at all, considering the funds she had at her disposal, but it was clear that she had a love for flying and was happy to keep doing this even if she wasn’t actually counting on the wages she got paid for it. 
Josh almost felt like asking his captain what the secret to a happy marriage was, seeing as he had failed so miserably at his first attempt. But he didn’t do that, although it wasn’t because he didn’t want to bring the mood down in this cockpit or remind Miranda that he wasn’t as classy a guy as he often tried to make out. He didn’t say anything because the queue of planes in front of them had progressed enough now to the point where his plane was due to take off next. 
‘Cabin crew, prepare for take off,’ Miranda said over the intercom, and that was the cue for every employee on this plane to make their final preparations for leaving this place and travelling on to the next. 
Josh knew what he needed to do, just like everybody else on this aircraft did, and he got to work diligently, putting his troubles to one side because he was doing a very important job, and one mistake now could be critical. 
As the plane pushed forward and began to turn, lining itself up with the long runway ahead of it, Josh and his captain were ready to do what they did best. 
They were ready to fly this plane. 
But more than that, they were ready to give the passengers on it the chance to embark on their next adventure. 



Carol *
06:57
Carol Heath had just heard the announcement from the captain of this plane, and that was why she was now going through her own pre-flight routine herself. But unlike the pilot’s checklist, which consisted of very technical and complicated things that it took people years to practise and perfect, Carol’s checklist was a much simpler one to master. It consisted of three things, and they were three things that she did every time before taking to the skies. 
One, she popped a couple of pills that were used to combat the anxiety she felt about flying. 
Two, she chomped down furiously on the chewing gum in her mouth that she used as a way of distracting herself, as well as knowing it would come in handy when it came to landing and her ears were popping from the pressure changes. 
And three, she was tightly squeezing the hand of her husband, Steve, who was seated beside her and was currently trying to get her to loosen her grip so that the blood flow could return to the end of his crushed limb. 
‘It’s going to be okay,’ Steve told his wife as her vice-like grip showed no sign of subsiding. 
That was his way of trying to get Carol to let go of him. But it didn’t work, and as the noise around the plane cabin grew louder, Carol only seemed to be squeezing more. 
It wasn’t that she had a complete phobia when it came to flying. She was on a plane after all, and she planned to go on many more before her time was up, so it couldn’t be that bad. But just because she liked going abroad, it didn’t mean she had to particularly enjoy the process of how she got there. If it had been up to her then she would have been able to travel the world and visit different places without the need to strap herself into an aluminium can that would hurtle through the air at over 500mph at the dizzying height of almost 40,000ft. Those numbers alone were enough to send her into a tailspin, not that a word like tailspin was one she liked to entertain too much in these circumstances. But this was by far the fastest mode of transport that existed in society when it came to going on holiday, so Carol simply had to grin and bear it. 
She knew that going by road or sea would take too long, far longer than anybody with an annual leave allowance from their job could afford to take, so that was why flying won. But unlike going by car or boat, which wouldn’t have worried her at all, going up into the air meant she broke out in a bit of a sweat. There was a little evidence of that perspiration on her forehead right now, even after the pills, the chewing gum and the hand squeezing. She was still sweating, even after the two gin and tonics she had consumed at the airport bar before boarding. 
Now the engines were firing up, Carol just wanted to get this over with.
The cabin rattled as the plane began pushing forward on the runway and accelerating as it progressed to the necessary speed that would allow it to lift off without coming back down again too quickly. 
‘Seriously, it’s going to be okay,’ Carol heard her husband say again, and when she looked at him, she saw that he was smiling. But it was a tentative smile, one that suggested he was still in a little pain and would be smiling a lot more if his wife wasn’t hurting him. 
‘I know,’ Carol said, nodding her head for emphasis before letting go of Steve’s hand and giving him some relief. But it was short-lived because no sooner had she let go then she grabbed it again after feeling a strong jolt in the cabin as take-off continued. 
‘What was that?’ Carol asked her wincing husband, who had failed to get his hand away from her in time when it was temporarily free. 
‘Nothing,’ Steve replied with a grimace. 
‘I felt something!’
‘Everything’s okay.’
‘What if it was a part of the plane falling off?’
‘I really don’t think that’s what it was.’
‘How do you know?’ 
‘Well, I don’t know. But I suspect everything is okay.’
‘You suspect? Well, that’s not going to be much use if we just lost a wheel or a wing, is it?’
‘We didn’t lose a wheel or a wing! We’re still rolling down the runway, and I can see both of the wings through the windows. So what are you worrying about?’
Carol realised then that she might have overreacted slightly to the jolt she had felt a moment ago and told herself to calm down, taking a very deep breath but maintaining her stranglehold on poor Steve’s hand. 
‘I thought you’d taken your pills,’ he said to her as he noticed how jittery she still was. 
‘I did. But they haven’t worked! They must have been duds!’
‘I don’t think they were duds.’
‘I knew I should have taken more.’
‘Any more and you’d have been asleep for the rest of the day.’
‘Maybe that wouldn’t have been a bad thing. Then I could have slept through this flight.’
‘Yeah, on second thoughts, maybe you’re right.’
Carol didn’t appreciate her husband’s last insinuation that he would have preferred it if his wife was comatose on this plane, but she was too busy to deal with that right now because as she looked past him, she saw the concrete runway racing past the window. 
The cabin rumbled and roared as the speed increased severely, and Carol went from gripping her husband’s hand to gripping the armrest on her seat. It was the seat that she had strapped herself into extra tightly as soon as she had sat down in it, and it was also the seat where she had sat and paid very close attention to the cabin crew when they had been running through their safety talks. 
Carol had made sure she knew exactly what to do in an emergency, including the fact that if there was a sudden loss of cabin pressure and the oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling then she was to sort her mask out before helping her husband with his. That was a slight worry because one, it was in her nature to help others before she helped herself, and two, she knew how useless Steve was when it came to doing anything for himself. It took him ages just to get a pair of socks on his feet in the morning, so God only knew how long it would take him to get a mask on his face in the event of something going wrong on this flight. But hopefully that wouldn’t happen, and Carol did her best to remind herself of all the positive mindset affirmations she had spent last year learning in the hopes that it would improve her life and make it a more positive one. 
But while those affirmations were easy to do while lying on her bed at home in complete silence with her eyes closed and her body sinking into the soft mattress, they weren’t quite so easy to recite now that she was hurtling down a runway at an ungodly speed. That was why she was struggling to remember how best to stay positive, and instead, her mind was filling up with all kinds of scary thoughts. 
There was no saying how dark some of the images in Carol’s imagination might have got just then were it not for the fact that her train of thought was interrupted by the sound of the woman’s voice beside her. 
Looking across the aisle, Carol saw the young woman whom she had smiled at earlier as they had boarded and taken their seats near to each other. That woman seemed very pleasant, but she didn’t look so happy now. Instead, she looked annoyed, and it seemed like the source of her frustration was the two teenagers sitting behind Carol and Steve. 
‘Harry! Mustaf! Stop messing around, or you’ll be on detention as soon as this trip is over!’
Carol realised that the woman must be a teacher and that the two young teens behind her were schoolchildren, presumably going to Berlin on a trip to further their education in whatever subject it was relevant to. But rather predictably, it seemed that taking a couple of pupils out of the classroom and putting them on a plane was not the best way to get them to behave. 
As irritating as the two teens were clearly being to the poor teacher who was struggling to control them now that she was forced into staying in her seat while this plane took off, it did help take Carol’s mind off things like imagining this plane was going to crash. Turning around, Carol looked to see the two pupils in question, and when she did, she saw that they were busy bashing each other over the head with their copies of the in-flight magazine. 
It was just silly, harmless fun, but it was clearly not the kind of behaviour that their teacher wanted them to be engaging in, not that she was having much luck in getting them to stop. It seemed like the threat of detention had fallen on deaf ears, and with little else to threaten them with, it seemed like there would be no way to get them to put the magazines down and behave. At least that was until there was a sudden feeling of weightlessness in the cabin, and that was the exact moment when the two teens stopped messing around and looked out of the window. Carol did exactly the same thing too, and when she did, she saw that the ground was falling away from view. 
They were off the ground. 
They were up in the air. 
Carol swallowed hard as she continued to grip the seats and counted the seconds as the plane continued to climb, the mental arithmetic she was completing in her head just another one of the ways she liked to cope when in such a situation. She counted the seconds because she felt like the higher the count, the less likely there was that something would go wrong. 
If the plane kept rising then everything was okay. 
It was only if it dropped that she should start to worry. 
But the plane didn’t drop, and within seconds, Carol could see the bright lights of the airport and the surrounding motorways beneath her. Steve was sitting back in his seat and allowing his wife a good view of what was outside, and she was grateful for that because as much as she got spooked by seeing how high she was on planes, she also got annoyed if her partner was selfish and obscured the view from her. But she could see everything now, and as she looked down at the headlights of all the cars moving along the motorway, she thought about how small and insignificant life seemed down there when she had this vantage point to view it from. 
It was funny to Carol that all it took to forget about her silly problems on the ground was to be raised up above it and then to realise that this planet really was just one teeming mass of other people just like her trying to live their best lives before it all came to an end at some point. Down there, things like electricity bills or dripping taps or even just losing the remote control for the television felt like big problems, but up here, it all seemed so insignificant. This was just a world that the inhabitants got to occupy for a brief time, and all the tiny details that went into life paled in comparison to the wonder of the very fact this planet existed at all. 
Carol stared down at the land below her, which was still shrouded in darkness but would soon be looking spectacular once the sun rose and illuminated it all. The cities. The villages. The green countryside. They looked okay from down there, but from up here, they were truly breath-taking. 
As the seconds ticked by and Carol lost herself in the sea of twinkling lights that seemed to stretch out for miles in all directions, it was easy to forget about worrying about this trip ending in disaster and instead start remembering that to fly was a special experience that not everyone was lucky enough to experience. It wasn’t cheap to book a ticket to fly abroad, and Carol was grateful that she was one of the fortunate ones who had the disposable income to broaden her horizons and see a different country in such a way. This trip to Berlin had been a last-minute booking and had actually been her husband’s idea. He had always wanted to go to Berlin, being someone who had always been interested in history and, more specifically, Germany’s connection to the World Wars in the first half of the 20th century. While it had seemed like visiting Berlin was just going to be another one of those things that the couple put off until later life, the experience of being by the Thames when a terrorist attack had occurred on New Year’s Eve had stirred the couple into action. 
Amazingly, it had been the second time the pair had been in the same place as Jamal Jasem, the man who was thankfully now dead but the same man who had caused so much death and destruction in London before his demise. Fortunately, they had survived both close encounters, but now that they had got lucky again, the couple were determined not to waste their good fortune. This trip was going to be the first of many for them to take in the new year as they were determined to really grab life by the horns. But doing such a thing meant taking risks, and Carol was glad she had taken this one by boarding this plane, albeit it was an admittedly small risk. Now she was up in the sky, she was feeling much better about things, and her anxiety was easing off with every second that passed without any sign of sudden jolts that could have been caused by turbulence or something more sinister. 
This was going to be another pleasant flight, just like all the others she had taken in her life before. 
Carol was convinced of that. 
But unfortunately, in this instance, she was wrong. 



Trevor
06:58
Trevor Andrews gritted his teeth as the freezing cold wind blew directly into his face while he waited to be transported back to the hangar where he could finally clock off from his shift. Being stuck out on the exposed tarmac at this airport in the depths of winter was hardly his idea of fun. Then again, fun didn’t necessarily come into things when it came to employment. That was the case with Trevor, who didn’t so much love his job as an aeroplane mechanic but tolerated it because it was how he paid his mortgage. 
‘Okay, let’s get out of here!’ came the cry from the man who climbed into the buggy beside Trevor and took control of the steering wheel before putting the small vehicle in motion. Carts like this one were a common sight at airports all around the world, and that was because they were a very useful way for the various employees at those airports to get around. Trevor was one of those employees now, hitching a ride back inside after he had missed the vehicle that had taken the rest of his colleagues in a few minutes ago. 
The reason that Trevor had been delayed and was still stuck out here in freezing conditions now was because he had been so distracted while he had been completing his last job of the day that it had taken him longer to finish than it usually did. As a mechanic here, Trevor was one of the many who were responsible for checking the outgoing aircraft to ensure that they were fit for their next flight. Much of the work was maintenance work that was undertaken in the hangars, but there was also a lot of having to check the planes out on the tarmac because flights through international airports such as this one had quick turnarounds, and it wasn’t economical to spend too long looking over them. 
This morning, Trevor’s last job had been to perform routine checks on a plane that was now bound for Berlin, and as he sat in his seat and stared across the noisy, windswept airfield, he saw that plane disappearing into the dark sky above him. The flight had gone off without a hitch, just like all of the other ones Trever had worked on during his seventeen-year career as a mechanic. Or at least it had as far as anyone else at this airport knew. But Trevor knew that it had been tough, and while he had done his best to make sure he didn’t miss anything that could endanger the plane and its passengers on its upcoming journey, it had been harder than usual. 
That was because Trevor had something in his mind, and that something made it very difficult to concentrate on anything else. 
As the buggy he was sat in was driven across the tarmac in the direction of the sheltered hangar where he could finally get warm, Trevor suspected he should have just phoned in sick for this shift that was now coming to an end. Yes, he had been able to get through it without incident, but it had been tough, and he knew it hadn’t been the best idea to turn up to work with such a cluttered mind. Unlike some jobs where a person could get away with being distracted because what they did didn’t really make a difference to anything, Trevor knew that his job was one of those that could not be taken lightly. 
There was a reason he was paid well to perform maintenance checks on aeroplanes. 
It’s because one mistake could be a matter of life or death. 
Just like some of the people who were up in the tall tower that he could see now, people whose job title was that of ‘Air Traffic Controller’, Trevor knew what it was like to have to handle a stressful job that required focus and an ability to keep calm. Those in the tower had to deliver and receive instructions and know what to do with them to keep all the planes in the sky above this airport safe. But Trevor had to make sure they were safe before they even took off, and he took that job very seriously, as he should. 
But maybe today, for the first time ever, he could have taken it a little bit more seriously than he did. 
Despite how long he had been doing this job and the experience that came with that, Trevor knew he hadn’t been at his best long before he went to work on his last plane of the day. The whole night shift he had endured had been one long struggle, and that was because he was waiting for the phone call from the Doctors that would let him know if he was ill or not. 
His job wasn’t the easiest at the best of times, but trying to check hydraulic systems, examine parts for defects, and run through repair procedures with the help of a bulky manual was made much harder by the worry that came from not knowing whether or not he had cancer. 
He had symptoms, and that was why he had been for tests. But he didn’t have the result yet, and that was the problem. 
Until he knew for sure, his mind was just going to keep running away with itself. 
Trevor’s transportation was efficient in returning him to the hangar, and as he thanked the driver and disembarked, he was very much looking forward to putting his tools away and reaching his locker where he could get changed. He just wanted to go home now. He was cold, tired, and most of all, stressed, and while being back in his bed at home would only take care of the first two of those problems, it was better than nothing. Hopefully, the third problem would be taken care of in the form of some good news from his doctor, and if that was the case then Trevor was determined to really celebrate his reprieve. 
As he made his way through the busy hangar, passing several colleagues who were all working on several planes, Trevor thought about that trip he had always been meaning to take. It was a trip to Australia to watch the cricket in some of the most famous venues in the sport, like The MCG in Melbourne and The Gabba in Brisbane, and it was the same trip he had been putting off and putting off for years. 
It didn’t make much sense for him to have put it off for so long, considering how much of a cricket fan he was. But it did make sense when he had considered the financial implications of such a holiday, and price was just one of the reasons why he hadn’t booked anything yet. But like his late father used to say before he passed, “spend your money while you can, son, because you can’t take it with you”. Never did that seem more apt than now as Trevor was experiencing this health scare. That was why he told himself that he would book the trip immediately if he got the all-clear. Of course, he was well aware that he might not get that and if so, he would rue the fact that he had enjoyed many good years of health without making the most of them. 
But there wasn’t much he could do about that now. 
He just had to pray that everything would be okay in the end. 
Forcing himself to whistle as he walked, as if that would trick his brain into thinking that everything was alright in the world when it might not be, Trevor reached the inventory room at the back of the hangar and placed his toolbox down on the worktop. 
‘How’s it going, mate?’ he said to Bill, one of the other workers here, but Bill just shrugged and grumpily trudged away, suggesting to Trevor that things weren’t going that well for him either. 
But Trevor had enough on his plate without wondering what might have been bothering Bill, and his next thing to do was to make a record of any items he had used in his latest maintenance job, so it was recorded and the items could be replaced so they would be ready when they were needed again on future jobs.  
Picking up the pen beside the log sheet, Trevor got to work ticking off the items on the inventory, capable of remembering what he had used but not going to struggle if he forgot because he had his own logbook in his possession too. That was the logbook that he would hand in soon, and when he did, the words he had written in it would be processed by a team of data entry workers who had the task of making sure every physical document was recorded in the digital world. 
There were a few reasons why keeping such stringent records were important in the aviation industry. To be compliant with the regulators and avoid fines was a big one. But there was an even bigger reason, and it was a fairly grim one. It was because if a plane went down then the investigators had to be able to look back over the entire history of that particular aircraft in order to try and figure out what went wrong and if anyone at the airline was to blame. That meant every piece of maintenance that was carried out on the plane throughout its lifespan had to be logged somewhere in case it was the single breadcrumb that started the trail to the truth. That was why the crew who worked on the planes had to be good at keeping notes. One missed entry could be meaningless, but it could also be the gap in the timeline that left investigators scratching their heads and telling grieving families that they didn’t know what had happened. 
Trevor was very good when it came to making his notes though, and he prided himself on the fact that he had never been spoken to by any of his superiors about missing information or even just illegible handwriting. He was keen to continue that immaculate record now as he flicked through the pages of his logbook to make sure it was all in order before he would sign and date it and hand it in for processing. But as he did, he noticed something very unusual. 
There was a blank page right in the middle of this logbook where there shouldn’t have been one. 
Frowning as he looked down at the empty page, he wondered if it was a mistake with the book itself. Was there a duplicated page in here? Had there been an error at the printers, perhaps? But it seemed unlikely. In fact, it would be unheard of. Printing mistakes might have happened in an office where it wasn’t that important to get it right but not here. 
Not in this industry. 
That troubled Trevor because if it wasn’t a mistake with the logbook then it meant it was a mistake with him. 
Had he missed this page out? 
If so, what had he missed during his maintenance check?
The fact that the top of each page listed which part of the plane he had been working on and which aspects of the aircraft he had been responsible for checking meant that it wouldn’t be too difficult for Trevor, or his superiors, to see what had been missed. But that was of little consolation to the mechanic standing over the incomplete logbook now because whatever it was, he knew he would get in trouble for this. He hadn’t done his job properly. Something had been missed. 
But worst of all, what if it was something that could threaten the safety of that plane that was now soaring through the sky? 
Trevor’s eyes scanned the writing at the top of the page, which was the fine print that told him what this page related to. As he did, he thought about how he might not just have endangered so many people’s lives if this turned out to be a bigger mistake than it could be, but he had also threatened his own too. If he had done something that could result in a plane not making it safely to its destination then he wouldn’t just have a guilty conscience to deal with, nor would it just be a case of him losing his licence and having to find another job. 
He could be facing a possible prison sentence too.
Feeling his heartrate increasing with every anxious second that he tried to figure out the severity of his mistake, Trevor’s nerves weren’t put at ease when he eventually figured out the scope of what he had done. 
It wasn’t good. 
He had missed something big. 
But would it result in disaster? 
Trevor ran a hand through his greying hair as he tried to figure out the odds of this mistake resulting in a crash. But he wasn’t some mathematical genius. That was why he worked on fixing the planes and not designing them in the first place. Therefore, he wasn’t able to work out the chances of that flight to Berlin ending badly. 
Maybe he would get lucky, and nothing would happen. If that was the case then he might just get away with a warning or a suspension based on his clean record so far. But if he got unlucky then it would be very bad for him, although nowhere near as bad as those on board that plane if it encountered difficulties. 
They were the ones in real danger now, and Trevor just had to hope that they would be alright. Otherwise, his health problems would be the least of his worries. Having his face plastered all over the news for being the man responsible for a plane crash seemed much worse. Yes, even worse than death. That’s because he was a good man, and at least there would be a certain dignity in death. But there was no dignity in potentially aiding the deaths of hundreds of innocent people. 
He wondered then if he should speak to his superiors and let them know that he had missed something. While they wouldn’t appreciate his oversight, they could at least warn the pilots and tell them to perform certain checks that might require them to head for the nearest airport just to be safe.
But while that was an option, it didn’t make Trevor feel good. He really didn’t want to get in trouble for what he had done. 
So what if there was a way that he could avoid it?
The pen was still in Trevor’s hand now, and it was the pen that he knew he could use to belatedly mark his records on this page, effectively making it look like he hadn’t missed anything at all. He could write the words ‘Check ok’, and that would be it. Then, as long as the plane made it safely to its destination, nobody would ever know what Trevor had failed to do. Even if the plane went down because of this then the investigators might never figure out the cause fully, and Trevor could be spared punishment. 
But only if there were no blank pages in this book. 
Using the pen to write down the words that could see him get away with his mistake, Trevor scribbled what he needed to before closing the logbook and putting the pen down. 
He had done it. Was it the right thing to do? No, he knew that. But it was done now, and if all was well, this would not be a problem for him or anyone on that plane. 
But even with that optimistic potential, it was still unclear what would happen over the next few hours, though one thing was for sure. 
Trevor was going to be a very nervous man until that flight touched down in Berlin. 



Ronnie *
06:59
Ronnie Larkhall wasn’t interested in a plane bound for Berlin, nor was he interested in any other aircraft than the one that was right in front of him now. That’s because the plane on the tarmac ahead of him was his personal route out of the country, and with the police closing in on him, he knew he couldn’t waste any time in boarding. 
‘Come on, get a move on!’ Ronnie urged the woman and child behind him as he looked back to see why they were dithering on the runway. When he did, he saw his wife had stopped and was opening up their daughter’s suitcase, and that did not bode well for the three of them getting on this plane pronto. 
‘What are you doing now?’ Ronnie snarled, throwing his hands up in an exasperated manner. All he was trying to do was to keep his family together before the police threatened to break it apart, but he couldn’t do that if his family weren’t helping him in that cause. 
‘Lucy has lost her songbook,’ Mrs Larkhall replied as she continued to search the suitcase, pulling items of clothing out and delaying the boarding process even more. 
‘We haven’t got time for this!’ Ronnie cried as he glanced up nervously at the private airport building that he had just come through, half expecting that he would see a load of police officers running through the door to arrest him any second now. But they weren’t here yet, although that didn’t mean they weren’t coming. 
After being tipped off by somebody in his organisation that the authorities had found out where he was hiding after his prison break last year, Ronnie had not wanted to take any chances by staying in London and potentially ending up back behind bars again. That was why he had enacted Plan B, the plan which would see him and his family flee the UK and head down to the south of Spain, where he hoped he would be much harder to find. It wouldn’t hurt that the weather was a lot nicer in that part of the world than it was here, nor would it hurt that he had several connections in that area that could help him get involved in the thriving drug trade. Ronnie’s idea now was to set himself up abroad and build his empire from there, far enough away from the British police officers who were trying to lock him back up again alongside his good friend, Bulldog, who was still rotting away in a cell.
But to get away, he needed his family to hurry up. 
‘Just leave it. We’ll buy her a new one!’ Ronnie shouted at his wife, raising his voice so that it could be heard over the running engine of the private plane that he had chartered to get him out of his home country. 
‘No, Daddy! It’s got all my songs in it!’ Lucy replied back, her powerful voice allowing the little girl’s opinion on this matter to be heard above the din of the engine. 
‘You can write more songs when we get to Spain!’ Ronnie tried desperately. ‘You can even write more songs on the plane there. But we have to go right now!’
Ronnie decided that he couldn’t wait any longer, and he rushed towards his family members, pulling the open suitcase away from his wife and doing his best to get it zipped up again as quickly as possible. He didn’t care that half of Lucy’s clothes were now outside of the suitcase, nor did he care that his wife was berating him and trying to pick all the clothes up. All he wanted to do was get on that plane, watch the pilot take off, and then have a very strong drink. But he couldn’t do that if his family continued to risk his freedom with their nonsense. 
‘Get on the plane! Both of you! Now!’ Ronnie cried as he dragged the suitcase towards the steps of the private jet, along with his own luggage, which was made up of few clothes and more bundles of cash that he had taken from a secret stash in one of his many offices around London. This wedge of money was one of the few that the police hadn’t been able to find when they had raided all his premises following his prison break, and he was grateful for that because now he had enough funds to set himself up in his new life. But he had been forced into spending a big chunk of it on this plane, and while it was a necessary expense, he wasn’t even on the damn thing yet. 
His wife and daughter were still dithering. 
Reaching the steps, Ronnie turned around to check on their progress but they hadn’t made much. Now it looked like Lucy was crying while her mother was doing her best to comfort her. But while Ronnie hated nothing more in the world than seeing his beloved daughter upset, he knew there would be a lot more tears coming from her if she was to witness her father being put into handcuffs and taken away to prison. That was what would happen if they weren’t out of here before the blue flashing lights turned up and the men and women in black and white uniforms ran across the runway to arrest the fugitive. 
However, as desperate as Ronnie was to get away, he knew his family well enough to know that this situation right here called for a little more tact. That wasn’t something that a man like Ronnie specialised in, but he really didn’t want to leave here without his wife and daughter, so he had to change his tactics if he was going to get them to see sense. 
Handing Lucy’s suitcase to the pilot, along with the bag of cash that was all the money Ronnie now had left in the world, the gangster ran back to his wife and found her still comforting the distressed daughter. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Ronnie began, not being particularly convincing but trying anyway. ‘I know this is not what you want. But we’re a family, and we have to stick together, and we can only do that if we get on this plane. So, are you coming or not?’
Lucy looked up at her father with tears in her eyes, and while she had demonstrated how much she was growing up by pursuing her burgeoning music career recently, right now, she very much looked like the child she was. 
She still needed her parents. 
And that was why she held out her hand towards her daddy. 
Ronnie smiled, taking that as her sign that she was ready to go with him again, but to ensure there were no more problems, he picked his daughter up so that he could carry her the rest of the way. Mrs Larkhall still didn’t seem too happy about things, and she made that clear by moaning to her husband all the way to the staircase, but he ignored her, knowing that she was never happy with him at the best of times, so she was hardly likely to be happy with him now. But all that mattered was that all three of them got off this wet tarmac and into the sanctuary of the cosy cabin, where they could all relax in less stressful surroundings and plot their next course of action. 
As they climbed the stairs to board the jet, Ronnie had a feeling that his wife might be a little less angry with him when she was lounging by the side of a pool beneath the Spanish sun, while sipping a cocktail and enjoying the view of the Mediterranean. When it came to Mrs Larkhall, there was nothing that a little alcohol and a suntan couldn’t sort out. But he knew things might not be so easy with his daughter because, unlike her mother, she had friends and a career that she was leaving behind in London. That explained why she was still crying now as they entered the plane, and Ronnie placed his little girl down into one of the leather seats. 
‘But I don’t want to go to Spain,’ Lucy said for what must have been the sixth time since they had left London in the middle of the night and arrived at this airfield. ‘I want to stay here! Please, Daddy. Can we stay?’
Ronnie knelt down beside his daughter and prepared, once again, to try and explain to her why they had to leave, although it was always the edited version that he gave her because he couldn’t tell her the truth, could he? He couldn’t say that they had to go because her dad was a wanted criminal who was responsible for all sorts of crimes ranging from murder to drug trafficking. 
Did it make him a bad man for what he had done in his past? Yes, he knew that it did. But did it make him a bad father? No, he felt like he had always done things to help his daughter, and that was all a dad could do. 
But right here, for the first time since being a father, he felt like he was letting Lucy down. He was taking her away from her life in London and forcing her to start again, all because of the things he had done. It wasn’t her fault the police wanted him. Yet she was the one being punished for it. 
‘I’m sorry,’ he said as he took Lucy’s hand as Mrs Larkhall slumped into a seat beside the little girl and asked the pilot how she could get a drink. ‘I have to go, but I realise now that it’s not fair that I make you come too. If you want to stay, then you can get off this plane.’
‘What?’ Mrs Larkhall cried, clearly having not expected her husband to tell their daughter that she could stay behind. 
‘You too,’ Ronnie said, turning to his wife. ‘If you don’t want to come then don’t come. I won’t make you do anything that you don’t want to. I have to go. But you guys don’t.’
Ronnie knew that he was taking a big risk by giving his family the opportunity to get off this plane and stay behind, but it was a calculated one. He hoped that by giving Lucy the option, it would make her see sense. She loved her father, he knew that, so she surely wouldn’t want to be parted from him. 
But would she see sense? 
Or would she just run for the door?
‘I want to be with you, Daddy,’ Lucy said after a tense moment, and as the little girl leaned forward in her seat, she wrapped her arms around Ronnie and squeezed him tightly. 
Ronnie returned the gesture, and as hard as the old, wily gangster was, a moment like this was enough to bring a tear to his eye. Thankfully, none of his old business rivals were around to see his moment of weakness, nor were there any police officers who might have found him a lot less imposing if they had seen that the man they wanted so desperately was really just one big softie. But the reminder of the police officers was enough to make Ronnie break off from the warm embrace and tell his daughter to fasten her seatbelt. Then, after telling his wife to do the same, he marched to the cockpit to see the pilot. 
‘Get this thing off the ground. Now!’ Ronnie said as he watched the man in front of the controls get to work, flicking several switches and preparing for take-off. 
Heading back into the cabin, Ronnie saw that his wife was talking to their daughter, who was thankfully no longer crying and was just staring out of the window instead. 
Taking his own seat, Ronnie cared less about fastening his seatbelt and more about smoking one of the cigars in his jacket pocket, and as he lit up and started puffing away, inhaling deeply into his lungs, he was glad he could partake in his favourite pastime on a plane like this. Mrs Larkhall didn’t appreciate the smell of cigar smoke, but then again, she never did, and Ronnie continued to draw on his tobacco as the pilot called back to him that they were ready to go. 
It seemed like everything was going to be okay, and Ronnie was just starting to contemplate what it would feel like to have a bit of sun on his weary bones when he heard Lucy say something that sent a shiver down his spine. 
‘The police are here, Daddy,’ she said rather calmly as she looked away from her window and back at her father. 
Ronnie almost choked on his cigar before he got up and rushed to that same window to get a good look for himself. But to his dismay, he saw that his daughter was right. The dozens of blue lights racing towards them was proof of that. 
‘Take off! Now!’ Ronnie cried in the direction of the cockpit before looking back at the runway and the several speeding cars that were coming towards the plane. 
The noise of the engines increased dramatically then, and the jet was put into motion, but it was clear that it would take several seconds for this aircraft to get up to full speed, and that might be too long to outrun the police officers who were right on their tail. 
‘Faster! Get us out of here!’ Ronnie cried as he saw the plane was surrounded on both sides by the law now, and the plane increased in speed as it moved down the runway, accelerating but still being matched by the cars outside. 
But finally, and inevitably, the plane was able to pull away from those vehicles, and when it did, Ronnie saw the blue lights fading into the distance behind him. 
As the jet took off, Ronnie almost lost his balance as he stood by the window, but he regained his equilibrium enough to not only watch the police cars fall out of view below, but also take another puff on his cigar. 
They had done it. 
They had escaped. 
The Larkhalls were still together. 
For now, anyway. 
But just like any other criminal, he would still have to watch his back. That’s because people like him could never let their guard down. They were never safe. There were simply too many people out there trying to stop them. 
That’s what made being a criminal so risky. 
It was also what made it so fun. 



Valentin *
07:00
Valentin Morozov handed his passport to the spectacled Russian man standing before him, who checked the document carefully before nodding his head and handing it back to its owner. With that particular hurdle overcome, Valentin was free to carry on his way, and he did that by striding past the man, who was now cleaning his glasses, and on towards the small waiting room where he would patiently count down until his flight was ready. 
The waiting room was empty when Valentin entered it, not that it was a surprise because he had paid to make sure that he would be the only person here today. Being a criminal on the run meant that he preferred it if he was seen by as few people as possible, and that was why it was pleasing to him to see all the rows of plastic chairs unoccupied as he sat down in one of them and placed his small suitcase on the chair beside him. 
Checking the time on his watch before placing his hands in his lap, Valentin felt content with where he was and what he was doing. He was preparing to take a flight, and it would be his second one this week. His first had come seven days earlier, and it had been on the morning after he had survived his brush with the detective who had wanted to kill him. 
It had been New Year’s Eve when Valentin had gone to the home of Paula Walsh with the intention of killing her loved ones. He had conjured up such a murderous plot after the detective had visited him when he had been in prison, and that fateful night when he had gone to her home had been one he had expected to end well for him. It did eventually, but not before an unpredictable turn of events had briefly left him thinking that he was the one who had been fated to die that night. 
The resourceful detective had been waiting for Valentin and had successfully abducted him before he could harm her family, before driving him out into the woods where it had been clear she had planned to kill him and get away with her crime. Rather sensibly, it seemed Paula had realised that Valentin would always be a threat to her, so she had decided to take matters into her own hands, quite literally in fact, by holding a knife to his throat over the grave she had dug earlier. But just before she had been able to draw blood from the Russian man on his knees, he had made one final wish. 
He had something to say, and thankfully, Paula had let him say it. 
That had been when Valentin had made Paula an offer that it turned out she hadn’t been able to refuse. He had offered her money, and a lot of it, if only she would let him live. It had to be a lot because he was talking to the mother of a child that he had been on his way to kill, but the numbers were large enough to get Paula’s attention. Not only did the crafty killer offer money, but he also told Paula that he would leave England immediately, and she would never have to worry about him again. 
Valentin could still recall those tense few seconds when he had waited for Paula to make her decision, his knees sinking into the wet soil beneath him as he had stared down at the hole that had been dug in preparation for being his final resting place. But it ended well for him when the detective had put her weapon away, and while it had been costly for him to pay for his life, he had done it gleefully, aware that giving up money was preferable to lying in that hole for all of eternity. 
The money Valentin had transferred to the detective had been done electronically and with her standing over him while he had made the necessary arrangements. With money in all sorts of off-shore accounts and no way for the police to trace all of the funds, Valentin had been able to make the substantial deposit into Paula’s account. It was money that wasn’t particularly life-changing for him, but it was certainly that way for the detective, who had suddenly been put in the position of never having to work again if she so wished. 
While Valentin had done it simply to save his life, he also liked the idea that he was taking one extra police officer off the streets. With Paula’s retirement likely imminent after coming into such riches, he knew that other killers out there like him would have one less person hunting them down, and that had made him happy. Then, once the money had been transferred, Valentin had made arrangements for a private plane to take him out of the country and return him to his native Russia, and Paula had made sure to keep her eyes on him right up until he had boarded that plane and it had taken off. 
The flight that had taken Valentin out of England and out of the detective’s life for good had been a quiet one, and the killer had spent most of it contemplating what he had done and how his relationship with the detective who had caught him in the first place had eventually ended. At that time, it had seemed like it had ended in a draw. After all, Valentin had got what he wanted, which was to escape with his life and his freedom, while Paula had received plenty of money to offset the sight of seeing the killer walk free. But after touching down at a secretive airstrip in Russia, and after spending the first week of the New Year mulling over the turn of events, Valentin had started to change his mind on the result. 
He no longer viewed it as a draw. 
He felt like Paula had been the winner. 
And that was not acceptable. 
Valentin remained sitting still and silent as he looked out of the windows of this waiting room at the snow that was falling on the other side of the glass. It wasn’t uncommon for this type of weather in this part of his homeland, nor would it be a problem in affecting his flight because snow was simply one of the many things that pilots in this part of the world were trained to deal with. As far as Valentin knew, there would be no hiccups in his flight departing on time today, and that was good because he was very keen to get going. 
The reason for his eagerness was that score he had in his mind regarding Detective Walsh. The fact that he had decided she had won, even with him escaping with his life, meant that he had not been able to enjoy his freedom back home. The fact was that he had never wanted, nor expected, to have to leave London and go back to Russia. He had only done it when he had been put in a very serious situation and had been forced to say whatever he could to get out of it with his life intact. But after the dust had settled on that night in the woods on New Year’s Eve, Valentin couldn’t live with what he had done. 
He had made Paula’s life better by making her rich. 
But he had made his worse by having to flee. 
In other words, he had lost. 
The thought of Paula living her best life in London now with a big chunk of his hard-earned money had grated on him with each passing day, just like the thought that she was probably putting her head on her pillow every night thinking like she had gotten the better of him. The sensible option might have been for Valentin to just forget about it and move on with the next part of his life, grateful that he was even able to have the opportunity to start again when he could have just as easily been lying in the ground turning into worm food. But being grateful was not in his nature, nor was it in his nature to shrug his shoulders and move on from something where he felt like he had come out second best. That was why he had changed his mind about staying in Russia and had booked this flight instead. 
He was not content with his freedom, his security and his simple ability to survive. 
He needed more than that. 
He needed things to end on his terms, not a detective’s. 
Checking the time again, Valentin began to feel the first few signs that he was growing impatient with waiting for this flight. Outside, there were a team of workers ensuring the runway was free of snow and ice, and the private plane that was trundling towards this part of the airport seemed ready to take off very soon, once the paying customer was on board and strapped into his seat. But it wasn’t happening quickly enough for Valentin, who could only think about how every second that passed by here was one in which Paula was back in London spending his money on herself or her loved ones. That money had been originally given as a payment for his life, but now, Valentin viewed it merely as a debt, and debts had to be repaid. But the Russian wasn’t looking for that money to be credited back to his bank account. No, he wanted repayment in another kind. 
He wanted paying back in blood. 
Getting up from his seat because he was now too impatient to stay sitting silently, Valentin gathered up his luggage and marched towards the door that would take him out onto the icy tarmac. The fact that he was told to wait a moment by the employee on the other side of the door who had been surprised by Valentin’s early appearance did not deter the serial killer as he stepped out into the snow flurry and watched the plane he was due to get on come to a stop several yards away from him.
The plane was bound for London and the same airfield that Valentin had fled the country from only a week ago. But this time, his visit there would be different because there would be no detective watching his every move. As far as Paula knew, Valentin was gone for good. But that was not the case because Valentin was now on his way back, and when he got there, he planned to settle the score with the detective once and for all.   
Revenge was the thing that made Valentin’s lips curl up into a smile as he watched the staircase descend out from the private jet before marching across the concrete that was growing slipperier underfoot by the second. He couldn’t wait to get back to the UK and into Paula’s life again, even though he knew going back there was increasing the odds that he might be caught and sent back to prison again for the crimes he had confessed to in court a few months ago. To him, that was a risk worth taking, and the fact it wasn’t necessarily the most sensible thing for him to do also made it even better because it meant Paula would not be expecting it at all. Valentin felt that there was no way she would ever think he would return to the UK. What sane person would, having escaped so luckily once before? 
But Valentin was not sane. 
He was operating on a different level to what regular members of society were, and that was what made his behaviour so unpredictable.   
He couldn’t forget one thing that Paula had said to him as they had waited at that airport in London for the private plane that would take the Russian killer out of the country secretly. She had said that Valentin should retire too, just like she was planning on doing with all the money he had given her. While he was sure she had said it as a way to hopefully deter him from killing any more innocent people back in his homeland, Valentin also felt like it had been a disparaging remark designed to get under his skin a little bit. 
That’s because Paula must have known that there was no way a man like Valentin would ever retire. 
As far as he saw it, retirement was for those people who hated what they did for work, and that was not the case for him. But he wasn’t thinking about his investment banking career there, nor had Paula meant that when she had brought it up. It was about his killing career, the one that had seen him aiming to become one of the most notorious serial killers of all time. 
How could Valentin ever retire from that glorious pursuit? It was the only thing that made life worth living for him. That was why he was now preparing to get back in the game again, only this time he was raising the stakes. 
As he made his way towards the plane that would soon be soaring through the snowy sky above his head, Valentin was confident about a lot of things, but there was one thing in particular that he was very clear on. 
Paula should have killed him when she had the chance. 
That’s because now he was coming back, he wasn’t just going to kill her and her family. 
He was going to kill everybody who got in his way, and by the time he was done, the streets of London would be running red with the blood of his victims. 
He knew it would most likely end in him being stopped once and for all, but there was a lot of fun to be had before then. 
Lots and lots of fun. 
That sounded like a retirement plan that the Russian man could really get behind.   



Paula *
07:01
Paula Walsh could see the lights from the aeroplane flying over her house as she stood by the bedroom window and looked out, allowing herself to wonder for a moment about where those people on that flight might be going. 
Somewhere warm and exotic, hopefully, where there were lots of beaches, swimming pools and tall drinks with little straw hats. 
No doubt those people taking the flight were in need of a break and were escaping the harsh British winter to give themselves a gentler start to the New Year. But that was all the wondering Paula did before she looked down from the heavens and went back to focusing on the street outside this house. That was the main reason she was standing at this window now, peeping out between the closed curtains. 
She was looking out over the street because she wanted to be sure of one thing. 
That he wasn’t coming back again. 
It had been a week since Paula had accepted Valentin Morozov’s offer of an eye-watering amount of money in exchange for her sparing his life. In that time, a couple of things had happened. One, she had watched Valentin get on a private jet bound for Russia, and he had vowed never to come back. Two, she had quit her position as a detective with the Metropolitan Police with immediate effect, citing a need to spend more time with her family. And three, she had gone about improving relations with said family, working to repair the damage done between herself and her husband after they had become estranged, while also trying to see her daughter a lot more now that she wasn’t working all the hours under the sun. 
It had been for her family that Paula had almost killed Valentin, but it had also been for her family that she had accepted the offer of the life-changing amount of money and let him go free. While she knew it had been risky to let the killer go, she also knew that killing him wouldn’t necessarily have made her personal life any better. If he had ended up in that grave that she had dug for him in the woods then not only would she have had a guilty conscience to live with and been in fear of getting caught for her crime, but she would have still been stuck in the situation where her demanding job kept her away from her loved ones. 
That job was the reason her marriage had fallen apart, and she was seeing her child a lot less than she wanted to, so would killing Valentin have changed any of that? 
She didn’t think it would, but the offer of his money certainly promised to. With the funds he had suggested to her, she knew that she could leave the police and never have to work again. Not only that, but she could ensure that her daughter really did have the best start in life. 
Money for anything that she needed. 
University fees. A car. Travel. 
Whatever she wanted, Paula would have then been in a position to give it. 
She could have also mended things with her partner, and paying off their mortgage would have been a big problem-solver there. 
The Russian man’s offer of money had been an opportunity for Paula to really get what she wanted in life. She used to think that all she wanted was to make sure that dangerous criminals were off the streets, but she had come to learn that despite doing that so diligently in her day job, it wasn’t much use to her if she had no loved ones to go home to, and she was in serious danger of ending up bitter, overworked, and alone. She had simply seen too many other colleagues go down the path that she was perilously going down, the one where their job robbed them of everything and left them discontented when it finally came time to retire and ‘enjoy’ what little time was left. 
That was why the offer had appealed so much. 
And it was why she had ultimately taken it. 
However, accepting such a large sum of money from a convicted serial killer not only broke every one of her morals but it also proved a tricky thing to keep a secret. Paula knew she was going to quit her job, but she couldn’t exactly tell her bosses the truth about how she could afford it, could she? Somehow, she didn’t think telling them Valentin Morozov had made her rich just after she had almost killed him and just before he had got on a plane out of the country. Therefore, she had been forced to concoct a fictitious tale to her superiors when she had resigned. 
She had told them she had come into some money, thanks to an unexpected inheritance, and that she was using it to go and pursue other interests she had in life, interests that her busy career in the police force meant she didn’t have time to do. Her bosses accepted that excuse, although they were a little surprised by her leaving, as well as more than a little envious of her ‘inheritance’, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they let her walk out of the door without any fuss and no more questions asked. 
With Paula no longer encumbered by her detective work, she had turned up on the doorstep of the house she had used to live in with her husband and daughter. It was the same house that she had moved out of when the marriage had fallen apart, and it was also the same house that Valentin had gone to not long after he had escaped prison and was seeking revenge on the detective who had originally put him there. It was on that doorstep that she told her partner, Lee, that she had quit the force and wanted to commit to being a more present wife and mother. 
Paula remembered how Lee had initially been shocked at what his wife had done, quitting the job she supposedly loved just to have the chance to be around him and their child more. But he must have been able to see how serious Paula was because he had embraced her then, although only after he had enquired about what they were supposed to do about money if she was no longer working. That was when Paula had been forced to lie again, using the inheritance line once more, although it hadn’t been quite so easy to get it past Lee than it had been with her superiors because he knew her family well, so wanted a little more detail about which long-lost relative had been so generous. But surprising herself with how good she was at lying, Paula had not only given the name of the ‘relative’ but explained why he had to keep it quiet from the rest of her family. It was because those other members hadn’t received any money, and they would get jealous if they found out, or worse, try to claim some of the money for themselves. 
It had been touch and go to find out if Lee was going to buy all of the fabricated story, but it had been a good sign when he had invited her in, and they had sat around the kitchen table, discussing the money and what it could do to their lives. Just like Paula had been when Valentin had first mentioned the large number, Lee had also been enamoured with the prospect of having such funds at his disposal, and it seemed like the pound signs in his eyes had helped distract him from pressing his wife further on the origins of the money. Then, once they were clear on how they would move forward together as a family, all that had been left was to let their daughter, Bella, know that her mummy was moving back in. 
The memory of Bella’s excited little face was the sight that had made Paula feel like everything she had done had been worth it. Hugging her child and promising her that she would never be going away again had been a wonderful moment for the ex-detective, and mainly because it felt like for the first time in a long time, she was telling the truth. It was that image of Bella’s face that Paula could see now in her mind’s eye as she remained by her bedroom window looking down at the dark street. 
But that image quickly flitted from view when she saw movement out on the street. 
There was somebody out there, and they were coming towards the house. 
But who was it?
Paula felt her heart rate increasing as she watched the dark figure moving towards her property, and even though she couldn’t make out the man’s face, she feared that it was Valentin coming back to finish what he had started before he left England. 
Was Paula about to be face to face once again with the murderous Russian man who she had worked so hard to stop? That was her biggest fear, and it was why she was keeping watch on her house from this window. 
But then the man passed under a streetlight, and she saw that it was not Valentin coming back to kill her and her loved ones. It was just her neighbour, Reg, who had gone out for his morning newspaper, and he passed her home before turning into his and going inside. 
Letting out a sigh of relief, Paula knew that she had simply been allowing herself to get so worked up over the prospect of the serial killer coming back from Russia. But he wasn’t coming back, and not just because he had promised. It was because it would make no sense for him to do so. Why would he risk his freedom to return to the country that was so desperate to see him locked away for his crimes? Just to get back at Paula? Surely he had bigger fish to fry than her. 
But regardless of whether or not Valentin would one day return to these shores, Paula knew that she had to make sure her and her family were not easy to find if he did come back. She had already convinced Lee to put this house on the market, telling him that with their new riches, they could not only afford somewhere bigger and be a cash-buyer rather than a mortgage owner, but that they should start afresh, somewhere new, to help them forget about the troubles they had been through. Paula had told her husband that this house was a reminder of what she had almost lost, and she wanted to turn over a new leaf, starting with a new house, ideally somewhere outside of London and a little more secluded. 
Lee had liked the sound of a home in the country, a property behind a big gate, and one that would easily be the envy of all their friends when they visited it one day. But all Paula really wanted was to move house so Valentin couldn’t find them, and that new house would be fitted with state-of-the-art security and surveillance equipment to make sure that no one ever threatened them again. It was all working out well for Paula, but the only problem was that selling a house and buying a new one was never a quick process, and that was why she was having to endure some nervous times as she remained in her current home. 
The home that Valentin knew the location of. 
There was a part of Paula that had been forced to accept that a consequence of her decision to accept the Russian’s money was that she would always be wondering if she was safe. But after weighing it all up, she had taken a chance. It was better to risk something and be with her family rather than risk nothing and lose them. 
But one thing was for sure. 
She would be feeling a hell of a lot better once they had moved out of here and gone to another address. 
Deciding that she couldn’t stand at this bedroom window all day and look out for serial killers, Paula closed the curtains and left the room, going back downstairs to where Lee and Bella were sitting on the sofa watching a children’s television show. 
She smiled as she entered the room and saw her daughter snuggled up beside her dad, watching the silly show intently while shovelling pieces of toast into her mouth from the little plate she had on her lap. Sitting down on the other side of her daughter so that the little girl was snuggled beside two parents instead of just one, Paula helped herself to a little bit of toast, but only a bit because she knew Bella would worry if too much left her plate. 
With her arm around her precious child and her husband smiling at her over the little girl’s head, Paula felt like all the sacrifices she had made had been worth it. Sure, she had been a great detective, and yes, she had helped solve many serious crimes that other detectives would have struggled to solve. But all of that paled into insignificance when put up against moments like these with her loved ones. 
This felt like what life was really about. Family time. Companionship. Love. Not working all night in a grimy police station, looking at photos of dead bodies and reading through witness statements to see if there were any clues that might help catch the culprit. That was a job for somebody else now. Right here, Paula had her new job. 
It was being the best wife and mother she could possibly be. 
And she was damn well determined to make this a success. 
To her surprise, the show finished a moment later, indicating to Paula just how long she had spent upstairs looking out of that window for shady characters rather than being down here to see the actions of the foolish actors on screen. But as the credits came to an end and the next scheduled programme started, Paula saw that it was the news, and she briefly kept the remote control away from her daughter because she wanted to hear the headlines before they turned over to find another children’s programme. 
But unbeknownst to Paula, it wasn’t the headlines on the news right now that she should be worried about. Rather, it was the headlines that were being kept out of the news. 
There was a big story developing that everybody on this planet needed to hear. 
But it wasn’t being told. 
However, one man was determined to do something about that. 
That was why he was on his way into a television studio at that very moment. 



Cosmo *
07:02
Cosmo Kay could see that his hands were slick with sweat as he was handed the pass that would allow him past the reception area of this television studio in the heart of London. He thanked the smiling woman who had just given him the pass after checking him in, and after putting the credentials around his neck, he moved through the security barrier before following the Studio Runner, who was promising to show him to the meeting room where he would get to meet the person he had come to see.
It might have been early in the morning but this building was alive with activity, and that was because despite the hour of day, there was already a live broadcast underway on these premises. The Breakfast Show was broadcasting right now from Studio Two, and Cosmo could see the footage of that broadcast on several large screens that were dotted around this venue as he made his way deeper into it. He was already nervous enough about being here, but seeing those live pictures was only adding to his anxiety, and the sweat on his hands was matched by the perspiration on his face as well. 
As he kept following the runner through the corridors of this huge place, he hoped that the make-up artists that were employed here would be able to do a good job of obscuring his nervous demeanour when it came time for him to be in front of the cameras later on today. But somehow, he suspected that being beneath the bright studio lights would only add to his perspiration problems, and that was even before he got to actually say what he had come here to say.
The reason for Cosmo being at this studio right now, and the reason why he was incredibly anxious, was because he was here to do something that he had promised several important people that he would not do. 
He was going to blow the whistle on what he had discovered on New Year’s Eve. 
He was going to let the world know about the asteroid that was hurtling towards Earth. 
Being led down yet another passage in what was quickly becoming a rabbit-warren of corridors, Cosmo glanced nervously over his shoulder, as if he was half expecting to see somebody behind him coming to stop him before he could go through with what he was planning. It might have seemed a little paranoid, but Cosmo had good reason to be worried about such a thing. It was because he knew how desperate the people in power were to keep what he had discovered under wraps so as not to cause widespread panic and hysteria. 
It had only been seven days since Cosmo had made the startling discovery via his telescope that had made him report what he had found to the UK Space Agency, which was the United Kingdom’s version of NASA.  Not wanting to waste a precious second of time in case what he had discovered was as bad as he feared, Cosmo had given the astronomers at the agency the coordinates of the object he had seen in space and hoped that they would get back to him with good news. He knew he would have to be patient as they ran their calculations and projected the path of the object, but he had hoped that when they responded, they would tell him that it was not going to pass anywhere near to the Earth. 
To his surprise, they had got back to him quickly. 
But when they did, Cosmo could only wish that he had never heard from them again. 
That was because the news they had come back with when he had attended the meeting they had called him to be at was not good. The projections had been made, checked and double-checked. But no matter how many times they had run the numbers, it always came back with the same result. 
A direct hit on Earth in three months’ time. 
While Cosmo was sweating now, that was nothing compared to how his body had responded when he had tried to process the news that the planet he and billions of others called home was now under immense threat from a terrifyingly deadly force that was getting closer to them all by the second. He hadn’t known what to do when he had been given the news, but he had been at least grateful that it hadn’t been up to him to sort this problem out. He knew it was the problem of the world’s leading rocket scientists, engineers and astronomers now, not to mention the Presidents and Prime Ministers on this planet. All he could hope was that between them, they would be able to come up with a plan that would not only see the asteroid destroyed or deflected off course, but for the survival of the human race to continue. 
The first thing those at the agency had done was swear Cosmo to secrecy while the asteroid had been investigated to determine its seriousness. Cosmo had understood and agreed with that policy because there seemed no point worrying people if it turned out that there had been nothing to worry about. But once the severity of the situation had become clear, that had been when Cosmo had expected that the general public would have been let in on the threat facing them all so that they could not only have time to process the news, but spend time with their loved ones should this really be the end of life as they all knew it. 
But that was not what had happened. Instead of alerting the public, the authorities at the agency had insisted that this remain quiet while they formulated a plot to intercept the asteroid and try and prevent disaster. That meant that Cosmo had to stay quiet, and while he was promised that he would be very well compensated should he do that, that monetary offer did seem a little redundant when the young man considered that he might not be alive to spend it in three months’ time. But to Cosmo, it wasn’t just about the money, or the potential lack of anywhere to spend it should the world be obliterated, that made him feel like that was the wrong course of action. It was because he felt everybody deserved to know the truth. That was why he urged the authorities to change their mind and let the public know what they were facing. 
However, as the debate had raged on in the meeting room in the bowels of the UK Space Agency headquarters, it became even clearer that this was not news that those in power were willing to let get out. That was why Cosmo had ultimately decided to agree and keep quiet. 
He had been too scared to find out what might have happened to him if he had not. 
The days that had followed that difficult decision had seen Cosmo wrestle with his conscience as he had existed as a regular member of society, travelling on crowded trains, buying groceries in busy shops, and walking along the streets of England’s capital with hundreds of other people who, unlike him, felt like they had time on their side. But Cosmo knew the truth, and he only had to look up to the sky to be reminded of it. The clock was ticking, far faster than the majority of people on this planet could even comprehend, and it seemed imperative that everyone be brought up to speed as quickly as he had been. 
But as much as Cosmo disagreed with the government’s policy of keeping the news quiet for now, he did understand it. The authorities were quite rightly worried about what would happen to society if word got out that an asteroid was coming to crash into Earth and end life for every living organism on it. People would stop going to work for a start, not wishing to spend what might have been their last few weeks and months doing something they might have disliked while earning money they would never get to spend. 
But beyond that, people wouldn’t just stop following their employer’s rules. 
They would most likely stop following all rules. 
Crime would surely rise exponentially, with looting being a big problem as everybody lost their motivation to stay on the right side of the law and instead, went about trying to get what they could for themselves and their loved ones before the doomsday arrived. In a world without law and order, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that things would be bad, and the authorities were worried that they would stand little chance of being able to successfully put together a plan to stop the asteroid while the world was crumbling around them before the asteroid even arrived. 
Would there even be a society to try and save if chaos ensued and all the things that made people civilised were lost?
Cosmo had spent several sleepless nights pondering that question, lying in his bed and trying to hope for the best. But as each day had passed and as the sun had risen on another day closer to that asteroid arriving in the atmosphere, Cosmo had decided that he couldn’t keep his end of the bargain. 
He couldn’t stay quiet about what was potentially going to happen. 
Everybody deserved the chance to know the truth and spend what might have been their last few months in the manner they so wished. 
That was why he had decided to contact the media and let them know that he had something to say. 
Having reached out to the biggest television broadcaster in England, one which was rather conveniently located not too far from where he lived in London, Cosmo had informed the producers that he was an astronomer who had some very important astrology news to pass on to their viewers. While they predictably wanted a little more detail than that, Cosmo had explained to them that while he wasn’t willing to do that at the time, he was prepared to come to the studio and present his evidence. Then, if the producers believed what he was telling them, and there was no reason why they shouldn’t based on the emails and messages he could show them from the UK Space Agency, then he wanted one thing. 
He wanted to be interviewed live on air to let the British public know what was happening. 
Cosmo swallowed hard as he carried on following the runner down yet another corridor in the direction of the dressing room where he would wait before speaking to the executives at this station. He was worried because he knew he wasn’t supposed to be here and that if the authorities discovered what he was doing, they might try and silence him before he had a chance to speak. While he wasn’t so paranoid as to fear that they would kill him, he did firmly believe that he would end up in a prison cell for going against their wishes, and spending what might have been the last few months of his life behind bars was a scary prospect. But then again, it wasn’t as scary as a huge fireball descending from the heavens and killing him and anyone he had ever cared about. 
That was why he felt it was a risk worth taking. 
But he was still scared, nonetheless. 
Cosmo had felt like he had been followed ever since he had left that meeting at the agency where he had been sworn to secrecy. He didn’t have any evidence of that; it was just a feeling, but it was a strong feeling and one he hadn’t been able to shake over time. 
Was there really somebody watching his every move to see if he was going to break his word? 
It was possible, of course it was, but Cosmo hoped that those in authority had better things to be spending their time on now that asteroid was coming for them. 
But even so, he had still been looking over his shoulder as he had travelled to this studio here today in the early hours, and now he was here, he still felt as though there were eyes on him, waiting to see his next move. That was why it was a relief when the runner finally stopped and opened a door that was to be the room where he would be able to wait safely and securely before getting to speak to somebody at this station. He didn’t know who he would speak to exactly. Hopefully the director, but if not them then somebody else with some serious power around here. Maybe he might even get to speak with one of the famous news readers at this channel and rehearse what he needed to say with them before they went live on camera in front of the entire country later today. But whatever the next few hours had in store for Cosmo, he felt like he was finally doing the right thing. 
He was thinking of others over himself. 
He was being caring. 
In other words, he was being human, and at times like this, humans were a very endangered species. 
Cosmo accepted the offer of a glass of water from the runner, who left the room momentarily, leaving the young star-gazer to sit down in a plastic chair in front of a bookcase and wait for what was required of him next. As he sat there fidgeting his fingers and tapping his feet against the carpet, he could scarcely believe that he could very well be the most talked-about human being on the planet by the time this day was out. If this went as he intended it to then he knew his face would be on the front page of every newspaper in the world tomorrow, while his words would be relayed on all the television news broadcasts around the world as the planet’s inhabitants stopped what they were doing and pondered the gravity of the situation they now found themselves in. 
There was no doubt about it. 
This was one of the biggest days in this planet’s history. 
It was the day when its potential expiry date was made public. 
All Cosmo could hope was that he was listened to. 
After that, all bets were off. 



Jeff *
07:03
Jeff Armstrong couldn’t help it. He was doing his best to not yawn and possibly distract the presenters on the sofa in front of him, but he was unable to stop it. In the end, it was a very big, very wide yawn, and while he was smart enough to keep it silent, he did notice one of the presenters briefly averting their eyes from the camera and looking at him instead. 
Worrying that he might have put the professional off, Jeff quickly raised a hand in apology before going back to focusing on the task ahead of him, and for him, that meant making sure his camera was still very much filming what it needed to be. But of course it was because just like those presenters on the sofa, Jeff was a professional too. 
He was just a tired professional. 
Very, very tired. 
The reason for his feelings of fatigue was that he had been required to report to this television studio at the frankly ludicrous hour of five o’clock in the morning in order to be ready for his shift on this breakfast programme. He had never been a morning person, and that was why he had generally avoided any kind of camerawork that required him to be out of bed before the sun was up. But this was his fault. He had volunteered for the extra shift to help cover a fellow cameraman who was on sick leave, and that was why Jeff was yawning away now behind his camera. 
As the broadcast continued in front of him, Jeff knew that today was going to be a very long day. Unlike the other camera operators standing to his left and right in this large studio, he would not be finishing his shift around midday to either go to the pub or go home to bed. Instead, he would be hanging around here until the mid-afternoon meeting with Nina Hassan, the newest face of the six o’clock news, and the broadcast that he was usually a part of.  
It had been a week ago when Nina had got the news that she was being promoted from a reporter on the streets to a reporter in the studio, and that was a dream come true for her. But it had also been exciting for Jeff because Nina had made sure to take him with her, and now he was no longer standing outside in all weathers, shivering and getting wet while trying to get the perfect shot. He appreciated that, but it wasn’t all perfect. 
Being in a warm studio was fun. 
But it wasn’t quite as fun as being out in the wild. 
As Jeff momentarily glanced away from his camera and looked around at the sea of directors, producers and showrunners who were standing behind him and watching the progress of the latest broadcast from this station, he longed a little for the freedom of his old role. Out there, he and Nina were almost their own bosses, but in here, they were literally surrounded by bosses, and it felt as though the cameraman had gone from being the one watching to the one being watched. 
He had to dress himself a little more presentably now that he was reporting to the swanky studio in the heart of London and not just hanging around on a street corner waiting for some news to break. He had to be careful what language he used here in case he offended any of his numerous colleagues who were in earshot, rather than being a lot more relaxed when it was just him and Nina because she knew his sense of humour and never judged or got offended. 
And most of all, he had to make sure he didn’t overindulge with the drinking and the late nights because while he could get away with having a stinking hangover out there, in a studio as hot as this one and under the watchful eyes of the powerful producers who paid his wages, it was too much of a risk to take to keep it concealed. 
Perhaps it was a good thing. Maybe it was time Jeff did some growing up. After all, he couldn’t live his whole life working random hours, using colourful language and getting drunk without worrying about work the next day. It was time for him to grow up and play with the adults, and in a place like this, he very much felt like an adult now. 
There were suits and stern faces, meetings and more meetings, and, of course, there were cameras everywhere, which meant that everything was seen, and everything was recorded. But that latter thing was what Jeff was here to do, so he better make sure he did it. 
Concentrating again, Jeff continued filming the two presenters who had been on air since six, although they hardly looked like it given how much make-up they had on and how much caffeine they had in their system. The presenters were household names in this country and recognisable to millions of people who would have seen them at some point on their televisions, usually as they were getting ready for work and had just put the TV on while they ate their breakfast and consumed some caffeine of their own. The male presenter was called Calum, and the female was called Clarissa, and together they were the hosts of The Breakfast Show, which was the most-watched breakfast show on terrestrial television in the UK. 
That all sounded very impressive, and Calum and Clarissa were certainly confident about the show they were a part of, but Jeff was really not that interested. That’s because he was more of a traditional newshound who liked to get his stories in short, snappy soundbites, usually given by actual journalists and not just some attractive media graduates who had been fast-tracked up the ladder because they looked and sounded better than their rivals. To Jeff, these presenters were nothing like Nina, his beloved friend and colleague, who had spent her career earning her place in this studio through sheer hard work. That was why he was so proud of what she had achieved, and it was why he couldn’t wait to be a part of her first six o’clock bulletin this evening. 
But for now, he had to make do with the two fawning presenters on the sofa who were so fake and false that this cameraman almost felt as though they could have been cut out of cardboard. But they were real and not robots, at least Jeff thought they were, and even though they were irritating to him, they were good at their jobs. 
The duo had already run through some news stories this morning with a combination of seriousness and wit, and they had also got through what could have been a rather tricky ten-minute chat with a politician who had come in to defend himself against accusations of bribery and corruption. It was quite heavy stuff for early morning television, but one of the reasons this particular programme was so popular was because it could flit from the hart-hitting to the humorous in the blink of an eye. That was evidenced when the interview with the disgraced politician had ended, and Calum and Clarissa had gone straight into a piece about a cow that had gone viral for getting its head stuck in a gate in the Lake District. 
But now it was time for another serious news piece, and it was an interview that Jeff had been looking forward to. One, because he was interested in the subject matter, but two, because he was also very close to it. 
Jeff’s camera was the one that was currently being used to beam the live images from this studio out into the homes of all the viewers around the UK, and it was fixed solely on the two presenters on the left-hand side of the sofa. But just out of shot, there was a woman taking her seat on the right-hand side of the sofa, and as she underwent the final checks from a hair and make-up assistant, Jeff glanced across at her because he was now in the presence of a real-life heroine. 
The woman on the sofa was PC Lizzy Kendrick, the officer who had been the one to shoot and kill the terrorist, Jamal Jasem, and bring an end to the death and destruction he had caused by the Thames on New Year’s Eve. Jeff had been by the river that night working with Nina, but all hell had broken loose once several bombs had gone off, and the crowd had panicked and ran for their lives. While Jeff and Nina had survived their close brush with terror, others had not been so lucky, but things could have been so much worse had it not been for the actions of the policewoman in this studio now. 
Jeff almost wanted to abandon his workstation and go over to the woman to thank her for her service and courage to the people of this country, and he was confident he wasn’t the only one who wanted to do such a thing. But perhaps there would be time for that after she had completed her interview. 
Right now, it was time for some of the cameras to turn in her direction. 
Jeff’s camera stayed where it was, trained on the two presenters who had now seamlessly gone from talking about less serious things to introducing their guest, and as the pair ran through the story of that fateful night on New Year’s Eve, Jeff didn’t need any more reminding. He doubted any of the viewers at home needed reminding either because it had been the night of a terror attack that had shocked this country to its core, and the dust still hadn’t settled on it yet. 
‘Several explosions.’
‘Forty-two dead. The majority of them on a boat that had been sailing down the Thames.’
‘The work of Jamel Jasem, the escaped convict who had struck once before.’
The words from the presenters were processed by Jeff in snippets rather than full sentences, but that was only because he knew all the facts and figures surrounding that horrendous night, and he didn’t need to hear them all again. His mind was obviously trying to filter some of the terrible information out, but it wasn’t managing to do so with all it. Nor was his memory able to stop some of the images from that evening replaying again in his mind as he stood behind his camera and kept doing the best job he could. 
Jeff had seen some truly terrible things as he and Nina had tried to figure out what was going on and whether or not they should try and report on it or just run screaming with the rest of the people who had been unlucky enough to be by that river at the time. In the end, it had simply been too unpredictable a situation for either of them to try and do their jobs, so they had done their best to survive like everyone else around them. But it had been a truly terrifying few minutes full of explosions, gunshots, and screaming, and it wouldn’t be something that Jeff would ever forget. 
Thankfully, it had ended, and the person responsible for bringing it to a quick close was the woman everyone in the studio was looking at now. But she wasn’t on camera yet, or at least the live pictures of her weren’t. Instead, there was currently a photo, on screen for the benefit of the viewers at home, of the heroic policewoman looking resplendent in her uniform, and it was a picture that had been taken a couple of days ago when the officer had been invited to Buckingham Palace to meet the Queen. The event had been an opportunity for Her Royal Highness to personally thank the policewoman for helping stop the deadly attack before it could have gotten any worse, and it had also been a photo opportunity for the journalists in attendance at the palace that day. But then the photos of Lizzy meeting the Queen filtered off the screen, and the live images started broadcasting again, showing Lizzy sitting opposite the two presenters who were concluding their introduction of her with a very simple welcome. 
‘PC Lizzy Kendrick. Thank you for being with us today. It’s an honour to meet you, and we’d just like to thank you for your heroic actions on New Year’s Eve.’
Jeff kept watching, and he kept filming. 
But he couldn’t wait to hear what his subject had to say now. 
And he knew that there were millions of people watching on TV who felt exactly the same way.



Lizzy *
07:04
Lizzy Kendrick was feeling incredibly nervous for somebody who had gone face to face with a terrorist and come out on top. But while she had stared death right in the face and lived to tell the tale, she had never been on live television before, in the full view of multiple cameras in this very big and very bright studio. 
Stopping criminals was one thing. 
But looking good on camera was quite another. 
But despite her nerves, Lizzy knew that it was important for her to be here today. This was her chance to tell her story, the story that had dominated the headlines both at home and abroad in the last week and the one that seemed likely to keep running for some time yet. 
The invitation she had received to appear on the most popular breakfast show in her country would have seemed crazy eight days ago, back when she was just a regular police officer fulfilling her duties with the Metropolitan Police. But after the events of New Year’s Eve, Lizzy was no longer just another police officer. 
She was possibly the most popular person on the planet right now. 
Fiddling with the sleeve of her shirt before remembering that she had promised herself that she would try her best not to fidget while she was on camera, Lizzy looked up at the two smiling presenters sitting opposite her and thanked them for the warm welcome they had just given her. 
‘Thank you. It’s a pleasure to be here,’ she said to Calum and Clarissa, the two presenters who Lizzy had seen countless times on her own television at home whenever she had switched it on before the start of a shift or at the end of an overnight one.  
While Lizzy wasn’t as starstruck in front of these people as she had been a few days ago when she had been in the company of the Queen, it was still a big deal for her to be so close to two of the most famous faces on television.
‘Now I know this has been a very hectic week for you, but we’d just like to start by asking what it was like to visit Buckingham Palace,’ Clarissa said. ‘So, what can you tell us about the Queen’s house?’
‘Well, it’s very big,’ Lizzy said with a nervous laugh, but she felt a little better about things when she saw the presenters laugh along with her, as well as several of the camera operators backstage too. 
‘Is it true that there are seven-hundred-and-seventy-five rooms in the Palace?’ Calum wanted to know.
‘Oh, well, I’m not sure about that. I didn’t see all of them!’
‘So, what was it like meeting the Queen?’
‘It was amazing. I was very nervous!’
‘I bet you were! What did she say to you?’
‘She told me that she was very proud to have me in her home and that she was extremely thankful for what I had done. She also told me that I deserved a holiday.’
‘I’d say that’s certainly true! And what did you say to her?’
The questions were coming thick and fast from the two presenters, but Lizzy was just about managing to field them all, and she was kind of glad there was a fast pace to this interview because it was helping take her mind off all the cameras that were trained on her. 
‘I just said that it was an honour to meet her,’ Lizzy replied. ‘I didn’t really know what else to say!’
‘I can imagine it was very overwhelming.’
‘Yes, it certainly was.’
‘Okay, well let’s talk about your reason for visiting the Queen,’ Calum said as he sat forward a little, and that seemed to be the cue for this conversation to shift into more serious territory. ‘Now, obviously, we know all about the terrible events on New Year’s Eve, and our hearts go out to the families of those lost loved ones. But what can you tell us about that night?’
Lizzy was anxious now, although it was no longer anything to do with where she was and what she was doing. It was because she was now required to speak on what had easily been the hardest night of her life. Even for a woman who had lost her boyfriend, Tom, at the hands of a serial killer last year, nothing could have prepared Lizzy for the shock of what she had endured when she had been on duty down by the Thames on the night a terrorist decided to strike. But not only was she going to have to speak about it here, but she was also going to have to try and not say anything that could cause even more distress to the grieving families who might have been tuning in now. Lizzy wanted to strike the right balance between getting across the true horrors of what had occurred that evening in her eye-witness account, while also maintaining the dignity of the victims and not saying anything that could make those affected feel even worse about what had happened.
It was a fine line to try and balance. 
But she was going to do her best.  
‘Well, obviously, it was New Year’s Eve, so we were expecting a busy night,’ Lizzy began tentatively. ‘I was stationed down by the river with a colleague, and we had just seen the flyover from the stunt plane that went under Tower Bridge.’
‘Ahh, yes, I remember that. It was a very impressive feat.’
‘Yeah. So, at that point, everything seemed normal, and we were getting ready for the fireworks to begin. But then there was the explosion on the boat.’
Lizzy could still hear that sound now, and it was the sound that had been playing over and over in her head ever since she had almost jumped out of her skin when she had first heard it. 
‘Were you aware then that it was a terrorist attack?’ Clarissa asked. 
‘No, I just thought it was an accident. Or maybe I was hoping that it was, which still would have been awful. But then there was another explosion.’
‘This one was much closer to you, correct?’ Calum rightly assumed. 
‘Yes, it was on the riverside. It wasn’t so close to me, but it was in the crowd, and at that point, everybody just started screaming and running.’
‘Oh my goodness, I can’t imagine how afraid everyone must have been,’ Clarissa interjected then, showing her compassionate side, which was perhaps necessary because otherwise, she might have just been in danger of coming across as an uncaring host eager to get a juicy titbit from her guest. 
‘Yeah, it was bad,’ Lizzy said, aware that it was impossible to ever truly get across how bad it had been for those caught up in it. 
‘So, what happened next?’ Calum asked.
‘Everyone was running down the nearest streets, trying to get away from the river. I guess they assumed that was where the danger was. I think I did too.’
‘But it wasn’t.’
‘No, sadly not. There were more explosions down those streets. That’s when I realised how planned the whole thing was. The bombs had been put in places where the attacker knew the members of the public would be running.’
‘Truly awful.’
Lizzy nodded her head, and for a moment, she lost her train of thought, not looking up at the presenters or the cameras but just down at the studio floor in front of the sofa. She was seeing everything that she saw that fateful night playing out again, only this time it was all in her memory bank and not right in front of her in reality. 
But it was still just as vivid. 
And just as terrifying.
But the policewoman snapped out of her trance when she heard Calum ask her what she did next. 
‘I wanted to try and control the flow of the crowd. But there were just too many people. It was impossible to stop them all running, even though many of them were running right into danger. So instead, I started trying to see if I could spot anyone who didn’t seem like they were trying to get away.’
‘That was clever. So that was how you saw Jamal?’
‘Yes, well, eventually. But it took me a while. At this point, there were gunshots ringing out.’
‘And you didn’t know who was firing?’
‘No. I was afraid it was the terrorists. But it turned out it was the anti-terror police.’
‘The situation was escalating rapidly?’
Lizzy nodded her head again while looking back down at the floor once more. 
‘We’d just like to thank you once again for talking with us today,’ Clarissa added then. ‘We know how difficult this must be for you to go back over.’
Lizzy appreciated that and smiled at the female presenter sharing the sofa with her, although it was only a weak smile and a very fleeting one because the policewoman was still very conscious that some of the people watching this would have lost loved ones and wouldn’t be smiling for a very long time. 
‘Can you tell us about the moment you saw Jamal Jasem?’ Calum said a moment later, continuing the conversation because this was most likely the bit that the majority of the audience was tuning in to hear about. 
‘Yes,’ Lizzy replied, nodding solemnly. ‘I had noticed one man who did not seem to be trying to get away like everyone else on the street. He seemed very calm. That troubled me, so I called out to him to get him to stop. At this point, I had picked up a gun that had belonged to a Counter-Terrorist Officer who had sadly succumbed to injuries sustained in one of the blasts. I aimed the weapon at the suspect and told him to turn around.’
‘Did he?’
‘Not at first. But I noticed that he seemed to be reaching into his jacket.’
‘At what point did you see that he was wearing a suicide vest?’
‘When he finally turned around to face me.’
‘Did you recognise him?’
‘No, not at that time. It’s a little bit of a blur.’
‘We understand, and again, we really appreciate you recalling all of this for us.’
Lizzy was at the point where she just wanted to get this interview over with now, so she forged on, aware that the sooner her time on this sofa was up, the sooner she could go back home, lock the door and shut the curtains, before hiding away in her bedroom for another day. 
‘I fired as soon as I saw the vest,’ the brave policewoman told the silent studio. ‘Thankfully, the suspect was killed before he could detonate his device.’
There was a brief pause then, as if the power of what Lizzy had just said needed a few seconds for those who had heard it to process it and try and imagine the unbelievably tense time that she had gone through. It really had been a split-second decision for her to fire, and if she had hesitated for one moment more, countless other lives could have been lost, including her own. 
‘PC Kendrick. On behalf of this channel, and I’m sure the viewers watching right now, we commend you for your brave actions,’ Clarissa said, and Lizzy actually saw the previously composed presenter wiping a tear from her eye. It seemed that the emotion was getting to the other host too, and Calum looked just as moved by what he had just heard before he thanked Lizzy for what she had done in saving so many lives. 
It didn’t take long for the two presenters to wrap things up and cut to an ad break, and by that point, Lizzy was ready to get out from underneath the hot lights that had been beaming down on her ever since she had stepped onto the studio floor. She wasn’t sweating, she was just seriously in need of some fresh air, and as she saw one of the showrunners approaching her, she asked where the nearest exit was. 
Thankfully, it wasn’t too far, and as Lizzy stepped outside and sucked in some of the cool morning air, she was glad that the interview was over. She also told herself that it would be the last one she did. 
It had been one thing to meet the Queen and another to go on national television, but enough was enough now. She had just been doing her job, and despite what she had achieved in stopping Jamal, she still felt like it hadn’t been enough. She wasn’t the hero everyone thought she was. If anything, she felt like she had let the country down, her and her fellow officers. If only they could have stopped Jamal before he had acted. Then there would have been no need for this interview today, nor would there have been an invite from the Palace. All those innocent people would still be alive, and Lizzy would just be another obscure officer walking the beat. 
But it had happened, and there was nothing she could do about it. 
All she could do now was try and move on. 
The sun still wasn’t up yet as Lizzy glanced up at the sky and saw nothing but a deep, dark blackness that seemed to reflect the feeling in her soul. If only this studio was somewhere a little more remote then Lizzy might have been able to see a few stars in the sky, and they might have provided her with a little more optimism. 
They would have at least reminded her that this life wasn’t such a bad one after all. 
But she couldn’t see any stars because of the light pollution from all of the buildings in this sprawling city, and that was a shame. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she had seen any stars, what with it having been such a long time since she had been far enough outside of London to have the chance. 
That was when she decided that she was due a break from this place. 
She was going to get away from this city and out into a place where there were no presenters asking her questions or Queens commending her on her actions. She was going to go to a place where she could see the heavens in all their glory. 
She just wanted to see the stars. 
But pretty soon, space would be the last thing she and everyone else around here wanted to look at. 



Nina *
07:05
Nina Hassan sipped her coffee while reading the news article on her phone screen as she stood on the tube train that was taking her to her workplace today. Getting her caffeine fix alongside her news fix was always how she liked to start her day, and doing both at the same time was simply about being efficient. She knew that several other people around her in this carriage were doing the same thing, although perhaps for them, reading the news was just a way to entertain themselves before starting whatever job they were on the way to start. 
But for Nina, the news wasn’t just a way to pass the time and distract her mind. 
It was her life.
And today was the culmination of that life’s journey. 
This was the first day of Nina’s new job, the one where she would progress from being a news reporter on the street to one in the studio. She was the new face of the six o’clock news, and it was a dream come true. 
But that didn’t mean that the work could stop now. 
If anything, she was going to have to work even harder to keep what she had just got. 
That was why she was doing some reading as she made her way to the studio, and this particular article she was perusing was of keen interest to her. It was an article on a webpage that she had made sure to preload before heading down into the network of tunnels beneath London to catch the tube because she knew there was no Wi-Fi connection underground. But that foresight had meant she was able to read the entirety of the article while making the short commute beneath the city and now that she had, she was even more intrigued than she had been before. 
The article had been all about a man called Cosmo Kay and, more specifically, his interest and area of expertise. Cosmo was an astronomer, and while he was still a young man, he seemed to have the knowledge and experience of an astronomer twice his age. That was interesting to Nina because she was on her way to meet with Cosmo this morning to see what he had to say, and if it turned out to be newsworthy, then the interview they would record together would be broadcast on national TV shortly. 
That had been a stipulation that Nina had insisted had gone into her new contract. While she was now going to be a newsreader, she also wanted the option of being able to conduct interviews with anyone who had something important to say. That was because in this day and age, one-on-one interviews were getting rarer, but they were still an incredible opportunity to get some serious eyeballs on a particular topic. Nina only had to look at somebody like Oprah Winfrey to know how powerful those types of interviews could be. 
That clause she had insisted on in her new contract had been there in the event of something interesting coming up for her to take part in. But she hadn’t expected it to happen so soon and certainly not on her first day as the six o’clock newsreader. But that was what had happened when she had found out there was somebody who wanted to speak to the television network about something very important. 
It wasn’t unusual for studios to get requests from members of the public who apparently had something ‘important’ to say. The difficulty was in trying to work out which ones were serious and which ones were just from people who either wanted their five minutes of fame or who would have been better served having a mental evaluation by a trained doctor. However, there was a simple statistic that Nina knew about from when she had overheard colleagues talking about the kind of requests they got every day. It was that 99% of them seemed to be a waste of time. However, it was that 1% that meant the whole idea of a member of the public contacting a studio with something newsworthy to say couldn’t be dismissed, and it seemed that the 1% was possibly in action today. While Nina still didn’t know what Cosmo Kay had to tell her, the fact that her superiors had given him the time of day suggested it could be interesting. But they didn’t know either. Apparently, only a select group of people on the planet knew, although Cosmo was looking to change that today by going on TV. 
So what did he have to say?
What could possibly be so important that he would not only feel the need to go on TV but also be too afraid to tell anybody until he was safely in a room with Nina and just a cameraman?
Whatever it was, Nina really hoped it wasn’t one big joke because that would be very embarrassing for her, as well as being the last thing she needed on a day like today. 
Having finished the article about Cosmo, in which he had been interviewed a couple of years ago for some astronomer award he had been given at Greenwich Observatory, Nina felt the train carriage come to a stop, and she looked up to see the doors sliding open. 
Following the crowds of commuters out onto the platform, Nina put her phone away so she could concentrate on walking through this crowded mass of bodies without getting bumped into or accidentally bumping into others. While she was a relatively famous face at the moment, thanks to her work on television, she didn’t get recognised too often when out and about in public. But she had a feeling that all of that would change once she started anchoring the six o’clock news because the visibility that would give her would mean she would become a household name in this country, just like her father had become when he had been the newsreader on the same bulletin in Nina’s youth. 
The thought of becoming a kind of celebrity in this country was a strange one to Nina because while it was a little exciting and exhilarating, she wasn’t exactly one to court extra attention. Her reason for wanting the prominent position on the news was less to do with her need for exposure and more because it was about following her dreams and being the best newsreader she could be. The main thing was she did her job well. Everything else was just background noise. But she would not allow herself to be distracted by any of that. 
She was going to focus on her job. 
She was going to prove to everyone why she was the best person for it. 
Nina had made it out of the underground station and had the television studio in her sights when she checked the time. It was still so early, and she certainly hadn’t been expecting to be commuting at this hour of the day, considering she was anchoring the evening news and not the morning news. But here she was, on her way in before the sun was even up on what was likely to be another bleak winter’s day in the UK. She knew she would be meeting Cosmo Kay very shortly and listening to what he had to say. At that point, one of two things would happen. Either she would realise that he was wasting her time and politely ask him to leave before spending the next several hours prepping for her first stint on the news desk. Or she would be grabbing Jeff, her trusty cameraman, and recording an interview with the young astronomer as quickly as possible. 
It was the thought of Jeff then that made Nina smile to herself because while she was getting to this studio early today, she knew that Jeff had got here even earlier, and that was amusing to her. It was amusing because Jeff was definitely not a morning person, so she could only imagine how sleepy he was right now. He was most probably trying his best to stifle several yawns while operating his camera, and she knew he would be doing a bad job of it. Whenever Jeff was tired, everybody else around him knew it. He just couldn’t help it. He really was useless when he was weary. But it had been good of him to volunteer to cover for some of the camera operators who were off sick today, and while it meant a very long day for him, his sacrifice would only endear him to the producers at the studio, and that was important because now both of them were studio-based, they would be around their bosses a lot more. 
Nina was making her approach to the entrance of that studio now and walking with a significant spring in her step. The coffee must be doing its job, but she knew it was mostly all the good feelings she was experiencing about her dream coming true. That was why she breezed into the reception area with a big grin on her face, and she made sure to be pleasant with everybody she met on her way inside. These were the people she would be passing every day now, so she wanted them all to like her, and while she was the ‘famous face’ around here now, she still felt the same as the security guard on the door or the receptionist behind the desk. Everyone here was just trying to do their job to the best of their abilities, and Nina was no different. 
Nina had smiled at security and was just about to have a little chit-chat with the receptionist when she suddenly saw someone coming towards her in her peripheral vision. Glancing to her left, she saw a man in glasses with slightly greasy hair making a beeline for her, and it looked like he had something in his hand. But just before he could reach her, the security guard stepped in between the pair and stopped the man in his tracks. 
‘Excuse me, sir, you shouldn’t be in here,’ the guard said to the man, who was looking past him and staring at Nina. 
Nina had no idea who he was, but he seemed to know exactly who she was. He also seemed very excited about being in her presence, at least if the nervous smile on his face was anything to go by. But the security guard was obscuring Nina’s view of most of this man, or he was until she moved over slightly to get a better look at him or, more specifically, what he had been holding in his hand when he had been rushing towards her. 
And that was when she saw the pen and paper he was holding. 
He was just an autograph hunter. 
He was just a fan. 
Nina relaxed a little then, confident that he wasn’t a threat to her and was just somebody who had seen her on TV before and wanted her signature either for himself or to show off to a few members of his friends or family. That was why she let the security guard know that it wasn’t a problem and that she would be happy to sign whatever he wanted her to. 
The security guard wasn’t particularly happy about it and looked like he would have preferred to just march this man out of the building rather than let him get what he wanted, but to Nina, it was important that she didn’t act like she was too good for her fans. That’s why she smiled at the man and asked him his name as he handed her the pen, and she looked down at the piece of paper. 
The man was called Timothy, and while he was very nervous about chatting to Nina, he seemed sweet too, and Nina was smiling as she signed her name and put a little kiss at the end for good measure. It seemed so simple and so innocent. 
But then Timothy suddenly had something else in his hand, and this item was not innocent at all. 
The flash of metal that burst towards Nina’s abdomen caused her to recoil away, and her quick actions meant she managed to avoid the knife stabbing her. That was all it took for the security guard to grab that knife for himself and throw it to the ground before restraining the attacker and forcing him to the floor. 
Nina watched on in shock as the autograph hunter/attempted murderer was apprehended before another security guard appeared to quickly whisk her away from the reception area and further into the building where it would be safer for her. But Nina was still trying to process what had just happened as she was led down several studio corridors, and despite what had just occurred, she insisted that she was okay. 
She hadn’t been injured, so there was no blood and no wounds that would have required a medical professional to take a look at her. The attacker was also out of action now, so the threat seemed to be over. That was why Nina insisted on being able to continue as planned to the meeting room where she knew Cosmo Kay would be waiting for her. 
Hopefully, he wouldn’t turn out to be a crazy fan as well. 
It took some convincing, but Nina was eventually able to persuade the security guard to let her go to that meeting room, and as she arrived outside the door, she took a moment to compose herself before asking the guard for a glass of water. As he went away to fetch that, Nina took a deep breath before opening the door and stepping inside the meeting room, hoping that there would be a little less drama waiting for her in here than there had been out there. 
But she was wrong.
It seemed that things were even worse in here. 
That was because while there had almost been a dead body out in reception, there really was a dead body in here. 
Nina recognised the man lying dead on the floor of this meeting room. 
It was Cosmo Kay. 
But what had happened?
Why had this happened?
And who had done this to him? 



Miles
07:06
Miles Brownlow pressed himself as far back against the wall behind him as he could while he waited for the security guard to pass down the corridor. Then, when the guard was safely out of view, Miles was on the move again, leaving his hiding place and continuing on along his escape route that would hopefully see him get out of this studio and make it back to his superiors without incident. 
He wasn’t sure if the dead body had been discovered yet, but he knew it was only a matter of time until it was. At that point, it would be almost impossible for Miles to make it out of this building before it was sealed shut and the police arrived. That was why he had to make sure he was out of here before that happened. 
But if the worst came to the worst and he was caught then he knew what he would do. 
Say nothing. 
That plan was made a lot easier with the fact that he didn’t actually have that much to say. 
All Miles knew about the assignment he had been given today was that the target, Cosmo Kay, had to be eliminated. If Miles had to guess, he figured that was because Cosmo had some very important information, and that information could not be made public. But it wasn’t Mile’s place to guess. 
He wasn’t in the business of making assumptions. 
He was in the business of getting results, and the result now was that Cosmo Kay was dead. 
Miles had learnt in the briefing that had taken place in the early hours of this morning in a secretive location that Cosmo Kay was planning to go on national television and divulge secrets that were of utmost importance to national security. 
Therefore, the man had to be killed, and Miles was going to be the one to do it. 
He was certainly qualified for the task, what with his extensive experience in the armed forces behind him. Having been a member of the SAS, that highly trained special forces unit of the British Army, for over a decade, Miles had certainly mastered the skills that were required for dangerous missions such as these. Having served on missions in war zones from Afghanistan to Iraq during his time in the SAS, Miles had seen a lot, and he had done a lot too.
He just couldn’t tell you about it. 
Or he’d have to kill you.  
But after leaving the SAS, he hadn’t slowed down with his training and had taken another role within the British Army, although this one was even more secretive than his last and required him to essentially become a ‘shadow.’ That meant nobody really knew the real him, only those who deployed him to conduct their missions in the best interests of the British public. Miles had just completed one of those missions now, and while he didn’t know the full reasoning behind it, he trusted his superiors enough to believe that there was a good reason for Cosmo Kay to die. 
As Miles continued to covertly make his way out of this studio, hiding when required but otherwise forging on when the coast was clear, he didn’t spend much time dwelling on the young man he had just murdered. He didn’t waste seconds recalling how Cosmo’s eyes had opened wide in fright when he had seen the gun pointed at him, nor did he think much about how the bullet that had left the end of his silenced weapon had gone straight through Cosmo’s chest, quickly followed by two more bullets before a fourth and final bullet in the back of the head. 
It was a professional hit, executed with precision and perfection, just like all the other hits Miles had carried out in his life. There would hopefully be many more just like it for this trained killer but for that to be the case, he had to make sure he got out of here without being seen. 
He had already avoided detection by gaining access through a tradesman’s entrance around the rear of this property, using an electronic keycard that his employers had been able to issue him with. There wasn’t much that the boffins at his workplace couldn’t get their hands on for the sake of a successful mission, and with that keycard, he had been able to get into the studio easily. Then it had just been a case of finding his way to the room where Cosmo Kay was going to be. 
Miles’s superiors had the knowledge of where Cosmo was planning to be based on the email accounts that they had been able to hack into and the messages they had been able to read, messages between producers at this studio and Nina Hassan, the journalist who was supposedly going to be interviewing Cosmo about whatever information he was trying to pass on. The information contained in those messages had given those who wanted Cosmo silenced the means to know where to send Miles, their trained assassin, who was not somebody anybody wanted to see turning up at their location. 
All that had been left to do then was for Miles’s employers to make sure that any CCTV cameras that were located along Miles’s planned route were hacked and disabled for a short time, giving the hitman a window of opportunity to get in and out of the building without being seen. 
If everything went as planned, the only person who would see Miles was Cosmo. 
But it would be the last thing he saw before everything went dark. 
So it had proven to be, and now Miles was almost out of here, everything had gone to plan. He could see the door now that had previously been his entrance but would now be his exit, and as he rushed towards it, he was ready to slip away into the early morning darkness. 
That was right before a little boy came around the corner and saw his face. 
Miles stopped in his tracks instantly, stunned by the appearance of the child as well as horrified by the fact that this little person had seen his face. Who the hell was he, and why was he wandering around out here on his own? Miles had not heard him coming, unlike all those security guards and producers in this place who had been so loud that he could easily hide from them in time. But this boy had caught him now, and while the child surely had no idea who Miles was and what he had just done, he had just put this entire mission at risk. 
Miles knew the protocol. 
There could be no witnesses. 
But as he looked down at the boy’s face, the child spoke, and when he did, Miles held off on removing his weapon and firing it one more time. 
‘I’m bored. She said she would be right back.’
Miles knew he shouldn’t engage with the subject. He should just act emotionlessly and without further delay. But he didn’t. Instead, he responded. 
‘Who?’
‘My mummy. She works here. Have you seen her?’
The little boy looked past Miles and down the corridor that the hitman had just moved along, but the killer knew that there was nobody down there. If he had seen this child’s mother then he would have had to kill her too en-route. But while she wasn’t around, this boy was, and Miles knew he should have acted by now because every second he was wasting was another second when somebody else might come along and see him. 
With his hand on his weapon that was hidden inside his jacket, Miles was still thinking about killing this witness. But that was the problem. He was thinking, and that was something he shouldn’t be doing. It was something he had been trained not to do. He was supposed to switch off all thoughts and just execute the mission with no exemptions. There was no room for morals or a conscience with what he did. Those useless things could get him caught, or worse, killed. But most of all, they could lead to a failed mission, and that was not something Miles ever wanted on his exemplary record. 
There were people counting on him right now. 
Very powerful people.
So why hadn’t he pulled the trigger yet?
Perhaps it was because there was something about this little boy that reminded him of himself when he was that age. Miles estimated that this child was around eight-years-old, and as well as the boy having the same hair and eye colour as Miles, he was wearing the football shirt of the team that Miles himself supported. It was weird, but it was almost as if Miles was looking at a mirror image of himself when he was younger. 
That must have been why he hadn’t acted yet. 
But the more he delayed, the more he was making it harder to act at all. 
‘Do you work here?’ the boy asked Miles then, looking at the hitman’s attire and probably wondering why he was dressed very differently to everyone else he had seen around this studio. Miles was wearing all black, from his jacket and t-shirt to his combat trousers to the thick boots on his feet. But it seemed to be the hand resting in Miles’s inside pocket that the boy was looking at the most now, and while he surely had no idea there was a deadly weapon being concealed, he did seem curious about it. 
‘Who are you?’ the boy asked then, and that was not a question anyone like Miles wanted to ever hear because there was no way they could ever answer honestly. A consequence of the life he had chosen for himself had meant that Miles had never been able to tell the truth to anybody outside of his employers. 
Not parents, not lovers, not friends. 
Nobody. 
And up to this point in his life, Miles had managed it. Of course, that had come at a great personal cost to himself. Not only was he not close with friends and family due to how distant he had to be with them, but he had never been able to get too close to another woman for fear of either having to hurt her or hurt himself by leaving the job he loved. That was why it had been easier, and actually recommended by the people who employed him, to be a loner, moving through life with as little emotional baggage as possible. 
Being that way was perhaps not the healthiest way for a human being to live, at least spiritually, anyway, but it was the way that Miles had done it. And it was the way he had planned to do it until the day that he died. That meant he would never get married, or have children, or do any of the other things that regular members of society got to do. But that was okay because he was making that sacrifice for his country, and he was doing whatever it took to keep its citizens safe. 
But that’s why he had a dilemma now because he was trying to keep people like this little boy safe. But how could he do that and kill him at the same time? It didn’t make sense. To Miles, it felt like this child in front of him with the gormless expression on his face was an example of what the hitman did his job for. It was so that boys like this one could have a bright future in a world free from people who could threaten them.
That was why Miles ultimately decided that he was going to break all the rules and not eliminate this witness. Instead, he was just going to ask the boy to pretend like he had never seen him and then get the hell out of here. 
‘Your mummy asked me to give you a test,’ Miles said, crouching down so that he was on the same level as the youngster. ‘She wanted to see if you could keep a secret. Can you do that?’
The boy thought about it for a moment before nodding his head and asking what the secret was. 
‘You are not to tell anyone that you saw me. Never mention me to anybody, not even your mummy. Do you think you can do that?’
The boy nodded before asking the obvious question, which was why. 
‘Because if you don’t then somebody might hurt you and your mummy, and you don’t want that, do you?’
The boy nodded defiantly to show that he definitely did not want that. 
‘Okay, so never tell anybody about me, and everything will be okay. I promise.’
With that, Miles patted the youngster on the head, which was the closest gesture of affection he had made to anybody in a very long time before he headed for the door that would take him out of this studio. 
Once outside, Miles removed his hand from the weapon inside his jacket, and after making sure there was nobody else around, he left the premises and got into his vehicle, the one with the fake registration that would be removed just as soon as he got it back to where it needed to be. Then, as he started to drive, he made a call on the hands-free set installed in the vehicle, and the number he dialled connected him straight through to his employers. 
‘It’s done,’ Miles said very calmly, and that simple statement was met with a brief moment of silence before a question came back. 
‘Any witnesses?’
It was a question with a yes or no answer, so it should have been easy for Miles to give his response. But he paused for a second before doing so because while he had lied to a lot of people in his time, he had never lied to those who paid his wages. 
But it was time to break another one of his rules. 
‘No,’ he said as he turned the steering wheel and drove on through the quiet streets of London at pre-dawn.
That was a satisfactory answer for the person at the other end of the line because they had no reason to doubt what Miles had told them. He had never lied to them before, so why would he lie now? Only Miles knew the truth. He had lied, and he had done it to save the life of that little boy. Now all he could hope for was that the truth never came out. 
But it wasn’t just himself who needed the truth to stay buried, or the little boy. There were very powerful people in this country who sometimes needed that to be the case too. Miles didn’t know it for sure, but he suspected that some of the jobs he worked on were connected in some way to people in very powerful places. 
Possibly places like 10 Downing Street. 



Emily
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Emily Dewcroft was doing her best to listen to her assistant as she ran through the busy diary schedule for today, but it was difficult. There were meetings with trade unions about working conditions, ambassadors who needed a photo opportunity, and at lunchtime, this week’s edition of Prime Minister’s Questions in the Houses of Parliament. As the elected leader of the United Kingdom, Emily was used to busy days like this, and during her two years in office at 10 Downing Street, she had always been able to get through them. But things were different now. That’s because she had one item on her agenda that far outweighed all the others. 
The problem was that she was one of the select few people in this country who knew about it. 
The assistant stopped talking then, looking up from the iPad in front of her to presumably see if Emily had any issue with the hectic schedule that had just been divulged. But Emily had missed most of it, lost in a daydream about that frightening object that was hurtling towards this planet in a ball of fire and was due to get here in just three months’ time unless a miracle happened before then. 
Did Emily believe in miracles? She thought she had once, briefly. It was the day she had won the national election back when she had been a massive underdog, not even considered to be in the race. As the leader of a party not made up of the big two in Labour and Conservative, Emily had been expected to campaign, put on a strong showing but, ultimately, smile and clap her hands when one of the more influential politicians won and became the next PM. But to her amazement, she had won the election, and now she was the one in charge. That was when she had briefly entertained the idea that miracles could happen. But that whimsical thought had all but been extinguished a couple of days ago when she had sat in a meeting with the head of the UK Space Agency and heard a very grim forecast. 
Something was coming. 
Something big.
And now, the survival of the entire human race was under threat. 
That meeting had been easily the worst one that Emily had taken during her stint as PM, and that was saying something because she had endured some bad ones during her time in office. But it was hard for anything to even come close to the news that there was a ticking clock hanging over the heads of everyone on this planet, and worse, most of those people didn’t even know it. 
The decision not to inform the general public of the approaching asteroid had not been made lightly, but after much consideration, Emily had come to agree with the President’s wishes. It had been the man in the White House who had been on that conference call that Emily and other world leaders had taken part in, along with representatives of the UK Space Agency, NASA, China National Space Administration and Roscosmos, the Russian Federal Space Agency. 
The collective power and technical expertise on that call had resulted in two decisions being made. One, space missions would be launched immediately to try and destroy the asteroid. And two, it would be kept as secretive as possible so as to avoid mass panic and a complete meltdown of society as everyone knew it. 
While Emily had known that there seemed little point in things like children going to school and adults going to work if there was going to be no habitable planet left in a few months, she had also known that every structure on Earth would disintegrate should people find out their lives were at risk. The thought of society collapsing in on itself as everybody stopped and stared at the heavens as doomsday approached was a scary one and only superseded by the thought of what it would be like should that enormous space rock slam into the ground at over 20 kilometres per second. People still had to eat, so food deliveries must continue, just like lives had to be saved, so hospitals and emergency services had to be operating too. Emily knew that there would come a time when she would have to address the citizens of the UK and tell them what was happening, just like all the other Presidents and Prime Ministers would have to do too around the world, but she hoped that by then, she might have some good news to report. 
If the missions that were due to launch any second now were a success, maybe this would just go down as a near-miss. Of course, some clever journalist would figure out that Emily must have known about the dangerous asteroid long before she told the public, and there would most likely be a huge backlash against her once that came out, but she would happily deal with that at the time. The important thing was that there were enough people left on Earth for there to be a backlash. If not, things like political power moves and public outcries would be a thing of the past, just like journalism, sports, movies, love and anything else that made living on Earth so normal. 
Emily thanked her assistant and then politely asked her to leave the room then, aware that it was almost time to tune into the satellite link that only a select group of people had knowledge of and access to at this time. 
Opening the encrypted email that contained the link, Emily’s finger moved tentatively across the mousepad of her laptop before she clicked the link and was met by a prompt to enter an eight-digit code. Having already memorised the code when she had been given it earlier by the President, Emily was able to type it in without any problem, and then she pressed ENTER, holding her breath to see what image would fill up her screen when the log-in process was finally over. 
When it was, she saw that there was not just one image on her screen but several. 
There were ten mini-screens visible in total on the PM’s laptop screen, and all of them seemed to be showing the same thing. 
Rockets, sitting on a launchpad, their cockpits aimed directly at the heavens above. 
But there were a few subtle differences between the various images, as well as a few more obvious ones. Like the writing on the side of the rockets. Some of it was in English, but some was in Chinese or Russian. And like the environmental conditions. Some of these rockets were launching in daylight, while others were going up in darkness. It looked like a lot was going on, and it was because this was the launch of a highly coordinated mission involving several nations who were putting the collective power of their space agencies together and working as one team in their common goal. 
Save the world. 
Emily’s eyes flitted across her screen at the various rockets that were launching from locations such as Florida, Haiyang and Baikonur. But it was the rocket that was sitting on the launchpad a little closer to home that Emily had her eyes on now. The smallest rocket of the bunch was to be sent hurtling into the heavens from the south coast of England, at one of the several spaceports that had recently been opened around the UK as the nation looked to bring its space programme more on par with its peers. But while the original idea for the space programme had been commercial space travel, there was a much more serious objective in mind now. This rocket from England, along with the others from America, China and Russia, were all setting off towards that asteroid that was coming the other way. Then each of them had a different mission plan. 
The British and Chinese rockets were there for reconnaissance, while the American and Russian rockets were there to destroy, and they would hopefully cause plenty of destruction with the nuclear weapons they had on board. The hope was that the asteroid could be obliterated in space, before it made it into Earth’s atmosphere, or at the worst, at least broken down into a smaller size that would still cause devastation were it to make landfall but not complete extinction. But considering this mission had been put together at pace and had no real precedent, it was unknown if it would be successful. But it had had to be launched quickly because of the speed that the asteroid was approaching at. Leaving it any longer would mean risking the asteroid getting too close, and even if it was broken up, the pieces of it would still be big enough and near enough to enter the atmosphere and wipe out humanity. 
Fortunately, while the discovery of this asteroid had come as a shock, there had been many meetings over many years between various scientists and engineers who had discussed such a problem as this. Detecting hazards in space had long been something on the radar of the superpowers around the world, as history was only too willing to show that neglecting the threat from the skies could end in disaster and the elimination of the dominant species on Earth. The dinosaurs were perhaps the best example of this, being wiped out by an asteroid that struck 66 million years ago off the Gulf of Mexico, and it was a grim tale that no human could ever discount and assume to be a one-off. That was why much work had already been done behind the scenes to prepare for such a threat, and while this one had come quickly, the response time had needed to be just as swift. There simply wasn’t the freedom and flexibility to spend years preparing for this new threat. 
Something had to be done now. 
And as the clock in the top left-hand corner of Emily’s computer screen showed, something was definitely about to be done. 
Briefly looking away from the timer on the screen, Emily stared up at the portraits on the wall in this office she was occupying, and when she did, she saw some of the most famous faces in British political history looking back down at her. Churchill. Thatcher. Blair. And many other leaders who had taken the reigns of the United Kingdom and led its citizens through troubled times. Emily hoped that she would one day have her painting hanging on this wall too, but for that to be the case, there would need to be a wall to hang it on and an artist alive to paint it. Hopefully, it would happen. If not, it meant this mission had failed, and this planet was no longer a peaceful one, instead just a fiery mass before the dust blocked out the sun, and a new ice age began. 
Of all the paintings on this wall that Emily had found herself looking at from time to time, it was the one of the man who had led Britain through World War II that she gazed at the most. Winston Churchill was staring down at her now with that familiar look on his face, and his expression, aligned with his posture, just oozed defiance. This was one of the men who had helped stop Hitler and one of the greatest threats that had ever faced mankind, and he was an inspiration to her as he was to many. 
But he had never faced a threat quite like this one. There were no foreign armies marching towards borders now, nor were there any bombs falling from planes or lives being lost on battlefields. The threat facing humanity was not human but something worse. It was worse because it was so inhuman. It was not susceptible to emotion, or had the power to change its mind. It couldn’t call off an army or retreat when things looked bleak. Instead, it just kept going on relentlessly, following its trajectory and with no way of stopping unless something else got in its way, something that might not even work.   
Emily had faced several monsters in her time as PM. 
But nothing quite as scary as the giant rock up there in the sky.
Emily had sometimes tried to channel some of Churchill’s famous mentality, wanting to be brave and bold and trying not to care about the opinions of others if she felt she was doing something that was for the greater good. But that had never been easy in the best of times, and these were far from the best of times now. 
But all she could hope for was that she was judged on her actions one day. 
She wanted history to decide how she would be remembered, just like every other politician on this wall. 
The only thing was, for her to be remembered, there had to be some people alive to remember her. 
As the seconds ticked down to launch, Emily looked away from the past and focused on the present and how that was the thing indelibly linked to the future now. She thought about how the entire fate of the human race depended on these rockets and the brave souls who were piloting some of them. Emily had learnt the names of all the individuals who were heading up to get a very good look at the scary object in space. 
The two British astronauts were Richard Ford and Vanessa May, and they were preparing to go into space with the best wishes of the Prime Minister behind them. If they and the other astronauts were successful then their names would go down in history, and they would be lauded as heroes until the day that they died, which would hopefully be many years from now. 
But who knew what the future had in store?
There were few things as risky as a space mission. 
Emily just hoped this had a happy ending. 
The fate of the planet depended on the people in those rockets. 



Richard
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Richard Ford had been preparing for this his whole life. Not necessarily the part about having to try and help deflect a giant asteroid that was threatening to wipe out the human race. But the going into space part. 
The part where his childhood dreams came true again. 
It didn’t seem that long ago that Richard was a youngster running around his parents’ home with a model space rocket in his hand, whizzing and zooming around corners and pretending like he was flying through the solar system. But it was a while ago. It was over thirty years ago to be more precise, and in that time, Richard had progressed from flying fake rockets to flying real ones. 
He was now sitting at the controls of a shuttle that was going to propel him and the astronaut sitting beside him into space, that awe-inspiring, mystical, yet also very scary place where human beings could not survive without all the safety measures in place to keep them alive up there. But while Richard was nervous about leaving Earth behind and going into a very dangerous environment, it wasn’t because he was afraid of his own death. 
It was because he was afraid of everybody else’s. 
Right now, at this very minute, there were over seven billion people on this planet going about their lives, completely unaware that they might not have the privilege of doing so very shortly. Some of them would be going to work, some might be finishing work, while others might be sound asleep. Some could be laughing, others might be crying, and a few lucky people might just be in the earliest stages of falling in love. But whatever all those people were doing and experiencing right now, one thing was for sure. 
They all deserved the joy, pain and general unpredictability that came with being alive on Earth. 
It was that belief that was making Richard so determined to help save every single one of them so that they could continue to live life on their terms and not have it decided for them by an unforgiving, uncaring space rock that simply wanted to destroy anything it came into contact with. 
This would not be Richard’s first time in space, although it would certainly be very different from the other time he had gone up. That had come four years ago, when he had been part of a team sent to work on the ISS, the International Space System that orbited the Earth. Richard had been there, floating around the planet, for four months, and while he had spent a lot of time learning and preparing for space before that mission, it was nothing compared to what he learned while he had been up there. Seeing the planet from such a unique vantage point had conjured up all sorts of emotions inside him, but one of the main ones had been the realisation of how tiny and vulnerable life on Earth was. It was impossible to get that sense with your feet on the ground walking around a major city like New York or Shanghai, when the senses were being bombarded by a million things coming from all different directions.  But up in space, it was different. 
It was quiet. It was slow. 
It was special. 
Returning to Earth after his stint in space had been a strange experience for Richard because it hadn’t been as simple to just fit back into regular society as easily as he had expected to. Shopping in a supermarket, sitting in a traffic jam, or switching on the TV after a long day just didn’t feel the same anymore. It was as if he had left a part of himself up in space, floating around in the atmosphere, never to come back down again. While he had known that it was common for astronauts to feel this way after sampling life in such a unique way, he hadn’t been able to move on that easily, and that was why he had always hoped the time would come when he would get the opportunity to go back into space again. 
Now, at forty-four years of age, he was getting that chance. 
But funnily enough, he almost wished he wasn’t now that it was happening. 
The call to attend the meeting had come quickly and quietly, and he had been told to tell nobody as he had made his way to the headquarters of the UK Space Agency for a briefing earlier in the week. Having resigned himself to being down the pecking order when it came to which astronauts would be selected for upcoming space missions as the UK’s space programme continued to grow rapidly to start catching up to what other nations had achieved, Richard didn’t expect the meeting to be about him getting in a rocket anytime soon. 
But that’s exactly what it had been about. 
He was needed back in space, and he was needed quickly. 
Perhaps the first moment Richard had realised how serious this new mission was had been when he had seen the Prime Minister’s face flash up on the screen in the meeting room, where he was being briefed by his superiors at the agency. The sight of Emily Dewcroft’s stern expression had made him sit up even straighter in his seat and be even more polite and respectful than he already was being, unsure why the PM was getting involved but aware that it would be for something big. 
And so it had proved. 
Emily had told Richard and Vanessa, the other astronaut invited to the very secretive meeting, that their country was depending on them, and they had been told that by the leader of that country no less. But it was clear this problem had a very international scope to it because then the screen had split, and Richard had seen the faces of several other world leaders, as well as a few other astronauts he recognised and some he did not. 
He had started to really get worried at this point, wondering if war was coming and he was going to be a part of some mission to try and preserve the space programme in the UK, while the other nations did the same in theirs. But it was not a war that was coming, or at least it wasn’t in the sense of armies and bombs and missiles. It was a fight against something that seemingly had never been defeated before. 
An asteroid. Coming for Earth. Impossible to stop.
Or was it?
The plan had been laid out quickly and clearly over the course of the next several hours in that meeting room that was connected to all those other meeting rooms around the world. The idea was to try and hit the asteroid before it hit Earth, and nuclear weapons were deemed the only way humanity stood the slightest chance at doing such a thing. But unlike in the movies, where one A-list actor got to go up in a rocket together with a merry band of supporting acts to save the day, this would be a combined effort, pooling together the resources of the best minds on the planet when it came to dealing with threats from space. And unlike the movies, there might not be a happy ending with this story because as much as the plan sounded good on paper, such a thing had never been achieved before and for good reason. 
It was ridiculously unlikely to work. 
But what choice did the human race have? None, as far as Richard and everyone else in those meetings could see. They had to try, even if it was going to be in vain, because not trying was accepting a very grim fate for themselves and all their loved ones. That was why Richard had not hesitated to say that he was in on the mission, just like everyone else who had been privy to it. 
The hardest part, besides trying not to imagine a space rock screaming through the sky and squashing a city in a split-second, of course, was keeping the mission secret from those who were not allowed to know about it. That basically consisted of anybody who had not been on that conference call, which meant pretty much everyone Richard knew. 
His wife. His children. His parents. 
Friends. Neighbours. The postman. 
Everybody. 
They all had to be kept in the dark about this, which meant that Richard had to act like everything was okay when he was around them. That had been difficult, particularly with his wife, because she always knew when he was hiding something from her. But this had been too big for even him to confess to his partner, and so he had somehow managed to keep the mission a secret. All he had told them was that he was going up to space, and he would be back soon. Just another mission. The ISS. Astronaut stuff. And they all bought it, proud of him and his amazing career and wishing him all the best for his next trip to space. 
But he hadn’t just kept it a secret for his sake. He had done it for them too because he knew that a mission as Top Secret as this had no limits when it came to what somebody might do to keep it under wraps. Therefore, if he had been to confess to his loved ones that Earth was in danger then it wouldn’t have just been him that was silenced. It would have been them too, and that was not something he could risk. 
Richard had done well to fight back the tears as he had said goodbye to his children last night when putting them to bed before he had kissed his wife and departed his house before being taken to the launch site. Now he was on the launch pad, strapped into his seat and ready to go face to face with that murderous object out in space. 
Glancing across at Vanessa beside him, he gave her a wink to let her know that everything was going to be okay. She returned the gesture with a smile, doing as good a job of disguising her nerves as Richard had just done with his. While the pair of them knew that they would be returning to Earth eventually, they had no idea under what circumstances it would be. When it finally came time for them to climb out of this capsule again, they could be walking straight into a meeting with Presidents and Prime Ministers and receiving a hearty congratulations for saving mankind. Or they could be looking at some very grim faces belonging to those leaders, who respected the attempts the astronauts had made but were dismayed that it sadly had not been enough. 
Richard was confident that it would be the former. 
The latter did not bear thinking about. 
As the launch sequence began, the astronauts could hear the words from the command centre in their ear as they braced themselves for the g-force that they were about to experience. This was what all the training in the simulators came down to. The human body was not designed to be subjected to the forces and atmospheric pressures like the ones it went through when leaving Earth’s atmosphere, but for a few people, those challenges could be overcome with a rigorous regime designed to get the astronaut into peak physical condition. There was no doubt that Richard was in as good a shape as he could be and certainly much better than other men his age. But he was at the mercy of the machine he was sitting inside now, and as the engines ignited and the roar grew deafening, he said a silent prayer that he would make it back home to his family in one piece. 
‘10’
‘9’
‘8’
Richard stared straight ahead at the sky that was just showing the first signs of light as the sun began to rise over this wonderful country he called home.
‘7’
‘6’
‘5’
It looked quite beautiful, and he hoped he would get to see many more sunrises in his lifetime, as well as plenty more sunsets, ideally with his wife and children beside him. 
‘4’
‘3’
Richard could see the faces of his loved ones now, smiling back at him, loving him, and wishing him to come home safely once again. 
‘2’
‘1’
‘Lift off.’
The pleasant colours of the sunrise were suddenly replaced by the frightening flames coming from the cryogenic boosters as the rocket roared into life and began to leave the ground. 
The astronauts were airborne. 
The other rockets were being launched around the world at the same time. 
The mission was underway.
The race to save the planet had begun.



Bogdan *
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Bogdan Petrovic held his wife’s hand as the private jet they were in raced along the runway before lifting up into the dawn sky. This was truly a great way to fly, having an entire cabin to themselves instead of being crammed in with a load of other passengers, and as Bogdan smiled at Jelena, he saw her smile back at him too. 
They might have been uprooting their lives to move somewhere else, but as long as they were together, they knew everything would be okay. 
Bogdan had just finished his second glass of whiskey, as well as the inordinately large breakfast he had ordered as soon as he had got on board almost twenty minutes ago. Now, with a little alcohol in his bloodstream and a belly-full of food, he was feeling like he might like to close his eyes and see if he could get a little sleep before they landed in Belgrade in a few hours’ time. 
It had been an early start this morning, which explained his tiredness now, and he was looking forward to getting some rest before being very busy in Belgrade when they touched down. There would be a lot to do for the couple upon their arrival, from moving into their new accommodation to catching up with old family and friends in their home city. But it was not overwhelming; very little was when one had the funds that the Serbian pair had at their disposal. But just because they were rich, it didn’t mean life came easily to them now. 
They still had problems; they were just different problems. 
But Bogdan decided not to dwell on any of those problems now because that would not help him sleep, so as he closed his eyes and sank a little deeper into the leather seat, he tried to focus on something more positive. It didn’t take him long to see Jelena’s face in his mind’s eye as he lay there quietly while the aircraft carried him higher and higher into the sky. She was always the thing he thought of when he wanted to feel good, and that was the case now, her image making him feel as optimistic about things as those people on the ground were feeling as the sun rose to start another new day in this part of the world. 
The early morning rays filtered into the cabin as the plane turned away from the airport it had just taken off from and plotted its course to Serbia, and the sudden increase in brightness made Bogdan open his eyes momentarily and look out of the window. When he did, he saw a sea of green fields below the plane and several farm animals standing around in the middle of them. 
He wondered what those animals must have made of all the noisy, flying objects that took off and went over their heads every day. They most likely had no idea what a plane was, let alone how such a thing was used to transport humans from one part of the planet to another. 
The means for a human being to fly really was a very clever invention, and there was no doubt that it had changed the world, but, of course, it came with its downsides. Pollution was probably the main one, and Bogdan thought about how he should probably try and do his bit not to contribute to any climate crisis that might be occurring over the rest of his lifetime. Perhaps he should take fewer private planes, or maybe he should fly less full-stop. He would see about that, but for now, from this vantage point, looking down at the countryside did remind him of how precious this planet really was. 
The trees. The animals. The human beings. 
Nature. 
Life. 
It was all so wonderful. 
Hopefully, nothing would ever come along to threaten it. 
Bogdan looked away from his window then and lowered the blind on it, blocking out the sun that was continuing to rise quickly and turning the sky from a black to a blue. Then, before closing his eyes again, he checked on Jelena, but she seemed content, browsing through a magazine while the stewardess poured her another glass of champagne. 
The Serbian man politely declined the offer of another drink before closing his eyes again, and as he listened to the rumbling of the jet’s engines around him, he thought about some of the positives that came with flying. After all, it wasn’t all about environmental damage. 
It was about the thrill of going somewhere different. 
A change of scene was important in life. It kept things feeling fresh and exciting rather than mundane and routine, and without changing one’s environment every now and again, it was easy to feel like a person was living in a bubble.   Bogdan could remember what that felt like, having spent so many years working the same kind of jobs in Belgrade. The long days on the construction sites. The long nights sitting in the kitchen of his shared flat drinking lager and preparing to go through exactly the same day again tomorrow. 
They say that variety is the spice of life, and Bogdan knew that to be true. 
His life had got infinitely better ever since he had got out of his comfort zone and first moved to London, meeting Jelena and going through all sorts of ups and downs before arriving at this moment here. That was why he felt like he would never stop taking flights, and while he would cut down, he had to keep that variety in his life. He also decided that once he was set up back home, he was going to use some of his considerable wealth to help others escape what might have been fairly dreary lives full of the same routines and instead allow them to wake up and do something a little different day to day as well. He didn’t know how he was going to do it yet, he just knew that he wanted to. 
Maybe he would return to some of those building sites where he once worked and see if he could find some of the men he used to work with. He hated the thought that some of the same faces were still there now after all this time, sweating out in the hot sun during the summers and shivering away during the harsh winters. He knew what back-breaking work it was, and he also knew how challenging it had been to mentally find the motivation to get out of bed and force yourself through such a day over and over again. He would be sure to help anybody he could when he got home. That would make him feel good about being able to use his millions on something a little more charitable than the fuel for a private plane.  
Bogdan must have drifted off to sleep then because the next thing he knew, he was outside of this plane, flying through the air high above the ground. It was a strange feeling but also a good one, and as the dream continued, he felt like he never wanted it to end. What a strange thing the human mind was. Capable of being full of doubts and worries one minute and the next, being so free as to allow its owner to literally be able to see and feel anything imaginable. 
The process of slipping out of consciousness and into a dream state always seemed to happen in the blink of an eye, and Bogdan hadn’t realised he had been so close to sleep until he was already in his slumber. But as the plane carried on, transporting his unconscious body through the sky at high speeds, it seemed like it was going to be a very peaceful flight for him. 
That was until he was suddenly wide awake, and when he looked down at his right arm, he saw what had disturbed him. It was Jelena’s left hand, and she was shaking him while pointing at something out of her window with her right hand. 
Taking a second to get his bearings again, as well as realise that him flying around outside this plane had really just been a dream and not a terrifying reality, Bogdan looked towards what his wife was pointing at. But he couldn’t see anything. 
‘What?’ he said with a shrug, slightly annoyed that he was awake again now, not that he would ever dream of having a go at his wife for disturbing him because he knew she would never have done it unless there was a really good reason to do so. But what was that reason? Bogdan still had no idea. 
Then Jelena beckoned for him to come closer to her window, so he sat forward in his seat and brought his face closer to the viewpoint in the cabin that allowed him to see outside it. When he did, he saw the sun had risen even higher now, and the sky was a beautiful blue colour thanks to the plane now being above the clouds. But he also saw something else, and it was weird because he had never seen anything like it before. 
It looked like another aircraft, but it wasn’t a plane, or at least Bogdan hoped it wasn’t. That was because the aircraft seemed to being going straight up vertically as opposed to climbing higher a little more horizontally like most planes did. 
What the hell was it?
Whatever it was, it was big, and it was going very fast, climbing higher and higher until Bogdan was almost straining to see it as he knelt by the window and tried to keep his eyes on it. Then he realised what it was, although it did seem very unusual to see such a thing here in the UK. 
‘Is that a rocket?’ he asked Jelena as he kept watching the aircraft ascending to an altitude that was much higher than the one they were going to. 
Jelena shrugged, but Bogdan knew it would only bug him for the rest of the flight if he didn’t find out what it was exactly, so he stood up and rushed down towards the cockpit with the intention to ask the pilot, who surely had a better idea of what it was that was flying near to them. 
The stewardess who had served the drinks and breakfast earlier checked with the passenger that everything was okay when she saw him making his way down to the front of the plane. He assured her that it was and that he just wanted to speak to the pilot, which would normally never be allowed on a commercial flight but was just one of the many perks when it came to the kind of travel Bogdan had paid for today. 
The stewardess smiled and let him know that would be okay before knocking on the cockpit door and waiting a moment. She must have got the word from the pilot a second later because then she opened the door, and the next thing Bogdan saw was the spectacular view that the pilot had in this section of the plane. 
Stepping into the cockpit, Bogdan marvelled at how much more the pilot could see out of his window compared to what the passengers could see out of theirs, but it was as he was staring that he saw the strange aircraft again in the distance and pointed it out before it could completely disappear from view. 
‘What is that?’ Bogdan asked Captain Cunningham, pointing to the silvery streak speeding through the sky, still completely vertical. 
‘I think that’s a space shuttle,’ the pilot replied rather calmly as if he saw that kind of thing every day in his line of work. That was what prompted the curious passenger to ask if that was the case. 
‘Have you seen one before?’ the Serbian asked. 
‘Yes, although never in the UK. I saw one in Russia once. Many years ago. But it looked very similar to that.’
‘I wonder where it’s going.’
‘Space, probably,’ Captain Cunningham replied with a grin. 
Bogdan rolled his eyes at the pilot, who had just stated the obvious. 
‘But to do what?’
‘Who knows? But don’t worry about that, I think there’s more fun to be had down here on Earth than there is up there in space.’
Bogdan agreed with that because to him, space just seemed like one very big and very scary vacuum that was not conducive to life. Much better to be inside the atmosphere than outside of it. 
But whoever was on that rocket now was going to be leaving the boundaries of Earth very soon, and as Bogdan watched the streaking shuttle go up and up and up, he found himself mesmerised by it. He also assumed that his curiosity about it would never be satisfied. It would most likely remain a mystery to him about who was on it and where it was going. 
Or so he thought. 
In reality, he would know all about that space shuttle and the mission it was a part of in good time. But for now, he should have been worrying about his own flight instead of that one. 
That was because something was going to happen that would test Bogdan and Jelena more than anything they had ever been through before, and for them, that was saying a lot. 
They knew they needed each other to live. 
But pretty soon, they would need each other to avoid certain death. 



Next in the 20 Minute Series...
20 MINUTES IN THE AIR
With several flights having departed and numerous characters in the sky hoping for a smooth ride to their destination, the seatbelt signs are off, and passengers are free to move around the cabin. But pleasant flights can be disrupted by words like:
Turbulence. Engine trouble. Mayday.
Meanwhile, there is drama at a much higher altitude as the space shuttles sent up by the superpowers of the world leave the planet’s atmosphere and head in the direction of the asteroid that threatens mankind. 
But if things seemed dangerous and deadly on Earth, it’s only worse out in space. 
What goes up, must come down.
Book 19 of 20 – Out March 2022
Turn the page for a special message for all 20 Minute fans from yours truly!



A Letter From The Author...
Hello 20 Minute Fans!
I hope you enjoyed this latest book, and thank you for following the series this far! I can’t quite believe this is the end of book 18 now. It only feels like yesterday when I was dreaming up the plot for the first book in the series, and back then, I didn’t know if anybody was going to be a fan of this quirky idea of mine. But it’s clear that there are plenty of 20 Minute fans out there, so now, as the series nears its end, I was thinking it was time to involve you guys a little more. My plan is to have a ‘fan zone’ at the end of Book 20. This will be the place for you, the loyal reader, to have your say on the series. 
Do you have any questions about the series or the characters? How I planned it all? My inspirations etc? Then now is the time to ask, and I will put all the questions at the back of Book 20. Hopefully, each answer will give every reader a little entertainment as well as more information about the series as a whole.  Maybe you don’t have a question, but you just have something to say about the 20 Minute World. Has it made you happy? Sad? Laugh? Cry? Distracted from your daily life? Did you wait for each book to come out or did you binge read them over a long weekend? And where did you read them? At home? On your break at work? Sat by a pool sipping a strong drink? Then I want to hear about it! Feel free to email me in any stories you want to. 
Here's some more ideas for you. Who is your favourite character? Why? Which one was your favourite book? How did you discover the series? Which actor and actress could play your favourite character? Whatever you have to say, please let me know and I will put it all in the ‘fan zone’ section at the end of book 20. This could end up being quite a big section if everybody replies but if so, it will be a very fun way for us all to read through each other’s comments and questions as the series ends and we say goodbye to our favourite characters!
As well as this, I’ll think of other fun things I can do to celebrate the end of the series nearer the time. A competition, perhaps. But for now, I just need you. So start having a think about your stories or your questions and send them to daniel@danielhurstbooks.com anytime over these next couple of months and I will make sure each one features at the end of the last book, which I predict will be out in May 2022. Just don’t forget to put your first name and where you’re from! 
Thank you, 20 Minute fans. You’re the best.
Daniel  
P.S. I’ll put another reminder at the end of book 19 in March, so no rush yet! 



Did you enjoy this book?
Reviews really are the most powerful way of getting attention for my books as honest reviews help bring in new readers.
If you have enjoyed this book, I would be extremely grateful if you could spend a couple of minutes leaving a review on Amazon (it can be as short as you like).
Thank you. 
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